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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia snarled, her razor-sharp fangs glinting in the silver moonlight pouring through the towering windows of Vincent’s penthouse headquarters. 
 
    “Give the word, Vincent,” she said, her tone low, hungry. “I’ll kill him where he stands.” 
 
    Vince held up his palms, his eyes on the strange man who claimed to be his Uncle Richter. The man revved his bike, the exploding growl of the engine filling the room for a moment. 
 
    “I haven’t seen Uncle Richter in years,” Vince said, stepping forward, his cloak flicking behind him, ready to fight. “Right now, all I know is that some strange vamp is in the middle of my HQ. I’ve got a good mind to take you out where you stand.” 
 
    Sara and Ayla flanked Vince like two sexy bodyguards. 
 
    Richter smirked, seemingly amused by the whole affair. He killed the engine of his motorcycle. 
 
    I do know that my uncle was obsessed with motorcycles, Vince thought. I couldn’t imagine anything cooler when I was a kid. 
 
    It was one piece of evidence that proved the man was who he’d said he was. 
 
    “Come on, kid,” the maybe-Richter said. “You really going to waste valuable time like this?” 
 
    “Not a waste of time to make sure the man who just broke into my place isn’t trying to kill me. When you’ve spent every day since becoming a vamp fighting people who want to murder you, it tends to make you a little cautious.” 
 
    Richter let out a loud bark of a laugh before hitting the kickstand of his motorcycle. 
 
    Vince took in the sight of the man. He was tall, like both Vince and his father, with long, brown hair that needed a wash. He wore round, black sunglasses, his wide jaw covered in stubble. His shoulders were broad, and he wore a long overcoat of brown leather, a white Henley and dark blue jeans underneath, a rugged pair of boots completing the look. Intricate tattoos peeked out from the undone buttons of his shirt, a necklace tucked underneath the fabric. More tattoos covered his hands. 
 
    Was he this inked when I was a kid? God, I can barely remember. 
 
    “Well, how about this—when you were a kid, you played baseball on a team called the Tigers. You remember that? You were a shortstop, but got taken out of the league when you ended up hitting your growth spurt faster than the other kids and standing a head taller than them.” 
 
    He started toward Vince, taking slow steps, his boots heavy on the floor. 
 
    “You wasted too much damn time playing video games. Then again, you ended up making a hell of a lot of money with that tech job of yours, so maybe it wasn’t all a waste. You loved Hawaiian pizza until you hit around eight, then I couldn’t pay you to eat the stuff. You had a dog named Blaze… some lab-mix thing that pissed in my boots once.” 
 
    Once he was near the group, he swished his coat back and put his hands on his hips, a confident smirk on his face, as if he weren’t worried in the slightest about anything that might happen. 
 
    “You know what, kid?” he asked. “Maybe it’s me who should be wondering whether or not you’re the one I’m looking for.” 
 
    “What?” Vince cocked his head in confusion. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “You kinda look like my nephew, sure. But the thing about being in the crypt world is you see all kinds of shit that make you wonder if you can even trust your eyes. Maybe you’re some witch-vamp that stole my nephew’s face, going around calling yourself a Blood Lord.” 
 
    Vince couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re serious?” 
 
    Richter shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe I want to see if my kin’s actually got what it takes for the mission I need him for.” 
 
    He pulled back the right flap of his coat, revealing a long row of small, throwing knives. 
 
    “How about this—I try to kill you. If you die, then fine; no nephew of mine, especially no Blood Lord nephew of mine, would go down easy to an old fart like me.” He raised a finger. “Oh! And we’re doing this one-on-one; none of these girlies helping you out.” 
 
    Vince smirked. “And if I win?” 
 
    Richter laughed. “We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it. Now—get ready!” 
 
    Before Vince knew what was happening, Richter drew a pair of daggers and, with an effortless flick of his wrist, tossed the blades at Vince. Vince activated Vamp Speed, the world slowing down and his blood supply beginning to drain. He glanced over at the girls, each of them wearing the same shocked expression. 
 
    Vince rushed forward, plucking the daggers out of the air, their tips so sharp that the slightest graze drew blood. Vince threw the daggers back at Richter, turning off Vamp Speed once they were on their way. 
 
    The world shifted back to normal. Vince hadn’t thrown the daggers directly at Richter, not wanting to hurt his uncle. He had caught them mid-flight anyway, holding them in front of the grin on his face. 
 
    “That was nice, kid.” Richter calmly tucked the daggers back into his coat, pulling the flap back. “Was worried for a sec that I’d turn you into a pincushion. Thing is, though, you’re going to need more than that if you’re going to take me down.” 
 
    “Give it your best shot, old man.” 
 
    Richter let out another barking laugh. “Nice! Maybe you are my blood, after all.” 
 
    He extended his arms, slipping them out of his coat and letting the heavy, leather duster drop to the ground in a heap. Richter was in fine fighting form. His shoulders were broad and his arms thick. The man had to be somewhere in his mid-fifties, but he was in better shape than ninety-nine percent of men his age. 
 
    Vince’s eyes went to the two blades on Richter’s wide back, the hilts sticking out just a bit. Instead of pulling both blades from their sheathes, however, Richter only smiled. Vince noticed something strangely familiar about one of the blades. 
 
    “Here, kid.” Richter reached back, drawing the familiar blade from its sheath. 
 
    It had a curved, silver blade, a black hilt, and a red jewel in the pommel. 
 
    “Mangecoeur,” Olivia said, a small smile on her face. “You found it.” 
 
    Richter grinned. “Sure did. Now, if you ask me, this is too nice of a sword to just leave lying around on the streets of New York. No nephew of mine would be so careless with his stuff.” 
 
    Without another word, he tossed the blade. Vince sidestepped, caught it by the hilt, and admired how good it felt in his hand, a grin forming on his lips. He was glad to have it back. 
 
    “Anyway, you want to be a Blood Lord, you’re going to need to make your own blade—something you found won’t do.” 
 
    “Noted,” Vincent replied. 
 
    “But if you really want to be a Blood Lord, there’s something else you need to do first.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Win this fight, kid.” 
 
    In a blinding blur of motion, Righter drew a chipped silver blade and rushed Vince. 
 
    “Vince, look out!” Sara screamed. 
 
    Vince raised his blade just in time to catch Richter’s strike. A clang sounded out, the impact reverberating through his entire body. There’d been strength behind the swing, enough that Vince needed to step back and give himself a moment to recover. 
 
    Richter, however, wasn’t about to extend such a courtesy. He swung again, the point coming to a stop at Vince’s Adam’s apple, the tip touching him just enough to draw a dot of blood. 
 
    His uncle shook his head sadly. “I heard about that Constantin prick you took out. Gotta be honest—not sure how you did it with these piss-poor blade skills.” 
 
    Vince narrowed his eyes, swinging Mangecoeur to knock Richter’s blade away. Vince was ready this time, pivoting backward and putting some distance between him and his uncle. 
 
    “Better, better,” Richter said. “But not nearly as good as you’re going to need to be. See, those fancy guns and such that you were using might work fine against humans and some of your dumber crypts. But if you want to go toe-to-toe with vamps and witches and all the rest, you’re going to need to learn how to use that thing.” 
 
    He finished his words by jabbing the blade forward, the end turning into a tiny point as he stabbed. Startled, Vince ducked backward just in time to watch the sword pierce through the spot where his heart had been. 
 
    “Are you trying to kill me?” Vince snarled. 
 
    “I’m trying to find out if you’re my blood.” Richter made an impressive flourish with his sword, the woosh-woosh-woosh of the weapon slicing through air sounding out. “Because there’s no way a kin of mine, especially a Blood Lord, would let himself get cut down so damn easy. Come on!” 
 
    He lunged. Vince held his ground and caught the blade with his. He pulled a feint, causing Richter to take an opportunity that wasn’t there. Vince caught him, positioning his body just behind Richter’s and slamming into him. 
 
    Richter was solid muscle, and shoulder checking him felt like tackling a brick wall. The attack worked, however, jostling Richter into an unsteady, vulnerable position. 
 
    “There you go!” If Richter had been bothered by the attack, he sure didn’t show it. He quickly regained his composure, spinning on his feet. A single slash of his sliced away whatever advantage Vince had created. “But you’re going to need to do better than that, kid!” 
 
    Vince was growing tired, his blood level low. Richter, on the other hand, seemed just as fresh and energetic as when he’d started. 
 
    To Vince’s surprise, Richter lowered his blade. 
 
    “Alright,” he said, his tone low. “I’ll give you a free hit. Come on, show me what you’ve got.” 
 
    “A free hit?” Vince asked. “You kidding?” 
 
    “I want to see what you can do against a target you’re ready to take down. Go on, try to kill me.” 
 
    Vince was ready to end the fight. He looked Richter up and down, trying to pinpoint a weakness. 
 
    He’s tall like me. That means if I can hit him below his center of gravity, he’ll go down easily. 
 
    Vince raised his blade, pointing the tip at his uncle. 
 
    He rushed forward, shifting into his man-wolf form. Richter let out a loud ‘ha’ of amusement as Vince closed the distance. When Vince was near, Richter stepped aside and stuck his arm out, grabbing Vince by the wrist, and tossed him onto the ground with enough force to make pain blast through Vince’s bones. 
 
    Richter put his boot on Vince’s chest, pinning him in place. His blade paused on Vince’s neck. Vince’s coterie stiffened, the women’s eyes wide. 
 
    But Richter only laughed, slipping the blade back into its scabbard. He stuck his big, meaty, tattooed hand out, offering it to Vince. 
 
    “Let’s go, kid. You’re going to need a hell of a lot of training if you’re going to save your parents. Get your butt up, we don’t have a damn minute to waste.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What the hell does a vamp gotta do to get a blood beer around here?” 
 
    Richter had only been in Vince’s apartment for a half-hour or so, but he was already making himself well at home. 
 
    “Hey! Hands off the bike!” One of Vince’s vampire minions, who’d been in the process of moving Richter’s motorcycle out of Vince’s bedroom, froze in place. “That right there’s a Triumph Rocket III. You get so much as even a scuff on it, and I’ll be snacking on you for dinner!” 
 
    Olivia shook her head in disbelief. “There’s no way he’s related to you, Vince. He’s so… brash.” 
 
    Jerry scoffed. “That’s a nice way to say that he’s a real prick.” His eyes flashed, and he raised his palms to Vince. “No offense, mon ami. Family’s family.” 
 
    “But we’re sure about that, right?” Sara asked, an expression of mild worry on her face. “He’s not some guy playing a trick on us?” 
 
    Vince shook his head. “Nope, that’s him. Looks different—more tattoos, maybe some more muscle. But that’s him alright.” 
 
    Ayla crossed her arms under her breasts. “Well, family or no, he came this close to killing you. More than that, I came this close to killing him. No one gets that close to you without risking his life.” 
 
    White-hot aggression smoldered in Ayla’s eyes. Vince had no doubts that, if he were to give the order, the Lycan would take Richter apart piece by piece. 
 
    “Uncle Richter!” Vince called out, his voice booming across the room. “Take it easy!” 
 
    “I’ll be able to take it a hell of a lot easier if I had some blood beer!” 
 
    Some blood beer did sound good right now. Vince caught the attention of another of his minions. 
 
    “Get some blood beer and wine from the cellar,” he said. “And bring them to the meeting room.” 
 
    His minion departed with an obedient nod. 
 
    “Uncle!” Vince called out again. “Leave your bike here—we need to talk.” 
 
    Richter turned away from his motorcycle, putting his hands on his hips. 
 
    “You’re damn right about that, kid. Come on.” 
 
    Vince motioned for his group to follow him. Together, they entered the main apartment room, a large space with tables here and there that served as the planning area for Vince and his crew. 
 
    A handful of minions, along with a few members of Ayla’s Silverfang Pack, stood at the ready. No doubt they’d been wondering just what the hell had been going on, waiting for the command from Vince to pounce on the intruder. 
 
    “All clear,” Vince said. “He’s with us.” 
 
    A few confused looks were shared among the crew. They didn’t ask questions, however. Being a Blood Lord’s minion meant that you did what you were told, that you only spoke when you were spoken to. 
 
    “I’ll hang out in here, bossman,” Jerry said. “Yo, Uncle whatever!” 
 
    Richter stopped, eyes fixing on Jerry, but he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Mind if I take a look at that bike of yours? Sure as hell looked like a fine piece of machinery.” 
 
    Richter scanned a nearby table that functioned as a workstation for Jerry, Ransom, and the other mechanically adept minions. 
 
    “As long as you know what the hell you’re doing, Cajun.” 
 
    Jerry laughed, holding up his palms. “Trust me—I know my way around those bad boys. Maybe if you’re nice, I’ll give it a few upgrades.” 
 
    Richter leaned in. “You touch that gorgeous girlie in a way I don’t like, you’ll have stumps for hands by the time the day is done.” 
 
    Jerry regarded him with a curious expression for a moment, as if he weren’t quite sure he’d heard him right. Tension hung in the air for a long moment, Vince wondering if he’d have to break up a fight. 
 
    Instead of swinging a fist, however, Jerry let out a loud laugh. Richter joined in it with him, the two men belly laughing. 
 
    “This guy’s alright,” Jerry said. “We’ll see if we can trust him as far as we can throw him, but for now let’s keep him around.” 
 
    “Glad I got the approval of the crawdad-sucker,” Richter said. “Now, can we get on with this?” 
 
    Vince nodded toward the planning room. Sara opened it for them, revealing a medium-sized room with a large, square table of dark wood in the center, chairs around it and the surface topped with a huge map of New York City. A fire crackled in the massive fireplace, and one of Vince’s minions was in the process of laying out blood beer and wine for the group. 
 
    “God, it’s about damn time.” Richter stepped over to the table and swiped one of the blood beers, twisting the cap off with his teeth then lunging at the minion, who responded with a shriek and a start. Richter, seeming to find this all terribly amusing, letting out another one of his loud, barking laughs as the minion scrambled off. 
 
    “I see you’re making your way in the world, nephew,” he said, his attention on the minion. “Only been a short time since you’ve made yourself known as a Blood Lord, and you’ve already got minions working underneath you. Most vamps never reach that point.” 
 
    Vince approached the table and took one of the beers for himself. “Most are helpers in the workshop or low-level information gatherers.” 
 
    Richter stepped over to one of the towering windows that looked out over the city. The view from the Midtown apartment allowed for a sweeping vista of Lower Manhattan, the towers and lights of the metropolis stretching into the distance. 
 
    “Nice pad, too. Heard you took this from that Constantin shithead.” 
 
    Vince cracked open the beer, taking a sip before setting it down on the table. “Seems like you’ve heard a lot about me. Interesting, considering I haven’t seen you in over ten years, uncle.” 
 
    Richter turned from the window, facing the group. 
 
    “Nice as these ladies are to look at, this is some private shit, Vince—the family sort of private shit. Why don’t you send them packing so we can talk one-on-one?” 
 
    Vince shook his head. “They’re my coterie. Whatever you’re about to get me caught up in, Richter, they’re going to get caught up in it, too. That means they need to know.” 
 
    He snorted, stepping over to the table and dropping into one of the open seats and putting his heavy boots on the surface. 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    “Then let’s hear it.” 
 
    Richter took a long, deep swing of the blood beer, draining the entire bottle before reaching for another. 
 
    “It’s your mom and dad, like I said. They’re in danger. And it’s because of you.” 
 
    “In danger from who?” 
 
    “From every damn Blood Lord on the planet. See, while you might’ve taken out Constantin the good old-fashioned way and become the most powerful vamp in the city, some of these other Blood Lords… let’s just say they’re not as chivalrous.” 
 
    Vince was beginning to suspect there was far more to Richter and why he was there than he was letting on. 
 
    He set his beer down and held up his palms. 
 
    “Wait, first off—you’re a vamp.” 
 
    Richter flashed his fangs. “Sure as hell am.” 
 
    “But my parents aren’t.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nope. But they’re crypts all the same. And they’re not your real parents.” 
 
    Vince blinked hard, not sure that he’d heard his uncle correctly. 
 
    “They’re… what?” 
 
    Richter pursed his lips, as if only now understanding the depth of what he’d just said. 
 
    “They’re not your real parents, like I said. They took you in when you were a kid, after your real parents were killed.” 
 
    The confusion faded away, replaced by anger. “Killed by who?” 
 
    “Vamps. That’s all I know.” 
 
    “Vincent,” Olivia said. “Something’s telling me that this is a much longer story.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Richter said. “Forgot that you’re new to this whole world, that it’s only been a few short weeks since life grabbed you by the ankle and tossed you into the deep end of the whole crypt world.” He sighed, taking his boots off the table and leaning forward. “Kid, the long and short of it is that the life you remember has been little more than an illusion. You’re learning some of that, it looks like. You’re a vamp, and not only that, you’ve got the power of a Blood Lord in your veins.” 
 
    “And my parents aren’t my parents.” 
 
    Richter raised his hand, sitting up. “Now, hold on just a minute. The people you think are your parents are damn good people—risked a hell of a lot to look after you. And I know that, blood or not, they’d do anything for you.” 
 
    “Tell me about them.” Vince gestured for the rest of his coterie to sit at the table with him. 
 
    They did, and Richter began. “They’re witches, like I said.” 
 
    “Already this story is off to a strange start,” Olivia said. “Witches and vampires aren’t known to work together for anything.” 
 
    “You’re damn right about that,” Richter replied. “And that was part of the reason why they were the perfect couple to take Vince in after his parents died.” He turned to Vince, taking off his sunglasses and revealing a pair of golden-brown eyes. “Guess I should start with that.” 
 
    Vince nodded. 
 
    “Kid, you’ve figured out by now that you’re from a long, long line of powerful-as-hell vampires—some say the line goes directly back to Balthazar himself. Well, that hasn’t exactly been a secret in the vamp world. Blood Lords have been out of the picture for centuries, but everyone knew—or knows now—that it was only a matter of time before they returned.” 
 
    He folded his glasses and hung them from the open button flap of his Henley shirt. “About twenty years ago, back when you were barely out of diapers, you were a normal kid living in New York with your parents—well, as normal as a vamp kid could be. Your mom and dad were both liaisons for the Optimatium and the New York Helsing division.” 
 
    “The what?” Sara asked. “Optimatium?” 
 
    Richter snorted and smirked. “Looks like we’ve got another newbie vamp. ‘Optimatium’ is some Latin word that means the best of the best or some shit like that. They’re some of the oldest vamps there are, the leaders, if the vampire society even has such a thing, of our kind. Based out of Europe, they oversee trends in the vamp world, make sure that us bloodsuckers are adhering to the rules of The Dance.” 
 
    “The Dance,” Sara said, placing her fingertip on her chin. “That’s the set of rules that talks about how vampires need to blend in with humans.” 
 
    “You’ve got it, little lady. You start running around baring your fangs in front of the humans one too many times, snacking on them when you shouldn’t, and you’ll wake up one evening to a group of Optimatium hunters standing around your coffin. Hell, they probably won’t even wake up to see them. Anyway, your parents worked with them. Not a bad gig when you’re a vamp.” 
 
    “Vampires need jobs?” Sara asked. 
 
    Richter laughed. “Not in the way humans do. When you’re immortal, earning cash is easy as hell. We don’t work for money, though. We work for status. Status in the vamp world is our real currency. Being a high-status, powerful vamp is like being a billionaire—you get protection, followers, and all the influence you could hope for.” 
 
    “Influence over the human world is something vampires prize,” Olivia said. “And the Optimatium possesses this sort of sway in spades. There hasn’t been a single major event in human history that didn’t have one of them involved somehow.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Ritcher said. “Your parents hoped to be one of them, starting out at the bottom as diplomats and intelligence gatherers for the Optimatium. But your parents were different. They hadn’t joined the Optimatium because they wanted power or status—they wanted protection. Mainly, for you.” 
 
    “Because I’m a Blood Lord.” 
 
    “Your parents knew what sort of blood ran through their veins—what ran through your veins. And like all the rest of your line, they did their best to keep it a secret. And somehow, they found out that the rebirth of the power of the Blood Lords would happen soon. That means they had a damn good reason to believe that you would be the one. And they figured that the more power they had, the better they’d be able to protect you.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Didn’t work out so hot. Some other vamp in the Optimatium learned about your parents’ bloodline, got scared, jealous. One day, while you were staying with me, your parents went off to Rome—the seat of the Optimatium—and never came back. Strange shit happened before they left. Whatever they got up to over there, they knew it might be dangerous beforehand, made me promise that I’d look after you no matter what.” 
 
    Vince shifted in his seat, the weight of what he was learning bearing down on him. 
 
    Richter grit his teeth, the memory seeming to dig up an old anger. 
 
    “I took care of you for a time,” he said. “But I’m a damn mercenary—I do dirty work for whatever crypts are willing to pay me. Not a chance in hell you’d be safe in my care for long. So, I got in touch with some witches who owed me a favor, a couple in upstate New York who’d always wanted kids of their own but had never been able to have them.” 
 
    “So, you gave him up,” Ayla said. 
 
    “No, wolf,” Richter said, his tone sharp. “I promised his parents that I would keep him safe, and that’s what I did. He’s still alive now, isn’t he?” He snorted and shook his head, as if he couldn’t believe that he was being bothered with such nonsense. “Anyway, it’s only a matter of time before your adoptive parents are targeted by one of the other Blood Lords. They’re witches, and can hold their own—to a point. They might be able to fend off one group of vamps attacking them, but they won’t be able to do it forever.” 
 
    Vince clenched his fists under the table. The news of his true parentage was still settling in, almost too surreal to swallow. Despite all of that, his adoptive parents had still raised him since he was a child. The idea of any harm coming to them was unthinkable. 
 
    “Then we need to move,” Vince said, rising from his chair. “We need to protect my parents, and take out the other Blood Lords before they become too powerful.” 
 
    Richter grinned. “That’s my nephew! This place is impressive, but you’re not going to become the last Blood Lord standing by hiding out in some fancy New York apartment. You want to win, then you’re going to need a hunter. Lucky for you, you’ve got the best one in the crypt world.” He tapped his chest. “Alright, first step is—” 
 
    The door burst open. 
 
    Ransom, Vince’s first vampire minion and former employee of Jerry’s bodega, barged in, his face twisted with worry. 
 
    “Boss! We got a situation!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is bad,” Ransom said. “This is really bad.” 
 
    The group gathered around one of the monitors in the main planning room. On the screen was the face of Sean, one of Vince’s minions. His expression was frozen in fear, and as far as Vince could tell, he was underground somewhere. 
 
    “Got this a few minutes ago,” Ransom said. 
 
    Ransom, Vince’s first minion, had proven himself to be useful and competent over the last week. As such, Vince had promoted him to the informal position of minion overseer. Vince would hand him the orders of where he wanted his minions, what sort of missions he’d send them on, and Ransom would make it happen. 
 
    Sean, one of Vince’s newer minions, had been sent on an information-gathering operation in lower Manhattan along with Jake, another minion. Word was that a new vampire coterie had moved in and was staking its claim in the city. While Vince didn’t consider fresh blood to the city to be a problem, he needed to make sure that they weren’t a threat and, most importantly, that they’d submit to him as Blood Lord of New York. 
 
    While Sean and Jake had been on their mission for less than a day, Vince hadn’t heard a peep from them since their deployment. The image on the screen didn’t bode well for the operation. 
 
    Vince glanced at Richter, who had his gaze on the screen, a small smirk on his lips as if he were more amused by it all than anything else. 
 
    “Hit play,” Vince said. 
 
    Ransom tapped the space key, and the video played. 
 
    “Yo, boss,” Sean said, his slender, wiry face painted with fear, his black hair soaked with sweat and hanging over his forehead. “We’re trapped.” 
 
    A hand grabbed the recording phone. Jake, the other minion, a twenty-something guy with short, red hair, appeared on the screen. “This coterie… it’s not just any coterie. We’ve got good reason to think this is a Blood Lord moving in on your turf.” 
 
    Sean pulled the camera back to his face. “They’re a dozen strong. And they’re not screwing around. Saw them kill two vamps here in the club where we’ve been spying on them. They want you, boss, and they’re going to do anything to get close enough to take you out.” 
 
    Another camera pull, this time back to Jake. “We’ve got info, but we’re stuck—they’ve got this club locked down tight. You want to know what’s going on, you’re going to need to sneak in and get to us.” 
 
    The camera went back to Sean. “We’re in the basement of Club Wax.” 
 
    “I know the place,” Olivia said. “It’s in Houston.” 
 
    “But here’s the thing,” Sean went on. “You need to come alone. You show up with the whole coterie, they’re going to spot you from a mile away.” 
 
    Jake pulled the camera back to him. “We’ll be waiting. Get here soon, boss—only a matter of time until they find us.” 
 
    With that, the camera turned off, the screen blank. 
 
    “We have to help them!” Sara said. “We can’t let our people get killed like that!” 
 
    “We’re not going to let them get killed,” Vince assured her. 
 
    “I don’t care what he says,” Ayla offered. “If there’s a whole coterie in town who wants to kill you, then you need to bring all of us.” 
 
    “I don’t agree with that,” Olivia said. “You bring us, you risk attracting the attention of the Blood Lord. You want to take him out, you’re going to need the advantage of stealth.” 
 
    Richter snorted again. 
 
    “You have something to say, uncle?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Yep. Shit’s easy—you and me go. We sneak in, we get to your people, and we figure out our next step from there. We need to be nimble. Bringing the whole coterie means that there’s a good chance the plan goes sideways and we won’t be able to figure out something new on the fly. I’m a hunter—this kind of stuff is what I do best.” 
 
    “You seem… confident,” Olivia said politely. 
 
    Richter grinned. “I am, toots. And I’m confident for a reason. More than that, no way I’d send my own kin into harm’s way.” 
 
    “Toots?” Olivia raised an eyebrow, appearing not to be too big of a fan of the nickname. 
 
    Richter let out another laugh before hopping out of his seat. He pulled the front flaps of his coat and nodded to Vince. “Come on, Nephew—we’ve got some minions to save.” 
 
    The rest of the coterie regarded Vince, waiting for him to give the OK to the plan. 
 
    “The rest of you wait here—my uncle and I will handle this. But stay frosty. If anything goes down, I’ll need your backup.” 
 
    “Got it,” Ayla said. 
 
    “Hey, boys!” Jerry’s voice caught their attention. The group turned to watch him enter, something small and red in his hand. 
 
    “What’s up?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Got a little something I’ve been working on. With all the fighting you’ll be doing, you’re gonna need some way to re-up your blood levels on the fly. So, the crew and I in the workshop came up with this.” He tossed the item in his hand over to Vince, who caught it. 
 
    The device was around four inches long, thick as his thumb. Inside was a dark, red liquid that he recognized right away as blood. The end came to a point, a small cap covering it. 
 
    “A blood vial?” Vince asked. 
 
    “You got it. That right there’s a full pint of blood, ready to be shot into you. Pull the cap off and stick it in your arm – the mechanism will to the rest.” 
 
    Vince took the cap off, revealing a small, but sharp, injector. 
 
    “This is perfect,” Vince said. 
 
    “It sure is. And that there injector is fast enough to use in the heat of battle,” Jerry said, a proud smile on his face as he crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the doorframe. “Only issue is mass producing them. I’ve got a few dozen here ready to be used, but if you want more, you’re gonna have to find out a way to supply the blood.” 
 
    Vince took one more look at the vial before tucking it into his inner jacket pocket. 
 
    “We’ll figure that out later,” Vince said. “For now, let’s get me and my uncle equipped with a few.” 
 
    “You got it, bossman,” Jerry said. 
 
    “Say, kid,” Richter said, putting his hands on his hips. “You don’t happen to have another bike, do you?” 
 
    Vince allowed himself a small smile. “Got a few down there, actually.” 
 
    “Then I suggest we do a little family convoy.” 
 
    A half hour later, Vince and Richter were geared up, peeling down the streets of Manhattan on their motorcycles. Richter was on his Triumph, Vince on a silver Ducati that handled so nimbly that he was able to weave in and out of traffic with barely any effort. The growling of the engines ripped through the night, the moon big and round in the cloudless sky beyond the tips of the towers. 
 
    As Vince rode, he kept his eyes on Richter, trying to determine just how much he could trust him. Had he told him the truth about his family? Had they really died? Were his parents—the man and woman he thought were his parents—really of no blood relation? 
 
    The questions mulled in his mind as they arrived in lower Manhattan. Vince couldn’t help but remember that the vamp world was full of deceit. He didn’t have the luxury of trusting anyone who wasn’t a member of his coterie. 
 
    Richter guided Vince in the direction of the club. It wasn’t long before they reached a narrow road just a bit south of Houston, tall, brick apartment buildings on both sides. 
 
    Richter guided him to a park. After the engines died, the street was comparatively quiet, making Vince want to take Mangecoeur into hand and have it at the ready in case anything was to go down. 
 
    “You know this place?” Vince asked, forming up at his uncle’s side. 
 
    “Club Wax? Sure as hell do. I’m surprised you don’t—one of the first things a vamp learns is where all the vamp-friendly places are in the city.” He shook his head, that same knowing smirk on his face. “God, you’re making me remember my first year or two as a vamp.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Few decades. See, there’s two ways to become a vamp—either you get turned by one, or you’ve got vamp blood in your veins. If it’s the second way, the way it was for you and me, when you’re born, the process of turning starts. I was the same as you, living my life thinking I had some kind of weird skin condition caused by sunlight exposure.” 
 
    The pair continued down the sidewalk. Well dressed men and women came and went, some of them with the impossibly pale skin and brilliant eyes that marked them as vamps. 
 
    “And what happens?” Vince asked. “You just become a vamp one day?” 
 
    “Not so suddenly like that. It happens gradually, your intolerance to the sun growing worse and worse and your thirst for blood growing deeper and deeper. Sometime between your twenty-first and thirty-first birthday, you hit the tipping point. You stop aging, you can’t eat human food, and the sun goes from hurting you to killing you. Happened to me a little later, actually—I’m eternally thirty-four.” 
 
    Vince cocked his head to get a good look at his uncle. It’d been hard to tell through his long hair and thick beard, but he did look young. His father was almost in his sixties, while Richter appeared no older than his mid-thirties. 
 
    “Worse ages to be forever, you know? Hell, twenty-five like you almost seems too damn young. And it could be a hell of a lot worse—a few vamps out there got turned as freaking octogenarians. Can you imagine looking like you just stepped out of a prune juice commercial for the rest of your life?” He laughed. 
 
    “Anyway, every city’s got its vamp hideouts. I know for a fact you’ve been to at least one—that ‘Evidence Room’ place.” 
 
    “You’ve been following me ever since I became a vamp, haven’t you?” 
 
    “You miss when I said I’d told your parents that I’d look after you? I’ve been following you since you were a kid, especially since you became a vamp. Not twenty-four-seven, and don’t worry—I give you, uh, privacy when you need it. That’s been my life for the last twenty years; I hunt, and I watch out for you.” 
 
    “You’re a hunter? Tell me what that is, exactly.” 
 
    “Nothing fancy—‘hunter’ is just the crypt term for us supernatural types who don’t fit into any coterie or coven or pack or whatever else. We make our money and status by performing jobs for whoever’s got the scratch for it. More often than not, that means murder.” 
 
    “You’re a hitman, then.” 
 
    “Sure, you could call me that. Not the most respectable job in the crypt world, but it works for my lifestyle. That is to say, it doesn’t attach me to any particular place, which means I can keep an eye on you—my real job. And now that I’m not following you from a distance anymore, I’m going to be a little more hands-on.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Meaning, I’m going to train you. That Olivia chick… she’s tough as they come, and no doubt she’s been around the block. But there’s something about her, something I don’t trust.” 
 
    “She’s seemed on the level so far.” 
 
    “Maybe she is, maybe she isn’t. But there’s one group you can trust more than anyone else—family.” He clapped his hand down hard on Vince's shoulder. 
 
    “You know, I wanted to be the damn Blood Lord. But I’m not—you are. Someone in our line was going to end up with all this power, and if the vampire gods or whoever the hell else decided you’re the one who’s going to have it, then so be it. But now that you’re with me, I’m going to make damn sure that you’re good and trained. Hope you’re ready, kid.” 
 
    “I am. Don’t you worry about me.” 
 
    Richter laughed. “Good! That’s the kind of attitude I want to hear out of you. You’ve got a long way to go, but your dad would sure as shit be proud with what he’s seeing so far.” 
 
    Vince couldn’t help but feel a tinge of pride at his uncle’s words. 
 
    “Is that it up there?” Vince asked. He nodded toward a line of vamps all waiting for entry into a nondescript door guarded by a huge pair of bouncers. It reminded him of the line in front of The Evidence Room. “I’ve done this before—I glamoured my way in.” 
 
    “That could work,” Richter said. “But you want my advice? Be careful with that glamouring shit. It works on most humans, but until your skill in it gets good and high, there’s a damn good chance you might try it only to have someone looking back at you wondering why the hell you’re talking to him in such a weird way.” 
 
    “Then what’s the plan? We wait in line and hope they think we’re cool enough to get it?” 
 
    Richter shook his head. “Nope. Come with me.” 
 
    Instead of joining the queue, Richter nodded toward the adjacent building. 
 
    “Step behind the porch—we don’t want them to see us.” 
 
    Vince followed his uncle behind the large stone porch that led to the front doors of the abandoned townhome. Once they were out of sight, Richter reached under the back of his coat and withdrew his sword. 
 
    “Check this out.” 
 
    He aimed the blade upward, clicking something on the hilt and revealing a button. Before Vince could ask what was going on, Richter pressed the button. The very tip of the blade shot off the sword, carrying with it a thin wire. The tip punched through the window of the townhome, hooking onto the windowsill. 
 
    Vince raised an eyebrow. “Impressive.” 
 
    Richter flashed him an expression that suggested he was more than a little proud of his tool. 
 
    “Guys like Jerry aren’t the only ones in this town who get cool toys. When you’re a Hunter, you live and die by how crafty you are. If you’re lucky, I’ll teach you some of this shit, too. For now, watch and learn.” 
 
    He pressed the button on the hilt again, the wire yanking and pulling him up to the window. Once there, he grabbed onto the sill, reached in through the broken window, and unlocked it. Seconds later, the window was open and Richter was inside. 
 
    “Your turn, kid,” Richter called down, keeping his voice low. “Here.” 
 
    He dropped the sword. Vince caught the hilt. He inspected the weapon, noting that the hilt was mechanical, the interior filled with gears and other moving parts. The sight reminded him of the interior of a watch. 
 
    “Just hold it up and press the button in the hilt. The sword will do the rest!” 
 
    Vince took a deep breath, then did as his uncle asked. He pressed the button, the wire carrying him up into the darkness of the night above. 
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    Vince climbed in through the open window, vaulting over the sill and landing inside a dark bedroom. 
 
    “You know,” Vince said. “This would be a hell of a lot easier if we could turn into bats or mist or whatever else it is that vamps do in the movies.” 
 
    Richter laughed, putting his hand on Vince’s shoulder and helping him to his feet. 
 
    “Well, bad news for you, kid: that’s the movies. Vamps can shapeshift, but I’ve never heard of one turning into a bat. A dragon, on the other hand…” Richter nodded, indicating for both of them to go forward. 
 
    “Blood Dragons, right?” 
 
    “Yep.” They stepped out of the bedroom and began their way through the house. The place was abandoned, as if they’d been the first ones inside in a long, long time. “You want to talk about rare—that’s rare. Takes a special sort of vamp blood to be attuned to the power of the Blood Dragon. I’ve never seen one, not many have. You ask any vamp and they’ll tell you that they’re probably extinct.” 
 
    He looked Vince up and down, the pair making their way down the stairs to the first floor. 
 
    “Then again, people thought that the Blood Lords had gone extinct, too. Maybe I’ll see another Blood Dragon flying through the night sky before my ticket gets punched, you know?” 
 
    “Richter, where are we going?” 
 
    His uncle flashed him a smirk. “Well, you remember when I said you’ve got to learn these vamp safe havens up and down? Let me show you why.” He nodded for them to keep going down the stairs, all the way to the basement. It was pitch black at the bottom. 
 
    “Uh, you might want to brace yourself for this, kid.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Richter flicked on the light and cast the basement in sterile, bright light. 
 
    Vince recoiled from the sight. The basement of the house was like something out of a nightmare, bodies strewn here and there, their skin pale and translucent. But, strangely enough, there wasn’t a drop of blood anywhere. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Feeding room of the club. One of them, at least. See, some clubs are friendly to humans—they come in, let the vamps feed off them, everything’s honky dory.” 
 
    Vince flashed back to The Evidence Room, memories of the gorgeous, dark-haired woman he’d feasted upon there fresh in his mind. 
 
    “Wax, on the other hand, is not the human friendly variety. Sure, they’ll let humans come on in and party for a bit, but the odds are damn good they’re going to get drained by the end of the night.” 
 
    “What about the Dance?” Vince asked. “Don’t they risk getting caught?” 
 
    “Not when the place is owned by vamps. They’ll let these bodies cool here for a while, make sure the NYPD doesn’t connect this place to the missing humans. Then, when the coast is clear, they’ll dispose of them.” 
 
    Vince clenched his fists. “I’m going to end this. No innocent humans will be killed when I’ve secured my rule over the city.” 
 
    “I like what I’m hearing. See, some vamps view humans as little more than cattle. Others haven’t forgotten their human roots. It’s the biggest rift in the vamp world, actually.” 
 
    “What do the Optimatium think about it?” 
 
    “There’s a rift there, too. With Blood Lords back on the scene, it’s looking like whichever one of you comes out on top might be the tipping point that makes the Optiumatium lean one way or another. If a vamp who likes to snack on humans for fun gets in charge, it might start a human-vamp war with carnage like the world has never seen.” 
 
    He shook his head, as if he didn’t even want to consider the matter. 
 
    “That’s down the road though, way down. Right now, you’ve got to worry about getting your people back.” 
 
    “And how am I going to do that down here?” 
 
    Richter smirked, stepping around one of the bodies and approaching the wall. “Like this.” 
 
    He opened a hidden compartment on the wall, revealing a button. Richter pressed it, the wall opening to reveal a long hallway. The thumping of bass in the distance filled the air. 
 
    “The club basement’s just down that way,” Richter said. “If your guys are still alive, you’ll find them in there.” 
 
    “Then let’s not waste another second.” Vince took a few steps, but stopped when he realized that Richter wasn’t moving with him. 
 
    “You go ahead, kid—I’ve got another plan in mind.” 
 
    “What? You’re not coming?” 
 
    Richter took his sunglasses off the flap of his Henley, slipping them on, following it up with a grin. “You can handle this. I’ll be there soon.” 
 
    Without another word, Richter rushed out of the room with Vamp Speed, leaving Vince alone. 
 
    What gives? Did my own uncle really just ditch me on a rescue mission? Vince watched the stairs for a few seconds more, wondering if Richter was only messing with him. But he didn’t return. Shit. Here goes nothing. 
 
    Vince suddenly wished he’d brought more backup. He stepped into the concrete hallway, his stomach tensing as he thought of the victims he’d just seen, innocent humans who’d been dragged down this long, concrete space to their deaths. 
 
    He’d meant what he’d said to Richter, that he’d put a stop to the harvesting of humans. But he couldn’t do that until the city was his. While he might’ve been the most powerful vamp in New York with Constantin’s death, he still had a long way to go until he was the undisputed king of the city. 
 
    He reached the end of the hallway, stepping into the basement below the club. The thumping of the bass above was low and pounding. Vince felt it in his bones. He reached back, slipping out Mangecoeur from underneath his cape. Calmness spread through his body once he had the blade in his hands. 
 
    Vince didn’t see anyone, however. The basement of the club was empty, not a soul around. 
 
    “Fuck you!” The familiar voice of Sean cut through the air. Vince bolted down the hall with his blade in his hand, following the source of the noise. 
 
    “Get your fuckin’ hands off me!” 
 
    Vince traced the yell to a large set of double doors. 
 
    “Hey!” a second voice called out, this one belonging to Jake—it, too, was behind the doors. 
 
    Vince kicked a door open, bursting into a big open space—he could tell that by the way the sound of the doors opening echoed. The light was low, however, and he could barely make out the shapes of Sean and Jake in the darkness. 
 
    “Boss!” Sean shouted, running over to Vince. “You came!” 
 
    “Thought you were going to leave us to the wolves! Or, uh, vamps in this case.” Jake bounded over. Each of the men stepped to flank Vince. 
 
    Vince was confused. There’d been sounds of struggle, but as far as he could tell, there was no one else in the room. 
 
    “You two OK?” Vince asked. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    Sean and Jake, now that they were at Vince’s sides, stopped. The panic and fear vanished from their faces, replaced by cool and calm confidence. Jake grinned, looking Vince up and down. 
 
    “Alright!” he shouted. “We got his ass! What do you want us to do next?” 
 
    With a thunk, the light in the room turned on. Vince’s heart skipped a beat at the sight. 
 
    The room was huge, just as he’d thought. It was a large meeting area, a table at the far end. Other vamps were in the room, six in total. Seated at the head of the table was a short, burly, ruggedly handsome man in a dark suit, his face covered in scars and his hair buzzed short—a real bulldog of a man. 
 
    He grinned as he took in the sight of Vincent. 
 
    “Keep him right there,” the man said. “I’ve got a few things to say before I kill the sorry SOB.” 
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    The stocky man in the chair sprang to his feet and rushed over with Vamp Speed, slamming his fist into Vince’s gut and dropping him to his knees. As Vince struggled for air, the vamp plucked the sword out of his hand and regarded it with a small smile. 
 
    “Now, this is a fine sword. You know, it’s always nice when they leave you with little trophies.” 
 
    Vince’s first instinct was to reach to grab the sword back. However, when Vince tried to, the vamp hopped back, getting out of Vince’s reach. He then raised the blade, his skin beginning to melt. 
 
    “The fuck are you?” Vince grimaced. 
 
    The vamp grinned, his hand turning into something like wet clay, wrapping itself around the hilt of the sword and sealing it in. When he was done, he held up the fleshy fist, the hilt of the blade completely gone. 
 
    “There we go,” he said. “Been wanting a little knife of my own—yours will do just fine.” 
 
    Vince narrowed his eyes. He didn’t understand the specifics of what was happening, but he knew one thing for damn sure and that one thing made his blood boil. 
 
    “You pricks,” he snarled to Sean and Jake. “You stabbed me in the back!” 
 
    Vince rushed forward, ready to rip the betrayer vamps limb from limb. Before he could make it, a pair of the leader’s crew hurried to his sides and grabbed Vince’s arms, holding him in place. He struggled for a moment before activating his Bruiser powers, using his strength to throw the men off. They flew across the room, slamming into the walls. 
 
    “Use your powers to grab him!” the man shouted. “I gave them to you for a reason!” 
 
    Two of the vamps in the room then did something so surreal that Vince was almost certain he was imagining things. Each of them grabbed one of their arms, plucking it off the socket as if their bodies were clay. Once each of them held an arm, both tossed their “weapon” at Vince’s feet. The arms melted into puddles of goo that wrapped around his ankles, sealing them in place just as the man had sealed his hand around the hilt of the sword. 
 
    Vince looked around at the vampires. The ones who’d thrown their arms stood with one limb each missing, the narrow-eyed, eager expressions on their faces suggesting that they weren’t bothered in the slightest by what had happened. 
 
    “Can’t say you see that everyday,” Vince muttered under his breath. “Who are you?” 
 
    The man in charge stepped back over to the table, leaning against the side. He swung the stolen sword through lazy circles. 
 
    “I suppose that since you’re about ten minutes away from getting drained and killed, you ought to know just who did the deed. My name’s Mick Grimm. And as you’ve probably guessed by now, I’m a Blood Lord, like you—the Blood Lord of Pittsburgh, to be specific. And you, Vince my man, have just brought about your demise.” 
 
    Vince shot daggers at Sean and Jake, wanting nothing more than to take them apart piece by piece. 
 
    “And what’s this power you have?” Vince asked. 
 
    Mick cocked his head to the side, an expression of slight curiosity on his face. 
 
    “You’ve never seen this before? Well, shit, I’m more than happy to give you an introduction to the world of Fleshmancy!” He reached out the arm with the sword attached, the king stretching and stretching until it reached all the way to where Vince stood. Once it was near, he waved the blade back and forth closely enough that Vince could feel the breeze of it slicing through the air. 
 
    “Bruiser, Shadow Mage—they’re fine, I suppose. But the real power is Fleshmancy. With it, your entire body becomes a tool, a weapon.” He pulled the blade back, slicing it downward through his torso, making a cut all the way to his sternum. Vince watched as Mick pulled the blade out, his skin rejoining and healing instantly. 
 
    “I’m guessing I don’t need to tell you the advantage of this kind of power during a fight.” He brought his arm back to its normal size, resting the blade tip-down on the ground. “Anyway, Vince, I’ve been hearing a hell of a lot about you. You’ve risen from nothing, taken out the most powerful vamp in New York and carved out a little empire-in-the-making for yourself. You could’ve really made something here. That is, if I hadn’t been the one to get you right where I want you.” 
 
    “You’re a coward,” Vince said. “You tricked me, used my own people against me.” 
 
    Mick chuckled. “Hey, I told these two that I had a place for them in my direct coterie. Can’t blame the guys for wanting to aspire to something more beyond being minions for the rest of their very, very long lives.” 
 
    “Sorry, boss,” Sean said with a shrug. “Nothing personal, you know?” 
 
    Jake nodded. “Right. This war’s going to turn things upside down—not a single vamp is going to get away untouched. Just figured we ought to be on the right side of it, you know?” 
 
    “Traitors,” Vince hissed. “Neither one of you is going to leave this room alive.” 
 
    “Big words,” Mick said. “But you ask me, it looks like you’re the one screwed here, bud.” 
 
    Richter, Vince thought. Where did you go? Sure as hell could’ve used some backup on the way in here… He looked around, as if he might spot his uncle hidden in a corner. For a moment, he wondered if it were possible that his uncle had betrayed him, that he’d led him here to be slaughtered, purposefully isolating him from his coterie. 
 
    He dismissed the thought, not wanting to consider the possibility that his own family would do such a thing. 
 
    This is going to be tough, but I can do it, he thought. Take the leader out, rip his damn head off in front of his crew. That should scare the life out of them for long enough to turn the battle in my favor. Sure, might get wounded in the process, but who said being a Blood Lord was easy? 
 
    “Alright,” Mick said. “Fun is fun, but I’m ready to take your ass out and claim your power for my own. You’re not the first Blood Lord I’ve taken out, and you’re not going to be the last. This War of the Blood Lords, it’s a last-man-standing sort of thing, you know? Ever seen that Highlander flick? It’s like that.” 
 
    He raised the blade once more, this time holding it right next to Vince’s neck. 
 
    “Vamps are tough, but not tough enough to handle getting their heads sliced clean off. You’re lucky, in a way—I’ve seen some vamps go out in pretty gruesome ways. A quick decapitation is a pretty merciful way to go, all things considered.” 
 
    ”Fuck you. Every last one of you shitheads is going to be dead before the night’s through.” 
 
    Mick chuckled. “Doesn’t look that way from where I’m standing, big guy. Now, let’s get this over and done with.” 
 
    Vince poured more of his blood supply to his Bruiser powers to try and wrench his feet clear. The fused flesh began to tear as he struggled. 
 
    “Boys, hold him where he is,” Mick said, nodding to Sean and Jake. “Last thing I want is him to squirm like that while I’m in the middle of slicing him. Nothing gnarlier than a bad cut.” 
 
    The traitors stepped to Vince’s sides, grabbing his arms and holding him in place. 
 
    “There we go. Now, say ‘good night,’ Blood Lord.” 
 
    He held the blade in place, and all Vince could wonder was if he was about to be done in by his own weapon. Vince spotted shadows on the walls, the idea of using his shadow magic occurring to him. Without use of his arms, however, he wasn’t able.  
 
    Thwick, thwick. 
 
    The strange noises zipped through the air, one after another. Vince turned toward Jake just in time to see his head slowly slide from his neck, both parts of the minion’s body dropping into a heap at the same time. Sean was dead in the same way. 
 
    “What the hell?” Mick asked. 
 
    “Now, I know you weren’t about to kill my nephew with his own damn sword, now were you?” Richter, with a smirk on his face, entered the light, his boots thumping on the concrete floor with each step. He clicked his tongue. “You really thought this was going to work, huh? That you’d be able to lure the most powerful vamp in the city into some trap and take him out just like that? Not a chance in hell.” 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” Mick snarled. 
 
    “Oh, just some kin. And the one who’s going to help Vince take you and your little band of shitheads out.” 
 
    “Big ego on you, dumbass. I’m real interested to see if you can back it up.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure I can. First, let’s even the score a bit.” With a blinding fast movement, Richter drew his straight sword and sliced through Mick’s fleshy, protruding arm. Mick let out a cry of pain as the arm fell to the ground with a wet plop. 
 
    His feet still stuck in the flesh puddles, Vince reached down and grabbed the hilt of the sword, peeling away the flesh. The released flesh crawled back to Mick, flowing up his leg and rejoining his body. His arm regrew. 
 
    “And a fight’s no fair if one of you’s stuck.” Richter held out his blade, pressing another secret button on the hilt. Within seconds, the blade began to glow a deep orange, heat radiating from it. Richter jammed the blade into the pile of flesh around Vince’s ankles, a hiss sounding out, followed by the sickly-sweet scent of cooking meat. 
 
    The vamps that the flesh belonged to cried out in pain, the flesh melting and making its way back to them. 
 
    “And you know what else?” Richter asked. “I’m thinking this outnumbering situation is a little unfair, too. Let’s even the score, shall we?” 
 
    With a flick of his wrist, Richter launched the blade from his hand. It zipped across the room, slicing clean through the neck of one of the vamps. He pressed a button on the skinny, metal bracelet he wore, the sword flying right back to him. He caught it and tossed it again toward a vamp on the other side of the room, this vampire’s head flying off in a tall arc and landing on the ground with a crack. A blink later, the sword was in his grip again. 
 
    “There we go,” Richter said, pressing the button on his hilt to turn off the heat. “Two against five is a little fairer.” 
 
    Mick stood with his eyes wide, still in shock. 
 
    “Get… get them!” he cried. 
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    “What’s the plan, Richter?” 
 
    His uncle let out a laugh. “First step? Survive!” 
 
    Vince set his sight on Mick, the Blood Lord of Pittsburgh, narrowing his eyes in anger. 
 
    Take him out nice and fast, and maybe I can end this fight before it even starts. 
 
    Before he attacked, Vince did a quick check of his blood levels, seeing that they were getting low. 
 
    Perfect chance to test my newest tool. 
 
    He pulled one of the injectors out, took off the cap, and jammed the end into his neck. The blood inside rush into him, providing his supply with a fresh infusion. It didn’t fill him up all the way, adding around fifty percent, but it gave him more than enough to continue with the fight. 
 
    Mangecoeur in hand, Vince let out a yell, rushing the other Blood Lord with Vamp Speed. He brought the sword down hard, hoping to cleave Mick in two. 
 
    Mick raised his hand in slow motion, his palm spreading until it formed a large, man-sized barrier of flesh. Mangecoeur cut into the barrier and sliced off a chunk out of it. 
 
    Vince landed, turning off Vamp Speed and preparing for another strike. Mick reached into his torso, his hand vanishing as he took out a hunk of his flesh and shaped it into a long, pulsing blade. When Vince swung his sword, the other Blood Lord used the fleshy blade to block his strike. 
 
    “Should’ve stuck with my own weapon,” Mick said with a grin. “I know how to handle this one.” 
 
    He jabbed the blade forward, Vince dodging out of the way just in time. Vince hit it with Mangecoeur, parrying it aside as he positioned himself for another strike, but Mick struck first. Vince ducked his head out of the blade’s path with less than an inch to spare. The flesh blade in front of his face, Vince could make out the strange, skin-like texture of the thing, the way it pulsed as if blood were running through it. 
 
    “You alright up there, kid?” Richter shouted. 
 
    Vince kicked Mick hard, landing a lucky blow that knocked the vamp backward into the table, buying Vince a few moments. 
 
    “A little early to say!” Vince called back. 
 
    Richter laughed, not intimidated in the slightest by the vampires circling around him, and glanced over his shoulder in Vince’s direction. One of the female vamps formed a flesh whip with her arm, flicking it at Richter. The whip hit his forearm, wrapping around it, the vampire’s eyes going wide with shock. 
 
    Richter let out a “ha!” as he yanked the flesh whip and its owner toward him. He jammed his weapon up through the bottom of the female vamp’s jaw. Her body stiffened. Richter yanked the blade out and let her fall to a heap. 
 
    In front of Vince, Mick’s hand mutated, forming something like a flesh mallet. He pulled it back and slammed it into Vince’s face before he could dodge. The impact sent a wave of pain through Vince as he staggered back. His vision blurred, and he struggled to regain his balance as Mick prepared for another strike. 
 
    Vince spun Mangecoeur up as Mick swung his flesh fist. The blade pierced skin and flesh, blood dripping down along its edge. Mick let out a cry of pain as Vince wrenched the blade free by cutting through. 
 
    Blood dripped over the red jewel at the center of Mangecoeur’s pommel, sucking up into it as if it were a sponge. Suddenly, the blade felt lighter, easier to swing. 
 
    Vince grinned, stabbing it forward toward Mick. The other Blood Lord pivoted to the side, grabbing hold of Vince’s arm and bringing it toward his middle. A large hole opened up in Mick’s belly, Mick pulling Vince’s hand into it and sealing it in. 
 
    Vince struggled to get his hand free. It was as if it’d been sucked into thick, warm mud. 
 
    “You’re just getting a taste of Fleshmancer powers, prick,” Mick said. “Too bad you’re not going to be around to see just how much damage they can do.” 
 
    Mick raised his other hand, the limb shifting in front of Vince’s eyes, transforming into a huge, axe-like weapon. He pulled it back, ready for a swing. 
 
    Vince shifted into his man-wolf form. With a clawed hand, he grabbed the axe arm. Mick struggled, trying desperately to finish the strike, to decapitate Vince where he stood. 
 
    He didn’t get a chance. Vince leaned forward and sunk his teeth into Mick’s arm, ripping through the flesh and severing it from his body. Mick’s pain bought Vince enough time to yank his other hand free from Mick’s torso and land a quick jab to the Blood Lord’s face. 
 
    Vince shifted out of his man-wolf form, but stayed close, never allowing the fleshmancer room to take advantage of his ranged abilities. He caught a glance of his uncle ripping the head off one of the vampires, letting out a triumphant ‘ha’ as he pulled it clean and tossed it aside. But another vamp landed a hit on his back, and the remaining vamps began pressing one final, furious assault. 
 
    Mick’s coterie was running on dregs, and the fearful look on the Blood Lord’s face suggested that he understood what kind of position he was in. Tables had turned and they’d soon be slaughtered. 
 
    Vince slammed his foot into Mick’s chest and sent him tumbling over the table, the vampire landing with a thud onto the ground. 
 
    “You’re dead!” Mick shouted as he grabbed onto the side of the table and pulled himself up. “Hear me?” 
 
    Vince surveyed his surroundings as he planned his next move. He spotted the small light fixture hanging above the table, a grin forming as he realized that it would be the perfect avenue for his shadow mage powers. 
 
    He leaped onto the table, stepping toward the light and grabbing it, tilting it to the side and casting towering shadows on the walls. Mick regarded him with confusion, as if not sure what to expect. 
 
    Vince turned his attention to the shadows cast by the chairs, raising his hand and using his shadow mage powers to pull them like pitch-black taffy until they were thin as ropes. He focused, bringing the tops of the shadows over to Mick. He swirled his hand, wrapping the shadows around the Blood Lord. 
 
    “Hey!” Mick shouted as he struggled against the shadows. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    Vince tightened the shadows around Mick, cinching them until he was completely restrained. When he was satisfied, he took his blade in hand and stepped over to Mick. 
 
    “Just evening the fight a little,” Vince said, raising his blade. 
 
    “No!” Mick shouted, his eyes flashing. 
 
    Vince hacked off a leg and an arm, pressing his advantage to leave the fleshmancer a little more than a growling torso to be drained at his leisure. 
 
    “You little shit!” Mick shouted from his new position on the ground. “This isn’t over!” 
 
    “It is for now.” 
 
    With Mick neutralized, Vince hurried over to his uncle to join him in his fight. 
 
    “About damn time, kid!” Richter shouted, the three remaining vamps bearing down on them. “I was worried I’d have to do this all on my own!” 
 
    “Not a chance!” 
 
    Vince charged the nearest fleshmancer. The tall man with long, dark hair that blew wildly around his face as he ran approached with deadly intent, his hands formed into bladed weapons of flesh. Vince activated Vamp Speed, pivoting past a claw-swipe and driving Mangecoeur into the man’s neck. A huge spurt of blood sprayed out as Vince cut through, slicing the vamp’s head clean off. 
 
    He turned off Vamp Speed, spinning on his feet just in time to watch as the remaining pair of vamps closed in on Richter. His uncle didn’t seem worried in the slightest, however, a grin on his face as he activated his weapon’s heat power, then stabbed. The sword caught the vamp on the right, glancing off but managing to burn the man’s side. The vamp yelled in pain. Richter finished the job by slicing the sword up and across, cutting through the vamp’s torso and into his skull. 
 
    “Damn, smells like a freaking vamp BBQ in here!” he said, turning off his blade’s heat. 
 
    The final vamp rushed in, Richter finishing him off by flicking his wrist and tossing a few more of the daggers that had killed Sean and Jake. The blades, invisible from their speed, flicked through the air and sliced clean into the vamp’s neck, severing her head from her body. 
 
    The coterie was dead. Vince and Richter turned in the direction of Mick, ready to finish the fight. 
 
    Mick, who’d stitched his limbs back together and managed to get back on his feet, surveyed the carnage before him. 
 
    “Screw this! I’ll get your asses next time!” 
 
    He turned tail and ran. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Vince said. “Let’s deal with this asshole so we can get out of here.” 
 
    Vince and Richter started off, rushing across the room and gaining on Mick with each step they took. Soon they were back in the hall, running after the sounds of Mick’s footfalls. 
 
    “We lose him now, and it’s only a matter of time before he comes after us again,” Richter said. “Blood Lords are destined to fight until there’s only one left.” 
 
    “He’ll die tonight,” Vince said as they ran, his eyes focused on Mick as he turned the corner of the hall ahead. 
 
    “I like where your head’s at kid!” 
 
    Ahead, Mick toppled over shelves and tables and whatever else he could to slow them down. Eventually, he reached an elevator at the end of the hallway, stepping inside and frantically tapping the button to close the door. 
 
    “Come on!” Richter cried out. 
 
    Vince tapped into Vamp Speed, blurring through the hall, but he knew he would not make it. “Cloak, straight ahead teleport!” 
 
    World blinked away and reappeared, with him by the closing steel-doors. Vince stabbed, but a fleshy blade blocked his strike. He pressed onward. Doors began to close around his shoulders, but the panic close mechanisms failed against his strength. Grinning, Vince pressed his blade down, beginning to dig into Mick’s shoulder. 
 
    The fleshmancer formed his legs into a battering ram and punched Vince in the guts. The cloak wrapped around him, absorbing the strike, but the force threw him back nonetheless. Scrambling back to his feet, Vince watched Richter sprint past him toward the closing doors, ready to jam them with his blade. 
 
    It scraped sparks against the shut doors. 
 
    Richter slowly slipped his blade into his back sheath, a patient expression on his face. 
 
    The doors of the adjacent elevator opened, and the pair stepped inside. Richter pressed the button for the main floor, and as the elevator rose, the thumping of bass from the dance floor grew in volume until Vince couldn’t hear himself think. 
 
    The doors opened, revealing that they were on the second floor of a packed club. 
 
    “There!” Richter shouted. 
 
    The pair wasted no time rushing through the crowd. Mick cleared a path for them by shoving everyone he could out of his way, hunks of flesh falling from his body. 
 
    “What’s happening to him?” Vince yelled as they wove their way through the dancers, the lights of the place low and red. 
 
    “Price you pay when you’re a fleshmancer! Blood supply gets too low, you start, uh, falling apart.” 
 
    “Perfect. Time to finish him off!” 
 
    Richter gave him a grin and a nod. Vince ran along the railing of the club’s second floor, the dance floor down below packed with men and women writhing to the pulsing beats. 
 
    It was hard to spot Mick through the density of the crowd, but Vince caught sight of him near the stairs down to the first floor. He watched as Mick grabbed hold of a young human woman. A shocked expression formed on her face as Mick yanked her head back, exposing her neck. She struggled, but Mick sank his fangs in her all the same, draining her on the spot and tossing her limp body aside. Once he was done, his body charged with energy, Mick leaped down to the first floor, the crowd spreading around him. 
 
    Mick looked up at Vince, his eyes flashing with a mania that wasn’t there before. 
 
    Blood drunk, Vince thought. He drank from the unwilling, and he’s paying the price. Fucker’s going to be even more dangerous in a frenzy like that. 
 
    Mick let out a wild laugh, running through the crowing and swinging his arms, shoving aside anyone in the way. 
 
    Vince rushed over to the woman who’d been drained, scooping her up. Blood trickled from her neck, her body limp. He placed his fingertips on her neck and felt for a pulse—there was none. Vince set her down gently and hurried back to his uncle’s side, anger flowing through him. 
 
    “Down there!” Richter shouted. “And he’s back up to full strength!” 
 
    Vince wasted no time vaulting over the railing, landing where Mick had been only a few seconds before. Richter followed, and as his uncle landed, Vince spotted Mick up ahead. 
 
    “There!” Vince pointed in the direction of their prey. 
 
    Before they had a chance to even get to their feet, Vince spotted something strange. Mick turned to them, standing still with a smile on his face. 
 
    Richter’s eyes narrowed. “Come on! No time to waste!” His tone suggested that he knew precisely what was happening. He grabbed Vince by the shoulder and pulled him into action. 
 
    Mick, still grinning, began to change. His flesh shifted, his height growing, his face and build changing. It only took seconds, but when the process was done, he’d transformed into a different person. This new Mick was slender, dressed in similar dark colors as the rest of the club-goers. He regarded Vince and Richter one last time before stepping into the crowd and vanishing. 
 
    “Now things are heating up!” Richter shouted. “We might be in for a real fight now, Vince!” 
 
    Part of Vince wanted clarification on what had happened. He realized, however, that he didn’t even need to ask—if the power of a Fleshmancer allowed you to change your body however you wanted, it seemed that part of those abilities allowed their wielder to shift into another human form entirely, clothes and all. 
 
    Vince and Richter hurried into the crowd, both of them trying to spot Mick in his new form. It didn’t take long for Vince to realize that his uncle was right—it was going to be impossible. He hadn’t gotten a good enough look at the new Mick to remember him, and even if he had, there was still the matter of finding him in the crowd. 
 
    Vince and Richter split up, each of them making a half-circle around the club, trying in vain to spot Mick. They didn’t find him. 
 
    Vince came to a stop in front of his uncle, the anger from witnessing the murder of the young woman still boiling, now with nowhere to go. 
 
    “The cowardly prick flew the coop,” Richter said above the noise of the music. “Not a chance in hell we’re going to find him. That’s the problem with fleshmancers—you don’t track them down, they track you down.” 
 
    “Sounds like we need to find him before he finds us. Can we track him down?” 
 
    “We crippled the prick, took out his entire coterie. He’s strong on his own, but nothing you and I and your friends couldn’t beat. We’ll get him eventually.” 
 
    Vince did his best to fight back the anger raging through him. Mick committed a murder, the murder of an innocent woman, right in front of him and escaped with no consequence. His mind went back to what he’d seen only a short time ago, the drained bodies of more innocents—innocents killed by the owners of that very club. He turned his attention to the top floor of the club, to the darkened windows that no doubt hid the manager’s office. 
 
    “We’ve got one more thing to do before we leave.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “We’re going to take care of something while we’re here.” 
 
    “Oh, boy. What’ve you got in mind?” 
 
    “Making a formal complaint to management.” 
 
    Vince strode through the crowd, Richter at his side. They made their way to the second floor. There, Vince spotted a trio of guards in the process of cordoning off the area around the murdered girl. Vince rushed over to the nearest one, focusing his glamor abilities. 
 
    “You! Pick her up and come with me. We’re going to see the manager.” 
 
    The guard looked dazed, Vince’s words taking hold of his mind. 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” He went to work scooping up the woman and carrying her over his shoulder. The other two guards watched in confusion. 
 
    “You two take position outside of the office. I don’t want anyone to ruin our meeting.” 
 
    They nodded, falling in line. 
 
    Richter snorted. “What exactly are you doing, nephew? I mean, I’ve got a good idea, but still.” 
 
    Vince smiled. “We’re going to discuss club policy. Come on.” 
 
    Richer laughed, not objecting any further. The group pushed through the crowd, entering the back halls of the second floor and coming to a stop in front of the heavy door to the office. 
 
    “Open that,” Vince said to one of the glamoured guards. 
 
    The guard obeyed, reaching into his suit jacket and pulling out a security card and waving it in front of the door’s scanner. The lock clicked open, and Vince wasted no time stepping inside. 
 
    The scene in the office was about what he had expected. Three men were there, all in suits, one seated at a large, black desk that overlooked the club. A beautiful young woman was draped over his lap, the color of her skin suggesting that she was on the verge of being drained completely. Two more girls, panicked looks on both of their faces, were tied up on a nearby leather couch, their mouths covered. 
 
    “Put her down,” Vince said. “Now.” 
 
    The man looked up from his meal, his mouth ringed with blood. Slowly, as if he had all the time in the world, he wiped away the blood with the back of his hand. 
 
    “I know you,” he said. “You’re the Blood Lord. I’ve been wanting a meeting with you—every vamp in the city does, really.” 
 
    “You’ve got one now.” Vince nodded to the guard carrying the girl. 
 
    He entered the office with Richter flanking him, the other guards taking position on both sides of the door before shutting it. 
 
    The vamp didn’t seem bothered in the slightest. Instead, he rose, holding out the girl to Vince and Richter. 
 
    “Want to finish her off?” he asked. “Not much left, but the last few drops are always the sweetest. Or, if you’d rather have a fresh one, feel free to start off with one of those two over there. Have them both, if you like. It’s no trouble finding more.” 
 
    The panic on the girls’ faces intensified by another level. 
 
    “Richter, take her.” Vince nodded to the girl on offer. 
 
    “Sure thing, kid.” He stepped over and took her from the manager’s arms. Once Richter was back at Vince’s side, he could see that her chest was still rising and falling. She wasn’t dead yet. 
 
    “Not looking good for her,” Richter said. “You want her to live, you’re going to have to do a turn.” 
 
    “Can you do it?” Vince asked. 
 
    “You bet. Been a while, but it’s easy enough.” He set the girl down, and Vince watched as Richter opened his wrist with his fangs, holding the blood over the girl’s mouth. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” the manager asked. “She’s on the verge of death! You bring her back to life and then what? Let her go so she can tell the world about this place?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Vince said, his tone stern. Without waiting for the manager’s reaction, he turned back to the young woman. 
 
    “I have to ask her,” Richter said. “Change doesn’t work unless they give the OK.” 
 
    “Then do it.” 
 
    “Hey, girlie! You want to be a vamp? Either that, or you die right here, right now.” 
 
    The girl opened her eyes slowly. “Please.” Her voice was barely louder than a whisper. “Help me.” 
 
    “That’ll do,” Richter said, holding his hand in front of her mouth. “There you are. Drink up.” 
 
    The woman opened and closed her mouth, taking in the blood. After a cough, she let out a moan. 
 
    “Good sign,” Richter said. “You’re going to need to let her rest in a coffin, but she should be fine.” 
 
    The manager let out a grunt. “I know you’re the Blood Lord and all, but what’s the deal with you coming in here and stealing our meals? I figured a big shot like you would be able to find his own supply.” 
 
    White-hot anger smoldered inside Vince. He rose slowly, turning his attention to the manager. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be taking from the unwilling. You’re not only risking your own sanity and those of every vamp in this club, but you’re taking innocent life. Where I’m from, that’s straight up murder.” 
 
    The manager snorted derisively. “Murder? These are cattle. We’ve eaten hundreds here in this year alone, and we’ll eat more before the year is—“ 
 
    It was all Vince needed to hear. Using Vamp Speed, he rushed across the office, grabbed the manager by the neck, and twisted hard, pulling the head clean from his body. A spurt of blood shot up, and the manager’s corpse dropped into a heap. Vince tossed the head aside, the manager’s final expression one of shock. 
 
    The deed done, Vince slid into the chair and put his feet up on the desk, turning his attention to the remaining vamps. 
 
    “Alright,” Vince said. “First thing’s first—this club is mine. Understood?” 
 
    The other vamps nodded, their eyes wide with fear. 
 
    “Second, the killing of innocent humans stops right now. Is that understood?” 
 
    More panicked nodding. 
 
    “Now, I’m going to give you two a second chance.” Vince glanced back and forth between the two other vampires, settling on the one to the right. “You. You’re the acting manager. You’re going to spread the world to other clubs like this that their days are numbered. They can clean their act up on their own, or they can end up like him.” He swept his hand toward the former manager’s body. “Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the new manager said. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    The other vampire, however, wasn’t so docile. 
 
    “It’s easy for you to say,” he began. “You’re a Blood Lord – feasting for you is as easy as strolling into whatever club you want and picking from the victims lining up for your attention.” 
 
    The other vamp’s eyes flashed with fear, as if he was certain that the two of them would be joining their boss on the ground. 
 
    “Silence!” he hissed. 
 
    Vince, however, raised his palm. 
 
    “Speak your mind.” 
 
    The vamp nodded. “We need a source of blood. If you don’t like our methods,” he flicked his eyes over at the girls, “and wish to change them, then so be it. But the fact of the matter is that we’re vamps, and we need blood.” 
 
    Vince said nothing at first, considering the matter. 
 
    “You have any suggestions?” 
 
    “Well, for the time being, we can purchase blood from local blood banks. It costs a pretty penny, but it will be a steady source. But in time, we’ll need something more permanent and reliable.” 
 
    “You have the connections for this?” 
 
    “We do. Say the word, and we’ll make it happen. Just don’t be upset when the bill comes due.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    Vince turned his attention to the other vamp. “Get these girls out of here. Glamor them first, then put them in a hotel for some rest. Whatever other humans are here, do the same.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He quickly went to work, helping the girls up and leading them out of the room. 
 
    “Clean this mess up,” Vince said. “I’ll be back in a few days with some of my friends to make sure you’re on task. And believe me, you’re not going to like what I do to underperformers.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s an… interesting set of decisions you just made, Vince.” 
 
    Richter and Vince were on their way down to the basement of Club Wax. The elevator doors opened, the pair of them stepping out. The guard with them flicked on the lights, then stood posted at the elevator for their return. The guard was no longer glamored—word had already spread that Vince was the man in charge. 
 
    “It was the right call.” 
 
    “Glad you’re so confident. But right and wrong… those are human ideas. Vamp world is different. You’re going to face some serious opposition.” 
 
    “I figured I would. But I’d rather live in a world where humans aren’t treated like cattle. For most of my life, I thought I was one. I’ll deal with the consequences.” 
 
    “You’re going to have no shortage of those. Take this decision of yours, for example. You know how many vamp clubs in this city operate on these kinds of rules? A lot—two dozen or so. They bring in humans from all over the world, feed on them, toss them aside.” 
 
    “Aren’t they worried about going insane from feeding on unwilling humans?” 
 
    “Sure they are. Doesn’t stop them though. How many humies get hooked on a drug, not giving a damn about how they might end up?” 
 
    Vince couldn’t help but acknowledge the truth of his uncle’s words. “Still, it’s going to stop.” 
 
    “Going to start your very own War on Drugs, eh? Vampire style.” Richter grinned. “I don’t doubt for a second that you really want to do it. But here’s the thing, ruling a vamp city like New York isn’t as easy as being the most powerful vamp in town and telling everyone to fall in line—that’s just the start.” 
 
    They made their way down the hall toward the room where they’d fought Mick and his coterie. 
 
    “You’re going to need to manage all of the different vamp factions in the city. Some of them agree with you—they think these kinds of clubs are barbaric. But others don’t see things the same way. And you’re going to hear from them. What’s more, you can’t pull all of their heads off.” 
 
    “That a challenge?” Vince gave his uncle a wry grin. 
 
    Richter chuckled. “Might be. Either way, you need numbers. You’re going to need people on your side, and lots of them. And I don’t just mean minions.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Typically, the most powerful vamps in the city are the ones who manage to get on Helsing’s good side. But you already took care of them.” He rubbed his chin through his beard as he walked. “Well, maybe you didn’t.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “I’d heard talk of what’s been going on down with Helsing well before you took out Constantin. There’d been a split between the factions who’d wanted to support him, and the ones who’d wanted to stay how they’d always been. Needless to say, the agents in Constantin’s faction aren’t around to speak their minds.” 
 
    He opened the door to the big room, guards already at work cleaning up the bodies. All of them nodded with respect to Vince as he entered. 
 
    “The other ones, they’re still around, and there’s lots of them. If you could track them down, get them on your side, you’d have their private little army ready to work for you. And you’d have connections to the other Helsing branches in other cities. Worth looking into, if you ask me.” 
 
    “How do I find them?” 
 
    Richter stepped over to the table, hopping to the other side and rummaging around in the small drawers. “That’s the thing. Helsing doesn’t generally let people find them. And you, having taken out an entire branch, traitors though they may have been, aren’t exactly high on their ‘trustworthy’ list. I can send some feelers out to my contacts, but you might have to wait and see if they get in touch with you.” 
 
    Richter kept going through the drawers, trying to find whatever it was looking for. 
 
    “Richter, you want to finally tell me why we came down here?” 
 
    “Ah ha!” Richter reached into the drawer in front of him, pulling out a small, red vial of what Vince recognized right away as Balthazar’s blood. “Here you go, kid.” 
 
    Richter tossed it, and Vince caught it. 
 
    “How did you know it’d be down here?” 
 
    “I did some recon, didn’t just send you off on your own for no reason, you know. High-level vamps usually keep a vial or two of these around in case they need to re-up. Might not be a bad idea for you, when you’ve got some more in your possession. Anyway, drink that. You saw how powerful Fleshmancer powers are—time for you to take them for yourself.” 
 
    Vince looked down at the vial in his hand, the liquid inside a deep, dark red. He was hungry, the fight having taken a massive amount of his blood supply. Indeed, it’d been hard as hell for him to resist drinking from the girls up in the office. 
 
    He popped the top off and drank. Rich, delicious blood settled in his stomach and filled him with power. Vince closed his eyes and was back in the Night King’s Abode, that strange, other dimension filled with red, swirling mist. The place was familiar to him now, and he looked at the five choices that he had for his powers. 
 
    There was the Bruiser, huge and hulkling. Then there was the Shadow Mage, lithe and nimble. The Fiend was next, secretive and cunning. The Fleshmancer, strange and grotesque, was after that. Finally, there was the Blood Dragon, a being of great size and pure power. 
 
    He stepped in front of the Fleshmancer. With each step he took, the other figures became fainter and fainter, the Fleshmancer growing larger. He watched the creature, its limbs and body changing and shifting in bizarre, inhuman contortions. It reached out a fleshy hand to Vince, offering him its power. 
 
    Vince took it. In an instant, he was back to the real world, his uncle in front of him. 
 
    “There you go—you practically look more powerful already, kid.” 
 
    Vince held his hand out in front of him. He focused, trying to tap into his new skills. 
 
    But nothing happened. 
 
    “How do I use it?” 
 
    “It’s… tricky. Fleshmancing is hard as hell, actually. You do it wrong and, uh, pieces of you will fall off. You can stick them right back on, but that’s a whole other thing you need to learn. You can try to practice, but if you want my advice, you’ll find an experienced fleshmancer and learn from them.” He grinned. “And if you want my other advice, try to find a woman fleshmancer. They can, uh, do stuff that will blow your mind.” 
 
    Vince laughed, shaking his head. “Alright, alright, I get what you’re saying. For now, we need to return to the headquarters.” 
 
    “Right,” Richter said. “Mick is just the beginning of the Blood Lord attack. After you stirred the hornet’s nest, we need to make a plan now, or you’re going to end up just another dead Blood Lord.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You killed the manager? Just like that?” Olivia, dressed in a tight, black button-up shirt that clung to her full breasts and was almost impossible for Vince not to stare at, leaned across the table with a shocked expression. 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Richter added. The group was in the meeting room back at Vince’s apartment, Richter sitting at the table with his boots on top of it. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” Olivia asked. “Try to stop him.” 
 
    “Kid moved too fast for me to do anything like that. Besides, you’ve all worked with him for long enough to know he does what he thinks is right.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Olivia said. “Our Vince is something of a boy scout in that regard.” 
 
    “He’s always been that way,” Richter said, taking a sip of his blood beer. “Back when he was a kid, Vince was always the kid on the playground sticking up for the ones who got picked on. Guess that’s what happens when you’re a head taller than the rest of the kids your age. You either become a bully or a hero.” 
 
    “You did the right thing, Vince,” Sara said. “You saved people’s lives tonight. I’m glad you made that call.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Vince said. “What’s the word on the girl?” 
 
    “She’s fine,” Jerry said. “Ransom got her set up in one of the spare coffins. She’s going to be in for a strange, new world when she wakes up, though.” 
 
    “Another minion for the ranks,” Olivia said. “So, we lost two, gained one.” 
 
    “The more your reputation grows, the more vamps you’re going to get offering to be your minions,” Richter said. “I suppose that’s one of the benefits of doing what you did.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Like attracts like, you know? You do good things for people and crypts, and you’ll attract do-gooder types who want to be a part of it all. You do bad shit, then you’re going to attract the scummy sort. I know you well enough to get that you’re going to fall on the good side of things. But that only means that the up-to-no-good Blood Lords are going to be attracting all the violent, psycho types on their side.” 
 
    He raised a finger. “Not only that, but the decisions you make might not be as clear cut as the one you made tonight. Being morally gray’s part and parcel of being a crypt. Just saying, you ought to get ready to make some tough calls in future, the more powerful you get.” 
 
    “I’ll make those decisions when they come up,” Vince said. “For now, I’m focused on keeping my parents safe.” 
 
    “Right,” Richter said. “I got in touch with them when we returned to the apartment. Told them to get the hell out of there, to find someplace safe where they can hide out. They wouldn’t leave. Damn ‘coven honor’ or some witchy shit like that.” 
 
    “They know they are in danger?” Olivia asked. “Why on earth would they stay put knowing that’s the case?” 
 
    “Because it’s not as simple as that,” Richter said. “They’re not only in the place they are because of the nice scenery or anything like that. They’ve got a ley line to worry about.” 
 
    “Ah.” Olivia nodded, as if Richter’s words totally answered her concerns. 
 
    “Wait, what’s a ley line?” Sara asked 
 
    “Witch shit,” Jerry replied. 
 
    Richter nodded, taking his boots off the table and standing up, making his way over to one of the big TV screens in the room. 
 
    “Yo, Jerry,” he said. “Mind putting up a picture of our fair country on this thing?” 
 
    “You got it, uncle vampire.” Jerry reached for his tablet, tapping here and there. Seconds later, the TV came to life with the map US. 
 
    “There we go. So, you’ve got the country here. Looks normal, huh? But here’s the thing…” He stepped over one of the desks in the room, picking up a marker and returning to the TV. Once there, he began to draw lines all over the map. 
 
    “Aw, come on now,” Jerry said. “You know how hard it is to get that shit off a TV?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Richter replied. “Anyway, so running through the whole US, there’s this system of magical energy. They’re called ley lines, and they’re the key to the power of witches. On top of that, there are certain places in the US where magical energy is especially powerful.” 
 
    “The intersection of ley lines,” Olivia said. 
 
    “Yep. And there’s one right here in New York—a little upstate.” He drew a line from New York to Boston, then another line from the New York line down to DC, then another all the way to Chicago. “Right here—the Poughkeepsie lay line—one of the most powerful in the country.” 
 
    “Where are some of the others?” Sara asked. 
 
    “Oh, there’s a bunch of them,” Richter said. “You’ve got the Appalachian hub here,” he drew a series of lines, the hub somewhere in West Virginia. “Then there’s the Everglades hub,” another line was drawn in the middle of Florida. “Oh, and you can’t forget the ones here in Oregon, I call it the Twin Peaks hub, and then the one here in Arizona.” He drew a few more hubs on the map. “And it’s not just witches who stick around these areas—tons of crypts live around them, drawn to the magical power they produce. Some say they’re where certain crypts came from—but I don’t know about any of that shit.” 
 
    Richter continued. “They’re hot spots for all kinds of supernatural activity. The closer you get to them, the more crypts you find, the more spooky shit that you’ll encounter.” 
 
    “Wait, spooky shit?” Sara asked. 
 
    Vince smiled lightly, amused to hear her swear like that. Though he knew from their bedroom activities that the otherwise-innocent Sara could have quite a mouth on her when she wanted to. 
 
    “Yep. When you get near the most powerful point of the hub, the physical world and the spirit world have a way of bleeding into one another. If you’ve ever heard of stuff being haunted, that’s ley line activity. You’ll see what I mean when we get there. Plus, the crypts you’ll find are native to the area of the hub. For example, if you go down to the Everglades hub, you’re going to find some crocodiles like you’ve never seen before—‘here be dragons’ sort of stuff.” 
 
    He put the cap back on the marker and tossed it onto the table. 
 
    “Point is that if you find a ley line hub, you’re going to find a lot of crypt activity. And you’re going to find witches a plenty. Some witches are tasked with looking after the hubs, making sure that no crypts with bad intentions try anything. Your parents are two such witches.” 
 
    “Looking over ley lines is a sacred witch honor,” Olivia said. “It’s only given to the most powerful witches, ones who have proved their worth to the coven. No witch would ever consider abandoning such a duty.” 
 
    “That’s the long and short of it,” Richter said. “So, if we’re going to protect your parents, we’re going to need to go to them.” 
 
    “But that means leaving New York,” Ayla said. “That might be a risky move so soon into Vince’s reign as the Blood Lord of the city.” 
 
    Jerry grinned. “Leave it to me, Vince. I’ll look after the minions, make sure they stay on task. And if anything goes down, you’re just going to be in Poughkeepsie. That’s two shakes of a lamb’s tail away from our fair city.” 
 
    “Might be nothing,” Richter said. “We might go up there and find out that your parents have got everything covered. But I’ve got a feeling that any Blood Lords in the area are going to view them as a ripe target, a good way to get to you without fighting you directly.” 
 
    Vince nodded. He had no doubts that he could trust Jerry. And he’d need his coterie, if Blood Lords were after his parents. 
 
    “Then let’s get some rest and move out,” he said. “We leave tomorrow night.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New York vanished in the distance as the group drove out of the city. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Olivia asked. 
 
    The group was in two cars, a pair of black SUVs they’d purchased in cash earlier in the day. Vince had already amassed a sizable fortune through his reign, his minions granting him access to Constantin’s assets, as well as the resources of the now-defunct New York branch of Helsing. The world of vampires was still strange and new to Vince, but he had to admit that he liked how easy it was to amass wealth and power. 
 
    He dismissed the thoughts. Right now, he had far, far more important things to worry about than money. 
 
    Vince was in the driver’s seat of his car, Olivia in the passenger’s. Richter was at the wheel of the SUV behind them, Sara and Ayla his passengers. Vince’s uncle had done no shortage of grumbling about how he’d rather have taken his motorcycle on the journey. 
 
    “Focus,” Vince said under his breath. “My parents might be in danger. I’ve got to make sure they’re OK.” 
 
    Oliva smiled as she overheard him. “Spoken like a true leader. But Vincent, you’ve gone through a hell of a lot. Your uncle is in your life once more, and you’ve just learned your parents, well… they’re not your parents.” 
 
    “Just because they’re not my blood relation doesn’t mean they aren’t the ones who raised me.” 
 
    “Even so, there’s the matter of what happened to your blood parents.” 
 
    Just the mention of them, knowing that they’d likely been murdered, was enough to tighten Vince’s grip on the steering wheel. 
 
    “I’m going to find out what happened to them. I don’t care how long it takes. If they were killed, I’m going to find their murderers and make sure they pay.” 
 
    “That’s what I’d thought you’d say. And I just wanted to let you know that, whatever you decide to do, I’ll be there by your side. It’ll be quite a thing, you know.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Your parents were involved with the Optimatium. That means that if you’re going to get to the bottom of what’s going on, you’re going to need to travel to Europe. The vampire society over there is... different from the one here in the US. It’ll be tough, and that’s not even getting into the threat of the Blood Lords you might encounter over there.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. If I’m going to be the last Blood Lord, I’ll have to take them all out.” 
 
    “Indeed you will. And your power is going to grow.” She reached over, placing her hand on his. “I want you to know that your fight is my fight, Vincent. I’m honored to be part of your coterie, and I’ve no doubts that you’re going to prevail as the final Blood Lord.” 
 
    He allowed himself a small smile. “Thank you. I’m glad you’re with me on this journey, strange as it is.” 
 
    She nodded. “The feeling is mutual. I… I have to admit that I was worried about you when you went off on your own to save the minions that ended up traitors.” Olivia looked down, shaking her head. “We need to grow more powerful. We’re going to encounter dangerous crypts while we’re near the ley line hub, and it would be a good idea to see who might be willing to accept the Dark Embrace and join us.” 
 
    “Like witches?” he asked. 
 
    “Perhaps. But witches and vamps, just like vamps and Lycans, are not known for their civility to one another.” 
 
    “I did work with those witches back at Helsing HQ. They seemed on the level.” 
 
    Olivia furrowed her brow, as if Vince had said something that she didn’t approve of in the slightest. 
 
    “That’s the thing about witches, Vincent. They can seem however they want. They’re master manipulators, especially when it comes to men.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that I can’t control myself around gorgeous women?” Vince asked with a smile. “Hasn’t been a problem with you.” 
 
    Olivia smiled in a way that was both pleased and seductive. She reached over, placing her hand on Vince’s thigh. “You keep flirting like that, we might have to make an, ah, pit stop.” 
 
    Vince’s cock shifted in his jeans. The idea of being on top of Olivia, her legs spread as he drove deep inside, her face contorting into pleasure as he made her come over and over, was enough to make him, if only for a moment, unable to hold any other thought in his head. 
 
    He pushed all of that aside, focusing on the road. 
 
    “Maybe when we get there.” 
 
    “Don’t get my hopes up.” She squeezed his thigh once more before taking her hand away. “But seriously, you need to be on guard if we encounter witches. First, there’s the matter of their beauty. They know they’re stunning, and I can’t even begin to imagine how many men have lost their lives over the millennia because a witch winked and smiled and led them to their dooms.” 
 
    “Noted. Do they kill humans for fun or something?” 
 
    “Witches are like vamps, or Lycans. Some are evil, some are good, most are in between. And yes, there are witches out there who think taking the life of a human is a splendid way to spend an otherwise dull afternoon.” 
 
    “There’s no way my parents are like that.” 
 
    “I would agree with you there. If your adoptive parents were kind enough to take you in, and raised you the way they did, then there’s a damn good chance they’re the good sort of witches.” 
 
    Vince allowed himself a small smile at the idea of seeing his parents once more. Adoptive or not, he loved them deeply. The fact that they weren’t blood related didn’t matter a damn bit. 
 
    “So, we’ll get into Poughkeepsie, confirm that they’re fine,” he said. “After that…” 
 
    He realized that he didn’t have a plan for after. All he’d cared about was making sure his parents were fine. 
 
    “We’ll figure that out later. If your parents are, in fact, witches—and ley line guards at that—it might be worth our time to see if they have any intel on the goings-on of the region.” 
 
    “You think they’d know anything about the Blood Lord that got away?” 
 
    “They very well might. If this Mick asshole stayed in the city, he could very well blend in and be out of sight for a while. But there’s a chance he might try to flee upstate to recuperate, possibly make his way back to his hometown. And if he came near the ley line, I’m sure your parents would know about it. Mick took a hell of a risk trying to take you out on your own turf, and now he’s weakened, cornered. Though you know what they say about cornered rats…” 
 
    Vince nodded, not needing to speak aloud what she was suggesting. He gripped the wheel in frustration, upset at what had gone down. 
 
    “There’s no need to beat yourself up over it, Vince. Not everything is going to go how you’re hoping. And more than that, you’d been caught in a trap. The fact that you and your uncle managed to get out of it with your lives, let alone taking out Mick’s entire coterie—that’s something else.” 
 
    “What do you think of Richter?” 
 
    “Your uncle? He’s an… interesting man. A hunter—they’re a rare breed, vamps that have no affiliation to anyone. Though in this case, it sounds like his loyalty was to you. If so, and he’s who he says he is, then you’ve got a powerful ally on your side.” 
 
    “If he’s who he says he is? What, you don’t think he’s my uncle?” 
 
    She chuckled. “That’s not quite what I’m saying. Just hoping that he’s capable of providing the protection that he’s offering. I’ve been in New York for a long time, Vincent, and I’ve never heard of him. That’s enough to give me pause. But I’m also the paranoid sort.” 
 
    Her words lingered in his mind as they drove on. The trek to Poughkeepsie was a little under two hours, the urban outskirts of New York giving way to the wild oranges and reds of the trees in their autumn colors. The sights were incredible—the colors, the rolling valleys, and the occasional glimpses of the shimmering Hudson River as they drove, the silver of the moon reflecting off the water. 
 
    “This is beautiful,” Olivia said. “I don’t come upstate often enough.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s enough to make me wonder why I moved to the city.” 
 
    She grinned. “Please. People like me and you, we’re meant for the city.” She swept her hand toward Vince’s driver-side window, toward one of the many sleepy, riverside towns they’d passed on their way upstate. “Put people like us in a town like that and we’d be crawling at the walls with boredom in a week. Less than that, most likely. No, we need the city. And for a Blood Lord like you, only a city like New York will do. Besides, your parents are here. If you ever find yourself wanting a taste of the quiet life, you’ll be able to come here and have it.” 
 
    They drove on, taking the exit for Poughkeepsie and soon found themselves on a two-lane road. Signs up ahead indicated that a construction site had closed the main road toward downtown where his parents lived. They’d need to take a backroad around the outskirts of the city. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Vince said. “Another twenty minutes, assuming the detour doesn’t take too long.” He glanced in the rear view mirror, spotting the SUV containing Richter and the rest. 
 
    As Vince drove, he found himself growing excited, eager to see the places of his hometown—not to mention spend some time with his parents. It’d been too long since he’d seen his mom and dad, and after everything that he had gone through, they’d have some serious catching up to do. 
 
    It was the first time in a long while that Vince had felt halfway normal, though he kept the sentiment at bay. His old life was long gone, with no chance of going back. All the same, he was eager for a respite from all that had gone on in the city. 
 
    He drove down the narrow road, which winded through the woods. No other cars were around. The towering trees shrouded them from the moonlight. The back of Vince’s neck tingled as they drove. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” Olivia said. “I don’t like this one bit.” 
 
    “Funny coincidence. I was just thinking the same.” 
 
    “Turn around. Let’s get back to the main road and figure out our ne—” 
 
    A bang resounded through the air. 
 
    The car spun out of control. Vince grabbed the wheel, pulling it as hard as he could but failing to steer it back onto to the road before the wild blur of the trees that he careened toward rushed to greet him with a deafening and horrible crash. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Vince! Get your ass up right now!” 
 
    The first thing Vince noticed when he came out of unconsciousness was that his head hurt like hell. The second was that the SUV was off the road, smashed into the thick tree trunk. The airbags were out, and smoke rose from the crumpled-up hood. 
 
    The third thing was the most important: they were surrounded. 
 
    “Come on!” Olivia shouted, grabbing him by the arm and pulling hard. “Vamps can get knocked out, but it takes more than a little car crash to do us in. Now, get your ass out of here before you’re dead meat!” 
 
    Vince was confused, and the fact that he’d just gotten socked in the face by an airbag didn’t help matters. The pain was intense, but it faded by the second. The car was such a mess that no human would’ve likely survived. 
 
    A low groan from outside snapped him back into the moment. 
 
    “Vince, come on.” Olivia repeated, this time finally getting through to Vince. 
 
    He ripped through the seatbelt, turning to see the figures that surrounded the car approach. In the darkness, it was nearly impossible to make out any details. Vince could only see that there were many of them, and that they moved with strange, lurching motions. 
 
    “Any idea who those people are?” he asked, still weak from the pain. 
 
    “Not people. Those are—” 
 
    Another bang, from a fist slamming against the driver’s-side window. Vince turned and was greeted with the sight of a horrible, rotting face. His eyes went wide—he had no idea what he was going to see in the darkness, but it sure as hell wasn’t this. 
 
    The face was barely recognizable as a man, a huge portion of the hairless scalp peeling off and hanging over the forehead, exposing the skull underneath. Its one eye—the other nothing more than a dark, empty socket—was dull and lifeless. The nose had long rotted off, a vaguely triangle-shaped hole in the center of the creature’s face exposing the bone underneath. Most of the teeth were gone, the mouth slacked open dumbly. 
 
    “Zombie?” Vincent let out. 
 
    “Correct,” Olivia said. “Now, unless you want to end up as its next meal, I suggest you kill it while you can.” 
 
    Vince twisted his body, trying to find out some way to do what Olivia had suggested. As he faced the window, however, he watched as the zombie pulled back its fist and slammed it into the window. This time, it managed to break through. The rotting fist, now covered with gashes from the punch, reached for Vince and grabbed the collar of his T-shirt. 
 
    “I’d help, Vincent!” Olivia shouted. “But I’m a little busy over here myself!” 
 
    More zombies were in the process of ripping off the door on Olivia’s side, their rotted arms strong enough to wrench the car open. Another group of zombies, five or so of them, were pulling open the back of the car. It was only a matter of time before they made their way inside. 
 
    Vince turned his attention back to the zombie that had a hold of him. He activated his Bruiser powers, grabbing onto the zombie’s arm as the strength kicked in. When he was ready, he let out a yell as he twisted and pulled the arm, the dead flesh snapping and tearing along with the muscles underneath. With one final twist, the bones cracked and popped, and Vince pulled the arm out of its socket, tossing it into the back of the car. 
 
    The zombie didn’t seem concerned by this in the slightest, yanking the stump of his missing arm back and trying to get himself out of the hole in the window where he was stuck. 
 
     Vince had other ideas. 
 
    He pulled back his foot and slammed it hard into the door, kicking with enough force to rip it clear off. The zombie tumbled backward, the door falling on top of him. 
 
    The path was clear, though he and Olivia were seriously outnumbered. More and more zombies moaned in the darkness, slowly approaching and encircling them. 
 
    Vince ripped Olivia’s seatbelt, then grabbed hold of her and pulled her away from the zombies and out of the car. The zombies managed to rip the door off only moments after they were out. 
 
    “This is bad,” Olivia said, the two of them on their feet and in the middle of a mass of a zombie horde several dozen strong. “Someone trapped the road, then had zombies lying in wait.” 
 
    Vince looked behind him at the wrecked car, the front of the SUV totally crumpled. “Another Blood Lord? Or some other enemy?” 
 
    “Those are damn good questions, Vincent. But right now, I think we’ve got more pressing matters to contend with.” 
 
    Vince turned his attention back to the advancing swarm, their encirclement tightening by the second. 
 
    “Alright,” Vince said. “Zombies. What do I need to know before I start smashing brains?” 
 
    “Well, that’s the important part—you crush the head, you kill them. But those things are going to try to bite you.” 
 
    “That turns you into a zombie, right?” 
 
    “If you were a human, then yes, one bite would turn you. But since you’re a vamp, you’ll be able to fight off the turning process. To a point, that is. Take enough bites and you’ll succumb, and trust me, that’s not a pretty sight when a vamp turns into a zombie—it’s like a revenant times ten.” 
 
    One of the zombies drew close enough to grab at Vince. He responded by dodging the grab and slamming his fist through the zombie’s head, his Bruiser power enough to explode the zombie’s skull in a shower of bone and brains and gore. 
 
    A quick check of his blood supply revealed to Vince that he was in trouble. His pool was desperately low. 
 
    “I need to feed!” he called out over his shoulder. “Or I’m not going to make it through this. All the blood vials are in the back of the car!” 
 
    “It’s the crash,” Olivia replied. “Your body’s healing, and that requires blood. Here, I didn’t get hurt as badly as you did.” She sank her fangs into her wrist, cut the skin, then offered the wound to Vince. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Another zombie drew close. Vince dodged its open maw to the side, using another burst of strength to rip the zombie’s head clean off and toss it into the woods, the zombie’s body dropping in a heap. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have offered if I weren’t. Now, hurry up and do it!” 
 
    Without another word, Vince took Olivia’s wrist and sealed his mouth around the wound. The life-giving blood flowed into his mouth and down his throat, settling in his belly and sending waves of power through him. He wanted to drink and keep drinking, but he’d need to save some strength for Olivia. 
 
    He let go of her wrist. She slipped her twin daggers out from underneath the back of her long coat. Olivia then jammed one of the daggers into the black, lifeless eye of the nearest zombie. She yanked it out, the zombie dropping as she repeated the process with another zombie bearing down on her. 
 
    Vince checked his blood supply, seeing that he was at about half capacity. He still hungered, wishing that he could drink more from Olivia—maybe after the battle. Another zombie approached. Vince grabbed it, yanking its arm off before lifting his foot and putting it on the zombie’s chest, pushing the creature backward and giving himself time to unsheathe Mangecoeur. 
 
    Blade in hand, Vince turned just in time to watch as three more zombies approached, all of them too near for him to react. The one in the middle lunged forward, reaching out for him. Before it could grab onto him, however, Vince’s cape snapped forward, forming a barrier between Vince and the zombie. The creature slammed into the cape, unable to break through. 
 
    “I was wondering when you were going to help!” Vince shouted as he took out his blade. 
 
    The cape continued to block, keeping the zombies at bay while Vince put his blade to work. He thrust it forward at the nearest zombie, plunging the end through its forehead and destroying its brain with a quick twist. His cape blocked another zombie attack, this time letting the creature be tangled in the dark fabric. Vince deftly swung his sword toward the zombie, slicing its head clean off. The third zombie was taken out with a downward swing, splitting the undead creature’s head in half, the view a perfect cross section of its innards. 
 
    He realized something as he sized up the situation. 
 
    “Hey, where is the other car?” 
 
    “That’s a good question! But if you ask me, we’ve got more important things to worry about. If they need to be saved, we’re going to have to save ourselves first!” 
 
    It was the sort of cold, strategic logic that Vince expected from Olivia. And she was right. If the rest of his party needed to be saved, he and Olivia would have to be alive to do the saving. 
 
    Olivia struck forward at the nearest zombie, grabbing its ratty hair and giving the creature a hard kick to the chest. The blow was powerful enough to separate the zombie’s head from its body, an arc of dirty-looking blood spraying into the air and onto the ground. Olivia tossed the head into asphalt, splattering it like a melon. 
 
    “That’s one way to do it!” Vince called out. 
 
    She fought hard, but the mass of zombies threatened to overwhelm Olivia. Vince, still in the middle of his own battle, could only watch as a half-dozen of them swarmed her, forming a half-circle that grew smaller and smaller by the moment. 
 
    “Might be a good time to do some of that Night Weaver shit!” Vince said. 
 
    “Way ahead of you!” Olivia replied, a small, confident smile on her face. 
 
    She stepped back into the shadows of the tress, her body melting into darkness. The zombies rushed forward with outstretched arms, but only grabbed onto air. If zombies could be confused, that’s how Vince would’ve described them in that moment. They straightened a little, all looking for the prey that had been only feet from them. 
 
    A small shimmer of light from Olivia’s blade gave away her location. The blade slashed through the air here and there, zombie heads flying off their bodies. By the time Olivia rematerialized, each of the six zombies was headless and dropping to the ground in heaps. 
 
    But for every zombie they killed, two more seemed to appear from the woods. Olivia swept her leg in a wide kick, knocking back the nearest few zombies and giving them some breathing room. The zombies wasted no time starting toward her again as soon as they were steady. Vince was in the same situation, his own half-circle of zombies around him growing tighter and tighter each second. 
 
    Moans filled the air, blending with the click-clacking of the zombies’ teeth as they bit the air. The scent of rotting flesh was so pungent that it took a great deal of effort for Vince to keep his last meal of blood down. 
 
    “Got any big ideas?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure do! I packed some more gear in the back of the car—always be prepared and all that. Problem is, we’re going to have to get through this horde in order to reach it.” 
 
    It was hard to guess through all the chaos, but he counted around a dozen zombies in total around the back of the car. 
 
    “Looks like there’s only one way to get through,” Vince said with a wry grin. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “With brute force,” he said. 
 
    Olivia grinned. “I like the sound of that. 
 
    “Clear some space, and I’ll do the rest!” 
 
    Vince focused, keeping his powers activated. His blood supply was running low, and he hoped he could get this done fast. If not, he’d need more vials. 
 
    “Ready?” he shouted. 
 
    “Ready!” 
 
    Vince broke into a run. He slammed into one zombie after another, bulldozing his way through the horde. When Vince reached the back of the car, he grabbed hold of the panel doors and ripped them off. Metal groaned. 
 
    Vince realized that the doors could function as fine shields and battering rams. He rushed into the zombies, swinging the doors and knocking bodies out of the way left and right. 
 
    “Whatever you’ve got in there, Olivia,” he called out. “You’d better grab it now!” 
 
    Olivia pulled her dagger from the eye of another zombie, kicked him clear, and hurried over to the back of the car. Vince was keeping the zombies at bay, but more and more of them appeared from the woods, the sheer mass behind them so great that he was beginning to struggle. Behind him, Olivia rummaged through the back, pulling things out of the way as she tried to find whatever it was she was searching for. 
 
    “Don’t have time for this!” Vince shouted as zombies poured out of the woods. 
 
    “Hold on… just a sec… here! Catch!” 
 
    Vince turned to catch a loaded rifle. 
 
    “These too!” Olivia opened up another metal container, blood vials inside. She tossed a pair to Vince, and he wasted no time injecting the liquid inside. 
 
      
 
     Power flowed into him. He aimed his rifle toward the zombies. 
 
    Gunfire filled the air as Vince popped heads one-by-one, using a car door as a shield. By his side, Olivia took zombies down with careful shots, expertly swapping out her magazines when necessary. His cape provided cover, blocking whatever zombies drew near and giving Vince breathing room to take his shots. 
 
    It worked, for a time. 
 
    Between the two of them, they had enough firepower to sweep through the attacking horde and litter the street with the bodies of dozens of zombies. But for every zombie they took out, another three emerged from the woods. 
 
    “There’s too many of them!” Olivia cried out in between bursts of gunfire. “We need to think of something else!” 
 
    The only thing on Vince’s mind was the other car, and whether or not they were in just as much danger. But he understood that he couldn’t do a damn thing about it until he was safe from harm. He focused on the battle, dropping zombies with precise shots to the forehead, a puff of dark blood appearing from behind the zombies before they dropped. 
 
    Click. He pulled the trigger one more time, the gun now dry. 
 
    “I need another mag!” he shouted. 
 
    “No more! That’s it!” 
 
    Vince lowered his gun and scanned the night-lit road, amazed to see that, for as many zombies as they’d taken out, they were still surrounded. In fact, there seemed to be more than there’d been since the battle had started. 
 
    “We’re in a bad spot, Olivia!” Vince tossed his rifle at the nearest zombie, the creature jerking back a bit before continuing toward them. 
 
    Olivia finished the last of her current mag and did the same with her rifle. Her eyes flicked from one zombie to another. 
 
    “You know,” she said. “I’d always thought I’d go out to some powerful vamp—a good battle where my skills were put to the test. Just my luck that I’d end up as zombie food.” 
 
    Vince wasn’t deterred. “We’re not going out like this.” 
 
    Olivia chuckled over the moans and groans of the approaching horde. 
 
    “You’ve got a better idea, Vince?” she asked. “I’m all for optimism, but this isn’t looking good for us.” 
 
    She was right. Dozens and dozens of zombies were all around them, more coming from the darkness of the woods. There was a chance they could barrel through, if he used the last bit of his Bruiser strength to steamroll the zombies, but then he’d be out of blood. 
 
    That’ll have to do. We’ll just keep on running until we find civilization and regroup later. 
 
    Before he could voice the plan, a comet of dark blue energy ripped through the air, tearing through the zombie horde. When it was gone, the zombies it’d hit were gone, disintegrated, with nothing left of them but the bottoms of their legs. 
 
    More energy shot here and there, burning through the zombies, some exploding in showers of gore. Vince held the door over himself and Olivia. Guts rained on the thing with dull, wet plops. Before too long, the moaning had ended. Vince lowered the door, shaking off the bits of brain and smoking flesh. 
 
    The zombies were gone. 
 
    “Who are we thanking for saving the day?” Vince said as he scanned the area for any sign of whoever had caused the dark blue comet. 
 
    Answering his question, lights flickered among the trees—four in total. Vince kept himself at the ready, his eyes on the lights as they moved toward him. 
 
    The closer, basketball-sized glowing orbs of what appeared to be pure light positioned themselves in a row in front of Vince and Olivia, holding fast for a moment. Another burst of white light erupted. When it was gone, so were the orbs, replaced by four beautiful women. 
 
    One of them, the redhead, was very familiar. Vince recognized her as Amelia Graywind, the witch he’d saved back at Helsing. The other three witches had been the ones he’d sprung out of the Helsing lab in exchange for Amelia’s help. 
 
    “Come on!” she shouted, eagerness in her eyes. “Get your butts in gear. That is, unless you want to be zombie food!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you just going to stand there like some dummy?” Amelia asked, putting her hands on her hips, an impatient expression on her face. “There are tons more zombies in the woods coming toward us right now!” 
 
    “As fun as it is to blast them,” said one of the other witches, a blonde with a tiny waist and full chest that seemed on the verge of busting out of her dress, “we only have so much mana.” 
 
    “What about the other car?” Vince asked. “I’m not alone out here.” 
 
    Amelia grinned. “Oh, we know—we’ve been keeping track of you for the last hour.” 
 
    “And you’re lucky we did,” said another witch, this one slender and trim, with a boyishly short cut of black hair. “If we hadn’t been monitoring your little road trip, you’d be a snack.” 
 
    “Witches are always humble about their powers,” Olivia said with a roll of her eyes. “They save your butt one time and they’ll never let you hear the end of it.” 
 
    The fourth witch, blue-haired with an hourglass figure and curly hair, stepped forward. “Considering we saved your bacon, a little gratitude might be in order.” She turned her nose up and let out a harumph. 
 
    “That’s right, Vince,” Amelia said, a smirk on her face and a twinkle in her eye. “I think it’d be totally reasonable for you to get on your knees and thank us for what we were nice enough to do. Right?” 
 
    “I’ll thank you,” Vince said. “But there’ll be no kneeling.” 
 
    “I recognize this little gaggle of spellcasters,” Olivia said, picking a bit of zombie guts off her shirt and tossing them aside. “They’re the witches from the Helsing headquarters. We were the ones who saved your lives, remember? You ask me, I think we’re even.” 
 
    Another harumph from Amelia as she crossed her arms under her breasts. 
 
    “Fine. Whatever.” 
 
    Vince took in the sight of the witches. They were stunning to the last, all dressed in silky clothes that clung to their curves. 
 
    “We don’t have time to waste with any of this shit,” Vince said. “My friends are in trouble.” 
 
    “No, they’re not.” Amelia said with a pleased smile. “The reason we took so long to get to you is because we had to help them first.” 
 
    “We figured you two could hold your own in the meantime,” the black-haired one said. 
 
    “Wait,” Vince said. “So… they’re all safe? Where are they?” 
 
    “The same place that we’re going to take you—to our coven’s village,” Amelia replied. 
 
    Vince shook his head. “No. I need to get to my parents’ place. They’re the whole reason we came here.” 
 
    “Your parents are fine. They’re the most powerful witches in the area, and they’re in the process of preparing a protection spell,” the red-haired witch said. 
 
    “You know them?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Of course, we do,” Amelia said impatiently. “Harker and Lucy, everyone knows them, they’re the ley line hub guardians! Now, you’re going to have to trust us when we say we need to get out of here now. Believe it or not, zombies don’t normally just wander around here looking for brains to eat. Someone animated them, which means someone wants you and your group dead.” 
 
    “Alright,” Vincent said. “Where are we going?” 
 
    Amelia held out her hands, light blue magical energy gathering at her palms. When she was ready, she made a large oval in the air in front of her, creating a shimmering portal. “Here! Step through!” 
 
    Vince and Olivia shared a skeptical look. 
 
    “What’re the odds that we step through that thing and explode into molecules?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Not bad. Not good, but not bad. You want me to go first? You’re the leader, after all.” 
 
    “Nah. I got this.” 
 
    Vince took a step forward. As soon as he did, a feeling of dizziness overcame him. A quick check revealed that he was low on blood—he’d have to drink, and soon. 
 
    “Go on,” Amelia said. “We’ll see you on the other side, handsome.” 
 
    The rest of the witches gave Vince a once-over as he made his way to the portal, their gazes practically smoldering with desire. He put that out of his mind as he stepped in front of the gate, the destination unclear from the shifting, spinning energy. 
 
    He put his foot through, the foot disappearing among the energy. When he felt confident that he hadn’t just severed it, Vince stepped the rest of the way through. The sensation was like being caught on an enormously powerful wind. Vince was yanked from his feet, propelled through some parallel dimension, blue energy swirling all around him. 
 
    He didn’t have long to contemplate the situation, however. Seemingly as soon as he’d stepped through the portal, he was out the other side. 
 
    He was still in the woods, near a medieval-looking village of stone cottages. The entire place was bathed in silvery-blue light. And he wasn’t alone. 
 
    The few-dozen cottages of the place were populated by more women, all of them ethereally beautiful and dressed in a manner that let Vince know right away that they were witches. 
 
    They regarded him with wide eyes, all of them stopping whatever they happened to be in the middle of to come over and gawk at Vince. At first, he didn’t know what to do. He’d never been surrounded by so much beauty at once. The women all had stunningly perfect faces and bodies that ranged from full and voluptuous to slender and supple. There was something there for every man, and Vince found himself using what control he had to not stare in disbelief. 
 
    A hand softly settled onto his shoulder. Vince turned to see Amelia behind him, a knowing grin on her face. 
 
    “See something you like, Vince?” she asked. “Only the most beautiful witches are allowed in the Hecate Coven. That’s what we’re called, by the by.” 
 
    Vince looked over Amelia, watching as Olivia and the rest of the witches stepped out of the portal. 
 
    “That portal is interesting. It’s a lot like Dracula’s Road.” 
 
    “Huh? Oh, you mean the magical tunnel? Yeah, it’s basically the same thing. Vampires aren’t magical, as you know. I mean, you’ve got special powers, but you don’t need mana to use them. Dracula’s Road is magic, however. There’s crossover between the witch world and vampire world and all that, so certain artifacts that vamps use aren’t truly vampire artifacts, they’re witch objects that have ended up in vampire hands.” 
 
    “Right,” Olivia said. “It’s obvious vampires would want access to such a powerful ability as teleportation. Although I’m not sure I trust a witch on the history of vampire tech.” 
 
    Vince looked around him. The witches were all still gathered around him, all eyeing him with strange hunger. 
 
    “Alright, alright girls!” Amelia said, waving her arms to shoo them. “Enough eye-screwing the hot vamp. Ten minutes ago he was on the verge of getting eaten alive by flesh-chompers, so let’s give him a little breathing room, alright?” 
 
    There were a few boos and expressions of disappointment as the witches went back to whatever they’d been doing before Vince had arrived. 
 
    “The rest of my group,” Vince said. “Where are they?” 
 
    Amelia grinned. “Right this way.” 
 
    She led them down the stone path through the village. Walking through the village, Vince couldn’t help but notice how peaceful the place was. The moon was huge above, the little white lights of fireflies flickering here and there. 
 
    He noticed something else too: there were no men here. 
 
    “What is this place?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “This is the village of Calmwood,” she said. 
 
    “Are we in the woods near Poughkeepsie?” Vince asked. “It looks familiar here, but everything seems a little… off.” 
 
    Amelia flashed him a pretty smile over her shoulder. Vince couldn’t help but notice how round her ass was through the red silk of her witch’s robe. 
 
    “That’s because this town is not quite in the same dimension as the real world. Witches, through our power, are able to live in a slightly parallel dimension to the real world. It’s so close that we can go into the prime dimension, even affect it from here, if we want to.” 
 
    “But,” the black-haired witch said. “We’re far enough that we can stay hidden. And most importantly, crypts from the prime dimension can’t hurt us.” 
 
    “That means the zombie swarm won’t be able to get here?” Vince asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” the blonde witch said. “We’re perfectly safe—within reason.” 
 
    “Within reason?” 
 
    Amelia waved her hand toward the building they seemed to be walking toward, a two-story cottage that overlooked a small pond. 
 
    “Let’s get inside and relax for a moment,” she said. “I’ll be more than happy to answer your questions in there.” She opened the large, wooden door and gestured for them to enter. 
 
    Vince was struck by how different the town of Calmwood was from New York, more akin to Poughkeepsie than the massive city he’d called home for the last several years. As much as he wanted to get to the bottom of why he and his companions had been ambushed by zombies, he found himself drawn in by the sleepy peacefulness of the place. 
 
    The interior of the cottage was cozy, even quaint. To the left of the entrance was a large den with big couches in front of a roaring fireplace. But, more importantly, Richter, Sara, and Ayla were there. 
 
    “Well, shit!” Richter shouted, springing out of his chair and setting aside the glass of wine in his hand. “There’s my damn nephew!” 
 
    He stomped over, throwing his big arms around Vince. 
 
    “Vince!” Sara shouted, bounding out of her seat on the sofa and doing the same as soon as Richter let go. 
 
    “You’re not dead!” Ayla shouted as she came over. 
 
    “Not dead yet,” Vince said once the rest of the group had their chance to express their delight at the reunion. “Are you guys all OK?” 
 
    “We’re fine, kid,” Richter said. “Bunch of zombies ambushed us out of nowhere. We had to use just about every bullet we’d packed to keep ourselves alive. Even so, we’d be dead without these… witches.” He said the last word grudgingly, as if he didn’t want to admit that it was the case that he’d been saved by Amelia and her crew. 
 
    “Oh please,” Amelia said. “You were three minutes away from being zombie chow and you still can’t put aside your problem with our kind?” 
 
    “I’ll put it aside,” he said, straightening his belt. “But I don’t have to be happy about it.” 
 
    Olivia smiled, as if amused by the whole thing. “As you can see, there’s no love lost between vamps and witches.” 
 
    “Your parents are the one exception,” Richter said to Vince. “I’d trust them with my life, and have before. These little tarts, on the other hand…” 
 
    Amelia cocked her hip to the side, as if flattered by his insult. “What, afraid of some good-looking women, old man?” 
 
    “Old man? I’m barely in my thirties! Well, as far as actual aging goes.” 
 
    Vince made a placating gesture. “Alright, that’s enough. I want to know what’s going on, and why. Then, I want to see my parents.” 
 
    Amelia nodded. “I suppose you’re due for some information on what the heck is going on around here. Why don’t you all have a seat while my girls get us some refreshments? Millie?” 
 
    “Yeah?” the blonde stepped forward. 
 
    “Get some of the good stuff from downstairs. Elina?” 
 
    The tomboyish, black-haired witch snapped to attention. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Some snacks are in order. And Anabelle?” 
 
    This time, the blue-haired witch stepped forward. 
 
    “How can I help?” 
 
    “Make our friend Vince here a little more comfortable. He’s had a rough evening. Oh, and I want you all to change your dress to something more fitting.” She scrunched her nose, giving the matter some thought. “Here!” 
 
    She snapped her fingers. The witches’ robes transformed in the blink of an eye to French maid outfits. The witches, realizing what had happened, laughed as they admired their new looks. 
 
    “Can’t go wrong with the classics, right?” Amelia asked with a smile. “Go on, girls!” 
 
    Giggling to themselves, the girls hurried off. Anabelle, however, came over to Vince and placed her hand on the small of his back. “Have a seat, Mr. Blood Lord.” 
 
    Vince was confused, but went with the flow. Anabelle led him to one of the overstuffed chairs near the fire, the warmth heavenly on his skin. Once he was seated, Anabelle moved behind Vince and placed her hands on his shoulders, kneading his muscles, massaging him deeply. 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” he said. 
 
    “You ask me,” Olivia said as she sat down on the couch with Sara and Ayla, “take a massage when you can get it, especially one from a witch.” 
 
    “I’m up next,” Richter said with a grin. 
 
    Anabelle scoffed and shook her head, not breaking for a moment from the work of tending to Vince. While he still felt that a massage was a bit self-indulgent, he couldn’t help but notice the effect of Anabelle’s hands on his neck and shoulders. The other two witches returned as the group settled in, Elina with trays of food, Millie with bottles of beer. 
 
    Ayla snorted. “Now, I know you witches live pretty isolated lives up here. But you have to know that vamps don’t eat normal food.” 
 
    The witches set the food down on the table, Amelia sitting back in her chair and crossing her legs in a manner that showed off her thigh through the long slit in her dress. 
 
    “Good thing that’s not normal food.” 
 
    Vince leaned forward a bit, getting a good look at the spread. There was bread and cheese and dates and nuts and sliced meat. Though he’d craved nothing but blood since his turning, he couldn’t help but feel a tinge of longing as he looked over the food. 
 
    “Then what the hell is it?” Richter asked. 
 
    “It’s mana. When you’re a powerful enough witch, you’re able to do what you wish with magical energy. Most limit themselves to destruction, like you saw with the zombies and how we took care of them. But there are more, ah, fun things you can do with it, like creating food.” 
 
    Ayla leaned forward, picking up a wad of sliced meat. “So, this isn’t real food?” 
 
    “Well, yes and no. It’s mana, but it tastes and feels like food. More than that, eating pure magical energy will have a restorative effect. It won’t be as powerful as the effect a bellyful of blood would have on a vampire, but pretty close. Go on, try it. Oh, and the beer is blood beer, so drink as much as you like.” 
 
    “Now that’s what I’m talking about.” Richter leaned forward and snatched one of the beers from the table, cracking the top and taking a long swig, sighing with satisfaction when it was down the hatch. 
 
    Curious, Vince reached for a piece of what appeared to be cheddar and hesitantly brought it to his mouth for a bite. Though he hadn’t been a vampire for long, it already felt strange to eat what appeared to be normal, human food. 
 
    He chewed his bite cautiously. The texture was right, the flavor was right, and, just as Amelia had said, he felt slightly restored as it settled into his belly. 
 
    “This… this is really good!” 
 
    “Wow!” Sara happily munched on a hunk of bread, a big smile on her face. “It’s amazing!” 
 
    Olivia picked up an olive, popping it into her mouth. “Enjoy this while you can, Vincent. It’s expensive stuff back in the world of vamps. You think a Wagyu steak is expensive in the human world, wait until you’re paying for one made of pure mana just for the taste.” 
 
    Vince could sense by the way Olivia talked about the food that this wasn’t her first time trying it. 
 
    “Anyway,” Vince said around a mouthful of cheese. “I want to know what’s going on.” 
 
    Amelia grinned. “We’ve got drinks, we’ve got refreshments, we’ve got a roaring fire. Now, let’s talk.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You stumbled into the middle of a hell of a situation here, Vince,” Amelia said. “Like, a once-in-a-lifetime sort of thing.” 
 
    Vince leaned forward, Anabelle’s hands slipping off his shoulders. “Let’s start with the reason I’m here to begin with—where are my parents? And when can I see them?” 
 
    “Harker and Lucy,” she said, “your parents are indisposed right now—that’s the word.” 
 
    “No bullshitting. Talk straight with me.” 
 
    “Well, they’re ley line hub guardians. That’s a hell of a job in normal circumstances, one of the most important duties in the witch world. But right now, circumstances are hardly normal.” She popped a date into her mouth, chewing it thoughtfully, as if trying to decide where to begin. “Upstate New York is a hotbed of witch activity—most ley line hubs are, that’s where magic is most intense, after all. There are plenty of covens in the area besides Hecate.” 
 
    “Most of the time, we live in peace with one another,” Elina said. “We’re witches, after all, and have to look out for one another in such a dangerous world.” 
 
    “But something happened recently,” Anabelle said. “War broke out between two of the other covens—the Brairfoxes and the Shadow Weavers. Some sort of miscommunication between the two of them that led to three witches being slain.” 
 
    “You ever learn about World War I?” Amelia asked. “How it all started because there were all of these pacts between the countries, so when one ended up going to war with another, all of these alliances getting called up meant everyone was fighting with everyone else? That’s what’s going on here, except all of the alliances are based on ancient blood feuds.” 
 
    “So,” Olivia said. “The witches are at one another’s throats.” 
 
    “What do my parents have to do with this?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Well, your parents are witches, so there’s that. But part of the duty of ley line guardians is to remain neutral. These hubs are really, really powerful, so powerful that if they were to fall into the hands of a coven, it’d be enough to overthrow the delicate balance of the witch community.” She sipped her drink. “So, not only are Harker and Lucy tasked with their normal responsibilities of watching over the hub, they have to make sure that no coven makes a move to take it over.” 
 
    “Whatever coven managed to seize it,” Millie said. “Would be able to not only take over the entire region, but would be able to disrupt the flow of mana across the entire planet.” 
 
    “All crypts are connected to the mana network,” Amelia said. “If one of the nodes were to fall into the wrong hands…” She sighed, as if she didn’t even want to consider the idea. “It’d be bad, that’s for darn sure.” 
 
    “Who would want to do something like that?” Sara asked. 
 
    Richter snorted, shaking his head at her naivete. “You kidding? The crypt world is full of power-hungry freaks who’d do anything to get on top. The only thing that keeps them in line are other crypts who have just as much power, but aren’t so keen on causing total chaos.” 
 
    “It’s a system that’s evolved over thousands and thousands of years,” Amelia said. “The ley lines must be protected. It’s for the good of everyone, even humans.” 
 
    “What about a Blood Lord?” Vince asked. “They’re power hungry as they come.” 
 
    Amelia nodded. “That’s what we’re afraid of. After the unpleasantness we all went through in New York, we put our ears to the ground to find out all we could about the Blood Lord situation.” 
 
    “Everyone is talking about it,” Millie said. “Even crypts on the other side of the world know your name, Vince. Whatever happens with this battle of the Blood Lords is going to shake up the crypt world for good.” 
 
    “Right,” said Amelia. “And you better believe those Optimatium weirdos are watching this very carefully. You ask me, they’re going to wait until the most powerful Blood Lord emerges and then take his butt out. From what I know about them, the last thing they want is any threat to their power.” 
 
    “Quite cynical,” Olivia said. “Had it ever occurred to you that the Optimatium is responsible for making sure we vampires don’t simply claim our position as the head of the crypt world? Surely, we’re powerful enough for it.” 
 
    That got a laugh out of Amelia. “Yeah, sure! You vamps are so strong, just holding back from taking over the world because you’re so nice. Give me a break. If anything, the Optimatium is waiting to see who wins the Blood Lord wars so they can either kill him, or bend him to their will. Either way, it’s going to be what doesn’t threaten their power.” 
 
    “Enough,” Vince said. “Whatever the Optimatium has planned doesn’t concern me right now. What I’m focused on is my parents.” 
 
    “It will concern you, one of these days,” Amelia said. “But you’re right, we need to pay attention to the here and now. Your parents are in charge of guarding the ley line hub, and they’re doing a great job of it. But we do need to get to the bottom of who started the war between the covens, and who sicced the zombies on you all.” 
 
    “You think someone started the war between the covens?” Ayla asked. 
 
    “I do,” Amelia replied with total confidence. “If anyone wanted to get at the power here at the ley line hub, they’d need to fight their way through all the covens in the area, then to Harker and Lucy. But if there was a war…” 
 
    “…The covens would be preoccupied and too weak to do anything about it,” Olivia said. “A sensible move.” 
 
    “Then they’d take us out to make sure that we can’t interfere with their plans,” Vince said. “And I’m guessing they used the zombies so we wouldn’t know who did it.” 
 
    “Bingo,” Amelia said, shooting him with a finger gun. “There’s some serious shit afoot, and I want to get to the bottom of it and make sure that my coven stays in one piece. So far, we’ve been able to stay out of the coven wars, but at this rate it’s only a matter of time before we get dragged in.” 
 
    “Then it’s even more important that we speak to my parents,” Vince said. “It’s sounding like they are the key to all of this.” 
 
    “I’m way ahead of you, Vince my man,” Amelia said. “But, parents or not, it takes some doing to get a meeting with ley line guardians. I sent them a message letting them know you’re here. They haven’t gotten back to me yet, though I’m sure it’s only a matter of time. Until then, why don’t you all get some relaxing in?” 
 
    “Relaxing?” Ayla asked. “Are you serious? You want to relax at a time like this?” 
 
    “Why not?” Amelia replied with a smile. “You’re safe here in this dimension—no zombies to worry about. And there’s been a lull in the coven war, so we should be fine on that front. Take some time to relax while we wait for Vince’s parents to get back to us. When they do, we move out.” 
 
    Richter shrugged. “That works. Trust me, Vince, when you’re in the crypt world, you get in your peace and quiet whenever you can.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be any longer than a day,” Amelia said. “There’s plenty of space, so you all can have your own cottage for the night. Vince, this is my house, but as you can see it’s got room to spare. You can have the entire second floor.” 
 
    “What about our coffins?” Sara asked. 
 
    “Witches can create approximations of the restorative ability of coffins,” Amelia said. “Watch.” 
 
    She rose, stepping to the middle of the room. Once there, she closed her eyes and focused her energy, her hands beginning to glow with faint, blue light. Amelia then squatted down, moving her hands through the air and creating a rectangular box of pure magical energy, complete with lid. 
 
    “Wow,” Sara said, impressed. 
 
    “They’re temporary,” she said. “But they’ll get the job done.” 
 
    “And you wake up refreshed in that?” Ayla asked. 
 
    “Yep! Pretty neat trick, huh? They say that mana in coffins is what restores vamps, but that’s just conjecture. Either way, this will do the job. My girls here will get you all set up for the night.” 
 
    Part of Vince was reluctant to waste a second relaxing. But, as much as he didn’t want to admit it, his body ached. He needed rest. 
 
    “Yeah, that should be good,” he said. “But we move the second my parents get in touch with us, got it?” 
 
    Amelia gave a mock salute. “Yes, sir!” She laughed. “Anyway, girls, why don’t you get the team here set up for the night. Get their magic coffins ready, and get them mana food or blood beer or whatever else they want.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” Millie said. 
 
    “Oh, and… come back here in an hour or so. There’s something else I need to talk with you three about.” 
 
    The women nodded in agreement before getting up and leading the group out of the house. Olivia stepped over to Vince, leaning in and speaking low. 
 
    “I don’t trust witches. Never have. Be in touch if anything out of the ordinary happens, got it?” 
 
    “Same to you.” 
 
    With that, Olivia departed from the company of the group. Only Amelia remained with Vince. 
 
    She smiled broadly. “You know what you need, Vince? A bath.” 
 
    “What’re you trying to say?” he asked with a small smile. “That I smell?” 
 
    “Nothing like that. Just… trust me. Come with me.” 
 
    She flashed him a smile over her shoulder before hurrying up the stairs. A bath sounded very, very tempting. Vince followed her. Making his way up the stairs, he couldn’t help but let his eyes linger on her perfect ass, his cock shifting once more. 
 
    The upstairs floor was large, with plenty of empty bedrooms. Vince found himself fantasizing about slipping into one of those coffins and getting some rest. 
 
    “Right this way!” 
 
    Amelia led Vincent through the master bedroom into a large bathroom, an entire side a curved glass window that looked out over the village and forest, the moon filling the space with silver light. Amelia went from one candle to another, lighting them with magical energy until the room was filled with amber warmth. Then, she stepped over to the bath and waved her hand in a circle, creating a portal from which steaming water flowed. 
 
    As the bath filled, she turned to Vince as she sat on the edge. 
 
    “Now that we’re alone, Vince, let’s talk.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Talk? About what?” Vince asked. 
 
    Amelia turned toward the moon, her gorgeous face illuminated by the silver light. “There’s something that I didn’t tell you down there, something I was keeping to myself.” 
 
    Vince crossed his arms over his chest. “Spit it out then. I don’t have any time for games.” 
 
    She nodded, focusing her attention back to him, her eyes brilliant and bright. 
 
    “The war between the covens… it’s been deadlier than I let on. Dozens and dozens of witches have died so far, and though our coven is neutral, I know it’s only a matter of time before we are swept up in the fighting.” 
 
    “And let me guess, you want me to do something about it.” 
 
    “That’s right, I do,” she said with a smile. “But don’t worry, it’s nothing so extreme as what you think.” 
 
    “Remember what I said about playing games?” 
 
    She pouted. “Vince, always right to the point with you, isn’t it? Anyway, what I want is for you to turn me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You heard me. I’ve done my research on the Blood Lords, how they create a coterie of close companions and give them great power. As far as I see it, whatever’s going on in the woods here isn’t going to stop when the coven war is over. Something tells me that this Blood Lord feud is going to wrap up the entire world of crypts before it’s all said and done. And if that’s going to be the case, I want every advantage that I can get.” 
 
    “You want power.” 
 
    “Of course, I do. Crypt or human, it doesn’t matter—everyone does. But what I want the power for is to protect my coven. And, maybe even more importantly, to keep the ley line safe. If some evil vamp got hold of one of the hubs and was able to position himself at the center of the mana transference… you don’t want to know what would happen.” 
 
    “It’d be bad.” 
 
    “It’d be awful. That much power in the hands of the wrong crypt… trust me.” She twirled her hands once more, closing the portal. The tub was full. Vince’s body ached at the sight of the steaming water. 
 
    “Come on over, Vince,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Not sure how the witch world works, but where I come from, we bathe in private.” 
 
    “Aww, but the bath is more than big enough for two.” 
 
    Vince glanced down at the bath. Sure enough, the tub was huge, easily big enough to accommodate a small group of people. 
 
    “Here,” she said, glancing down at her body. “Let me put on something a little more appropriate.” 
 
    Amelia waved her hand over herself, her robes vanishing and changing into a two-piece swimsuit. The material was blue and white striped, the top barely big enough to contain her huge breasts, the bottom skimpy enough to show off her luscious, thick legs. Her skin was fair and flawless, and Vince could see that her nipples were hard, tenting the fabric of her swimsuit. 
 
    She grinned. “Sorry, is this going to be distracting, Vince?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be the first time a gorgeous woman tried to use her body to take advantage of a man.” 
 
    “This isn’t one of those times, handsome. I just want to help you relax and talk about all of this stuff. Maybe you’ll even convince me that joining your coterie is a good idea.” 
 
    Vince was confused. “Wait, now I’m the one who needs to talk you into this?” 
 
    Amelia chuckled, her breasts bouncing up and down as she laughed. “Come on and get in the water. We’ve got a lot to discuss.” 
 
    “You’re right about that.” 
 
    “First, allow me.” She flicked her fingertip, the clothes vanishing from Vince’s body and appearing in a neatly folded pile on the other side of the room. All he had on was a pair of simple shorts. Amelia’s eyes went down to Vince’s manhood, a small smile appearing on her lips. “Maybe I’m the one who’s getting distracted…” 
 
    “Easy, lady,” Vince said as he made his way over to the tub and slipped underneath the water. “Why don’t we focus on the matter at hand before we talk about who’s distracting who.” 
 
    Amelia smiled back at Vince, taking one more look at his body before raising her eyes. 
 
    “Good idea. Now, if you were to take me as a member of your coterie, I wouldn’t be the only one to benefit from gaining your vampire powers.” 
 
    “It’s not just powers,” he said. “Being a vampire carries serious drawbacks.” 
 
    Amelia narrowed her eyes. “What, you think I was born yesterday? I’ve been a witch for hundreds of years, cutie pie. I know what the downsides are of being a vampire. Trust me, I’ve been thinking about this for a long while.” The smile returned. “Anyway, you’d benefit too.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Well, you’d gain witch powers.” 
 
    “Like spells?” 
 
    She raised her hand above the water, turning her palm to face the ceiling. A small flicker ignited atop her palm, growing into a raging orb of fire the size of a baseball. The flame cast her face in an orange glow that blended with the candles and the silver from the moon outside. 
 
    “That’s right. You’d start off as a low-level witch, with powers over the elements. But I’m sure you get how it works by now. The more you use them, the more powerful they get.” She took her arms out of the water, draping them across the edge of the tub, her cleavage peeking out of the water line. “But is that something I want? Do I want to give one of the Blood Lords access to such power? That could very well make you the most powerful Blood Lord in the country, maybe even the world.” 
 
    “That’s assuming other Blood Lords haven’t gained access to witch powers of their own.” 
 
    “Very true, honeycakes. In that case, you’d need such an edge to stand a chance. And there’s more. If I were to give you my powers and join your coterie, I’d all but be signing an alliance with you.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing. You’d be throwing in your lot with the most powerful vamp in New York City.” 
 
    She raised her finger. “The most powerful vamp in New York City for now. Call it a hunch, but I’ve got a good mind that there’s a Blood Lord behind the coven war. What if he or she were to take you out?” 
 
    “Not going to happen. No one who’s stood in my way is, well, still standing.” 
 
    “You’ve got confidence. I like that, but confidence will only get you so far.” 
 
    “I’ve got the rest of my coterie too. And my army in New York is growing by the night.” 
 
    Amelia pursed her lips. “You make a strong case.” 
 
    “Then there’s the little matter of how I saved your life.” 
 
    “Oh,” she asked with a smile. “Are you saying I owe you?” 
 
    “Nope. Just saying that you’ve seen what I’m capable of. I broke into Helsing, took out the rogue agents, and killed the Blood Lord who was in charge of them. And I saved the lives of you and your witches in the process.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, nodding in understanding. “That’s a good point. Really, I’m just dilly-dallying. I know we need to join forces, that the world is changing for good and it’s either get with the times or get left behind. If I want my coven to survive, I’m going to need to hitch my wagon to one of the Blood Lords. Why not the one who saved my life?” 
 
    Vince grinned. “Then let’s do this.” 
 
    Amelia flashed him a grin of her own, one of excitement, one that suggested she was more than eager to get on with it. 
 
    “First, I want to taste you. Vampire blood has quite an effect on witches, and I want to experience that one last time before I turn.” 
 
    “You’ll still know that feeling,” Vince said. “Not like you’re going to lose your witch nature.” 
 
    “Oh, I know. Just… consider it an appetizer before the main course, you know?” 
 
    He laughed. “Fair enough.” 
 
    Vince didn’t hesitate before unsheathing his fangs and bringing his wrist to his mouth, nicking the skin and drawing dark, deep red blood. Amelia eyed the blood with hunger and intensity, as if it were the sweetest drug imaginable being laid out for her enjoyment. 
 
    “Better get it while it’s hot,” Vince said, offering her his wrist. 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    She glided through the water, turning her back and pushing herself against Vince, grabbing his arm and curling it around her big, pillowy breasts. Once she was wrapped up in him, she brought her mouth to his wrist and sealed her wrist around it, drinking deeply. Her eyes closed with total delight, blood trickling down the corners of her mouth as she sipped every last bit. 
 
    When he felt she’d had enough, Vince took his wrist away. The wound sealed, and Vince held out his wrist once more. 
 
    “You can lick up the rest.” 
 
    Amelia turned around, took his hand, and regarded him with excitement. 
 
    “I’d love to.” 
 
    Her eyes on his, she stuck out her tongue and licked his skin. The sharp wetness of her tongue sent a wave of arousal through him. Underneath the water, Vince’s cock stiffened. 
 
    Amelia didn’t waste a single drop of blood. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she said, moving away from Vince and returning to where she’d been before. “I’ve had vamp blood before, and I know it’s something else. But you forget, you know?” She closed her eyes and savored it, licking her lips clean. Her chest trembled as it rose and fell, her tits ebbing above and below the water line. “It’s… ahh, so delicious.” 
 
    The sight of Amelia squirming in arousal made Vince want her like crazy. He waded through the water, closing the distance between the two of them. Before he could get close, however, Amelia raised her finger, pressing it against his lips and stopping him. 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah,” she said. “As tempting as the idea is, and as insanely turned on as I might be, I don’t just give myself over to any man.” 
 
    Vince chuckled. “You want me to prove myself to you first? Maybe go out there and slay a dragon for you?” 
 
    Amelia grinned. “You joke about that, but there are dragons out there. You keep making your mark in the crypt world and it’s only a matter of time before you’re fighting one.” 
 
    “Point the way,” Vince said. “As long as you’re waiting for me here in this tub when I get back.” 
 
    She licked her lips, Vince sensing that she was debating the pros and cons of giving her body to him right now. 
 
    “I want to be part of your coterie, Vince,” she said. “But before I sleep with you, you’re going to need to prove yourself to me.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I’m going to need to see how you handle yourself in a real battle, sure. But first, I want to see how you handle yourself in bed.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like you’re making a good case for why I should bend you over the edge of this tub.” 
 
    “Not just yet. First, I want to give you a challenge. After all, why would I want to sleep with a man before he’s proven himself as someone who knows how to satisfy a woman?” 
 
    “You’ve lost me.” 
 
    “I want to see you satisfy a woman. Actually, I want to see if you’ve got what it takes to satisfy three of them.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Is that right?” 
 
    Amelia nodded before placing her hands on the edge of the tub and lifting herself onto the side of it, water cascading down her perfect body. She extended her hand away from Vince, magical energy gathering. She then made a large circle, forming a portal. Before Vince could understand what was happening, a leg stepped out through the portal, followed by Millie. She entered the room, followed by Anabelle and Elina. 
 
    All three of them were still dressed in their French maid outfits, all with the same confused expressions on their faces. 
 
    “Mistress?” Elina asked, her tone one of confusion. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Alright, ladies,” Amelia said. “Here’s what’s going to happen: you three are going to see what kind of lover Vince is. And I’m going to be watching and keeping score.” 
 
    The women turned their attention to Vince, eager smiles growing on their faces as their gazes devoured his body. 
 
    “Come on, girls,” Vince said. “I’m ready if you are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “First,” Amelia said. “I think we need to do something about these outfits. French maids are fun, but they’re kind of a cliché. Let’s do something a little more appropriate for the water.” 
 
    With a wave of her hand, Amelia shifted their clothes to swimsuits. Elina wore a skimpy, green and white striped bikini that showed off her slender body, Anabelle wore a blue one-piece the same color of her hair, her curvy body looking on the verge of spilling out of it. Millie had on a white, retro-style bikini with a high waste and top big enough for her ample breasts. 
 
    The sight of the three women, each stunningly gorgeous in their own way, was enough to make Vince feel like his cock was about to explode. 
 
    “And we need something else, too.” Amelia glanced down at the still water of the tub. “Oh! What the heck was I thinking? We need bubbles.” 
 
    She slipped her hand underneath the water, dark red magical energy gathering around it. Slowly, the still water of the bath began to bubble. 
 
    “Perfect. Now we need some jets.” 
 
    Amelia swooped her hand through the water, creating pressurized jets. One of them struck Vince, the intensity of the jet massaging the tension out of his muscles. It felt so good that all he could do was close his eyes and grin. 
 
    “Don’t you get too comfy over there, Vince,” Amelia said. He lifted his gaze to see her eyes flashing. “You’ve got three women to please. This isn’t a job for the faint of heart! And don’t worry, they’ve been talking about what they’ve been wanting to do with you since after they got back from your rescue. Trust me, all of them are really eager to properly thank you.” 
 
    “And what are you going to be doing during all of this?” Vince asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m going to be watching and evaluating.” She crossed her arms under her breasts. “I know you men fantasize about something like this, but when push comes to shove—or thrust, in this case—you’ll find that many are not up to the challenge. I’m talking three pumps, splat, and that’s it.” 
 
    “You really know how to set the mood, Amelia,” Vince said with a laugh. 
 
    “Just saying, bloodsucker. So, you’ve got three stunningly beautiful witches in front of you, where do you start?” 
 
    It was a damn good question. Each of the three girls stood with smiles on their faces, biting their lips and eyeing him with those fuck-me eyes. 
 
    “Here’s where we’ll start—Elina, what do you think of Millie?” 
 
    Elina raised her dark eyebrows. “Millie? Well… she’s beautiful, of course.” 
 
    “Then show her.” 
 
    Elina was confused at first, but her eyes flashed as she realized what Vince had meant, licking her lips in anticipation. Elina turned to Millie, placing her hands on her big, round hips and pulling her close. Millie was a bit shorter than Elina, and had to crane her neck up a bit to meet her lips. 
 
    At first, the kiss was slightly shy, adorable even. Both girls giggled after their lips touched, and Vince found himself wondering if they’d ever been that kind of intimate with one another before. The girls took their lips apart, regarding one another with big, wide eyes. Vince watched as Elina licked her lips, leaning in for another kiss, one that Millie happily accepted. 
 
    Elina slipped her hand on the small of Millie’s back, pulling her close. Millie’s big breasts squished against Elina’s slightly flatter chest, their sexy curved bodies melting together as the kiss deepened. Their mouths opened, and Vince watched as their tongues found one another, the girls moaning softly as they kissed. 
 
    Anabelle stood twirling her blue hair, biting her lower lip as she watched her companions kiss. Her other hand moved over her belly, down, down between her thighs. When she reached her pussy, she closed her eyes and smiled, pleasure running through her body. 
 
    “Hey!” Amelia shouted from her seat on the other side of the room. “Did Vince tell you to touch yourself like that?” 
 
    “No, mistress,” Anabelle lowered her eyes in shame. 
 
    “This is Vince’s game. You play by his rules. I want to see if he’s got what it takes to make sure you all leave this little tryst nice and happy. And if you just get yourself off like that, you’re going to deny him the chance to show off what he’s got. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, mistress.” 
 
    Amelia turned her attention to Vince. “Now, I’m sure you could watch my beautiful little friends here make out and touch themselves all day, but I want to see what you can do with them.” 
 
    Anabelle’s eyes flashed, and she raised her hand. 
 
    Amelia laughed. “You don’t need to raise your hand like that, Ana. This isn’t school.” 
 
    “Oh.” She lowered her hand slowly. “Well, I just wanted to say that I had an idea.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Amelia asked. “What is it?” 
 
    “I was thinking that I could use my mouth on Vince.” She turned to him. “Is that something you’d like? For me to give you a... a blow job?” 
 
    Vince grinned. “That sounds like a great place to start. Come on over here.” 
 
    Anabelle smiled, as if she couldn’t have been happier that she would be the first to take care of Vince. She hurried around the hot tub to where he was seated, her huge breasts bouncing up and down with each step. Elina and Millie were still busy kissing, Elina having moved her hand down and under Millie’s swimsuit top, squeezing her breast and gently tweaking her big, pink nipple. 
 
    “OK,” Anabelle said once she was over. “I’m… not exactly an expert when it comes to this. Not many guys here to practice on, you know?” 
 
    “Make a start,” Vince said. “And I’ll let you know how you’re doing.” 
 
    “Got it!” 
 
    He pulled himself out of the water, sitting on the side of the tub. Anabelle stepped into the tub, a shiver of pleasure running through her body. 
 
    “It feels really good.” She slowly knelt down before him. “Now, are you comfortable?” 
 
    “Yep,” Vince said. “But I can think of something that would really make me comfortable.” 
 
    Anabelle laughed. “I bet you can, handsome.” She moved on her knees closer to him, the water splashing as she got into position. 
 
    Once there, she placed her hands on the tops of his legs, inching her fingertips closer. Even her simple touch was enough to set a fire to Vince’s libido, and the way she looked up at him with those big, shining eyes made him even harder than he’d already been. 
 
    “OK,” she said. “I’m going to take your shorts down, OK?” 
 
    Amelia sighed from across the room. “Ana, you don’t need to narrate it all. It’s hotter if you just do it.” She turned her attention to Vince. “Sorry, they’re practically virgins.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s fine,” Vince said. “Nothing wrong with dirty talk.” 
 
    “Dirty talk?” Anabelle asked. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Like… sexy talk. Instead of saying what you’re going to do, say what you want to do, or have me do to you.” 
 
    She placed her fingertip on her delicate chin. “Well… I’d like to make you feel good.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By putting you into my mouth.” 
 
    “Then do it.” 
 
    She flashed him one more smile before slipping her soft fingers underneath his shorts and pulling them down. Vince’s cock was solid and stiff by then, and his prick sprung out of his shorts. 
 
    Millie’s eyes went wide at the sight of it. 
 
    “That’s…um, OK, that’s huge. How am I supposed to put all of that into my mouth?” 
 
    “Give it your best shot.” 
 
    Amelia sighed from the other side of the room, getting up and making her way over. She stepped into the hot tub, positioning herself next to Anabelle. 
 
    “Open your mouth, girlie.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    She did, spreading her big lips. Once she did, Amelia took a handful of Anabelle’s hair into her fist and used it to guide her mouth toward Vince’s cock. “Ready?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    Gently, Amelia guided Anabelle onto Vince. Her mouth was warm and wet. Vince growled with pleasure as she took more and more of him into her mouth. 
 
    “Relax your jaw,” Amelia instructed. “Don’t tense up.” 
 
    Anabelle nodded, letting her open jaw take more and more of Vince into her. 
 
    “Now, how does that feel?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Good. Seal your lips around his shaft.” 
 
    Over on the other side of the room, Millie let out a cry of pleasure, Elina now sucking her tit while fingering her. The sight was beyond arousing, and it took all Vince had to even turn his attention to what was going on below. 
 
    Anabelle did as Amelia instructed, forming a tight seal around Vince’s cock. The inside of her mouth was incredibly sensual, and the fact that she didn’t seem all that experienced with what she was doing only served as an additional turn-on. 
 
    “Go down,” Amelia said. “All the way down to his balls. And once you get there, lick them.” 
 
    Anabelle nodded, obeying her command. Pleasure flowed through Vince as she descended, swallowing his inches all the way to the base of his prick. 
 
    “Witches don’t have gag reflexes,” Amelia said with a smile. “A little fact that you’re no doubt going to enjoy. Now, get to work, Anabelle. Suck him good, and don’t forget the balls!” 
 
    Anabelle withdrew Vince’s cock out of her mouth with a wet slurp. “Yes, mistress.” 
 
    With that, she went back to work. She started by licking his end, dragging the tip of her tongue around Vince’s head, the firm wetness feeling like heaven against him. She went down, placing her hand on his balls and squeezing them gently. Anabelle might not have been all that experienced with sucking cock, but she was a quick learner. 
 
    He watched the show as Anabelle sucked him, Elina and Millie in total sapphic bliss on the other side of the room. Elina had Millie’s leg up against her for better access to her pussy, while Millie’s eyes were wide and her legs shaking as the smaller girl brought her to orgasm. 
 
    “Very nice,” Amelia said from her plush chair, an open robe now on her body. She flicked her fingertip again, her swimsuit replaced by black, lacy lingerie. “Good to see you girls still know how to get one another off. Now, how about Vince?” 
 
    Vince turned his attention to the girls. “I want all three of you here. Now.” 
 
    Elina and Millie smiled at one another before hurrying into the water and over to Vince and Anabelle. Elina moved to Vince’s right, Millie to his left. 
 
    “Anabelle,” Vince said. “Take your top off.” 
 
    She let his cock drop out of her mouth once more before obeying, undoing the back of the bikini top and taking it off. Her huge, round breasts tumbled out, her nipples small compared to the size of her tits. 
 
    Vince reached forward and grabbed her breasts, savoring their softness with tentative squeezes and soft gropes. Anabelle moaned as he teased her nipples, biting down on her lower lip. After he played with them for a bit, he guided her forward, putting his cock between her cleavage. 
 
    “Elina, you take one. Millie, take the other.” 
 
    The girls did as they were asked. Together, they pressed Anabelle’s tits together, the pressure feeling amazing on his cock. Anabelle, understanding what Vince wanted, wiggled her breasts up and down, giggling as she did. 
 
    “Never done this before!” she said. “Kind of feels good!” 
 
    “Very creative, Vince,” Amelia said with a grin. “They’re more than happy to use their bodies in whatever way feels good.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Elina said. “We’re here to please you, Vince.” 
 
    To prove her point, she leaned forward, taking his manhood into her mouth and sucking it hard while Anabelle continued to use her breasts. Millie slipped her thumbs under the straps of her one-piece suit and pulled them down, her huge tits falling out. Then she leaned over and began kissing Anabelle along the delicate slope of her neck. 
 
    Elina looked up at Vince with her emerald-green eyes, smiling as she made circle after circle with her tongue. The sensation was as incredible as the view, and the intensity only grew when Millie angled herself down under Anabelle’s tits and began sucking on Vince’s balls. 
 
    “This is a hell of a show,” Amelia said. “Really, I could watch this all day. But remember Vince, I want to see you get all three of them off. Not sure how that’s going to happen with the three of them sucking you all at once.” 
 
    “That’s a fair point,” Vince said. “Ladies, stand up.” 
 
    They did as he asked, rising from their knees, water pouring off their bodies. 
 
    “I want all of you to take your suits off.” 
 
    They exchanged sultry smiles before doing as Vince asked. Elina removed her bikini top, showing off her smaller, but still perfectly-shaped tits. Once that was gone, she slipped off the bottom. A small patch of neatly trimmed hair was above her pussy, her hips slender but still amply curvy. 
 
    Millie peeled down the rest of her one-piece suit, her skin milk-white and her breasts too big for one hand. Her pussy was clean-shaved, glistening with water and want. Her waist was narrow, and her hips were wide and round. All Vince could think at the sight of her was how she’d look bent over in front of him. 
 
    Anabelle stripped her bottoms, the hair above her womanhood the same blue as on her head. Her body was just as stunning as the rest of the girls, her shape between Elina’s slender form and Millie’s over-the-top voluptuousness. 
 
    Vince had no fears about pleasing all three. Oh, they’d be screaming with pleasure when he was done with them. 
 
    The only real question he considered was where to begin. 
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    “Three total babes,” Amelia said, her legs crossed as she sat back in her plush chair. “And all of them are more than eager to show you just how thankful they are for you saving their life. Which one are you going to start with, Vince?” 
 
    His eyes settled on Elina. She wore a smile on her face, her black hair mussed a bit from her fun with Millie. 
 
    “Come here,” he said. 
 
    She stepped forward. Vince put his hands on her hips when she was near and turned her around. Despite being on the slender side, her ass was still wonderfully-shaped, tight and round. He clapped his hands down onto her rear, eliciting from her a gasp of excitement. 
 
    He turned her back around, taking his cock into his hand. 
 
    “Sit on it.” 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    Elina spread her legs as she positioned herself over his manhood. Once she was directly above him, Vince guided her down. Millie and Anabelle watched with eager eyes, as if they couldn’t wait to see how it would all unfold. 
 
    Elina gasped as Vince’s head brushed against her lips, closing her eyes and shuddering. Vince held his throbbing member by the base, watching it disappear inside Elina. Inch by inch, he drove up into her, the witch’s tight warmth stretching around him. 
 
    “Oh… oh wow,” she moaned as she took his entire length. “That’s… that’s better than I’d expected.” Her green eyes flashed as she placed her slender fingers onto his shoulders and gripped them for support. 
 
    Elina sat up, a sly smile on her lips as she began rolling her hips slowly. Vince watched her body work, grinding as she pushed him into her over and over. 
 
    “Come here, girls,” she said, spreading her arms and wrapping them around Millie and Anabelle’s shoulders. 
 
    The two of them giggled as they gathered in close, Elina leading them to her breasts. Each of the women took one breast into their hands, licking Elina’s nipples as she rode Vince. Vince’s own touch was busy on Elina’s curves, sliding over her hips and onto her firm, round ass. 
 
    When he’d gotten his fill of the smooth, slender curves of her body, he moved his hands onto Millie and Anabelle. He reached back, all the way to their pussies, fingering them while Elina rode him. It was a hell of a feeling to have not only his cock, but his fingers inside of three beautiful women all at the same time. And it required more than a little coordination. The girls were more than happy with it, however, closing their eyes blissfully and moaning with pleasure as he ministered to them. 
 
    “There you go, Vince,” Amelia said, cradling a drink in her hands. “You’ve got three women to please. You’re going to have to think outside the box.” She laughed. “So to speak.” 
 
    The pleasure down below was intense. Vince’s cock ground against Elina’s walls, her grip so tight that it took work to stave off his orgasm. He was able to hold back, however, knowing that each of the women needed to be satisfied before he could even think about coming. Elina leaned forward and met his lips with hers, tonguing him deeply, her moans vibrating through his lips. 
 
    When Vince was ready, he grabbed Elina by the hips and stood up. With a yelp, the girl wrapped her legs around him, keeping his manhood inside of her. He pounded her hard as he stood, drawing out shrieks of delight from Elina as she rested her head on his shoulder. 
 
    Then, Vince turned around and set Elina down. He spun her around, a gasp of surprise sounding from her as he placed his hand on the small of her back and bent her over. 
 
    “Let me help, Vince,” Millie said with a smile. She took hold of his cock, stroking it slowly for a few seconds before guiding it into Elina’s waiting opening. Millie watched with eager eyes as he slid into Elina, smiling as his member finally vanished inside. 
 
    “And let me help too,” Anabelle said. She dropped down to her knees, taking position underneath Elina. At first, Vince wondered what she was doing. But the question faded the moment he felt the flick of her tongue against his balls. 
 
    He gripped Elina’s hips, pulling back and driving into her. The screams of Elina’s pleasure filled the room. 
 
    “Just like that!” she shouted, gazing back at him with her brilliant, green eyes. “Don’t stop, please don’t stop!” 
 
    Vince increased the tempo of his thrusts, tapping into his vamp speed to pound into her at an inhuman pace. Anabelle continued to work on his balls, sucking and licking them, adding to his pleasure. Millie ground her body against Vince, and he couldn’t resist turning her head toward him and kissing her deeply. 
 
    “This is quite a show,” Amelia said. Even through the pleasure, Vince noticed that there was something different about her tone, something heavier, more sensual. “I might have to, um, do a little more than just watch.” 
 
    He glanced over and saw Amelia set her drink down, following this by placing her hand on her belly, sliding it up slowly, under the cup of her bra. A playful smile on her face, she began to rub her tit, her other hand sneaking under her panties. She closed her eyes and bit her lower lip as she touched herself, soft moans pouring from her lips. 
 
    Her eyes flashed open, an expression of mild anger appearing on her pretty features. 
 
    “Hey, who asked you to stop? You’ve got three women to worry about there. Keep the show going!” 
 
    Vince let out a chuckle as he turned his attention back to Elina in front of him. Millie placed her lips on his neck, kissing him gently as Anabelle wrapped her lips around his balls. He grabbed onto Elina’s hips again, guiding her forward and from her standing position into doggy. 
 
    “Both of you,” Vince said. “Go to her sides.” 
 
    Anabelle and Millie obeyed, standing up and giving each other a long, lingering kiss before taking Elina’s sides. They got on all fours, the three of them lined up, one delicious ass after another right in front of Vince. 
 
    The women didn’t need any encouragement to have fun with one another. Millie placed her hand on Elina’s chin, guiding her into a hard passionate kiss. Elina moaned through it. Anabelle wiggled her ass before turning around and putting her hands on Elina’s rear, slapping her hands down onto it and turning her attention to Vince. 
 
    “Does that feel good, Vince?” she asked, her voice soft and sensual. “I bet it does. I can’t wait to have this inside of me.” She smiled at him one more time before turning back into doggy position, glancing over her shoulder with a playful grin. 
 
    “I’m… I’m almost there,” Elina moaned. “Almost…” 
 
    They were her last words before orgasm. She arched her back and released a scream of total pleasure. Vince felt her pussy grip him hard, and once more he had to fight back the urge to unload inside of her. 
 
    Elina let her head hang forward as the orgasm faded, and Vince slipped his cock out from inside. His length glistened, and it wasn’t long before Anabelle and Millie noticed. 
 
    “Let me have a taste,” Millie said, turning around and taking hold of Vince’s manhood. She wrapped her lips around his length and began sucking, while Anabelle suckled his balls into her mouth. 
 
    “Save some for me,” Anabelle mumbled, mouth full of balls. She gently wrapped her fingers around Vince’s length and slipped it out of Millie’s mouth, giving it some attention with her own lips and tongue. 
 
    As the girls sucked him, Vince glanced back at Amelia. She was still touching herself, her hand working underneath her panties as she watched. 
 
    “That’s one down,” she said with a smile. “But you’ve still got two girls left. You going to be able to take care of them before you pop your top?” 
 
    Vince flashed her a grin. “Watch me.” 
 
    Amelia laughed. “What does it look like I’m doing? Now, less talk, more screwing!” 
 
    Vince brought his eyes back to the trio. Elina was still in doggy position, taking one deep breath after another as she recovered from her orgasm. Millie was next to Vince, and he placed his hands on her hips and guided her to the side of the tub, laying her down over the side and onto the surface behind it. 
 
    Millie eyed him with hunger from beneath him. Her legs were spread in wide invitation and her pussy glistened with arousal. 
 
    “Now, Anabelle.” 
 
    “Yes?” she asked sweetly. 
 
    “Sit on her face.” 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    Anabelle did as she was told, positioning herself over Millie, who responded by wrapping her arms around Anabelle’s legs and licking her eagerly. Anabelle closed her eyes and focused on the sensation of her friend eating her out, her hands wandering to her breasts and squeezing them. 
 
    Vince watched his manhood push up into Millie over and over, her tits swaying back and forth from the force of his thrusts. Elina, who’d recovered her breath, began licking and sucking Millie’s nipples, muffled moans coming from her as she worked on Anabelle. 
 
    “Now this is a position,” Amelia said. “Pretty impressive, Vince.” 
 
    Vince turned to her. “How about you join in?” 
 
    Amelia, still touching herself, bit down on her lower lip as she considered the idea. 
 
    “Let’s see how you handle my girls first. I’d hate to see you bite off more than you could chew.” 
 
    Vince let out a laugh before returning his focus to the women in front of him. Millie arched her back, giving him the sign that she was right on the verge of coming. He leaned down, putting his hands on both sides of Millie, Elina responding by taking her mouth from Millie’s nipples and kissing Vince hard. 
 
    Anabelle writhed on top of Millie, coming close to an orgasm of her own. It didn’t take much longer before she arched her back and came hard. 
 
    “Holy… holy shit!” she grabbed her tits and began shaking, Millie holding her in place from down below. 
 
    Millie was the next to come. She dug her fingertips into Anabelle’s thick thighs as Vince pounded her hard. The girls peaked and descended at the same time, and when it was over and done with, Vince was getting close to his own release. 
 
    He slid his cock out of Millie, his length glistening with her arousal and femcum. Anabelle let out one more sigh of pleasure before crumbling off Millie. 
 
    “Now, Vince,” Amelia said, still touching herself. “I know that technically all three girls came. But that doesn’t count. I want you to make all three of them orgasm with that thick little friend of yours.” She nodded toward Vince’s throbbing manhood. “That means you’ve got one more left.” 
 
    Anabelle’s eyes flashed. “You… you want me to have another orgasm? I don’t know if I can handle it.” 
 
    “You sure can. The question is whether or not our friendly neighborhood bloodsucker here will be able to pull it off.” 
 
    “Pfft. Easy,” Vince said. 
 
    “Good! I like that confidence. Now, let’s see you walk the walk.” 
 
    He met Anabelle’s eyes. “Come here.” 
 
    He gestured for her to crawl to the edge of the tub. She did, sitting on the edge and spreading herself for him. Once she was close, he could see that Millie’s pretty face was covered with Anabelle’s juices. 
 
    “Clean her off, Elina,” Vince said. “With your tongue.” 
 
    “Gladly,” the black-haired witch said with a smile. She went to work kissing her friend, licking every last drop off. 
 
    Anabelle regarded Vince with a wide-eyed expression of anticipation, her beautiful, curvy body on full display beneath him. 
 
    “Is this good?” she asked. “Or… do you want me to do something else?” 
 
    “This is just fine,” Vince said as he positioned himself between her legs. 
 
    She smiled, reaching down to guide him into her. Anabelle closed her eyes and let her head hang back as Vince entered. Despite the wetness of her arousal and orgasm, she gripped him as tightly as the other girls. Once Elina was done cleaning off Millie’s face, the two girls crawled over to Anabelle’s side, taking her tits into their hands and licking her nipples. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Anabelle moaned, bringing her gaze back to Vince. “I’m… I’m… ohhh!!!” 
 
    Her womanhood gripped Vince’s cock hard as she came. Her tits shook wildly as he bucked into her as hard as he could, and the other girls didn’t release her breasts. Her back arched, her legs tensed, and her entire body convulsed with violent pleasure, which only grew in intensity as Vince thrust her, fucking her relentlessly throughout her orgasm. 
 
    “And there you go!” Amelia said. “Three girls, three orgasms. Vince, I think you’ve more than earned yours. Girls, get on your knees in front of him.” 
 
    The trio obeyed, forming a small half-circle around Vince, his erect cock just overhead. Each of them eyed it in a hungry daze, as if they would have been more than happy for another round if he were to give the word. 
 
    “Put your tits together, girls,” Amelia said as she approached. “Give our man something nice to look at.” 
 
    Once more they did as they were asked, scooping their breasts into their hands and pressing them against each another. 
 
    “What do you think, Vince?” she asked. “Pretty nice view, huh?” 
 
    “Sure is.” 
 
    The girls jiggled their tits below, pleading looks on their faces, horny sighs and moans on their lips. 
 
    “And after all that hard work, I think you’re due for a nice finish. Allow me, handsome.” 
 
    Amelia flashed Vince a smile before bending over and wrapping her lips around the tip of his cock. Her tongue flicked against his head as she sucked him expertly, the orgasm he’d been fighting off coming right to the fore. 
 
    “How’s that?” she asked, taking her mouth off his prick for long enough to ask the question. “Feel good?” 
 
    “Feels damn good. Good enough that I’m wondering why the hell you stopped.” 
 
    She laughed. “Fair enough. Ready girls?” 
 
    The three women made “mmhmm” sounds as Amelia went back to sucking Vince. The orgasm drew closer and closer until he was right on the verge. 
 
    When he reached the point of no return, incredible pleasure blasted through him. His entire body lit up. His cock pumped his seed into Amelia’s mouth, her lips staying sealed around him as he pulsed. 
 
    When Vince was done, he let out one last groan as he pushed out the last bit of his load. 
 
    Amelia took her mouth from his cock, opening her lips to let him see the huge, white pile melting on her tongue. With a giggle, she positioned her mouth over the girls’ tits, letting his cum spill out onto their cleavage and faces—there was more than enough to go around. 
 
    “Tasty,” Amelia said, wiping her mouth. “Now, girls, we always clean up our messes, don’t we?” 
 
    “We sure do,” Elina said. 
 
    The witches went to work licking Vince’s seed off one another’s naked bodies, their mouths and tongues working hard to clean up every last bit. Vince was so spent by what had happened that all he could do was sit back and watch the kisses, moans, and groping hands. 
 
    “Now, wasn’t that fun?” Amelia asked. “And Vince, I think you’re more than proven that you’re capable of handling witches. You keep it up, and maybe I’ll let you handle me some night.” 
 
    “How about right now?” Vince asked, his energy already replenishing. 
 
    “That sounds fun, mistress,” Millie said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Elina added. “We’d love to watch.” 
 
    Amelia bit down on her lower lip, considering the matter. 
 
    “U-um. Nope! Not tonight. I want to give Vince a little something to look forward to. Besides, he still has to make me part of his coterie. Now, quit wasting time and get over here and suck me dry, vamp boy!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Amelia let out a squeal of excitement. “I can’t believe it! I’m really going to become a vamp!” 
 
    “You’re excited about this, mistress?” Elina asked. “Your life is going to change forever.” 
 
    “You have to drink blood,” Millie said, concerned. 
 
    Anabelle nodded. “And you won’t be able to go out into the sun ever again.” 
 
    Amelia waved at their worries. “Not worried about any of that. What I am concerned about is making sure my girls are well taken care of. If this works, if becoming part of Vince’s coterie makes me as powerful as I think it will, I’ll be able to make sure that our coven stays safe through the war. And more than that, I can make us the strongest damn coven in the world!” 
 
    She grinned. “Yeah, there will be some trade-offs. But, most importantly, I’ll be able to look out for you and all of us girls. The coven war has left us in peace for now, but it’s only a matter of time before it finds us. And when it does, I want to be ready.” 
 
    The three women regarded one another with the same worried frowns. 
 
    “Don’t be scared,” Amelia said. “I’ll still be the same coven leader, the same old Amelia. Only now, I’ll be able to do what needs to be done to make sure all of you are out of harm’s way. I’ll fight at Vincent’s side, kill anyone who wants to hurt my girls. Understand?” 
 
    The women seemed slightly mollified, but still apprehensive. 
 
    “Looks like I’m going to have to do a little walking the walk of my own.” Amelia closed her eyes, and took in a deep breath. “Do it, Vince.” 
 
    “You know how this works?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course, I do!” she said, her eyes flashing. “You drain me, bring me to the brink of death. Then we say the words, and I drink from you and replace my blood with your own.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Sounds like someone did their homework.” 
 
    “You’re damn right I did. Now, come over here and let’s do this. But first, let me change us all into something a little more appropriate.” 
 
    Amelia waved her hand, and the five of them appeared outside of the tub, all dressed once more. Vince was in his all black, the women in their silky, form-fitting robes. He stepped over to Amelia, who craned her neck to expose her flesh to him. The silver from the full moon poured into the room, bathing Amelia in a soft, ethereal glow. 
 
    Hunger rose inside of Vince. Without wasting another moment, he bared his teeth and sunk his fangs into her neck. Amelia let out a shuddering gasp. The witch’s blood was delicious, rich and thick, with a strange flavor of something else to it that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. The blood seemed to pop and sizzle over his tongue, and after a few moments, he realized what it reminded him of: Pop Rocks. 
 
    He suppressed a chuckle, focusing entirely on draining Amelia. When he was done, every last drop of blood taken from the witch, he laid her down on the ground. 
 
    “Is… is she dead?” Millie asked. 
 
    “Something akin to dead,” Vince said. “For the process to work, she has to be right on the verge of death.” 
 
    He could sense the tension on the room, the three women understanding that he held their coven master’s life in the palm of his hands. 
 
    Vince leaned in, ready to speak the words. “Do you accept my dark embrace?” 
 
    Amelia, her energy so low that she couldn’t even keep her eyes open, parted her lips. “I… I accept it, and bind myself to you from now until the sun shines upon me and… and burns me to ash.” 
 
    Vince nodded with satisfaction. He bared his fangs, slicing through his wrist and drawing blood. He held his wound to her mouth, lifting her head enough for her to reach it. Her lips parted, and Vince’s blood trickled past them and onto her tongue. She swallowed once, then twice, energy returning to her with each swallow of blood. 
 
    “The rest of you,” Vince said, turning his attention to the trio of vampire women. “We’ve joined in bed – now you all will join my coterie.” 
 
    Elina’s eyes flashed. “Are you serious? We’re going to become vamps too?” 
 
    Vince shook his head. “You don’t need to be vamps. But you do have to join me.” 
 
    The three women looked at each other, each nodding. 
 
    “Alright!” Millie said. “Let’s do this!” 
 
    It wasn’t long before Amelia drank her fill, her skin taking on a pale, vampire’s tone, a smile forming on her lips. When she was done, the three witches dropped to their knees in front of Vince, each taking a turn drinking more of his blood. When they were done, they regarded one another with hungry, sensual expressions, leaning in and kissing each other for a few playful minutes, blood smearing all over their mouths. As they did, Vince laid Amelia down.  
 
    “Is she OK?” Anabelle asked. 
 
    “She’s fine—the process went smoothly.” Vince wiped the blood from his lips. “Only thing now is for her to rest. She needs a place to rest for the change to fully take place.” 
 
    “We can bring her to the master bedroom,” Millie said. “And make her a magical coffin.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Vince replied. “And make one for me, too. I’ll stay in the same room as her to make sure nothing happens.” 
 
    There was nothing else to be said. Vince carried Amelia into the master bedroom. The girls were already there, preparing two coffins of dark blue magical energy. Elina lifted the lids, and Vince placed Amelia inside the nearest one before shutting it. 
 
    “She’ll need a full day of rest,” he said. “And so will I.” 
 
    “Can we stay in here?” Millie asked. “We could even rest in the coffin with you, Vince.” 
 
    He glanced at the magical coffin. “Tempting as the offer sounds, I’m not sure it’d fit all four of us.” 
 
    Elina stepped over to it. “Of course, it can.” She closed her eyes and summoned more magical energy, holding her glowing hands over the coffin. She then spread her hands apart, the width of the coffin growing as she moved them apart. After only a few seconds, the coffin was large enough to easily accommodate all the four of them. 
 
    “There!” she said, her green eyes lighting up as she opened the lid. “And it’s even comfy inside. Come and try.” 
 
    Vince, still a little skeptical, stepped over to the coffin and looked inside. The blue, magical energy was steady and solid, the box seeming as if it were made of opaque, colored glass that floated above the ground. He made a mental note to learn the spell when he had the chance. Being able to conjure coffins at will would most definitely come in handy. 
 
    When he was ready, he stepped into the coffin and laid down. 
 
    “This… this is weird,” he said, looking around at the blue magic that surrounded him. “It’s oddly soft.” 
 
    Elina grinned as she hopped in and laid down at his side. “Right! It might not look like much, but you’ll find it’s a very comfy place to sleep.” 
 
    “Even more so when you’ve got company,” Millie said as she slipped into the coffin at his other side. 
 
    “There’s even room for four,” Anabelle said. “Oh, what a coincidence!” 
 
    She climbed into the coffin, curling up next to Elina. They giggled sneakily. 
 
    Vince had to admit that there were worse ways to sleep. 
 
    “Shall we?” Elina asked as she reached up and took hold of the lid, bringing it down. “I don’t know about you, but I’m eager to see our mistress and her new powers.” 
 
    Vince closed his eyes, his arms around the three women sharing his coffin. A small smile formed on his lips. Life as a vampire had its ups and downs, but this was definitely one of his ups. 
 
    He relaxed, enjoying the respite. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vince’s eyes shot open to a strange noise, a whizz-POP that shook the foundations of the house. He kicked open the top of the coffin and sprang out, landing on his feet, his cloak billowing around him. 
 
    “Huh?” Millie asked, rising slowly with a sleepy look on her face. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Another noise sounded out, a deafening bang loud enough to shatter one of the bedroom windows. Anabelle and Elina startled as they lifted their heads out of the coffin, while Vince sprinted over to the window to get a look outside. 
 
    Bursts of magical energy ripped through the air, explosions blasting off chunks of the coven’s cottages, branches of trees on fire. Swarms of zombies poured into the village, shadowy figures with hands that glowed with magical energy. 
 
    Vince knew exactly what was happening. 
 
    “Girls?” he asked, turning around. “You know the war that your coven’s been avoiding? It’s here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh my Goddess!” Anabelle brought her hands to her mouth, her eyes widening. 
 
    “All three of you,” Vince said. “Get down and take cover, now.” 
 
    “What?” Elina sprang from the coffin, rushing over to the window. “Oh, shit. We’re under attack!” 
 
    More gasps from the girls. Another boom sounded out as a blast of pink magical energy slammed into the side of a nearby cottage, blowing off a huge chunk of the side. 
 
    “That’s why I said to take cover!” 
 
    Millie rose, putting her hands on her hips. “What? Vincent, I think you’re mistaking us for do-nothing idiots who are totally helpless.” 
 
    Anabelle nodded. “That’s right. Don’t be fooled by the pretty faces. Or… well, you did have to rescue us, but that was only once! We’re witches, remember? And we’re not going to hide while our town is under attack!” 
 
    Elina balled her hands into fists, narrowing her eyes with determination. “Come on, girls. If they want a war, a war’s what they’re going to get.” 
 
    “What about Amelia?” Millie asked. “We can’t just leave her here.” 
 
    “She needs more time for the turning to fully complete,” Vince said. “We can’t wake her while she’s in the middle of it. We’re going to need to protect her.” 
 
    “But what about you?” Elina asked. “Don’t you get access to her powers?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vince said. “What that means, I have no idea. Never used magic before.” 
 
    The girls looked at one another. 
 
    “Then now sounds like a great time to figure it out!” Anabelle said. “Come on!” 
 
    Without another word, the three women ran from the bedroom and down the stairs. Vince followed the girls, reaching the first floor just in time to watch them run out into the evening outside a few steps before him. 
 
    There were zombies, lots of zombies. Dozens and dozens, perhaps hundreds, of the creatures shuffled through the town, trying to surround the witches. As many zombies as there were, however, they didn’t seem to be any match for the witches of the town. Beams of energy scythed through the air, slicing the zombies into chunks. A few dozen witches of the Hecate Coven—nearly the entire population of the town—were fighting them off, along with Vince’s coterie, and winning. 
 
    The three girls before Vince relaxed a little at the sight. 
 
    “Alright!” Elina shouted. “We’re going to give you a crash course in using magic!” 
 
    Vince felt totally out of his element. Part of him wanted to sprint out and search for his friends, but seeing the arcs and beams of magical energy blast zombies to hunks of gore and blow holes in the houses mollified his worries somewhat. And made him really, really want to learn some magic. 
 
    “Alright,” he called out. “Tell me how to use this!” 
 
    A group of five zombies made their way around the corner of the house. They groaned, dead eyes taking a moment to recognize Vince and the witches, before the creatures lurched into a stumbling jog towards them. 
 
    Anabelle stepped back to his side. “First, you’re going to have to check your mana.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” 
 
    Elina offered an answer. “You vamps have blood supplies, right? I’m pretty sure that it’s the same way. You close your eyes and focus. It should be like a small pool of blue liquid.” 
 
    Vince closed his eyes and tried to picture the pool of mana inside of him the same way that he could see the pool of blood. It took a moment, but the image of the mana pool formed in his mind’s eye. It was smaller than the blood pool—about one-third of the size. But it was there. 
 
    “Alright, I see it! Now what?” 
 
    “You’re going to have to find out what kinds of spells you have at your disposal,” Anabelle said. “You’re a low-level spellcaster right now, so it’s probably only going to be one or two. Just focus, and they should come to you.” 
 
    It all sounded so obscure to Vince at first, but he quickly remembered how he was able to do the same thing with his Blood Lord powers. He closed his eyes, picturing the mana pool once more. Two images appeared over top of it, one a flickering flame, the other a bright, white beam. 
 
    “There’s fire,” he said. 
 
    “Well, that’s easy enough,” Anabelle said. “That’s a fire spell. Let’s give that a shot first!” She stepped aside, pointing at the nearest zombie. “Focus on him! Or, uh, her! Whatever it is! Raise your hand and summon the flame!” 
 
    He nodded, turning his attention to the zombie. 
 
    Alright, here goes nothing. I mean, I’ve already turned into a vamp, why not become a witch while I’m at it? 
 
    His hand began to glow, heat burning his skin. 
 
    “It’s… uh, hot!” he said, not knowing how else to describe it. 
 
    “That’s the fire energy gathering!” Elina said. “Now throw it!” 
 
    He curled his fingers around an imaginary ball, concentrating the burning feeling between his palms. A red ball burst into being, and Vince threw the orb right at the nearest zombie. It raced like a rocket, connecting with the zombie’s chest and blowing a chunk of it off. Ribs and guts dangled from the nasty wound, but the zombie kept coming, even as flames spread around the injury, slowly but surely engulfing the undead monster. As it was engulfed entirely, the zombie let out a few last, droning moans before dropping to its knees and then into a burning heap. 
 
    “Nice!” Anabelle shouted. “But they’re zombies, so taking them down like that isn’t going to be the most efficient thing in the world, right?” 
 
    Elina spoke up. “Try this—throw the fireball, but focus on packing it into a tight little ball and keeping it that way as it flies. Then, when it’s near the zombie you want to take down, let it erupt.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    “Just try it!” 
 
    Four more zombies were on the way over. Vince, shaking his head, tried Elina’s suggestion. He focused his mana, his hand once more glowing with flaming energy as an orb of pure fire formed. When it was ready, he whipped it like a baseball at the nearest , continuing to focus on keeping it small. When it connected with a zombie, Vince released the fireball. 
 
    It exploded along with the zombie. Flames blasted the creature into hot chunks, splattering gore here and there with heavy, wet plops. 
 
    “That’s… that’s one way to do it,” Anabelle said. “Pretty gross, and not all that efficient.” 
 
    “The spell you’re using right now is called Firebomb,” Millie said. “I’m sure you can guess why. The spells you can use show the magical affinity you have. Some have fire, some have ice, some have earth.” 
 
    “I’m a fire caster as well,” Elina said. “Let me show you what I can do.” 
 
    She grinned, summoning fire-red magical energy with her hands. When her hands were charged, she pointed them at the remaining zombies and blasted forth a sweeping torrent of fire, one powerful enough to roast the zombies where they stood. One after another, they dropped and burned. 
 
    “Nice, huh?” Elina asked. “That one’s called Flame Fan.” 
 
    Right after she finished speaking, another group of zombies rounded the corner of the house. There seemed to be no end to them. 
 
    “You can also use your magical powers in tandem with others,” Millie said. “Watch this. Hey, Ana! Put these freaks on ice!” 
 
    “Got it!” 
 
    Ana raised her hands, charging them with light blue, almost white, magical energy. She swirled her hands above her, conjuring clouds over the group of zombies. A shower of ice covered the zombies, freezing them in place. 
 
    “Now, Millie!” 
 
    Millie nodded, gathering green energy around her hands. When she reached down and gestured with her fingers, long spears of earth rose from the ground and into her grasp. She tossed the earth like javelins at the zombies, the creatures exploding on impact into chunks of red ice. 
 
    “See?” she asked. “Team work makes the dream work, as the humans say!” 
 
    Vince chuckled, then closed his eyes to focus on his mana and spells. 
 
    “The pool’s nearly empty,” he said. “Maybe twenty percent left.” 
 
    “Well, you are a newbie spellcaster,” Elina said. “You’re going to have to practice more. Oh! And one more important thing: spellcasters can increase their mana at ley line hubs, and sometimes even get new spells.” 
 
    “Right,” Anabelle added. “Each ley line hub allows you to increase in mana capacity. Yet another one of the reasons why they’re so important.” 
 
    Vince noticed something else in the mental image of his mana pool. The symbol for fire was there, but something else was along with it. 
 
    “I’ve got another spell, I think.” 
 
    “Ohh,” Millie said, as if shivering with excitement at the idea. “Two spells is pretty rare for a new caster. What is it?” 
 
    “It’s… it’s hard to describe. It’s just a bright light. Like, a really, really bright light.” 
 
    The three women regarded one another with the same shocked expression. 
 
    “Wait, are you serious?” Elina asked. “A bright light?” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” After Vince spoke, he turned his attention to the zombies in the process of bearing down on them. More had joined the group, and he made a quick count of around twenty. 
 
    “Is that… Holy?” Millie asked the others. 
 
    “That’s what it sounds like to me,” Elina replied. 
 
    “What’s the big deal with Holy?” Vince asked. 
 
    “It’s… hard to explain,” Anabelle said. “First of all, it’s one of the rarest elemental types. Tons of spellcasters try for their entire life to learn it and never do. The fact that you’ve just got it right off the bat is something incredibly rare.” 
 
    “Then there’s the fact that you’re, well, not holy,” Elina said. “Holy is a spell used against the undead—it’s extremely powerful and effective. But the crazy thing is that you’re undead. Someone like you having access to a power like that…” She trailed off, as if unsure what to make of it. 
 
    “It means that whatever powers you have,” Millie said. “They’re not just limited to vamp abilities. Whatever it is that’s in you, is cross-species.” 
 
    One of the nearer zombies let out a droning moan, reminding the group of their existence. 
 
    “Rare or not,” Vince said. “It’s effective against zombies?” 
 
    Anabelle nodded. “Sure is. Aim it at them and you’ll see what we mean.” 
 
    Vince raised his palm at the group of zombies. He focused, tapping into Holy and charging the spell. Pure, white light expanded from his palm, and when it was ready, he let loose. 
 
    A beam of white light shot from his hand, connecting with the nearest zombie and cleaving through it like a piano wire through Jell-O. The zombie slid in half, both sides falling onto the ground, and that wasn’t all. White light spread across the zombie, burning it with the intensity of napalm. Over the course of only a few seconds, the zombie completely vanished. 
 
    Vince, pleased at his new power, fired it at the next zombie, then the next. Each once was sliced in half and burnt away until only the ashes remained. In only a few moments, he was able to take down the entire group. 
 
    “Nice!” Anabelle said. “Now, try it on us!” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    Elina nodded. “Do it!” 
 
    Vince, still hesitant, raised his hand and pointed at Millie. He charged Holy and fired a blast. The beam hit the witch and passed through her as if it were nothing more than a crazily powerful flashlight. 
 
    “See? Witches can be evil, sure, but we’re not undead. Holy has no effect against us.” 
 
    At that point, the Holy spell flickered out. Vince checked his mana supply and saw it empty. 
 
    “It’s really mana-intensive,” Elina said. “When Holy gets to high levels… let’s just say that what the spell can do at maximum power may be the reason behind all those legends about holy knights and heroes slaying armies.” 
 
    “Now, what do we have here?” 
 
    Vince and the witches turned in the direction of the voice. In front of them were three new witches, all beautiful, all dressed in tight, form-fitting clothes. Vince noticed something else too—these witches had fangs. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve found the head witch’s house,” said one of them. 
 
    “Yeah, guarded by none other than the Blood Lord of New York himself.” 
 
    “What do you say, girls? We kill these idiots right here and now, finish off Amelia, then get back home just in time for evening tea?” 
 
    “Sounds perfect,” the third said. 
 
    The trio’s eyes flashing with evil intent as they began gathering magic. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding me!” Elina shouted, putting her hands on her hips. “The bitches from the Mosswood Coven are the ones attacking us?” 
 
    True to their names, their skin was a dark, mossy green, and their hair kind of plant-like. 
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” the lead witch said. “Really, it just shows how stuck-up you Hecate girls really are.” 
 
    “Yeah!” another of the women said. “If anything, you should be considering it an honor that Mosswood will be the one to squash your crappy little coven of airhead bimbos!” 
 
    “This is strange,” Anabelle said quietly to Vince. “The Mosswood coven… they’re hardly one of the more powerful covens in the area. There’s no way they would’ve been able to mount an attack on us without some serious help.” 
 
    “What about those fangs?” Vince asked back. “They always have those?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Then I’ve got a good idea what kind of help they’re getting.” Off in the distance, Vince heard shouting that no doubt belonged to Richter. The battle raged on, and it was no small relief to know that his companions were likely still alive and fighting. 
 
    “Hey,” Vince called out to the head witch. “First and final offer, you tell me the name of the Blood Lord that’s backing this attack and I just might spare you. How’s that sound?” 
 
    The witch raised a hand covered in green magical energy and threw it toward Vince. Vine tendrils erupted from the ground and wrapped around his arms and legs, tying him in place, triggering the witches into battle. 
 
    The other two enemies threw their magic at the ground, causing earth to shift and move, the dirt rising and taking humanoid shapes. A half-dozen earth golems rose before them, lunging for Vince’s companions 
 
    “Shit!” Elina shouted. “Take them out before they can swarm us!” 
 
    Earth, ice, and fire began flying through the air. The enemies added their own projectiles to the mix, and soon the area was cast into chaos of magic. Golems fell, but more rose from the ground, and around the edges of the battle, a few zombies joined in. 
 
    Vince tested the vines, but his regular strength failed to break them. The lead witch, seeming amused by it all, floated around the battle and toward him. He suppressed a chuckle at her confidence and stayed put for now, pretending to be helpless and struggling. 
 
    “I have to say, I’m a little disappointed how easy this all was,” she came over to Vince’s side, leaning in. “I would’ve thought that it’d take a little more than some zombies and the element of surprise to take down what was supposed to be the most powerful Blood Lord on the east coast. Then again, sometimes life makes things a little bit easier for you, right? Mmm, they didn’t say how handsome you were, though. Pity. It would’ve been fun to make you my plaything for a time. Oh well.” 
 
    With that, she bared her fangs and leaned in, hissing as she prepared to drink. 
 
    Vince waited for the right moment, deciding to test his Fleshmancer powers. He felt his body go soft, melting like a puddle. He dropped to the ground, his body a strange goo that, while thick, took no form. The vines grasped at him impotently, squeezing empty air, while he flowed backward before using his powers to solidify right behind the witch. 
 
    He grasped at her, but the solidification hadn’t been quick enough—he’d need some practise. Still, the move rewarded him with the witch scrambling backward with a panicked expression on her face. 
 
    “What… what the hell did you just do?” she asked. “How did you…” 
 
    Vince grinned. “Don’t worry about it. You said you wanted to take on a Blood Lord in a fair fight, right? Well, here’s your chance.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed with anger and released the magical energy she’d gathered in a pure energy beam that he was barely able to duck underneath. He activated Vamp Speed, rushing close to her and, when he was near, sinking his teeth into her neck. 
 
    Vince knew the risks of draining uninvited, so he didn’t actually drink her blood. Instead, he tore away at her flesh like some kind of wild animal. Scarlet spurted from the ragged gash in her throat, and she gurgled as she clutched at the wound to try and stem the flow. In a flash, Vince grabbed her neck and twisted it. Her spine cracked, and her body slumped into a lifeless heap, even as blood continued to bubble out from her torn throat. 
 
    Even though he hadn’t actually drank her blood, the exotic flavor of the witch was on his lips. He licked it off before turning his attention to the fight. The Hecate witches were in the process of fighting off the endless procession of earth golems, more and more spawning despite how many they were able to take down. 
 
    Not wanting to waste his blood, Vince turned off Vamp speed. He told his cloak to teleport him behind the other two witches. He appeared in an instant, turning on his Bruiser strength and punching the nearest witch as hard as he could. Her body flew across the battlefield, slamming into a tree with a sickening crunch. There would be no getting up for her. Not ever. 
 
    The other witch came out of her summoning trance, gaze flitting around in shock. With no more earth golems spawning, Vince’s girls took down the remaining army and moved in on the witch. 
 
    “Hey, bitch!” Elina shouted, gathering her energy. “Catch this!” 
 
    She let loose a beam just as the enemy witch turned toward her. The magical attack cut a hole through the witch, killing her instantly. 
 
    The three girls regarded one another with pleased smiles. 
 
    “Teamwork makes the dream work!” they said at the same time, giggling and exchanging high fives. 
 
    Vince hurried over to them, ready to plan for the rest of the battle. 
 
    “They’re after me and Amelia,” Vince said. 
 
    “Right,” Anabelle replied. “Standard decapitation tactics. They move in and kill the coven mistress, then take you out too.” 
 
    “They were hoping their stupid zombies and the element of surprise would be enough,” Millie said. “But we’ll show them.” 
 
    “I want you three to form a defensive perimeter around the house,” Vince said. “Amelia’s not going to be ready to fight just yet, and that means you’re all going to protect her. I’ll link up with the rest of the witches and my coterie and try to turn the tide of the battle. Got it?” 
 
    The witches smiled and nodded, pleased with the plan. 
 
    “Sounds great!” Millie said. “Good luck out there, Vince!” 
 
    “Thanks. You too.” 
 
    With that, he went for Mangecouer, pulling the blade a few inches from the scabbard and giving it a once over before attaching it to his belt. Once he was ready, he left and headed toward the center of town. Sure enough, the battle was already raging. The dozens of witches there were locked in heated combat with the Mosswood Coven. Blasts of energy ripped through the air, bodies dropping left and right. 
 
    He spotted his coterie among the fighters. Richter was there, using his blade to cleave through zombies and earth golems alike. Sara used the shadow of the moonlight for her mage powers, large hands of pure shadow crushing zombies and reducing them to pulp. Olivia sliced through zombies left and right, severing heads and sending them flying into the air. And Ayla, in her wolf form, ripped and tore her way through the fight. 
 
    A loud hum behind him drew Vince to glance over shoulder toward the house. The three witches had combined their powers into forming a large, protective dome over the building. Dozens of zombies swarmed it, but could only harmlessly bang on the transparent shield, while the witches picked them off one-by-one. 
 
    Vince had Mangecoeur, his strength and, most importantly, a full supply of blood. He raced through the town, ripping apart zombies with his Bruiser strength and thinning their numbers. He didn’t want to risk drinking more blood, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t use his fangs as a weapon. He took down a pair of witches by sinking his fangs into their necks and tearing, blood spraying from the wound. 
 
    Vince laid eyes on a pair of zombies closing in on an injured witch, her middle pinned down beneath a tree that had fallen during the battle. One arm was underneath the tree, the other broken in a way that prevented her from using magic. Horror was painted on her face as she watched the zombies approach, ready to make their kill. 
 
    “Hey!” Vince called out, catching the zombies’ attention as they stretched their arms out to grab the witch. 
 
    Blade in hand, he rushed toward them, slicing upward and cutting through their arms, the limbs arcing through the air. The armless zombies turned dumbly toward Vince, who wasted no time with another attack. He raised the blade by his head and stabbed it forward, driving the tip of the blade through the nearest zombie’s skull and twisting it, wrenching the head right off. Vince flicked his wrist and tossed the first zombie’s head at the other before rushing in and swiping right to left, cutting through the creature’s neck and decapitating it. 
 
    The witch watched it all in shock, as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Vince slipped Mangecouer back into its scabbard before turning on his Brute strength and lifting the tree. 
 
    “Get inside and find someone to heal you,” he said. He gave her a once over – aside from 
 
    “I… I will.” 
 
    Vince helped her to her feet, watching as she hurried into one of the nearby buildings. When she was safe, Vince turned his attention to the rest of the fight and launched into it. 
 
    Within a few short and bloody minutes, Vince and his companions managed to thin the numbers, though despite the witches rapidly losing their numbers, the zombie horde kept coming. For a time, he found himself wondering if he and his side would be able to prevail. 
 
    “Looks like I should have stayed asleep! You’re all kicking ass!” 
 
    A familiar voice carried over the battlefield. Vince and his coterie and the rest of the witches turned to see Amelia. A grin on her face, she floated over the battlefield. 
 
    She was up. And, most importantly, she was ready to fight. 
 
    “Eat this!” 
 
    Amelia sent out a blast of magical energy that ripped through the town, vaporizing the zombies and witches from the Mosswood Coven. 
 
    Just like that, in a single spell, the battle was over. 
 
    But whatever she’d done, Amelia’s strength had been totally sapped. She closed her eyes and fell, Vince barely managing to run over and catch the witch before she hit the ground hard. 
 
    She opened her eyes a bit, a smile on her face as Vince held her. “We make a pretty damn good team, handsome,” she said before closing her eyes and drifting out of consciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “God, my head’s freaking killing me.” 
 
    Amelia lay in her bed. Vince, his coterie, and the trio of her companion witches, stood around her. 
 
    “What did you think would happen, mistress?” Elina asked. “You cast the most powerful spell in your arsenal when you should’ve been recovering and waiting for the turning process to finish.” 
 
    Olivia nodded. “Truth be told, you’re lucky that you’re not dead, witch.” 
 
    Amelia waved her hand dismissively. “Ah, whatever. What the hell was I supposed to do—sit around and hope that we’d win? No, I did what any good coven mistress would do when her people were under attack, consequences be damned.” 
 
    “What the hell kind of spell was that?” Richter asked. “I’ve been working with witches my whole life, and I’ve never seen anything like that.” 
 
    “Something I’ve been working on for a while,” Amelia said proudly. “I call it Homeland Cleanse. What you do is create a magical border around your territory, and then, with a huge burst of magic, you can kill everyone who’s not supposed to be there. I’m sure you can imagine that it’s, uh, not the easiest spell to use. In fact, I kind of ruined the magical border I created.” 
 
    “Which means that we won’t be able to use it again,” Olivia said. 
 
    “That’s right. I don’t know about you all, but I’m not planning on any more of these jackasses invading my town. So, hopefully, we won’t need to worry about any of that.” 
 
    Olivia stepped over to Amelia, placing her hand on her forehead. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, vamp? You think I’m some kid with a fever or something?” 
 
    “Not that,” she said. “More that you interrupted the turning process. I’ve seen that happen before. It can… have bad effects, to say the least.” 
 
    “Yep,” Richter said. “If a vamp wakes up during the turn, there’s a good chance the blood in their bodies won’t be human any longer, but won’t be vamp yet. All the same, their vamp powers will start to kick in using this weird, not-quite-there blood and… it’s bad, trust me. Gets really, uh, gross.” 
 
    “But that didn’t happen to me, right?” Amelia asked. “I mean, I feel fine. Aside from this shitty headache, that is.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re going to be OK,” Richter said. “Trust me, we’d know if the turning didn’t work—we’d be cleaning you off the walls right now.” 
 
    “Ugh. ’Gross’ might be an understatement,” Amelia said, scrunching up her face. She turned to her girls. “Ladies, you did a hell of a job. So good of a job, in fact, that I’m going to be leaving you three in charge of the town and its defense while I’m gone.” 
 
    “While you’re gone?” Anabelle asked. 
 
    “Yep. I’m a part of Vince’s coterie now, remember? That means I’m going to be traveling with him and getting to the bottom of whatever’s going on in the woods to make all of the witches go at each other's throats like this.” 
 
    “Not to mention the whole vamp-witch hybrid thing,” Vince said. 
 
    “Right,” Amelia agreed. “The Mosswood Coven sucks. Or, sucked. Even though they’re right on our border, I never thought that they’d attack us for any reason. I mean, they’re one of the weakest covens in the area.” 
 
    “They were,” Ayla said. “Until someone turned them and gave them vamp powers.” 
 
    Amelia nodded. “Yeah. Whoever did that must’ve been thinking that they could get the Mosswood girls on their sides, give them the advantage of vamp powers, then use them to take us out along with Vince.” 
 
    “Then there’s no doubt in my mind that a Blood Lord is behind this all,” Vince said. 
 
    “Right,” Olivia said. “And that means that we’re dealing with one a little smarter than the jackass who tried to trick you and Richter back in New York. We’re dealing with a true strategist who managed to instigate a war among the witches near one of the most powerful ley lines in the world in order to get what he or she wanted.” 
 
    “So, all of this just to kill us?” Sara asked, worried. 
 
    “That would be part of it,” Olivia said. “My thinking is that the Blood Lord pulling the strings is trying to not only take Vince out, but to also gain access to the ley line hub.” 
 
    “That would be hard, to put it lightly,” Amelia said. “They’d have to not only fight through all of the covens in the area, but through the ley line guardians too. No small task.” 
 
    “Well, it looks like they’re managing to get through the covens,” Richter said. “That’s what this whole war’s about. And if they’re able to do that, it means their next target is…” 
 
    “My parents,” Vince said. “We need to move, and we need to do it as quickly as we can.” 
 
    “Right,” Amelia said. With a groan, she heaved herself out of the bed, her three girls running over to her side and helping her up. “Alright, alright! I’m not some old crone—you don’t need to make fuzz like that.” She stood up, the witch trio backing off and giving Amelia her space. 
 
    “Well, Vince,” she said with a grin. “Happy to be part of your little group. Now, are we ready to do this, or what?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Alright, here’s the plan,” Amelia began. The coterie had gathered at the dining room table of the main house. “Whatever’s going on out there, it’s not safe. To get to Poughkeepsie, we’re going to need to take the backroads through the woods, making sure to avoid any coven territory on our way there. Plus, there’s still the matter of zombies to worry about.” 
 
    “Where are those coming from?” Sara asked. “Do witches have the power to raise the dead?” 
 
    Amelia shook her head. “They shouldn’t. I don’t even know if that’s something vamps are capable of.” 
 
    Olivia leaned back in her seat, putting her feet up on the table. “Normally, I’d agree with you. But so much of what we know about Blood Lords is from word of mouth, from legends more than several hundred years old. Who knows what some of the more powerful ones are capable of?” 
 
    “Like Vince and being able to use Holy magic!” Anabelle said. “Never in a million years would I have guessed that a vamp would be able to do something like that.” 
 
    “Right,” Amelia added. “It’s looking like you Blood Lords are going to turn the world of the crypts upside down in a way that none of us have ever seen before. Everything we thought we knew about our own damn world is out the window.” She sighed, shaking her head and running her hand through her red hair. “Good news is that if you’ve got a power like that, it’s going to give us a leg up against whoever’s trying to get to the ley line hub.” 
 
    Vince leaned forward. “So, the plan is that we take the back ways to Poughkeepsie. Once we’re there, we connect with my parents and let them know of everything that’s gone down.” 
 
    “Then we find the Blood Lord behind it all and take them out,” Richter added. “It’s not going to be easy, but we can get it done.” 
 
    With the plan set, the group gathered what supplies they’d need before Amelia led them all out to the main square of town. The damage done to the Hecate Coven’s home was substantial. Nearly every house had been hit, and many witches had been severely injured. 
 
    “Oversee the repairs, girls,” Amelia said to her trio. “I want you to make sure this place is ready for another attack. I’ve got a feeling that it’s only a matter of time before one of the other covens tries to move in on our turf.” 
 
    “Got it!” Anabelle said. 
 
    Amelia hugged her girls, the rest of the witches of the town looking on. 
 
    “Take care,” she said. 
 
    As the group headed out, Vince glanced over his shoulder to watch Amelia take one more look at the Hecate village, a touch of forlorn longing on her face, almost as if she expected to not return anytime soon. 
 
    “You alright?” he asked, falling back in the group and walking alongside her. 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, I think I am. When the old coven mistress passed and handed me the reins, things had been good. There was peace. For years and years, we’ve stayed in the village, practicing our spells and our alchemy, pretending as if the rest of the world didn’t exist.” 
 
    “That is, until Helsing paid you a visit,” Vince said. 
 
    “Yep. Crazy as it was, part of me was actually hoping that things might be able to return to normal once that whole mess ended. Should’ve known better.” She stuck out her fangs, touching the tip of one with her finger and drawing a small drop of blood. “Now I’ve got these. Now I’m not even a true witch anymore.” 
 
    “You get used to it.” Ayla up ahead tossed the words over her shoulder, slowing her gait to join us. “Couldn’t help but overhear.” 
 
    “You have something to say, wolf girl?” Amelia asked, a tinge of skepticism to her voice. 
 
    “Sure do, if you want to hear it, that is.” 
 
    Amelia scrunched her face in serious consideration. “Fine. I suppose that you’re a little more familiar with this ‘coterie’ thing than I am.” 
 
    “Not just that. Don’t forget that I’m the same as you, witch.” 
 
    Amelia cocked her head to the side, confused. “What? You’re a Lycan, not the same as me at all.” 
 
    “We’re more alike than not. We’re both members of Vince’s coterie, after all. And we’re both mixes.” 
 
    “Hm. True.” 
 
    “But the main similarity is that we’re both the leaders of our packs. Coven in your case, I suppose.” 
 
    “Also true.” 
 
    Vince stepped aside, taking in the sight of the two women chatting. He couldn’t help but notice how different they looked. Ayla was solidly built, her movements powerful. Amelia was lighter, more delicate in her figure. They were both strikingly beautiful, and while Amelia might have looked more delicate, she too possessed incredible power to match that of the wolf alpha. 
 
    “I know what you’re going through now,” Ayla said. “You’re wondering if what you’ve done is the right thing, or if by accepting Vince’s gift, you’ve made yourself something different from the rest of your kind, something too different.” 
 
    The skepticism vanished from Amelia’s features, replaced by honest curiosity. “Well? What did you learn?” 
 
    “There’s two parts to that question. The first is that, yes, it was the right call. Even in the short time I’ve been with Vince and the rest, it’s become clear to me that there’s something big happening in the crypt world, something that’s going to change it forever. These Blood Lord wars, or whatever the hell you want to call them, are like nothing I’ve ever seen before. We care about our people, first and foremost. So, whatever power we can get our hands on in order to protect them is worth the cost.” 
 
    Amelia nodded. “Good. My coven and its safety is paramount. I’ll pay any price for them.” 
 
    “There you go. In that case, I can tell you without a doubt that you made the right choice. With Vince’s power at your side, you’re in the best position possible to look out for your coven.” 
 
    She stopped there, silence hanging in the air. Ayla had a faraway look on her face, as if there were something on her mind that she didn’t quite know how to say. 
 
    “Well, out with it, wolf girl!” Amelia exclaimed. “You want me to pry it out of you?” 
 
    “Easy, witch!” Ayla snapped back. “Don’t get testy with me!” 
 
    Up ahead, Olivia chuckled and glanced at the two. Vince couldn’t help but smile at the way they bickered. 
 
    “I’m thinking!” Ayla said, irritated. “Thinking about what I have to say next, because it’s something I’m still processing.” 
 
    Amelia let out a ‘humph’, crossing her arms with impatience as she walked. “Not sure why you even brought it up if you didn’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Ayla growled. “Fine, fine! I was thinking about the second point, about what life is going to be like now for us.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And… I’m not sure. Whatever happens with the Blood Lord wars, we’re going to be changed forever. Not just our crypt natures, but how we related to ourselves, our packs or covens or whatever else.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” 
 
    Ayla shrugged. “No idea. Only way to find out is to go forward on the path we’re on. We fight the Blood Lord Wars, then figure it out from there.” 
 
    Up ahead, Richter let out a bark of a laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny, you old goat?” Amelia asked, narrowing her eyes. 
 
    “Nothing!” he called back. Richter turned, leaning against the nearest tree to wait for the group to catch up. “Just hearing what you’re calling it: the Blood Lord Wars. Talk about a mouthful! Sounds like you’re trying to hock up a loogie or something.” 
 
    “You got a better name?” Vince asked. “I mean, it’s nothing official.” 
 
    “It will be,” Richter said. “This shit’s the biggest thing to hit the crypt world in centuries. And you ladies are right—when it’s all said and done, nothing’s going to be the same. Crypts are going to be talking about us for years to come. Hell, the humans might even be talking if this thing bleeds into their world, which I think it might. Point is, you gotta give it a good name. And ‘Blood Lord Wars’ isn’t it.” 
 
    “Then you come up with something better!” Amelia demanded. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ayla added. “If you’re so damn creative.” 
 
    Richter placed his hand on his chin, giving the matter some thought. 
 
    “Hmm. That’s kind of tough.” 
 
    “See!” Amelia exclaimed. “Easy to talk trash, a lot harder to think of something.” 
 
    “It’s easy,” Olivia said. “The Blood Wars.” 
 
    Vince and the group regarded one another. 
 
    “That… that sounds good to me,” Richter said. 
 
    Vince nodded. “Yeah. I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “Got a nice ring,” Ayla added. 
 
    Amelia shrugged. “It’s as good a name as any, and it really rolls off the tongue!” 
 
    “The Blood Wars,” Vince said, his eyes on the woods ahead. “Only one side is going to win. Let’s make sure it’s us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Will you idiots shut your mouths?” Olivia’s voice cut through the silence with a snarl. 
 
    “Hey!” Amelia hissed right back. “Don’t talk to me like that! I’m a coven mistress.” 
 
    “Well, right now you’re nothing but a noisemaker. I don’t care what rank you are, what title you have, if you don’t shut your trap right now, you’re going to bring that entire group down on top of us.” 
 
    Vince ignored the quarrel, focusing his attention to what had caught Olivia’s eye. Sure enough, up ahead on the road, where one of their vans had been left, was a group of five zombies. They milled about around the corpses of the zombies that had been killed the previous day, occasionally stumbling over an arm or a leg. 
 
    “Stragglers,” Olivia said. “All the same, we need to kill them without causing too much of a commotion. Whoever wanted us dead is still out there, after all. Last thing we need is to attract their attention on the last stretch to our destination.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Sara asked. 
 
    “There are two Nightweavers here,” Olivia said. “Vincent and me. Together, we slip in and take them out. Vincent, are you ready?” After she spoke, Olivia slipped out one of her daggers and tossed it over to Vince. He caught it by the hilt, the blade light in his hand. 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    “We do this nice and fast,” Olivia said. 
 
    Vince kept his eyes on the zombies. “Once they’re down, we get in this van and take it to the city.” 
 
    Before either of them could bolt into action, there was movement up ahead. More figures emerged from the trees on the other side of the road, groaning, shuffling. It didn’t take long at all before five became nearly fifty. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Amelia asked, putting her hands on her hips and pouting. “How many of these ugly ghoulies are we going to have to kill tonight?” 
 
    Olivia shook her head, as if not surprised by what she was witnessing. “That’s the advantage of zombies. They’re weak and easy to kill, but when you need a hell of a lot of something, they’re your best bet.” 
 
    “Then we kill them and move on,” Vince said. “There’s more than the two of us can take out with stealth, so we hit them by surprise and crush them from the flank.” 
 
    “I like the way you think, Vincent,” Olivia said. “But the problem with zombies is that traditional concepts like ‘the element of surprise’ don’t work with them. The moment we emerge, they’ll come after us the same way they would if we’d attacked from the front.” 
 
    “I can shift and charge them,” Ayla said. “Steamroll through the group, then the rest of you can move in while they’re stunned.” She glanced aside, as if something had occurred to her. “Shit. Shock and awe doesn’t really work on them, either.” 
 
    Olivia let out a grunt of agreement. “Not only that, but fifty of those freaks could bring down even a wolf your size.” 
 
    “Actually, I’ve got a better idea.” Richter stood up, a proud smile on his face. “If you want to hear me out.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, grandpa?” Olivia asked. “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    Richter narrowed his eyes. “First of all, save the grandpa comments—I’m probably younger than you.” 
 
    “But you don’t look it,” Olivia shot back with a pleased smile. “And that’s what counts.” 
 
    “Whatever. I’d rather be an eternal thirty-something than a kid like you.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” Olivia replied. “I find twenty-two to have been a perfect age at which to stop.” 
 
    Richter waved his hand through the air. “Whatever. Anyway, here’s my plan. I changed my mind about leaving my bike at the apartment—had some of the wolves load it up into the van at the last minute.” 
 
    “That’s what all that noise was in the back,” Sara said. 
 
    “Yep. Now, here’s what I’m thinking. You all bum rush these freaks, clear me out a path to get to the van. Once I’m there, I hop into the back, grab my bike, and take off like a bat out of hell. I know zombies—they’re idiots who don’t understand that they won’t be able to catch up with me. They’ll give chase, and you all can pick ‘em off or flee the scene. Either way, I’ll hurry and drive to Vince’s parents’ house and get the tea kettle going for you.” He smirked, pleased with his plan. 
 
    Olivia furrowed her brow, thinking it over. “That… that actually doesn’t sound half bad. If you can make it to your bike, the noise and the movement will distract them. At the very least, we’d have the chance to climb into the van after you and drive off. That is, if you can make it to your bike.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, Libby. This isn’t my first zombie scrap, and it won’t be my last.” 
 
    “There’s still the issue of the noise,” Vince said. “It might attract whoever sent those zombies after us.” 
 
    Ayla rose. “I don’t think we have the luxury to worry about anything like that. We need to get to Poughkeepsie as quickly as we can. Whoever’s after us is going to pursue us regardless.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Olivia said, agreeing with a nod. “We need to get moving, that’s the priority now. We can’t risk the power of the ley line falling into the hands of a Blood Lord.” 
 
    “Not to mention my parents,” Vince said. “They’re in danger.” 
 
    “Alright!” Richter clapped his hands on his chest. “It’s settled. How do you all want to start this little scrap?” 
 
    Amelia stepped forward. “How about I get it going with a bang?” 
 
    She held out her palms toward the zombies, shaping magic into a supercharged ball. When she was ready, Amelia let out a cry as she launched the crackling blast at the zombies. 
 
    The brainless creatures barely had time to notice it before the ball exploded like a bomb. The first layer of zombies flew into the air like chunks of rotten salsa. In one spell, she’d taken out around ten of the fifty or so zombies. 
 
    Amelia closed her eyes and dropped into a heap. 
 
    “Amelia!” Vince rushed over and placed his fingertips on her neck. Her pulse was there, but weak. 
 
    “She used too much energy too soon after her changing!” Olivia said. “She’s lucky she’s not dead!” 
 
    Up ahead, the zombies shuffled toward the group. 
 
    “Come on!” Vince shouted. “Clear the way!” He turned to Richter. “Grab her and keep her with you!” He nodded to Amelia. 
 
    “Got it, kid!” Richter scooped the witch off the ground, slinging her slender body around his shoulders like a scarf. 
 
    Ayla closed her eyes and shifted into her wolf form, letting out a howl as she charged. The zombies in her way were bowled over. Her teeth and claws ripped anything that remained to shreds. 
 
    Vince slipped out his blade while Olivia and Sara went in on his left. Sara used the shadows cast by the moonlight for her Shadow Mage powers, her huge, dark hands grabbing the zombies here and there by their legs and yanking them down. Once they were out of the Richter’s path, she began more methodical work, pulling the zombies’ legs apart like wishbones, their guts splattering onto the road. 
 
    Olivia, daggers in hand, cut a clean swath through the group. Quietly, effortlessly, she stuck the ends of her blades into the temples of zombies, mixing it up by slipping the business ends of her weapons into the bases of their brains. The creatures dropped left and right. 
 
    Vince went to work with Mangecoeur, cleaving through undead flesh with each wide swing. Together, the group culled their fair share of zombies. Richter reached the back of the van and ripped open the doors. 
 
    However, more zombies emerged from the woods. 
 
    “Seriously?” Ayla called out. “They’ve got half the corpses in New York after us!” 
 
    Olivia withdrew her blade from the side of a nearby zombie’s head. “Whoever is behind these attacks is a being of enormous power! Things are only going to get harder!” 
 
    “We can worry about that when it happens!” Vince called out. “Right now, you need to get your ass into gear, Uncle Richter!” 
 
    “I know, I know!” came Richter’s voice from inside the back of the van. “Just… gimme a sec!” 
 
    “Why the hell do you need a sec, grandpa?” Olivia called out. “Aren’t you a master of motorcycles or some nonsense?” 
 
    “I, uh, may have made a bad call in taking this thing out before I had a chance to look at it.” 
 
    “You what?” Sara yelled as she ripped a zombie in half with her shadow hands. 
 
    “It’s fine!” he replied. “I’ve done repairs under worse conditions!” 
 
    Vince grumbled, shaking his head as he drove his blade forward into the nearest zombie, slicing it in half at the waist. Despite losing its legs, the zombie crawled toward Vince, who responded by stabbing it through the skull. 
 
    Bodies were piling up all around them, not that it made a difference. More zombies staggered out of the woods each second. The horde grew, threatening to overwhelm them. 
 
    “Richter!” Vince shouted, his heart pounding as he tried to get a sense of how many more creatures were emerging. “Now!” 
 
    “Got it!” 
 
    The motorcycle growled to life from within the van. A moment later Richter pulled the thing out of the van, Amelia strapped over the back. “Come on, you freaks!” he shouted. “You want a meal, come get it!” 
 
    He gunned the engine, barreling the motorcycle out of the back of the van and smashing into the nearest zombie. The creature fell over, its head splattering underneath the front wheel. 
 
    Vince and his group watched as Richter drove through the narrow path that had been cleared for him, the zombies reaching out in vain to pull him off the bike. Relief washed over Vince as his uncle drove clear of the group. Once there was some distance between him and the zombies, he pulled the bike to a stop and yelled over his shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll be at your parents! Don’t keep us waiting, kiddos!” With a wild laugh, he drove off down the road and out of sight. 
 
    The zombies, attracted by the deafening roar of the motorcycle, turned their attention away from Vince and his group, shuffling after Richter and Amelia. A few stragglers remained, but the group dispatched them easily enough. Once they were clear, they piled into the van. 
 
    “Come on,” Vince said, planting his ass behind the wheel. “We’ve got work to do.” 
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    Something was wrong in Poughkeepsie—Vince could feel it the moment they crossed into the city limits. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Sara asked, pressing her fingers against the glass of the passenger-side window. 
 
    “Is this normal, Vince?” Ayla asked. “I mean, I know we’re coming here from the city that never sleeps, but it doesn’t seem right that there’s no one outside.” 
 
    Vince said nothing at first as they drove down the main drag of town. Brick buildings were clustered on both sides of the road, big maple trees overhead. 
 
    “I mean, it’s Poughkeepsie,” he said. “Not exactly Paris. But this is strange.” 
 
    “There’s something else, too,” Olivia said. “Can you feel it?” 
 
    Vince hadn’t said anything at first, thinking it was something he was imagining. Olivia mentioning the strange sensation in the air, however, made him realize there was something to it. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, pulling a right when he reached a corner park. “It’s like a tingling in the air.” 
 
    “That’s magic,” Olivia said. “No doubt about it.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be normal for a ley line hub like this?” Ayla asked. “I mean, I’ve never been here before, and Lycans tend to stay far away from any of this magical shit, but still.” 
 
    “There’d be a feeling,” Olivia said. “Certainly. But this… this is different. If only Amelia hadn’t overwhelmed herself like that, I’m sure she’d be able to clue us in on what’s going on.” 
 
    “Are we almost there?” Sara asked. “I know this is where your parents live, Vince, but all the same, I’m getting kind of creeped out.” 
 
    Vince flicked his eyes here and there, trying to spot any sign of life in the town. But there was nothing. More than that, the windows of the buildings seemed to be blurred, as if covered in thick frost. The air wasn’t cold enough for that, however. 
 
    “Almost there. Just sit tight.” 
 
    He drove away from downtown, silver moonlight spilling through the leaves overhead. Eventually, they reached a part of town less dense than the main street area, a place of big, green lawns and large, Victorian-style houses. 
 
    “There,” Vince said, pointing forward. “That’s them.” 
 
    The house was big, three stories with sloping, blue gables, and white trimmed windows. A large turret dominated the left side of the building, stone stairs leading to a large, arched double door. Vince couldn’t help but smile at the sight. He loved New York, but coming back home brought forth all sorts of warm, comforting emotions. 
 
    “And look,” Olivia said. “There’s Richter’s bike. Means he and Amelia got here safe.” 
 
    Unlike the rest of the town, Vince’s parents’ house showed signs of life. Windows were illuminated with orange light, a thin stream of smoke rising from the tall chimney. 
 
    Vince pulled the van to a stop in the circular front driveway and killed the engine. 
 
    “Finally,” Ayla said. “I was going crazy in that van.” 
 
    The team stepped onto the cobblestone driveway. Vince stretched, the silence around him eerie. He saw something as he stood, flickering sparks in the air that reminded him of electricity. 
 
    “What is that?” Sara said, reaching out and trying to touch it. 
 
    Oliva watched. “Magic. And I’ve got a feeling that Vince’s parents have something to do with it.” 
 
    Vince turned his attention to the front doors. “Then let’s get in here and find some answers.” 
 
    He led the group up to the front door. The knocker was gargoyle-style, the small, metal face staring back at him with an expression that had always seemed to him as almost mocking, as if it knew something he didn’t. 
 
    Vince pulled the knocker back and banged it against the door. A chill wind wrapped around them as they waited at the porch. Vince watched the branches of the property shake, their leaves deep orange and red. 
 
    For a moment, he worried that no one was home, that he’d only been imagining things. 
 
    Then the door opened. The familiar sight of his parents washed over him with a relief he hadn’t known in a good, long while. Harker and Lucy, his father and mother, greeted him with warm smiles. 
 
    “Vince!” Lucy shouted, opening her arms and pulling him into one of her usual, tight hugs. 
 
    She squeezed him hard with her surprising strength. Vince let out an urk at the force, hugging his mom back. When she was done, Harker did the same. 
 
    “Good to see you, kiddo,” Harker said, his hug much more sensible and less choking. 
 
    Harker and Lucy were one of those couples who looked so similar that they almost seemed made for each other. Harker was tall and slim and forty-something, his narrow face clean shaven. He was dressed in a green, cable knit sweater and black slacks, loafers on his feet. His blue eyes were behind a pair of round glasses, his dark hair short and slicked back a bit. Harker, in Vince’s opinion, had always possessed a wise look, his eyes sparkling with intelligence and his overall demeanor fitting his job as a professor of medieval history at the local city college. 
 
    Lucy was tall and slender too, with curly brown hair and excited blue eyes. She was dressed smartly, in jeans and a white blouse and red flats. Like Harker, she wore glasses, the frames a deep red. Her look had always struck Vince as a perfect blend of smart and warm, and her position as the head of one of the local libraries channeled both of these traits. 
 
    Lucy looked Vince up and down with her dark brown eyes, beaming with a smile she could barely keep in check. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re really here!” she said. “We heard about everything that was going on in New York and…” She trailed off, her smile fading. 
 
    “Sounds like you’ve gotten yourself into quite a situation up there,” Harker said. “Taking on the entire Helsing operation on your own.” 
 
    “You heard about all of that?” Vince asked. 
 
    “You kidding?” Lucy replied. “Of course, we did! When you’re a ley line guardian, you live and die by knowing what’s going on in the outside world.” 
 
    Harker nodded. “Richter helps keep us clued in. It was only with his info that we were able to…” He trailed off, as if not sure how to say what was on his mind. “We might be getting a little too into it already.” 
 
    “Not to mention,” Lucy said, clasping her hands together with excitement as she eyes the women behind Vince, “we’ve seem to have lots of introductions to make. Come on! We’ve got tea in the other room. Let’s get comfortable.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, the group was gathered in the den. The room was spacious, with big, plush chairs and couches, along with a roaring fire in the hearth creating a comfy ambiance. The group sipped tea—the vampires drinking a blood variant handmade by Harker and Lucy. 
 
    “This is a gorgeous home,” Sara said, looking around the place, her eyes jumping from one bookshelf packed full of tomes to another. 
 
    Vince stepped over to one of the shelves, picking up one of the many small trinkets that decorated the place. This one was a small vase, its color shifting and changing depending on where it was held. He pressed on one side, the vase turning a dark purple. Then he turned the vase upside down and pressed on the bottom, the color shifting to a neon red. 
 
    Vince chuckled as he set the vase back down. “You know, I always thought these artifacts and decorations were things you two picked up traveling around the world. Now that I’m a little older…” 
 
    “You see the magic in them,” Lucy said with a smile. 
 
    “Sorry to keep that side of us hidden, Vince,” Harker said. “I’m sure you can imagine why we tried to make your life as normal as possible.” 
 
    Richter, seated in a wingback chair near the fire, crossed his arms over his chest. “Not easy to hide the fact that your parents are witches and your uncle’s a vampire, but we did our best.” 
 
    “Well, to be technical,” spoke a voice from behind them. “Harker’s a wizard. Only us ladies get to be witches.” 
 
    The group turned to lay eyes on Amelia, who stood at the entrance to the den. She was dressed in a plush, white robe rather than her usual silk dress. A small smile dangled on her lips. 
 
    Vince rose, happy to see that his companion was in good shape after what had happened. 
 
    “Amelia, are you alright?” He stepped over to her, placing his hands on the witch’s shoulders, her frame lithe and slender underneath the thick robe. 
 
    “She’s up!” Lucy cheered. 
 
    Harker rose. “Now, be careful. You’re still recovering from a dramatic physical change. You push yourself too hard too fast again and you might not be so lucky the next time.” 
 
    Amelia pursed her lips and nodded, agreeing with Harker’s words. “I know, I know. I got too cocky. Not going to make that mistake again.” 
 
    Lucy, a worried expression on her face, got up from her seat and came over. “Here, we forgot to give you blood. You’re going to need it if you’re going to recover.” She raised her hand toward Olivia, whose dagger rose out of her belt hilt. 
 
    “Hey!” Olivia cried out as her dagger flew across the room and into Lucy’s hand. 
 
    “Sorry. Need to borrow this for a sec.” 
 
    Lucy placed the blade against her wrist and, with a quick pull, cut open a vein. Dark, red blood began to ooze out. She offered her wrist. “Here. Witch blood goes even further than human. Drink up.” 
 
    Amelia regarded the wrist with hesitant eyes for a moment before grabbing it and bringing her mouth to the wound. She closed her eyes and drank deeply, blood trickling down from the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “There!” Lucy said, gently withdrawing her hand. “That should tide you over until your first real feed.” 
 
    Vince watched Lucy stick out her index finger, the tip glowing bright orange with magical energy. She then placed her fingertip over the wound, sealing it shut. 
 
    “Thanks!” She tossed the dagger back to Olivia, who neatly caught it and quickly slipped it back into its sheath. 
 
    Vince looked his parents over, realizing that there was so much he wanted to say to them, so much he wanted to ask. One question, however, was most paramount on his mind. “What the hell is going on in town?” he asked. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    Lucy and Harker regarded one another, unsure where to begin. 
 
    “They’re… safe,” Harker said. 
 
    Olivia cocked her head to the side, clearly confused. “That pause didn’t sound entirely convincing.” 
 
    “Vince,” Lucy said. “It’s good that you showed up when you did. Something’s been happening in Poughkeepsie, and I’ve got no doubt it has to do with the ley line.” 
 
    Harker sighed, sitting back in his chair and folding his hands on his lap. “There’s no doubt that it has to do with the ley line. We’re so certain, in fact, that we stored the people of Poughkeepsie away for the time being, at least until we can figure all of this out.” 
 
    Vince furrowed his brow in confusion. “You… what?” 
 
    Richter chuckled, amused. “You all familiar with what a ‘pocket dimension’ is?” 
 
    The words brought to mind the place where he’d met Amelia. 
 
    “It’s… a place parallel to the real world, right?” he asked. “Something created with magic.” 
 
    “More or less correct,” Harker said, taking on the professorial tone that Vince had heard many times growing up. “Ley line hubs are places of incredible magical energy. And when you’re as experienced with magic as Lucy and I are, you’re able to use this magic to do wondrous things. In this case, we’ve created a pocket dimension of Poughkeepsie and placed the inhabitants of town there for the time being to keep them safe.” 
 
    “What?” Sara asked, shocked. “You put them there, like they’re in jail or something?” 
 
    “Not quite,” Harker said. “As far as they can tell, they’re still in normal Poughkeepsie… with a few adjustments, of course.” 
 
    “Like what?” Vince asked. 
 
    “While we’re able to create a pocket dimension version of Poughkeepsie,” Harker said. “We don’t have the power to create a pocket dimension Earth. So, the pretend-Poughkeepsie is in the grips of a major blizzard that’s preventing the townsfolk from leaving.” 
 
    “Pretty clever,” Richter said. “Got to admit.” 
 
    Vince shook his head. “Something feels a bit wrong about trapping people in pocket dimensions” 
 
    “It’s to keep them safe,” Lucy assured him. “A week or so ago, townspeople began vanishing, at least one a day.” 
 
    Harker nodded. “It’d be more accurate to say one a night.” 
 
    Lucy formed her lips into a flat line. “Right. We investigated, finding bodies in the woods with puncture wounds in the neck, the corpses completely drained of blood. Didn’t take much brain power to figure out what was going on.” 
 
    “Vampires,” Vince concluded. “But why?” 
 
    “The ley line hub, kid!” Richter said, crossing his arms and leaning against the wall. “Vamps started moving in. Lucky for us, they were dumb enough to feed on the, ah, local fare.” 
 
    Lucy shook her head. “That’s a terrible way to refer to the people killed.” 
 
    Richter raised his palms apologetically. 
 
    “But yes,” Harker said. “That’s what was happening. Ley line hubs are off-limits for most crypts, but that didn’t seem to matter much to these vamps.” 
 
    “We couldn’t just sit around and wait for more people to die,” Lucy said. “But at the same time, we didn’t know what we were up against. So, we decided that to keep the people of Poughkeepsie safe, we’d… store them away for a time.” 
 
    “They’re none the wiser,” Harker said. “And they won’t find out so long as we bring them back soon. They’re living the same day over and over again, so they’ll come back thinking they’d just lived through a once-in-a-lifetime blizzard.” 
 
    “Ah! Like Groundhog Day!” Richter said. “Genius.” 
 
    Harker offered a weak smile in response. “Something like that. Problem is that maintaining a pocket dimension requires a great deal of magical energy. Not to mention the issue of people starting to ask questions when their friends and family begin to wonder why they haven’t heard from anyone in Poughkeepsie in weeks.” 
 
    “That’s what the flickering in the air is,” Olivia said. “Magic, right?” 
 
    Amelia sipped her tea, giving the matter some thought. “The amount of effort you’re using must be astounding. I don’t know if I could manage this level of magic, nevermind maintain it.” 
 
    Lucy’s expression became regretful. “It’s true. We’re using just about all of the power we have to manage this pocket dimension. It’s worked for the time being.” 
 
    Olivia nodded. “But now we’ve got a war among the witch covens, along with zombies attacking from the woods.” 
 
    “Don’t forget about those hybrid witches,” Richter said. “It’s a goddamn crypt mess out there.” 
 
    “The truth is that we’ve been more than a little worried,” Harker said. “We’ve been keeping the people of Poughkeepsie safe, but if whoever’s behind what’s been going on in the woods were to attack us…” 
 
    “We’d all be screwed,” Olivia said. “There’s definitely a Blood Lord behind it, one who’s not afraid to work slowly and methodically to weaken all possible threats before moving in to seize the ley line hub. They’ll make sure the covens in the woods have destroyed one another, then use their zombie armies to sow confusion before moving into the town and…” She flicked her eyes toward Lucy and Harker. Nothing else needed to be said. 
 
    “Then we’re going to stop them,” Vince said, firm with determination. “We have to.” 
 
    “You’re more right than you realize,” Harker replied. “If one of the Blood Lords managed to get hold of the power of a ley line hub, they’d—” 
 
    “Use it to win the Blood Wars,” Ayla finished. “Yeah, we know the stakes.” 
 
    Lucy shook her head, her eyes worried. “That’s not it at all. A Blood Lord, powerful as he might be, wouldn’t be able to just take over the ley line hub. There’s too much wild magic here, far too much for any one vampire to handle.” 
 
    “Then what would happen?” Vince asked. 
 
    Harker’s already stern face turned grave. “Depending on how much he or she interfered with the magical power here, the Blood Lord could simply be destroyed.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not so bad,” Sara said, her tone hopeful. 
 
    “He might be destroyed,” Harker said. “And he’d take a good chunk of the country with him.” 
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    Richter snorted. “Then we’re not going to let that happen, are we? We find this Blood Lord and we kill his ass. Simple shit.” 
 
    Olivia raised an eyebrow. “That’s assuming he or she doesn’t have an army of crypts preparing to make their move. We’re a strong group, and getting stronger by the day. But all the same, we’ve only managed to take out one Blood Lord.” 
 
    “We’ll come up with something,” Vince said. 
 
    Lucy allowed herself a small smile. “In the meantime, you all should get some rest, especially you, Amelia. There’s plenty of space, and we’ll summon you all the magical coffins you need. So make yourselves comfortable, and prepare for what’s to come.” 
 
    The group broke up. Harker fetched bottles of fermented blood from the basement, giving the group something to drink and recover themselves, while Lucy prepared the magical coffins. By the time the magical coffins were prepared, it was near sunrise. Vince was more than ready for sleep. 
 
    “I don’t get to be around daylight anymore?” Amelia asked as they all parted ways to their sleeping chambers. “Not even a little? A few minutes?” 
 
    “What, exactly, did you think you were signing up for, witch?” Olivia asked, amused. “And yes, you’re going to want to stay out of the sun unless you’d like to burn that pretty face of yours.” 
 
    Amelia sighed, reluctantly accepting her new reality. “Fine. Guess I’d better start getting used to it.” 
 
    The group went their separate ways. Vince’s coffin was prepared in his room, and when he opened the door, everything was as it had been before he moved out. It was nostalgic to see the space, his spare computers still on the desk, movie posters for old 80s horror movies like Lost Boys and The Thing on the walls. Warhammer figurines were here and there, his bookshelf packed full with D&D rulebooks, sci-fi classics, and computer technical manuals. It’d been only a few years since he’d moved to the city, but it felt like a lifetime ago. 
 
    The magic coffin floated perpendicular to the end of his bed. Vince stepped over to it and raised the lid, the shimmering, dark blue energy feeling solid as the wood or stone of any other coffin he’d slept in. Vince, however, was still so full of energy, that when he tried to sleep he only was able to rest until dusk. He awoke, opening his coffin and checking the time, seeing that he still had a half hour before the sun even set. 
 
    The rest of the house was quiet. No one beside him seemed to have any trouble sleeping. As Vince went down the stairs, however, he heard the soft murmuring of conversation coming from the kitchen. He recognized it right away as belonging to his parents. 
 
    When Vince approached the room, Lucy and Harker stopped their conversation mid-sentence as soon as he appeared in the entryway. 
 
    “Vince,” Lucy said softly. “We… we were just talking about you. Come in.” 
 
    Vince stepped into the kitchen and slid into one of the open chairs beside his parents. Lucy and Harker regarded one another with troubled expressions, as if neither of them knew quite where to begin. 
 
    “We… we talked to Richter before you arrived,” Harker said. “He told us that he told you—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Vince said. 
 
    “Hmm?” Lucy asked, cocking her head to the side in confusion. “It… doesn’t matter?” 
 
    Vince shook his head. “Nope. Not even a little. Richter told me the truth, that you two aren’t my blood parents. But he told me all the rest too, that you took me in when I was a kid, that you looked after me. So, I’m sad to hear that my blood parents are gone, sure. But I don’t have just one pair of parents. I have two pairs, one living, and one that I’ll keep in my memory for as long as I can.” 
 
    Lucy and Harker smiled at one another, their eyes brightening. 
 
    Lucy reached for and took Vince’s hand in hers, squeezing gently. “You have no idea how that makes me feel. We love you, Vince. We always will.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Harker said. “And it goes without saying that you’ll always have a home here, no matter where the Blood Wars end up taking you.” He cleared his throat, trying and failing to dispel the thick emotion from his voice. “I’m sure you have plenty of questions about everything, about your parents.” 
 
    “I do,” Vince said. “But now’s not the time. More important things to worry about than just my curiosity.” 
 
    Harker nodded, standing up from the table. “You’re right, and I’m glad you see it that way. All the same, there’s something I wanted you to have.” Harker went over to a shelf, taking down a black shoebox and bringing it over. 
 
    “We’ve got stuff from your parents that I’m sure you’d love to go through. But we had a feeling you’d want to put off the trip down memory lane until later.” He set the box before Vince. “But there’s a few things here you might want to look at.” 
 
    Vince regarded the box for a moment, strange feelings brewing inside of him. He pushed through them and opened the box. 
 
    Inside were three items: a coin, a pendant, and a photo. 
 
    Vince snatched up the photo. It was a printout of two people that he immediately recognized as his mother and father. It was impossible to say what age they were, what with vampire immortality, but he guessed from the clothes they wore that it was a couple of decades ago. His father looked so much like Vince that he had to blink hard to make sure it wasn’t him in the photo. Vince’s father was tall and broad-shouldered, with dark hair and golden eyes, his features handsome and mysterious. His mother was as beautiful as his faint memories recalled, her skin fair, her hair almost black, and her style fainty goth. She wore a huge toothy smile in spite of her dark style. 
 
    “That was them one week before they learned they were going to have you,” Lucy said with a smile. “At least, that’s what they told us.” Warmth and love were in her voice. 
 
    “Just before the turn of the millennium,” Harker said. “Thousand-year periods have much significance in the crypt world. And when your parents learned they were going to have you around the turn of the millennium, people began to talk of what sorts of power their son would possess.” 
 
    “They didn’t care about any of that,” Lucy said. “They were happy to be parents, and couldn’t wait to meet you.” 
 
    Vince held the photo, strange emotions ebbing through him. He’d been too young to truly know his parents before they passed, but as he stared at the photo, he felt as if he’d known them for a hundred years. 
 
    “Hang onto that,” Lucy said. “It’s important to keep your loved ones close.” 
 
    “I will.” Vince took one more look at the photo before placing it back into the box and blinked rapidly. “And what’s this?” 
 
    He picked up the coin. It was about the size of a silver dollar, and much heavier than the size implied. It appeared to be made of solid gold, the log on the front an ornate “O.” 
 
    “That’s an Optimatium coin,” Harker said. “A way that those in the organization know one another. You’re going to be dealing with them at one point or another, so keep that with you. It might come in handy.” 
 
    Vince flipped the coin into the air, catching it before slipping it into his pocket. He picked up the pendant. The chain was silver, the amulet itself small and red and ensconced in a small, silver hand. “And this?” 
 
    Harker smiled. “Put it on.” 
 
    Vince slipped the pendant around his neck. It was light, and he could barely tell it was even there. 
 
    “Stay right there,” Harker said. He rose, stepping over to the kitchen counter and turning around. “Now… check this out!” 
 
    He spun around, whipping a knife at Vince before he could react. It whizzed right for Vince’s heart. Lucy let out a startled scream at the same instant as a red barrier flashed over Vince. The knife bounced off it, clattering onto the floor. 
 
    “Harker!” Lucy called out, not pleased at all. “Are you crazy?” 
 
    Vince, confused, picked up the knife and looked at it. The tip was bent, as if it’d been thrown against a brick wall with incredible speed. 
 
    “That,” Harker said, wagging his finger in Vince’s direction. “Is a protection pendant. Belonged to your mother, but I think the design’s pretty unisex.” 
 
    Lucy shook her head. “Protection pendant or not, I don’t like you whipping knives at our son like that.” 
 
    Lucy and Harker were his other parents, and always would be. All the same, Vince felt damn good to hear them refer to him as their son. 
 
    “That pendant contains magic. Not much, but it’s enough to deflect projectiles like knives and small-caliber bullets, even some lower-level magic spells. But don’t get too cocky. It provides some protection.” 
 
    Vince held the pendent in his hand, feeling the warm thrum of magical energy. 
 
    “So, it’s like a ‘+1’ level of protection?” 
 
    His parents regarded each other with a curious expression. 
 
    “Oh, is that one of your dungeons and demons things?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “Dungeons and dragons,” he corrected with a smile. 
 
    “Not sure what that means,” Harker replied, “but I’m guessing a ‘+1’ is the lowest level of protection? Well, you’re right on that score. You can find ways to increase the magical power of the pendent, but for the time being, it’s a heck of a lot better than nothing.” 
 
    Vince opened his mouth to speak. Before he could get out even a word, a branch broke outside. 
 
    “Hold on,” Harker said. He hurried to the window over the sink, peering out into the darkness. 
 
    Vince joined his side. Through the density of the trees out back, Vince spotted three figures moving slowly. They were women, tall and slender, inhumanely so. Their hands glowed with magical energy, and Vince could make out long fangs that curled down their chins. 
 
    “Looks like the family reunion will have to wait,” Harker said. “We’ve got company.” 
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    Harker turned to Vince. “Stay here. We’ll handle this.” 
 
    “You kidding me? Not a chance in hell I’m going to sit on my ass while you two do all the work.” 
 
    Harker prepared to say something, but paused, as if he’d just come up with another idea. “I’d try to talk you out of it, but you’re as stubborn as both of your parents. Always have been.” 
 
    Vince smirked. “Then let’s not waste any time. There’s crypts out there to be killed.” 
 
    Lucy hurried over to the pair, placing her hands on their shoulders and leading them away from the window. “Vince, remember that we’re not at our full power capacity. Even now, our energy is being spent maintaining the pocket dimension.” 
 
    “Then you’re definitely going to need my help.” 
 
    “Maybe we should wake the others?” Harker suggested. 
 
    Lucy shook her head. “The bigger this fight is, the more we risk attracting attention. “I’ve got a good mind that these are scouts, likely here to figure out what kind of defenses we’ve got. Last thing we want is them calling for help.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Then let’s take them out before they can do what they came here to accomplish.” 
 
    “I have a plan,” Harker said. “You two go out the front, sneak around both sides of the house. I’ll head out the back.” 
 
    Lucy’s eyes flashed with surprise. “What? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Trust me. If this is a recon mission, we’ve got the element of surprise on our side. Now, do what I say and get into position. When I call out, move in with everything you’ve got.” 
 
    Lucy and Vince shared a look that suggested they weren’t sure about the plan. 
 
    “Come on,” Lucy said. “No sense in trying to talk him out of it.” 
 
    “Be safe,” Harker said. “And we’ll get out of this alive.” 
 
    Vince nodded and placed his hand on his father’s shoulder for a beat before heading with his mother to the front of the house. 
 
    On the way, she said, “I’ve got a bad, bad feeling about this.” 
 
    Vince shared it, but kept his thoughts to himself. The pair burst out through the front door, Lucy heading to the right and Vince to the left. He grabbed Mangcouer, and hoped that it and his skills and magic would be enough in the fight ahead. 
 
    It wasn’t long before he was at the side of the house, his eyes fixed on Harker as he stepped out of the back and onto the porch. The three vampire witches came out of the woods, their movements slow and uncanny, their limbs longer than those of any human, their height easily over seven feet. In spite of these odd features, the three witches possessed a strange, menacing beauty, their long bodies draped in white and blue silks. 
 
    Harker stood firm, his eyes narrowed. Despite his professorial look, he projected the air of a warrior. “I see you,” he called out. “Might as well come and tell me what you want.” 
 
    The three vampire witches came to a stop. They waved their arms slowly. Vince itched to spring out of his cover, rush forward, and slay them on the spot, but held his cool. He wrapped his fingers around the pendant, letting the warmth of the magic flow through him. 
 
    “Haaarker,” the witch in the center asked, her voice an otherworldly hiss. “You know what we want.” 
 
    Harker snorted, shaking his head. “I don’t play guessing games. Out with it.” 
 
    The second witch, the one on Vince’s, left, stepped forward. 
 
    “Our master is claiming this town, and everyone in it.” 
 
    “And that includes the ley line hub, of course,” the third witch said. 
 
    “What we want is for you and your wife to break the spell you have cast on the town. Then, both of you can leave without incident. Very, very simple.” 
 
    Harker crossed his arms over his chest. “What do you want with the townspeople? What do they have to do with any of this?” 
 
    “What do vampires ever want with humans?” the second witch asked. “Food, of course. Our master plans on staying here for a long, long while, at least until he figures out how to control the power of the ley line hub. While he’s here, he and all of us will need plenty to eat.” 
 
    “Your master’s an idiot,” Harker said. “If he thinks he’s going to control the magical power here, he’s got another thing coming.” 
 
    “We’re all going to help,” the witch said. “Many of the witches of the woods have sworn their allegiance to him, devoting our powers and knowledge to solving the problem of controlling the magic here.” 
 
    “There are many of us,” the third witch said. “More than enough to complete the task. You’d be a fool to oppose us.” 
 
    “And if I refuse?” Harker asked. 
 
    “We kill you, drain your magic, leave you a husk. Again, very simple.” 
 
    “So, this is a diplomatic mission?” he asked. “One attempt to sway me to your side before you attack.” 
 
    “More or less,” said the main witch. “You’re more than welcome to join us, right here and now. Come with us to our master, let him drink from you and your wife, become his servants. I’m certain that he’ll find a place for you.” 
 
    “Tell me about your master. Who is he?” 
 
    The witches laughed, the sound eerie and melodic all at once. 
 
    “He’s the most powerful vampire that has ever walked the face of the earth,” the witch in the middle said. “The one who’ll be the final Blood Lord when this war is over.” 
 
    “Join him or die,” said the second. “That’s all there is to it.” 
 
    “Or leave,” said the third. “Admit that your time has passed, that you can’t hope to stand against the power of our master. Do that and you’ll be granted the mercy of living.” 
 
    “There’s only two of you,” said the second witch. “You can’t hope to stand against the greatest of all the Blood Lords, the one who will soon rule over this world.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” said the first. “Where… where is that lovely wife of yours?” 
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” Harker said. “I give up, join, or die. Those are my three options?” 
 
    “You’re certainly as smart as we’ve heard,” the first witch said. 
 
    “How about a fourth option?” Harker asked. 
 
    The first witch chuckled. “You have a fourth option to propose? I’d be very interested to hear it.” 
 
    “I do. It’s called ‘I kill all three of you.’ Now!” Harker sent a blast of air forward that slammed into the first witch. She let out a cry, flying backward and slamming into the tree trunk behind her. 
 
    Lucy summoned two beams of bright red magical energy, the light illuminating the ground around her. She formed the energy into two long blades, letting out a battle cry as she rushed the witch on the left. With terrifying skill, she cleaved into the witch and sliced her into three cauterized chunks. 
 
    The first witch groaned as she stood up slowly, her hand on her head. Harker closed the distance between him and her, going in for the kill. 
 
    Vince had sprung from his hiding place and shifted into his man-wolf form, surprising the third witch. She had just enough time to be surprised by him, before he crashed into her and twisted her neck. 
 
    Harker loomed over the last witch. Dark, almost black blood trickled from the sides of her mouth. She didn’t seem scared in the slightest, however, a wry smile on her lips as Harker drew nearer. 
 
    “I had a feeling it would come to this,” she said, coughing up a bit of blood as she spoke. “But it’s no matter. I served the master as he asked, and I’ll join him in the afterlife.” 
 
    Harker said nothing, raising his palms and gathering blue energy. He released it in a blast of bright energy, incinerating the witch and erasing her from existence. When the blue energy was gone, only a circle of scorched earth remained. 
 
    “Nice work, son,” Harker said, adjusting his glasses. “But we’re not anywhere close to done. Get inside, we’ve got plans to make.”  
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    “You fought what?” Richter’s voice boomed through the den. 
 
    Vince and all the rest were in the dining room. More bottles of fermented blood were passed around. While the blood was delicious, it didn’t come close to satisfying his true craving. He needed to feed and feed soon. Only the taste of blood fresh from the neck would do. 
 
    He did his best to put those thoughts aside, though he could tell from the antsy behavior of his coterie that they were wrestling with the same cravings. 
 
    “Three vampire witch hybrids,” Harker said. “They came and demanded terms. So, we killed them.” It was strange for Vince to see his father speak of such things in his calm, professorial tone. 
 
    “That was risky,” Richter said. “You should’ve woken me up.” 
 
    “There wasn’t time,” Lucy said. “If one of us would’ve gone up to wake the others, the witches would’ve had time to prepare a better attack. We did what needed to be done.” 
 
    Richter grumbled, and said, “Guess if the witches are dead, then it all came out fine in the end.” 
 
    Harker allowed himself a small smile. “Something tells me you’re not happy you didn’t get to have any fun.” 
 
    Richter shrugged, conceding the point. 
 
    Harker’s smile quickly faded when he glanced over at the grim, worried expression on his wife’s face. “But the fact of the matter is that we’re no longer safe here, if we even were to begin with.” 
 
    “Then what do we do?” Sara asked. 
 
    Richter sat back, an expression of intense focus on his face, his arms crossed over his barrel chest. 
 
    “Whoever this Blood Lord is, they’ve got zombies and witches on their side. That means numbers.” 
 
    Vince put together the point he was making. “That means we’re going to need numbers on our side too. The handful of us are powerful, but we can’t match them in sheer quantity.” 
 
    “What about my pack in New York?” Ayla asked. “I could bring them down in a few hours, tear those witch-vamps a new one.” 
 
    “Then New York would be left totally undefended,” Richter replied. “In case you forgot, there’s still a Blood Lord running around bent on revenge. Mick might be weakened for now, but he’s still one of the most powerful vamps on the planet. Only a matter of time before he restores himself, and when he does, he’ll waste no time making another go at taking us out.” 
 
    Ayla sank back in her chair. “So, my pack’s going to need to stay in New York to hold down the fort.” 
 
    “Right,” Harker said. “You’re still in the process of conquering the city. Taking out Constantin turned the fight in your favor, but it’s still not over. You’re going to have to hold the city against threats from within and without.” 
 
    “So, like a real war,” Vince said. “Commanding armies, controlling territory.” 
 
    “Now you’re thinking, kid,” Richter said with a smile. “And don’t forget the most important part—conquering territory. For that, you’re going to need numbers.” 
 
    “All very good points,” Olivia said. “So, suggestions?” 
 
    Sara raised a finger. “What about Amelia’s witches?” 
 
    Amelia shook her head. “The Hecate Coven’s in no position to join an army. Maybe down the road, when the forest is secure. But for now, the girls are going to need to make sure they’re ready if another attack happens.” 
 
    Vince rubbed his index finger and thumb together, trying to figure out a plan. “So, the witches need to stay in the forest to secure it. The wolves need to do the same for the city.” 
 
    “There’s the underground vamps,” Ayla said. “Ford and the rest of them ended up being pretty useful.” 
 
    Olivia was quick to shake her head on that one. “The ghouls will be of help, sure. But they’re not ones for the sort of front-line fighting we’re going to need troops for in the days ahead. Ford and the rest will prove solid when it comes to recon and information gathering, however.” 
 
    “Then they should be our next stop,” Vince said. “We’ll check in with them, see if there’s anything going on in the city that might give us an advantage.” 
 
    Something occurred to Vince as soon as the plan was settled on. “You two,” he said, referring to Lucy and Harker. “What about you both?” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Harker said. “We can handle ourselves here.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Vince asked. “A Blood Lord’s putting together an army here and you think you’re going to just wait it out?” He shook his head. “Not a chance. You’re coming with us.” 
 
    Harker and Lucy shared a hesitant look. 
 
    “We can set up a magical barrier around the city,” Lucy said. “It won’t hold forever, but it should work for a time.” 
 
    Vince shook his head. “That’s not good enough. If this Blood Lord mounts an actual attack, I don’t want you two here when it happens.” 
 
    “Vince, I appreciate your concern,” Harker said. “But that’s our duty. We guard the ley line, ensuring that no one tries to take its power. We can’t abandon that.” 
 
    Amelia narrowed her eyes in thought. “That’s… not necessarily true.” 
 
    “What do you mean, sweetie?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “I mean, you two can come with us to New York and maintain the barrier and pocket dimension. You don’t need to be in this exact place to make your magic work.” 
 
    Vince leaned forward, interested. “Is that right? Let’s hear it. I need to know any information that might help.” 
 
    Lucy pursed her lips for a moment before speaking. “We can maintain the spells from New York, but we’ll have to use the entirety of our magical reserves.” 
 
    “Meaning?” Oliva asked. 
 
    “Meaning,” replied Harker, “that we’ll need to be focused solely on maintaining the barrier and the pocket dimension. We won’t be capable of what you saw during the battle outside.” 
 
    “We’ll be useless,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Better useless and protected than useful and dead. You’re coming with us. I’m keeping you both safe. No debate about it. I refuse to let you die.” 
 
    Harker sighed. “Alright. Then we need to move out as quickly as possible.” 
 
    The matter settled, the group piled into the van. They took the main roads in order to avoid any ambushes. Relief bloomed within Vince when the towers of Manhattan appeared in the distance. While the city was dangerous and far from secure, it was a more known element than upstate New York. Not to mention, he was eager to get back to his HQ and assess his next step. 
 
    Once at his tower in Midtown, Vince saw to it that his parents were set up in a bedroom where they would be undisturbed. 
 
    “Wow,” Lucy said, approaching the room’s huge window with a view out over the city. “Better than anything in Poughkeepsie, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “This should work fine,” Harker said to Vince. “But I want to make sure that you know this is a temporary solution. We’ll be stretching ourselves thin, and it’s only a matter of time until the Blood Lord makes his move for the ley line. Once that happens…” He trailed off, letting Vince finish the words with his imagination. 
 
    “It won’t come to that. We’ll find allies in the city and make our move before he has a chance to.” 
 
    Harker nodded, placing his hand on Vince’s shoulder and giving it a squeeze. “I know you’ll do your best. Now, get out there and make your parents proud.” 
 
    The group gathered, preparing their trip underground to visit the ghouls in Central City. They made a pit stop at a vampire club called Drain in midtown. It was the dead of night, and the floor was packed with humans and vampires alike. Vince and the rest of the vamps found their meals, taking their gorgeous women to the dark corners of the club and drinking their fill. 
 
    Vince’s selection for the evening was a stunning blonde named Aveline, her dark blue dress form-fitting over her tight, sporty curves, her lips as ruby-red as the blood he drained from her. Aveline moaned as Vince drank deep, closing her eyes and grinding her round ass against his crotch. 
 
    “You want more,” she said, her voice low and seductive, “all you need to do is take it.” 
 
    She was appealing. Her dress was sexy, her breasts seeming on the verge of pouring out. The sensual smile on her face communicated that nothing would please her more than to be taken by a vampire of Vince’s power. 
 
    “I hope you’re not thinking of getting distracted,” Olivia said. She approached the pair with a woman of her own at her side, a tall, leggy brunette with Slavic features. 
 
    “I’d be lying if I said that I wasn’t tempted,” Vince said, his eyes roving along Aveline’s curves. 
 
    Olivia approached, sliding her hands on Aveline’s hips from behind. She leaned in, kissing the curve of her neck, slipping her hand down the front of her dress and squeezing. Aveline sighed, leaning into the kiss and becoming carried away with it, so much so that she couldn’t resist taking hold of Olivia’s hand and guiding it between her thighs. The tall brunette watched with eager interest, chewing on her lip. 
 
    The view and the aphrodisiac effect of the blood running through him got Vince hard. However, Olivia didn’t let the fun go on any longer. She took her lips and hands from Aveline, a sly smile on her lips. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s all we have time for tonight,” she said. 
 
    Aveline pouted. “I swear, you vampires seem to get off on teasing us like that.” 
 
    “Maybe we do,” Olivia said. “But here…” She took Aveline’s hand and brought it over to the brunettes. “I’m sure you two will be able to have plenty of fun with one another.” 
 
    Aveline’s frustration melted at the sight of the brunette. She turned her attention back to Vince. “You’d better come back and finish what you started, Blood Lord,” she said, a smile on her face as she turned with the brunette and melted into the crowd. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Vince,” Olivia said. “Once you’re the only Blood Lord left, you’ll have all the time in the world to have your fun with all the humans you want.” 
 
    Vince wrapped his arm around Olivia’s waist. “And what if the one I really want isn’t a human?” 
 
    Olivia reached down, stroking Vince’s hardness through his jeans. “Then we’ll have to make time a little later for some fun.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    Together, they collected the rest of their group—all of them nice and full from their feasting—and left the club. Their next destination was under Manhattan, to the darkness of Central City, the place New York’s ghouls called home. 
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    “This place is just as gross as I remember it,” Sara said. 
 
    The group entered Central City after an hour-long trip through the sewers. The place was bustling. Ghouls zipped here and there, just about all of them giving Vince and his companions a skeptical once-over as they entered the town. 
 
    A line of guards stood before the two-story house of Ford, the town’s mayor and the most powerful ghoul in the city. They looked over Vince and his coterie, blocking their path. 
 
    “It’s fine.” A gruff, but familiar voice came from inside the house. Moments later, out stepped Ford. He was tall and lanky, dressed in a high-quality suit that contrasted his strange, monster-like features. “They’re friends. Let them in.” 
 
    Minutes later, the group was seated in Ford’s office, with a view of the expanse of the city. Central City was huge and dense, with thousands of ghouls packed into the world beneath Central Park. 
 
    “So,” Ford asked, sitting back in his chair and folding his hands over his belly. “What does the most powerful vamp in New York want with little ol’ me this time?” 
 
    “We need your help,” Vince said. 
 
    Ford grinned. “Again?” 
 
    “Again.” 
 
    The mayor didn’t seem bothered by the request. Instead, he leaned forward and placed his palms on the desk, as if he’d been waiting for the conversation and was all kinds of ready. 
 
    “You want access to my information networks, yeah? Don’t blame you—if anything happens in the city, my people know about it. Not to mention that the sewer lines that I control are the fastest way to get around without making a scene.” 
 
    “We know what you have to offer, Ford,” Olivia said. “The question is, are you going to help us?” 
 
    Ford took his hands off the desk, sitting back once more. “I’m a big fan of neutrality. Lots of powerful crypts in the city come and go, and not one of them has been worth taking a side. Sell a little info here and there and stay the hell out of the bullshit going on up top, that’s my strategy.” 
 
    “Pretty smart,” Amelia said. “Keep the peace when you can, right?” 
 
    Olivia smirked. “Not the bravest stance in the world, but smart, sure.” 
 
    “Smart means staying alive. And besides, you didn’t let me finish what I was saying. This whole thing up top now… it’s different. Helsing is out, and there’s a huge power vacuum waiting to be filled. Vince, my man, while you’re a contender for taking over, you don’t have the power quite yet to fill it.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m planning on fixing,” Vince said. “I want to build an army and establish myself as the undisputed ruler of the city. And from there, the state. From there, the country. One Blood Lord is going to be left when this is all said and done, and it’s going to be me.” 
 
    Ford nodded, liking what he was hearing. “Sounds good to me. And you know what? I’m thinking you’re the one who’s going to come out on top. Neutrality is looking less and less likely by the day. Thinking now’s the time to pick a side.” 
 
    “Finally, you’re speaking like a true leader,” Ayla said. “You can’t play all sides forever.” 
 
    “Then you want to officially ally with me?” Vince said. “Good. Let’s make it happen.” 
 
    Ford held up a palm. “Not so fast. We make this official, that means you’re going to benefit from my information and my underground networks. We’re not the best fighters, but our other skills more than make up for our lack when it comes to physical stuff.” 
 
    “You’re going to ask me for something,” Vince said, leaning forward. “Why don’t we hurry and get to that part, stop beating around the bush?” Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a smile forming on Olivia’s face. 
 
    “Fine, fine. You want to get to the point, we can do that.” Ford swept his hand toward the city behind him. “Central City… it’s getting a little overcrowded, to put it lightly. We’re packed full of ghouls, and we’re about ready to expand.” 
 
    “Where’d you have in mind?” 
 
    Ford smiled. “Same place everyone else who wants to leave Manhattan goes: Brooklyn. There’s tons of room under Williamsburg that would be a perfect place to set up a new underground city. Only problem is that we need stability to make it happen. So, here’s the deal, you agree to ally with us, we’ll give you access to our information networks. On top of that, we won’t be playing it neutral. We’ll be on your side.” He raised his finger. “Oh, and one more thing. When you finally secure your rule over the city, we might have other requests. This alliance is tentative, just so you know.” 
 
    Vince smirked. “If I secure the city and become the most powerful crypt in the world, you won’t have a choice in your alliance.” 
 
    Those words got an even bigger smile out of Olivia. 
 
    Ford laughed. “Fair enough. But let’s say that I hope you don’t forget about the little guys when you’re on top of the world, buddy.” 
 
    “So, you’ve got information for me then, do you?” 
 
    He nodded. “I do. You want an army, and I think that I’ve got just the solution. But before I begin, there’s something else I wanted to throw into this little deal of ours.” 
 
    “Another boon?” Olivia asked. “You’re pushing your luck, little ghoul.” 
 
    Ford wasn’t fazed at all by her tone. “No, you’re going to like this one. And it’s not so much a favor to us as it is a gesture of good will. But why the hell am I talking about her like she’s a thing and not a person?” 
 
    “She?” Vince asked. 
 
    Ford flashed them one more grin before picking up his phone. “Send her in.” 
 
    The door opened, and a woman stepped inside. 
 
    “Are you ready for me, Mr. Mayor?” 
 
    She was a ghoul. Her wide-set, alien-like eyes and sharp ears made this clear, along with her long fingers and limbs. There was something different about her, however, something that set her apart from most of the ghouls that Vince had so far seen, something that he couldn’t ignore. She was extremely attractive. 
 
    Her long proportions were those of a model’s, her face more striking than ugly. Her skin was still fair and flawless, and the ghoul qualities of her facial features made her look exotic, rather than disfigured. She was slender and curvy, dressed in a dark red blouse, a black skirt, and tall black boots. Her lips were full, her long, ghoul fangs curving over them, her nose so small that it almost seemed more like two dots on a tiny, pert bump. Her eyes were a striking blue, a color that Vince had never seen before. Her hair was a bright blonde, shoulder length in a bob. 
 
    “Vince, everyone,” said Ford, standing up and sweeping his hand toward the woman. “I’d like you all to meet Lilith D’aubre.” 
 
    Lilith bowed slightly, the pleased smile still on her lips. “A pleasure to meet you all.” She turned her eyes to Vince. “Especially you, Vincent.” 
 
    “Vince is fine.” 
 
    “As you wish. I’ve heard quite a bit about you. Good to finally meet you in the flesh.” She placed a special emphasis on the word flesh, one that caught Vince’s attention. 
 
    “You’re saddling us with one of your lackeys?” Olivia asked. 
 
    Lilith’s eyes narrowed. “One of his what?” 
 
    Vince raised his palm. “Easy. Let’s hear what Ford’s got in mind.” 
 
    “Lilith here is one of my best agents,” he said. “As I’m sure you’ve noticed, she hasn’t been, ah, as affected by the ghoul transformation as some of us have.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Amelia said, a dreamy expression on her face. “She’s very pretty.” 
 
    “It happens,” Ford said. “Some of us get turned into real ugly pricks, like me. Others, not so much.” 
 
    Lilith stepped over to the desk, standing in front of the group. “But that doesn’t make me a poor intelligence agent. On the contrary, my looks allow me to slip into places where other, more ghoulish ghouls, might have a harder time.” 
 
    “On top of that,” Ford said. “She’s an excellent fighter, and a hell of a shot with a long gun.” 
 
    Lilith smiled. “That’s not all.” She raised her hand, closing her eyes. “Watch this.” 
 
    Her fingers began to lengthen, stretching and curling until they were all the way over to Vincent. Next, her fingers melted together, her forearm and hand forming into a sharp blade. 
 
    “A fleshmancer,” Vince said, a pleased smile on his face. “Nice. I’ve just gained my first level of power in that.” 
 
    Lilith nodded, her hand returning to normal. “Then you’ll need a teacher to learn how to use these new powers. I’d be more than happy to instruct you.” 
 
    “I want Lilith to work with you all,” Ford said. “As a gesture of goodwill.” 
 
    “And for a way for you to keep tabs on us,” Olivia said, her tone sharp. 
 
    “Someone’s cynical,” Lilith said. 
 
    “Not for no reason,” Olivia fired back. “Naivety will get you nowhere. Actually, worse than that—it’ll get you into a grave.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Ford said. “But I’m not doing this as some kind of secret spying shit. I’m doing it because we’re on the same team, remember? You win, I win.” 
 
    “No ulterior motives, huh?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “Well, sure, she’s going to be relaying information to me about what you all are up to. But that is only natural, is it not? If I’m going to be allied with you, I have a damn right to know what’s going on.” 
 
    “It’ll all be on the level,” Lilith said. “I’ll be checking in with Ford now and then, keeping him abreast of what we’re up to. But I’ll make sure to run these intel reports by you first, Vince. We want an atmosphere of trust, don’t we?” 
 
    Vince couldn’t help but notice how strange it was to listen to Lilith. She looked like some kind of alien-model hybrid, but spoke clearly and professionally, like a female CEO. He was intrigued. 
 
    “Does this work for you, Vince?” she asked, raising her thin, almost invisible eyebrows.  
 
    “Yeah, I think it does. Looking forward to working with you, Lilith.” 
 
    Ford clapped his hands together. “Excellent! Love to make a good deal. Now, Lilith, would you be so kind as to tell Vince and his friends what we have in mind?” 
 
    “I’d love to,” she said. “You need an army, correct? One that is armed, trained, and knows how to take out crypts.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Vince said, sitting back and listening. “Who’ve you got in mind?” 
 
    She smiled. “Helsing, of course.” 
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    “What?” Richter snarled. “Helsing?” 
 
    “Hear me out,” Lilith said. 
 
    Olivia nodded, raising her chin as if to get a better look at the female ghoul. “Well now, I’m more than curious where she’s planning on going with this.” 
 
    Lilith cleared her throat and began, “Now, I’m sure that I don’t need to tell you the state of Helsing after what happened.” 
 
    “They’re gone,” Vince said. “Constantin took them over, tried to make them his personal army. Didn’t work.” 
 
    “He did,” she said. “But you’re missing one very important piece. Constantin didn’t take over the entire organization.” 
 
    Sara’s eyes lit up. “That’s right! I remember this when they tried to recruit me. They said they were the true Helsing, that there was this other organization in the city calling themselves that, but they were heretics.” 
 
    “That’s precisely what I mean,” Lilith said. “When Constantin arrived on the scene, he managed to convince the majority of Helsing that he was the rebirth of the original Van Helsing, that he was going to lead them to their true destiny of conquering the crypts once and for all. Needless to say, this didn’t work.” 
 
    She raised her finger. “The important part of all this is that there’s still a large contingent of Helsing agents out there. Constantin managed to seduce the majority of the group, but around a hundred agents are still in the city, biding their time.” 
 
    “Until what?” Ayla asked. 
 
    “Until they can reclaim their power. Little do they know, the events unfolding around Vince and the other Blood Lords are of such power and importance that their little group might easily be swallowed up by it all.” 
 
    Vince nodded, getting it. “You want me to work with them.” 
 
    “Us work with Helsing?” Richter asked. “Are you serious? They’d never work with crypts.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting that Helsing’s original mission wasn’t to kill or conquer crypts, but to police them, to make sure peace exists between the human world and the crypt world. I’m sure that they’d love to go back to that status quo.” 
 
    “And you want me to enlist them as my army?” Vince asked. “You think they’ll go for this?” 
 
    “They won’t have a choice. They work with you, they survive. I haven’t met any of the other Blood Lords, but I’ve got no doubt that none of them have any peaceful plans for Helsing. If you offer them the chance at an alliance, rather than subjugation or destruction, you might be able to come to an agreement.” 
 
    Richter snorted. “Yeah, assuming that they don’t decide to kill you on the spot.” 
 
    “Helsing can be a little… strident,” Olivia said. “But they’re not stupid. If we can make a good case to them, this could work.” 
 
    “And they’d make a good army,” Sara said. “I saw some of them at work when I was trying to get hired. They’re humans that’re just as powerful as crypts.” 
 
    “Having humans on your side would be a good idea,” Amelia agreed. 
 
    Ayla shook her head. “Don’t trust them. We went to all that trouble taking down Helsing only to give them a chance to come back to power? Something tells me that they’re not going to be cool with a Blood Lord and his crew being stronger than them. Plus, if they’re your army, they could turn on you at any moment.” 
 
    Lilith shrugged. “Those are the risks, certainly. It’s up to you whether or not you want to go through with the plan. But if you ask me, this is your best chance at gathering an army capable of holding the city for you. From there, you can expand your power, diversify your forces.” She smiled. “I should also point out that I’m a more than capable administrator.” 
 
    “That she is,” Ford said. “I’m going to have a hard as hell time replacing her.” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Vince said. “Why don’t you tell me the plan of actually getting to Helsing?” 
 
    Lilith smiled. “I thought you’d never ask. Over in Williamsburg is a club known as The Visiting Room. It’s not a club in the sense you’re thinking, with dancing and loud music. It’s more a private club, one that many of Helsign’s members participated in. After the schism with Constantin, the Helsing members who didn’t agree to follow him fled Manhattan, taking refuge there.” 
 
    She went on. “That’s where you’ll need to go if you want to try to connect with them and work out an agreement.” 
 
    “Then that’s the plan,” Vince said. “Let’s not waste another second.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Back at Vince’s penthouse, the group was gathered in his strategy room. 
 
    “Can I give a piece of advice?” Lilith asked, seated at the circular table. She carried the same calm, professional poise, not out of her element one bit. In fact, she only looked more natural in Vince’s sleek, modern apartment, as compared to the dinginess of Central City. 
 
    “What’s that?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Your traveling party is looking rather large.” 
 
    Vince said nothing, glancing around the room at his group. Sure enough, between his newest addition of Lilith, his group was nearly a half-dozen people. 
 
    “Now, while having numbers on your side might be a good idea for certain operations, at other times, having a more manageable size might serve your purposes better. 
 
    “More manageable?” Richter asked. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Lilith narrowed her eyes at Richter. “Your uncle here is a wonderful example of what I’m talking about. While I’m sure that he’s more than capable in battle, for a mission like this, one that requires tact and diplomacy, it might be a better idea to bring a group with a little more… subtlety.” 
 
    Richter snorted. “Whatever.” 
 
    “I’ll be going with you, naturally,” Lilith said. “I have the most diplomatic experience. I suggest no more than two other members of your coterie to accompany you. The rest can stay here and find ways to keep themselves busy while we’re gone.” 
 
    Vince had a feeling he’d only be collecting more and more party members as time went on. Keeping a low profile would be tougher traveling with a dozen crypts. 
 
    “I guess I can cool out here,” Richter said. “It’d give me time to work on my bike.” 
 
    Amelia nodded. “If it’s all the same to you, I can stay here, too. Your parents might need the help of a magic user to maintain the pocket dimension and magical barrier. I’ll see what I can do to assist.” 
 
    “I’m not much for diplomacy shit,” Ayla said with a shrug. “I’ll go check in on my pack.” 
 
    “Sara and Olivia and Lilith,” Vince said. “Looking like a solid team. Let’s get some rest, then head out tomorrow evening.” 
 
    They had their rest. Vince was glad to sleep in a real coffin in his bedroom. When he woke, he gathered the group for their mission. To his surprise, Sara, Olivia, and Lilith were already dressed, and it was their clothing that struck his eye. 
 
    They were dressed in stylish pant-suits that appeared old-fashioned, but in an eye-catching way. He found his gaze drifting over to Lilith, who wore a matching suit of green and red windowpane pattern, the cut of the fabric tight enough to highlight her long body and slender curves. There was something about her strange, almost alien beauty that Vince found irresistible.  
 
    His eyes moved up all the way along her body, stopping at her face. She smiled, letting him know that she knew what he was doing, and didn’t mind one bit. 
 
    “Mornin’ Vince,” Jerry said, emerging from his workshop with a suit draped over his arm. “Or evenin’ or whatever it is.” 
 
    “Evening,” Vince said, using all the willpower he had to pull his gaze from Lilith. “What’s with the outfits?” 
 
    “We’re going to visit Helsing, remember?” Olivia asked. “In case you’ve forgotten, they love their fancy dress.” 
 
    Sara, wearing a light green pantsuit and matching crimson red waistcoat, the top tight around her breasts, nodded. “Jerry woke us up a little early to have us fitted.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Jerry said, crossing his arms over his chest and leaning back against the nearest bookshelf. “Been working on my ballistic fabric techniques. Last thing I want is for any of my crew to get taken out by some shithead getting a lucky shot with a silver bullet. Here.” 
 
    He tossed the suit over to Vince, who caught it. 
 
    “Hold this up in front of you.” 
 
    Vince chuckled, shaking his head. “Are you going to shoot at me?” 
 
    Jerry let out a deep laugh. “You bet your ass I am.” 
 
    Without giving Vince a moment to prepare, Jerry drew a sleek, black pistol from his waistband, taking aim and firing a shot. A sharp pop was followed by the light, metallic clatter of something on the floor. 
 
    Vince glanced down, spotting a small, silver round on the floor by his feet. 
 
    “See what I mean?” Jerry said. “Getting better and better all the time. And when you wear that suit, you’ll notice damn near right away that it’s more comfortable than the last ones I had for you.” 
 
    Olivia smiled. “Suit up, Vince. We’ve got a busy night ahead of us.” 
 
    Vince returned to his bedroom and tried on his suit. Just as Jerry had said, the suit—dark blue with a subtle, white windowpane pattern—was far more comfortable than any of the other protective gear Jerry had designed. While Vince preferred his black jeans and leather jacket, he agreed that the sharp suits made for a nice change of pace. 
 
    When he was geared up, Jerry led them to the parking garage. A luxury SUV awaited them, the color night-black. The team climbed in, Jerry at the wheel. 
 
    “We’re going in unarmed,” Lilith said. 
 
    Olivia cocked her head to the side, her eyes flashing with confusion. “Are you serious? You want to go right in the middle of a possibly hostile situation with no weapons?” 
 
    Lilith maintained a professional poise. “It sounds dangerous, but it’s for the best. Consider it… a gesture of goodwill toward the Helsing. When we arrive and they realize that we’re unarmed, it’ll go a long way toward showing them that we come in peace.” 
 
    Sara swallowed. “What if they jump us as soon as we show up?” 
 
    Lilith gave her a begrudging nod, frowning diplomatically. “It’s entirely possible that the Helsing remnant might interpret our arrival as hostile, yes. However, I hope that we’ll be able to resolve such tensions in a diplomatic manner, without the need for bloodshed.” 
 
    Olivia smirked a bit. “And if the need for bloodshed does arrive?” 
 
    Lilith pursed her lips for a moment, considering the question. “Try not to commit any fatalities. We fight our way out and leave no dead in our wake.” 
 
    Olivia rolled her eyes. “Boring, if you ask me. And besides, if they attack us, that means they’re our enemy. If they choose that stance, we should take as many of them out during our escape as possible.” 
 
    “Someone’s in the mood for a fight,” Vince said. 
 
    “Not necessarily. My thinking is that if we have an enemy, then we take them out. What’s your solution, Ms. Secretary?” 
 
    Lilith narrowed her eyes at the nickname. “Just because one diplomatic situation gets out of hand, doesn’t mean they all will. We can always try again. But if we leave a trail of corpses, that will only make a possible resolution more difficult.” 
 
    Vince nodded in agreement. He appreciated Lilith’s calculating mind, how she was able to see problems from many different angles. That sort of thinking, he knew, would come in handy in the days to come. There was still the matter of making Lilith a member of his coterie, but that could be discussed at a later time. 
 
    Jerry drove them over the Williamsburg Bridge, the lights of Manhattan behind them, those of Brooklyn ahead. Soon they rolled amongst the tall towers of the neighborhood, and eventually parked before a stately, stone, three-story building. 
 
    “We’re here,” Lilith announced. “Now, please let me do all of the talking. I’m quite well-trained in diplomatic matters, so if we’re to have a meeting with her, I’d like to be the one to set it up and see it through. Now, shall we?” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Vince said. 
 
    “I’ll be ‘round the way,” Jerry said from the front seat. “You need to get out of there in a hurry, let me know. I’ll be right out front when you need me.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it won’t come to that,” Lilith said. 
 
    Together, the group climbed out of the car. Jerry drove off, leaving them in front of the stone steps that led to the front doors of the building. Moments later, they stood before the arched, wooden doors. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” Vince spoke under his breath, as Lilith raised her delicate hand to the door and knocked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sharp buzz of an intercom near the door surprised the group to alertness. The old-fashioned, stately nature of the building had given Vince the impression that there would be no modern technology. 
 
    “The password?” came the voice from the speaker. 
 
    Lilith cleared her throat and squared her shoulders, as if she were being judged on not simply knowing the password, but her delivery of it. 
 
    “Fidelio,” she said. 
 
    Silence came from the speaker, a silence that stretched long enough for Vince to wonder if the password was the right one. Then, one of the doors opened with a heavy click. 
 
    “We’re in,” Lilith said. “Now, come with me.” 
 
    The group entered a long hall with wooden walls and Persian runner rugs decorating its length. Fixtures along the walls bathed the place in orange light. There was no one there, only another set of doors on the far end. 
 
    “Now,” Lilith said as they made their way. “Once more, I’ll remind you that I’ll be the one doing the talking. There’s no doubt that I’m the one best equipped to handle this sort of diplomacy, so please, leave it to me.” 
 
    “Someone’s full of themselves,” Olivia said with a sly smile. 
 
    Lilith shrugged. “I’m not going to pretend I don’t have certain skills. You get nowhere in the world with false modesty.” 
 
    Olivia snorted. “There’s a slight difference between false modesty and arrogance.” 
 
    Lilith turned her head, opening her mouth and preparing to fire something back. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Vince said. “We’ve got a mission to worry about.” 
 
    Lilith closed her mouth, clearing her throat and turning her attention forward. Out of the corner of his eye, Vince watched as Sara stood up straight, determination on her face. Though nervous, she was doing her best to stay strong in a potentially dangerous situation. 
 
    “You alright?” Vince asked. 
 
    She nodded. “I’ve got this. You don’t need to worry about me chickening out.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The foursome approached the end of the corridor. Lilith once more raised her hand and prepared to knock. Before she had a chance, however, the doors opened slowly. 
 
    A parlor room awaited on the other side, with a dozen or so Helsing agents all dressed in their finery within. Some were drinking, some reading, some playing billiards. The room was a large study, with tall bookshelves and a large fireplace. 
 
    But Vince hardly had a chance to take in the scene before they were surrounded by agents, all grabbing their arms and holding them into place. 
 
    “We’ve got them,” one of the agents said, speaking into a small device in his wrist. “Let the mistress know.” 
 
    The agent, a tall man with a trim face and dark eyes, dressed in the same sort of suit as the rest of the agents, approached Vince and looked him over. “You’re the one,” the agent said. “The one who killed our brothers and sisters.” 
 
    Vince could sense the tight rage in his eyes, but kept his tone neutral. “I did what needed to be done. Those agents were going to kill every crypt in the city.” 
 
    The agent shook his head in disbelief. “So, you just killed them? Slayed dozens upon dozens of our agents.” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Lilith said. “There’s no need for any of this. We came here in peace for the purpose of arriving at a mutually beneficial arrangement.” 
 
    “Something tells me that these boys and girls aren’t interested in any of that,” Olivia said, the amused smirk on her face suggesting that she found something darkly humorous about Lilith’s diplomatic plans falling apart. 
 
    “Not another word, please,” Lilith said, shooting a hard look in Olivia’s direction before turning her attention back to the agent. “We’re here to speak to Margaret. Please, we didn’t come to do you any harm.” 
 
    The agent stepped over to Lilith, tightening his glare. “The headmistress wants to talk, sure, but she wants to talk to him.” He nodded in Vince’s direction. “She didn’t say anything about the rest of you vamp scum.” He grabbed Lilith by the wrist. “Maybe I’ll kill one of you. Only fair, considering how many of our people you took out.” 
 
    Vince activated his Bruiser powers along with Fleshmancy, melting his hands to slip out of the agents’ grasp. In one fluid motion, he shifted back and seized the agent by the throat, shoving him across the room. He slammed into the bookshelf on the other side of the parlor. 
 
    The other agents took aim at Vince and the rest of the coterie. The agent on the other side of the room struggled to his feet, anger in his eyes as he slipped his gun out of his inner coat pocket. “You’re going to pay for that,” he said. “Oh yeah, you’re going to pay.” 
 
    “Well, little miss diplomat,” Olivia said, glancing away from the guns toward Lilith. “You have any big ideas on how to talk your way out of this one?” 
 
    “Quiet,” Lilith hissed. “Let me think.” 
 
    The doors on the far side of the room opened. A woman stepped through, tall and curvy, dressed in a plaid suit, her red, voluminous hair draped over her shoulders. She was beautiful, her eyes a piercing blue, the hard expression on her face a contrast to her delicate features. The way she carried herself and regarded the group oozed control, confidence, and power. 
 
    “All of you!” she called out, her voice sharp and commanding. “What the hell is going on here?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several moments later, the group was seated in the meeting hall of the Helsing building. Margaret, leader of the Helsing remnant, regarded the coterie with suspicion. 
 
    “You’ve got some balls waltzing in the way you did,” she said, her blue eyes flicking from one member of the coterie to another. “Part of me thinks I should’ve let my crew take you out on the spot.” Margaret spoke with a certain gruffness, an edge that made it clear she was not one to be messed with. 
 
    Lilith leaned forward. “Respectfully, I don’t believe that such a decision would’ve been in your best interests, or worked out in your favor.” 
 
    Margaret narrowed her eyes. “And who the hell are you, ghoul?” 
 
    “My name is Lilith D’Aubre.” She placed her hand on her chest as she spoke. “I’m here with Vince to come to an arrangement with you and your people.” 
 
    Margaret let out a dismissive snort. “You want me to come to an arrangement with the people who murdered most of the New York’s Helsing division? That’s... ballsy.” 
 
    Lilith leaned forward, placing her fingertips together atop the table between them. “I understand that you—” 
 
    Margaret slapped the table, narrowing her eyes. “Let’s get one thing straight. You don’t understand a damn thing. I’m the one who had to watch hundreds of my brothers and sisters fall under the sway of that prick Constantin. I’m the one who had to make the most difficult choice of my life, to break away from the place I’ve called home since I was a girl. All you know is that you’re all the ones who killed them.” 
 
    “If you know that,” Vince said. “Then you know what kind of position we were in. The agents who served Constantin wanted not only to kill us, but to kill every last crypt in this city, if not the world. Constantin wasn’t going to rest until he was the lord of a pile of corpses.” 
 
    Margaret said nothing for a long moment, her mouth thinning into a hard, flat line. Vince couldn’t help but be struck by how attractive she was. The body underneath that tailored suit was slender, curvy, and powerful—the perfect reflection of the woman it belonged to. 
 
    Finally, she looked away and sighed. “It’s all a damn mess. Fact is that it would’ve only been a matter of time before Constantin and his agents came for us. Hell, the only reason that he let us go to begin with was because he had bigger fish to fry—namely you, Vince.” 
 
    “Then we did you a favor,” Olivia said. “We’re the only reason you and the rest of your little remnant are still alive.” 
 
    Margaret narrowed her eyes. “Don’t push your luck, bloodsucker. We might be low in numbers, but we would’ve fought hard. Even if Constantin managed to take us out—and that’s a big if—we would’ve given him a hell of a black eye in the process.” 
 
    “Thankfully,” Lilith said, “we don’t need to worry about that. Constantin is dead, Vince is the most powerful vampire in the city, and we’re here to discuss terms to make sure that both of our groups can thrive.” 
 
    Margaret fell silent once again, considering Lilith’s words. Vince was happy that she was there—her polite tone and even disposition greatly helped to calm a tense situation. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. Constantin’s dead, and we’re safe—for now.” 
 
    “What happened to the rest of the agents?” Sara asked. “We didn’t kill all of them.” 
 
    “Some found us,” she said. “Others, we haven’t heard from. Not hard to imagine plenty of them taking the chance to slip back into the world of humans. Can’t say I blame them after what they went through.” She shook her head. “Either way, the Helsing presence in New York is a fraction of what it once was. If we’re going to survive the next year, we’re going to have to make some decisions that would’ve been unthinkable a year ago.” 
 
    “Like ally with vamps,” Olivia said with a smile. 
 
    “That’s right. Because this Blood Lord shit isn’t even close to being over—not even close. And when the dust has settled, the whole world’s going to look different,” Margaret said. 
 
    “The Blood Wars,” Vince said. 
 
    “Huh?” Margaret asked. 
 
    “That’s what we’re calling this fight between the Blood Lords.” 
 
    Margaret chuckled. “Makes sense to call it a war. Hell, call it World War Crypt. Never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “That sounds like as good a place to start as any,” Lilith said. “We’re here to negotiate the terms of our future cooperation. We’ve both got information, so how about we begin with a trade?” 
 
    Margaret nodded. “Sounds good. Nice and low stakes.” 
 
    “What’ve you got?” Vince asked. “You have to have something from other Helsing operations around the world.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, mostly. Helsing isn’t a global organization all linked together like that. We’re designed as franchises, you could say. Makes sense when you see situations like with Constantin. Imagine if he managed to get control over all of Helsing around the world.” 
 
    “So, you’ve got nothing,” Olivia said. “You should’ve just said that.” 
 
    “That’s not what I said,” Margaret went on. “Sure, I don’t have tons of information. But I do have the absence of information.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Miami. We hadn’t heard anything from them in a long while, long enough to be downright suspicious. The local Helsing cells operate independently, but that doesn’t mean we don’t keep in touch with one another so we can stay informed on what’s going on in the wider world. That kind of info’s been scanty recently.” 
 
    “Because everyone’s busy dealing with their own Blood Lords,” Vince guessed. 
 
    “That’s my thinking,” she said. “But Miami… it’s totally gone off the radar. Haven’t heard anything from them in weeks. I don’t know for sure what’s happening down there, but I’ve got a suspicion that it’s similar to what happened here, except the Blood Lord won.” 
 
    “That would be bad,” Sara said. “Very bad.” 
 
    “No shit,” Margaret said. “If an entire city’s gone off the radar, then that’s very, very bad.” She sighed. “This is a war, no doubt about it. And if you’re fighting a war, you’re going to have to take territory. You ask me, your first goal should be securing the east coast. If you can take out whoever’s in Miami, that should do it. You’d be the most powerful vamp in this part of the country.” 
 
    “And if we’re fighting a war,” Vince said. “We’re going to need people, like your Helsing agents.” 
 
    Margaret nodded slowly. “Though we’re too small to stand on our own now, especially with everything that’s going on.” 
 
    Lilith smiled in her usual, professional way. “Then there you have it. We need you, and you need us.” 
 
    “It sure is looking that way.” Margaret nodded toward Vince. “Alright, I want information. I gave you some, now you do the same.” 
 
    Vince told her about the situation in Poughkeepsie, about the ley line and his parents and the Blood Lord in the woods. He told her about the zombies and the vamp-witch hybrids, and how they needed soldiers with which to fight them. 
 
    “Hm,” Margaret said. “Maybe I spoke too soon. If you’re going to conquer the east coast, you can’t have some Blood Lord nipping at your heels from behind.” 
 
    Margaret looked away for a moment, then rose slowly, sticking out her hand. 
 
    “Alright, Blood Lord. We’ve got terms to work out. But for now, we’re better together than apart. Let’s do this.” 
 
    Vince stood up as well, taking her hand. “Pleased to have you aboard.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s the total?” 
 
    Vince and the rest of his group were back at his penthouse command room, the evening lights of Midtown Manhattan bright through the towering windows. 
 
    “Sixty-four,” Margaret said. “That’s all of the agents I can spare for the time being. I do need to guard the club.” 
 
    Vince reclined in his high-backed wooden chair, placing his hand on his chin. 
 
    “Ayla,” he said. “How many pack members are here?” 
 
    “Twenty-five. I’ve got ten out making the rounds in the city.” 
 
    “How many can you spare?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Ten. Any more than that would be stretching the pack too thin.” 
 
    Vince wasn’t used to thinking on this scale. However, he understood in those moments that he would have to get used to it. Being a Blood Lord would entail managing not just his coterie, but an entire army. 
 
    Margaret grinned. “You look a little out of your element.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Vince said. “Just trying to figure out our next step. What’s the word from my parents?” 
 
    “They’re still maintaining the spell,” Amelia said. “The people of Poughkeepsie are safe in the pocket dimension, but they estimate that they’ll only be able to hold it for another five or so days at the most. After that, they’ll be forced to close the dimension and bring the town back into the real world.” 
 
    “Then the Blood Lord and his people will be able to move in and feast to their hearts’ content,” Olivia said. “Whatever’s going to happen, it needs to happen soon.” 
 
    “First step is logistics,” Margaret said. “Namely, you need to figure out how you’re going to house all of these agents, along with whatever troops you’re going to command in the future. This is quite a penthouse, but you’re going to need far more than this.” 
 
    Jerry grinned. “Already got you covered, bossman.” 
 
    “You have?” Vince asked, curious. 
 
    “I had a feeling that you were going to need a little more space. Lucky for us, this building was designed by Helsing to hold a hell of a lot of people.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I took the liberty of moving a bit of your money around, went ahead and organized repairs for the floors that we wrecked during our little assault. The rest of the space is in good shape, though I can tell that Helsing hadn’t been using it in a long while.” 
 
    “Helsing’s numbers in New York aren’t what they were,” Olivia said. “I imagine that most of the building had fallen into disrepair.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Jerry went on. “But I’ve hired some good people – we’ll get this entire building up and running before too long.” 
 
    Vince nodded, pleased. “Thank you, Jerry. I appreciate the initiative.” 
 
    “No problem, bossman,” Jerry said. 
 
    “Damn,” Richter said, shaking his head. “I’m no contracting pro, but I can’t imagine how much a buy like that would run.” 
 
    “A heck of a lot,” Richter said. “Not to mention that I had to hire a crew of crypts – humans might start asking questions, you dig?” 
 
    “It was necessary,” Olivia said. “We need the space. Not to mention that as the Blood Lord of New York, and soon the east coast, Vincent is going to need to project power. Having a palace in the sky staffed by his own personal army will do just that.” 
 
    “All the same,” Lilith said. “You’re going to need even more space in time. I’m not sure how much money you have, but something tells me you don’t have enough to buy multiple floors of a Manhattan condo.” 
 
    “Only thing,” Margaret said with a small smile. “This only happens if I let you.” 
 
    “What?” Richter sat forward, fixing her with a hard glare. “You’re going to play that kind of game now?” 
 
    She shrugged. “This building is technically mine. We’re working together, yes. But I’m not about to let Vince absorb Helsing New York into his operation here. We’re going to be our independent thing, our alliance a temporary one of convenience.” 
 
    “We need each other,” Vince said. “And you’re not in a position to make demands.” 
 
    “These aren’t demands. Think of them as… insurance for the future. We work together now, and then when you’re the ruler of the east coast, I can start rebuilding Helsing.” 
 
    “So you can be another pain in our ass down the line,” Richter said, his words tinged with anger. 
 
    “Not at all. Helsing will be what it once was—an organization that keeps the peace between humans and crypts. Trust me, you’re going to need that sort of support down the road.” 
 
    Vince drummed his fingers on the table. “What do you propose?” 
 
    “I’ll dispatch some of my own people to help the rebuilding process. When that’s done, you can have it as your command center, and a place for your army to stay. Then, it’s yours.” 
 
    “It’s mine?” Vince asked. “Just like that?” 
 
    Margaret’s expression tensed. “As much as I’d like to keep it, Helsing is in no position to maintain and occupy it. Consider it a goodwill offering, something to get Helsing on good terms with the most powerful crypt force in the city. We do have our other building, one that’s more suitable for our needs.” 
 
    Vince turned his attention to the city through the windows, considering his position. 
 
    “Or,” Richter said. “You could just wipe out Helsing and take whatever they have. Not like they’re in a position to stop you.” 
 
    Margaret shot him a hard look in response. 
 
    “This is your call to make, Vincent,” Olivia said. “You can send Margaret packing right now, and save yourself the trouble of dealing with Helsing in the future.” 
 
    “You ask me,” Richter said, “that’s the smart move to make. Why the hell do you want to deal with the group that you had to take out just to get where you are? And make no mistake, the crypt world can get by just fine without a bunch of do-gooder police types sticking their noses into our business.” 
 
    Margaret laughed. “You really think so? You want to go back to the medieval era when every last little village was rife with superstition about crypts and how to handle them, with witch hunts breaking out every other month?” She shook her head. “Helsing does the world of humans a favor by keeping them apart.” 
 
    Richter scoffed. “That’s the line you tell yourself, at least, while you grab as much power as you can.” 
 
    Margaret opened her mouth to speak. 
 
    Vince silenced them all with a gesture. “Enough. For the time being, we’re working with Helsing. They have troops, and that’s exactly what we need. How power is arranged in this city after the Blood Wars are over is something we can discuss later.” 
 
    Margaret smiled, pleased. “Glad you’re seeing the light, Vince. You’ll be happy you made this decision.” 
 
    “I’m fully expecting you and your agents to fulfill your end of the arrangement, however. We’re going to war in the next few days, and they need to be ready.” 
 
    “Oh, they will be. My agents have been chomping at the bit to take out the Blood Lords that have tossed our city into disarray. Give them forty-eight hours and you’ll have a fighting force ready to move.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” Richter said. “Except for the part where you’re the last Blood Lord around and they decide to take you out.” 
 
    Sara appeared worried. “Would... would they really do that?” 
 
    Margaret snorted. “Not a chance. Your uncle Richter, Vince, powerful as he might be, is a relic of an older time, when crypts and humans were at one another’s throats. Some might call him a little out of step with how things work in the twenty-first century.” 
 
    Richter let out a laugh. “Watching your own back and not trusting people too easily is something that will never go out of style, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Sweetheart?” Margaret was clearly not pleased by his pet name. 
 
    “That’s enough for now,” Vince said. “Tonight, we make our arrangements for the attack. Tomorrow, we move out. Margaret, your agents will need to be ready by then.” 
 
    She nodded. “Two days would be better, but we can make do with one. And I’ll set some aside to begin the process of repairing the old Helsing building.” 
 
    “Good. This meeting is over.” 
 
    “Margaret,” Lilith said. “Would you mind speaking to me in private? I have a proposal to discuss.” 
 
    “Huh?” Margaret asked. “About what?” 
 
    Lilith smiled slightly. “A way to make this deal go down smoother. Please, speak with me in one of the private chambers.” 
 
    Vince thought it was odd, but decided to let the two women discuss whatever it was they had in mind. When the group broke apart, he returned to his room, stopping to check in on his parents on the way there. 
 
    They were busy, however, both in a trance-like state as they channeled the magic to keep the pocket dimension and barrier in place. Vince was content to know that they were safe. 
 
    Back in his room, he stepped in front of the windows that looked out onto the city. It was all still so surreal to him to know that New York was nearly his, and that if all went according to plan, the state would follow, then the coast. From there, he could only imagine. 
 
    Richter had been right to be skeptical, he realized. Vince knew that there was no way he’d be able to be on top all on his own. He’d need the help of other factions, each of whom had their own goals. He’d have to stay on guard to make sure that none of them wanted him out of the way the second it became convenient. 
 
    A soft rap sounded at his bedroom door, pulling him from his thoughts. 
 
    “Who is it?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s Lilith,” came a voice on the other side of the door. 
 
    “And Margaret.” 
 
    Vince turned, a bit confused. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    The door to his chambers opened slowly. Sure enough, Lilith and Margaret were on the other side, shutting the door behind them as they entered. 
 
    “Vincent?” Lilith asked. “Do you have a moment to speak with us?” 
 
    “We have… an arrangement to discuss,” Margaret said, a look on her face that Vince couldn’t quite puzzle out, but was unlike any expression he’d yet seen her wear. 
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    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Vince clasped his hands behind his back, turning his attention to the women. Lilith stood with a small smile on her face, Margaret’s expression a bit more uncertain. The way she looked struck Vince as strange. She’d been nothing but strong and commanding since he’d met her. But there she was, fidgety and nervous. 
 
    “Come,” Lilith said, gesturing to the small, four-person table off to the side of the room. “Margaret and I had a little meeting of our own that we want to bring you into the loop on.” 
 
    “Alright then,” Vince said as he stepped down from the raised platform at the far end of the room. “But get to the point, I’m not big on cryptic conversations.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about that,” Lilith said. “This conversation will be as direct as they come.” 
 
    The threesome sat down at the table, Lilith weaving her long fingers together on top of it. 
 
    “We’re here to finish discussions for the alliance between you and Helsing, Vincent. After the meeting, I had some of my own concerns, which I brought to Margaret.” 
 
    “Like what?” Vince asked. “What Richter was talking about?” 
 
    “More or less.” She glanced aside, as if unsure how to say what she had on her mind. “The times ahead are going to be… strange. Alliances will be forged that have never before been seen in the crypt world—this alliance between you and Helsing only sets the stage for what’s to come. There’s no doubt in my mind that the Blood Wars are going to change things forever.” 
 
    “But we don’t need to get into all of that,” Margaret said. “What matters is the here and now. Lilith and I got to talking, and found out that we have similar goals—to ally with you and do whatever it takes to make sure that our people are safe.” 
 
    “The ghouls,” Vince said. “You’re talking about them.” 
 
    “That’s right, Lilith said. “Ford didn’t just send me with you to be your little assistant. He did it as a goodwill gesture between you and him.” 
 
    “Helsing, the ghouls,” Margaret said. “What we’ve got in common is that we want to be on your side of this war. No one’s going to be neutral.” 
 
    Lilith leaned forward. “And I can’t think of a better way to solidify these alliances aside from officially joining your coterie.” 
 
    That got Vince’s attention. “You’re serious? Both of you want to join?” 
 
    “It’s a no-brainer for me,” Lilith said. “I get access to your power, and my joining makes official the alliance between you and the ghouls. Assuming you win the war, my people’s safety will be ensured.” 
 
    “But you, Margaret,” Vince said. “You’re a human. And you’re in charge of Helsing.” 
 
    She formed her mouth into a flat line. “It’s highly unorthodox for a vamp to be in charge. But times are desperate for my people. I’ve been trying to put on a brave face to keep morale high, but the fact of the matter is that we’re on the verge of destruction. If this Blood Lord in upstate New York beats you and moves into the city, there’s no doubt that he’ll come after us first. We’ll be screwed.” 
 
    Margaret sighed. “So, I don’t have a choice. I ally with you, I become part of your coterie, or I risk my people dying under my watch. Not a hard call to make, really.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here, Vince,” Lilith said. “We’re here to tell you that we want the dark embrace. We want to become yours to command.” 
 
    “And your agents are fine with this?” Vince asked. 
 
    “They’ll have to be. If some of them quit in disgust that they’re being led by a crypt, so be it. The rest will know what I’ve sacrificed in order to keep them alive.” 
 
    Without another word, she pushed back from the table and stood up. 
 
    “Didn’t think that today’s sunrise would be the last I’d ever see, but so be it. We going to do this, or what?” 
 
    Lilith smiled. “I’m already a vampire, of course. But all the same, I’ll need to complete the ritual.” 
 
    “You know the words?” Vince asked. 
 
    “I certainly do.” 
 
    “You say them, then Margaret can repeat after you.” 
 
    “Works for me.” The small smile on Lilith’s face suggested that she was more than eager to become a member of Vince’s coterie, and all that it entailed. 
 
    Meanwhile, Margaret remained nervous. Vince stepped over to her, placing his hands on her shoulders. Her heart beat fast, the speed of her pulse making the smell of her blood irresistible. 
 
    “You’re doing the right thing,” he said. “This is the best way to keep your people safe. Not many leaders would sacrifice so much.” 
 
    “Don’t ever think of it as a sacrifice,” Lilith said. “You’re going to gain more power than you know what to do with. You’ll be able to crush whoever stands in your way. More than that, with your immortality, you’ll be able to lead Helsing for hundreds of years.” 
 
    “Yeah, until a Lycan rips my head off or a human puts a silver stake through my heart.” 
 
    “Better that than dying from neglect in geriatric diapers,” Lilith replied. She turned to Vince, her strangely beautiful, far-set eyes narrowed in anticipation. “Now, Vince, make us yours.” 
 
    Margaret stepped forward. “Me first. I don’t want to stand around.” 
 
    Lilith laughed, the sound strange and lilting. “Fine. I can wait.” She stepped over to the bed, sitting down and crossing her long, shapely legs. 
 
    Margaret swept her hands over her hair, tying her red curls behind her head to expose the slope of her fair neck. “So, you drink my blood, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. I drink your blood. It goes into my body and blends with mine. Then I slice my wrist and you drink from me.” 
 
    “God, it’s so disgusting,” she said. “This is really what I’m going to have to do for the rest of my life, huh?” 
 
    Lilith smiled. “Trust me, once you make the turn, there will be nothing more enticing than drinking deep from a pulsing vein.” She raised her finger. “And you remember what I said about the process, right? The other effects?” 
 
    One more, Margaret’s gaze moved up and down Vince’s body. Her worry vanished for a moment, replaced by an eager grin. “Yeah. I remember.” 
 
    “Good. Then let’s begin.” 
 
    Vince locked his eyes onto Margaret’s neck, watching the vein throb with each beat of her heart. He couldn’t resist her any longer. Vince unsheathed his fangs with a hiss and plunged them into her neck. The rich warmth of her blood poured into his mouth. 
 
    Margaret shrieked, though the sound devolved into moans as he drank deeply from her, his belly filling with her essence. It didn’t take long before she was drained, her slender form limp in his arms. Once she was on the verge of death, he carried her over to the bed and laid her down. 
 
    “Very good, Vince,” Lilith said. “Now, me next.” She smiled, tilting her head to the side and exposing her neck. 
 
    Vince stepped in front of her, taking her by the hips and standing her before him. He was once again struck by how tall she was, nearly as tall as him. His fangs still dripping with Margaret’s blood, Vince bit into Lilith’s neck. Her blood flowed into him, the deeper richness of her vampire blood differentiating it from that of Margaret’s human flavor. 
 
    Like Margaret, she moaned as Vince drank, letting her body fall against his. Through her clothes, he could sense her curves, feel the softness of her breasts against him. His cock twitched to life from the aphrodisiac effects of the blood. 
 
    When she was drained, Lilith smiled slightly. 
 
    “Perfect.” Her voice was soft, weak—on the verge of death. “Now, let me taste you, Vince.” 
 
    He laid her on the bed beside Margaret. Both women were still, mere minutes away from death. 
 
    “Lilith, you go first,” Vince said. 
 
    She nodded weakly. 
 
    “Do you accept my dark embrace?” 
 
    “I… I accept it, and bind myself to you from now until the sun shines upon me and… and burns me to ash.” 
 
    Vince nodded. He brought his wrist to his mouth, slicing himself open with his fang. Blood began to pour from him, and he held his wrist in front of Lilith’s mouth. She leaned up just enough to form a seal around the wound with her soft lips, sucking as much blood as she could. 
 
    When she’d had her fill, she slumped back and smiled, blood trickling down both sides of her mouth. “Perfect. Now, get the human.” 
 
    “Margaret,” Vince said, moving over to the other side of the bed. “You there?” 
 
    “Y…yeah. I feel so sleepy.” 
 
    “You have to say the words,” Vince said. “Or the process won’t work.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, a tinge of weary anger in her voice. “...not an idiot.” 
 
    Vince smiled, appreciating her strong will. She would make a very useful member of his coterie. “Do you accept my dark embrace?” 
 
    “I accept it, and bind myself to you from now until the sun shines upon me and burns me to ash.” 
 
    Vince’s wound on his wrist was already healing. He had to slice it open again. Then, he brought his wrist to Margaret’s mouth and let her drink. At first, her sucks were soft and hesitant. The more blood she brought down into her belly, however, the more intense she pulled more from Vince. She grabbed his wrist, holding it to her face as she drank. 
 
    When she’d had her fill, she dropped Vince’s hand and let her arms fall to her sides. Her eyes opened slowly, a pleased, blissed-out smile on her face. 
 
    “Holy… holy shit.” 
 
    “There’s nothing holy about what just happened, my dear,” Lilith said as she sat up, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Quite the opposite, in fact.” 
 
    Margaret blinked hard, raising herself to a sitting position. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Vince asked. The question was a formality. He’d been through and seen the process enough times to know what it felt like. 
 
    “I feel amazing.” 
 
    “Good,” Lilith said. “The process isn’t quite complete yet. You’ll need to rest in a coffin for that. But you’re no longer a human.” 
 
    “What the hell am I then?” she asked. “Besides someone who feels absolutely amazing?” 
 
    “Something in between. But let me ask you this? How exactly do you feel?” 
 
    Margaret stood up, her movements fluid and graceful. Vince looked her over, noticing that her already pale skin was even lighter, with a rich, red glow in her cheeks. Lilith looked different too, her skin smoothening and giving her the appearance of being made of porcelain. The effect only served to further enhance her already otherworldly beauty. 
 
    Vince felt himself grow hard, the nearness of the two stunning women almost too much to take. 
 
    “I feel powerful. I feel energetic. And I feel…” She trailed off, her grin spreading as she chewed her bottom lip. “I feel… really turned on.” 
 
    “Just what I was hoping to hear,” Lilith said. “Now, with that in mind, why don’t we, together, show Vince just how excited we are to be a member of his coterie?” 
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    Vince grinned. “The only question,” he said, “is where to start?” 
 
    Margaret took a deep breath. However, through her eagerness, Vince could sense some hesitation. 
 
    “You alright?” he asked. 
 
    “I am. Just that when you’re the leader of Helsing, it doesn’t leave much time for, uh, bedroom stuff.” 
 
    Lilith nodded sympathetically. “So, it’s been a while?” 
 
    “More than a little while. An embarrassingly long time, actually.” Margaret rubbed her neck. 
 
    “That’s not a problem at all,” Lilith said. “One of my favorite things about being a vampire is how we have lots of time—time to explore all of the sensual delights there are. And you’ll find that you have more of a taste for them than you ever did when you were a human.” 
 
    Margaret chuckled. “So what you’re saying is that you two are experts. Ha, I’m already feeling a lot less intimidated.” 
 
    “How about we start right here,” Lilith said. “With a kiss.” 
 
    She stepped over to Margaret, reaching behind her head and undoing the ponytail, her curly, red hair falling onto her shoulders. Vince relished in the sight of two gorgeous women next to one another. Lilith was tall and slender, Margaret was shorter, curvier. He and his cock watched what unfolded with rapt attention. 
 
    Lilith swept the back of her hand over Margaret’s flushed-red cheek. Margaret smiled awkwardly, a bit overwhelmed by what was happening. Lilith lowered her head, placing her lips on Margaret’s mouth. They kissed, the soft sounds of lips on lips filling the air. 
 
    Vince stepped over to the fireplace, pressing the ignition on the side. Flames erupted to life. He then leaned against the wall and watched the women kiss. Margaret had been stiff at first, but her tension loosened with each passing second, each moment that Lilith’s lips were on hers. 
 
    After a time, Lilith took her lips away and stood up. Margaret’s blue eyes were wide—another expression that Vince hadn’t yet seen on her usually serious face. 
 
    “How was that?” Lilith asked. 
 
    “That was… that was pretty intense. And a first, too.” 
 
    “A first?” 
 
    “I’ve never done anything like that with a woman before.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Vince said, crossing his arms and leaning against the wall. “There’s a first time for everything, then.” 
 
    “Certainly, but there’s also something to be said for easing into things,” Lilith said. “Let me ask you this—what do you have experience with?” 
 
    “Men,” Margaret said. “Not many, but a few.” 
 
    Lilith, smirking, glanced over at Vince. “Well, look what we have here: a handsome man who, by the looks of things, is more than excited to sample the newest members of his coterie. How does that strike you, Vince?” Lilith still spoke in her professional tone even when sex was the subject. The effect was irresistibly sexy. 
 
    “That sounds good to me,” he said. 
 
    “And me as well,” Lilith said. “Something else—l love to watch. Nothing would turn me on more than if you two gave me a little show before we all get to know one another a little better.” 
 
    “Happy to,” Vince said. “But you’re out of your mind if you think you’re going to spend another minute in those clothes.” 
 
    Lilith kept on grinning. “I love a man who knows what he wants. Margaret, what do you say we both get a little more comfortable?” 
 
    Margaret smiled. “That sounds nice.” 
 
    Lilith began, her fingers traipsing along the buttons of her shirt, opening it up and revealing a silky blue bra. Once her shirt was off, she shimmied out of her pants with sensual slowness, revealing panties the same color. She shook her head, her dark, shoulder-length hair coming loose. Vince couldn’t get over how sexy she was, how her otherworldly, exotic features fulfilled some long-denied sexy space babe fantasy in him. Her body was flawless, and when she took off her bra, he saw that her small, perky breasts, her nipples small and pink, were just as perfect as the rest of her. 
 
    “Now, Margaret?” she prompted. 
 
    Margaret nodded, beginning the process of stripping. She pulled off her shirt, her bra simple and white, her breasts full. Margaret tossed her shirt aside and then undid her bra. Her breasts, heavy and milk-white, tumbled out, her voluptuous, curvy body a perfect compliment to Lilith’s supermodel slenderness. When she stepped out of her pants, Vince saw light blue panties. 
 
    “Hey,” Margaret said, seeming to notice where Vince and Lilith’s attention was. “When you’re the leader of a damn organization like Helsing, making sure your underwear matches is the last thing on your mind. I’m a busy woman!” 
 
    Lilith and Vince chuckled. 
 
    “They’re not going to be on for much longer, in any case,” Lilith said. “In fact, why don’t you go ahead and take them off?” 
 
    Margaret nodded, slipping her thumbs under the waistband of her panties and sliding them down her thick, round thighs. The hair above her pussy was as red as that on the top of her head. Her hips were round, and all Vince could think about was bending her over. 
 
    “Come here,” he said. “Come here and get on your knees.” 
 
    “That sounds like a great idea,” Lilith said. “Let me make myself comfortable, if neither of you mind.” 
 
    Lilith took off her panties, tossing them aside. Her womanhood was shaved bare, her lips pink, glistening with arousal. She took a seat on the bed and began touching herself, her eyes on Vince as she spread herself open and began rubbing her clit. 
 
    Margaret dropped to her knees in front of Vince, wasting no time opening his pants and taking out his cock—now fully hard. She stroked him slowly, teasing his length with her fingertips before placing her lips at his base, kissing and sucking his balls. Though fumbling, her motions gained confidence with each second. 
 
    The fresh blood running through Vince, the sensation of her lips on his member was almost too much to bear. He groaned, watching her take his length into her mouth and suck him slowly, deeply. 
 
    “She’s quite good at that,” Lilith said as she inserted a pair of fingers inside of her. “I can tell from over here.” 
 
    “We all have our specialties, even if they’re rusty,” Margaret said. “And it doesn’t hurt when the man you’re sucking tastes so damn good.” 
 
    She went back to it, her blue eyes locking on Vince’s as she filled her mouth with his cock over and over again, swallowing him all the way to the base and cradling his balls with her hand as she deepthroated him. Her tongue moved along his length as she held him in her mouth. 
 
    “Vince,” Lilith moaned. “I want to see you finish.” She closed her eyes as she touched herself, and Vince could tell that she was near an orgasm. 
 
    “You want him to finish already?” Margaret asked. “So soon?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Vince said. “One of the bonuses of being a vampire is that you don’t have to wait very long to be ready again.” 
 
    “That is nice,” she said. 
 
    “Use your breasts,” Lilith said. “Balthazar knows that if I had tits that big, I’d have some fun with them.” 
 
    Margaret grinned, raising herself a bit and placing Vince’s cock between her breasts, massaging them up and down along his length. The sensation was incredible. Vince couldn’t take for much longer. 
 
    “Come for me, Vince,” Margaret said. “All over me.” 
 
    With a groan, Vince allowed himself the release. His manhood erupted, pearl-white cum shooting all over Margaret’s tits, covering her breasts, her neck, and reaching up to her face, white streaks splashing her and there. She was practically drenched when he was done, the pleasure so intense that Vince could hardly stand. Lilith came as Vince did, her yells of pleasure filling the air as she shlicked away at her love-bead frantically. 
 
    When it was over, Margaret slowly rose to her feet, Vince’s cum glistening all over her tits and face. Lilith let out one final sigh as she finished before rising and coming over to the pair. 
 
    “Someone needs to clean you up,” Lilith said. “But before I do that, I need to taste you, Vince.” 
 
    She leaned in, pressing her lips on Vince’s as she kissed him deeply, her long tongue finding his. Lilith took hold of his still-hard cock, stroking him and letting Vince know that he was already ready for another round. She pulled her lips away and turned her attention to Margaret, leaning in and licking the cum off her body wherever she found it. 
 
    “That’s… oh, wow,” Margaret said, surprised as Lilith’s long tongue moved over her body, collecting every last drop of what Vince had sprayed all over her. 
 
    When Lilith was done, she gestured for Margaret to get back on her knees. She complied, and Lilith leaned down to open her mouth and let the cum drop down into Margaret’s mouth. Vince watched with pleasure as Margaret swallowed it all. 
 
    “Delicious, no?” Lilith asked. 
 
    “Very much so.” Margaret rose to her feet and wiped her mouth. 
 
    Vince couldn’t resist his urge any longer. He reached forward and grabbed Margaret by her hips, lifting her off the ground. Margaret let out a squeal of surprise and delight as he carried her over to the bed, turning her and getting her into all fours position. Her ass was perfect and round in front of him, her womanhood glistening with arousal. 
 
    “I love the way you take her, Vince,” Lilith said as she came over to join them. 
 
    Margaret looked back, watching as Vince prepared to enter her. 
 
    “Allow me,” Lilith said. She wrapped her fingers once more around Vince’s cock, guiding him to Margaret’s pussy. “You ready, boss?” 
 
    Margaret wiggled her big ass against Vince’s member. “Most definitely.” 
 
    Lilith guided Vince into Margaret, his thickness vanishing into her wet, tight opening. She wrapped around him, surrounding his prick with warmth. 
 
    Vince spanked Margaret’s round ass, the ample flesh jiggling and Margaret gasping with pleasure. 
 
    “You feel so damn good, Vince,” she said, squirming around his cock, her tits swaying down below as he moved in and out of her. Lilith caressed Vince’s body, turning his head to kiss him hard. She reached down and cupped his balls as he pounded Margaret hard, the added bit of pleasure bringing him close to the edge once again. 
 
    “Are you ready to come for Vince, Margaret?” Lilith asked. 
 
    “I’m close… so damn close.” 
 
    A thoughtful expression formed on Lilith’s face as Vince bucked into Margaret as hard as he could. 
 
    “Hold on just a moment,” Lilith said. 
 
    Before Vince could ask what she had on her mind, Lilith moved onto the back, laying on her back and sliding underneath Margaret, who took in a gasp of surprise. They began kissing, Lilith moving her legs off the edge of the bed and spreading her thighs, her womanhood a long, pink line. 
 
    “I’m going to need a little bit of attention too, Vincent.” 
 
    “Glad to give it to you.” 
 
    Vince slipped his cock out of Margaret, lowering himself just a little and putting his length into Lilith. She was wet and slick, and he entered her with ease. Vince leaned forward as Lilith moaned with delight, kissing Margaret’s curves as he propped himself up onto the bed with his arms. Margaret kissed Lilith hard, the two women touching and caressing one another while Vince switched between who he screwed, alternating his stroke between two needy pussies. 
 
    “Finish me, Vince,” Lilith said, her voice low and breathy. “I only need a little more.” 
 
    He was happy to deliver, shoving his cock deep inside and bucking into her hard enough to shake the bed. It didn’t take long before she let out a cry of pleasure, her pussy gripping him hard. Vince left her to orgasm and prepared to put it back into Margaret. 
 
    He didn’t get a chance. Lilith slowly snuck out from underneath her, stepping to Vince’s side. 
 
    “You know, I think it’s time for another first.” She gently moved Vince’s hand away from his cock, replacing it with her own. “How do you feel about that, Margaret?” 
 
    “It depends on the first,” she said, glancing over her shoulder, a touch of hesitancy to her voice. 
 
    “Get on your back, please.” 
 
    Margaret did as Lilith asked. Her body was a thing of beauty laid out in front of Vince, a delicious spread of soft curves and well maintained strength. It took all of the restraint he had to not shove his cock into her once more. 
 
    “Vince, take her by the ankles and hold them back.” 
 
    He smiled, wrapping his hands around Margaret’s slender ankles and pushing them back a bit. Lilith moved Vince’s cock down, away from Margaret’s pussy and to her ass. 
 
    “He’s nice and wet from you,” Lilith said. “I think he should be able to easily slide right in.” 
 
    Margaret’s eyes flashed. “Wait, you’re not talking about my…” she trailed off, as if too shocked to speak. 
 
    “You’ll like it,” Lilith promised. “And something tells me you’re going to come nice and hard.” 
 
    Margaret pursed her lips for a moment, then smiled. “Sure. I’m willing to try anything once with Vince.” 
 
    Lilith put Vince’s cock into position, putting her hand on his ass and guiding him in a bit. Margaret gasped as his head penetrated her, followed by her biting down on her lower lip. 
 
    “Oh… oh my God!” Margaret let out a cry as Vince’s cock moved into her deeper and deeper, one inch at a time. “So… big.” 
 
    Her asshole felt wonderfully tight, the sphincter cinching around him with incredible pressure. 
 
    “Very good,” Lilith said, her hand moving up and down the curve of Margaret’s hip. “You’re taking him so well. How does that feel?” 
 
    Margaret took a slow, deep breath, her slender back arching in an impossibly sexy way, her heavy breasts hanging. 
 
    “It feels… weird. But really, really good.” 
 
    Lilith smiled. “I bet it does.” She placed her hand on the base of Vince’s cock, caressing and gently squeezing his balls. “Mmm, I can feel that you’re ready to release again, Vince.” 
 
    “I’m getting close.” The sensations of Lilith’s hand on his balls and Margaret’s ass gripping his cock were almost too much to take. 
 
    “I think you should make her cum one more time,” Lilith said. “Let her know that you’re the one in charge. What do you think, Margaret?” 
 
    Another slow breath, her back expanding and contracting. “Please. Make me cum again. I need it.” 
 
    Her words sent a fresh wave of arousal through Vince. He pulled back and shoved his manhood deep, again and again. Moans poured out from Margaret as he filled her backdoor with his thickness. Lilith stroked Vince’s body, her fingertips admiring the outlines of his muscles and digging in for soft gropes. 
 
    It wasn’t long before he could tell that Margaret was on the verge of orgasm. Lilith dropped down to her knees, moving underneath Vince and placing her mouth on his balls, looking up at him with sensual eyes as she sucked him. 
 
    “Vince!” Margaret shouted. “I’m—” 
 
    She let out a scream of total ecstasy, her body tightening and tensing as she came. Vince ceased holding back. His next orgasm was even more intense than his first, and he couldn’t help but groan hard as his cock pumped rope after rope of seed into Margaret’s ass. 
 
    When Vince’s high began to subside, Margaret was already a pile of sweaty, panting flesh before him. Vince slowly unsheathed his prick. A small waterfall of cum spilled from Margaret’s anus, landing onto Lilith’s eager face below. She opened her mouth, catching as much as she could, the rest dripping down her throat. 
 
    “God, Vince,” she said, wiping her face off with her fingertips and licking the cum off. “I can’t get over how damn good you taste.” 
 
    Vince grinned, taking her hand and placing it on his still-throbbing cock. “You want more, you know where to get it.” 
 
    She flicked her eyebrows up, clearly intrigued by the offer. “I do believe that I’ll take you up on that sometime. How are you feeling, Margaret?” 
 
    “I’m…” her voice was muffled by the sheets of the bed her face was smashed into, her ass still sticking into the air, asshole twitching and leaking cum all over her inner thighs. “I’m… feeling very good. Think I might just lie here for a sec.” 
 
    Lilith chuckled. “We all need to get some rest. Margaret, you still need to finish turning.” 
 
    Margaret rolled over onto her side, her eyes sensual and narrowed. “Too bad. I’d love to spend the rest of the night here with Vince, see what other firsts we could try.” 
 
    “We’ll have time,” Vince said. “But there’s a mission to worry about.” 
 
    Her expression turned serious. “We do. Let’s get our rest. We’ve got a war to win.”  
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    Vince had strange dreams that night—the most vivid he’d had since becoming a vampire. The dream took place at the top turret of a large castle, the view a sweeping panorama of dark, foreboding woods and towering mountains in the distance, the moon big and full in the cloudless night sky above. The moon was so bright, in fact, that it seemed almost like daylight. 
 
    Vince was glad for the light. It allowed him to see the forces massing all around his castle. Thousands upon thousands of crypts—Lycans, witches, zombies, and vampires—gathered for what he knew to be an attack. 
 
    He wasn’t alone, however. Forces of his own formed a circle around his fortress—a similar collection of crypts, with even some humans among them. Tension was tight in his belly as he surveyed the scene. There was no doubt in his mind that he was standing before a battle in the making, one that would determine not just his fate, but the world of the crypts. 
 
    Vince didn’t feel fear, however, as he observed the gathering forces. Instead, he felt determination, eagerness for the battle to begin. Power coursed through him. 
 
    He was ready. Vince closed his eyes and focused, power gathering in his body at his upper back. When he opened his eyes once more, massive, red wings had sprouted from him, stretching out on both sides for dozens and dozens of feet. 
 
    Vince flapped his wings, rising high into the sky over his castle. Might thrummed through his body, as if every molecule of his blood throbbed with indescribable force. Vince could feel thousands of pairs of eyes on him, every single fighter at the battle watching to see what he would do next. 
 
    With another flap of his wings, he descended, diving like a falcon toward the masses of enemy forces. 
 
    Right at the moment he would’ve collided with the army, he woke up. 
 
    Vince was in darkness, the coffin air around him cool and still. The moment he opened his eyes, he knew that he wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep. He placed his hands on the coffin lid and pushed it open. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    Vince sat up quickly, looking around to see who was there. Relief washed over him when he spotted Olivia seated in a chair in the corner of the bedroom, a small smile on her face. 
 
    “Morning,” he said back, running his hand through his hair. “Or whatever it is.” 
 
    “It’s the very small hours of the morning,” she replied. “Small enough that I know there’s no way you’ve gotten enough sleep.” 
 
    Vince threw his legs over his coffin. Fatigue gripped him, but he was able to push it aside. As he did, he realized how strange it was that Olivia was there. 
 
    “Were you watching me?” he asked. 
 
    She pursed her lips, as if giving the question serious consideration. “Yes and no. Something woke me up, and I knew right away that it was you.” 
 
    Vince cocked his head to the side in confusion. “You knew it was me?” 
 
    Olivia stood up, making her way over to the nearest window and clasping her hands behind her back. She flashed him a small smile over her shoulder, as if the thought of her and Vince in bed together was fresh on her mind. “We’re bonded, you and I. And I don’t just mean in the physical sense that we enjoyed.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, I was the one whose blood you drank to fully become a vampire. When that happens, you’re bonded to the person in strange ways—ways that seem random and magical.” 
 
    “That’s… okay. A little confusing, but sure. Well, what happened to bring you here tonight?” 
 
    Olivia formed her mouth into a flat line. “It was… a lot. I woke up in my coffin, with you on my mind. At first, I was a touch worried. I felt stress from you. The more I sat with it, however, the more I realized that it wasn’t stress, but intensity. Either way, I wanted to check on you. I’d only been here for ten minutes or so before you woke up.” 
 
    Vince stepped next to her. He watched the city for a few moments, looking down and observing the illuminated lines of traffic in the grid of streets below. “It was something intense, alright.” 
 
    “Really? You want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. It was a dream.” 
 
    She nodded. “That’s important. Dreams take on even more significance as a crypt than they do as a human. It’s like the ley lines. Being a crypt means that you’re connected to something big, something magical. Go on, tell me what you were dreaming about.” 
 
    Vince cleared his throat and went on to tell her about the castle and the armies and the wings that had sprouted from his back. 
 
    When he was done, Olivia placed her fingertips on her chin and considered the matter. “That’s… interesting.” 
 
    “You think it means something?” 
 
    “I know it means something.” 
 
    “Like, that I’m going to live in a castle and grow wings and lead an army?” 
 
    “Perhaps. But, like with humans, dreams can be more symbolic than that.” 
 
    “What’s your guess for what it all means, then?” 
 
    “You want my opinion? I think it means that whatever’s happening in the world of crypts, you’re going to be at the center of it all. The castle could be real. There are plenty of castles in the old world that are places of great power. Or, it could mean that you’re going to be forced to take a stand against your enemies, to destroy them all in one final battle that will secure you as the winner of the Blood Wars.” 
 
    “And the wings?” 
 
    “A sign of your power, I would wager. Though, there is a possible literal aspect. You’ve seen the Blood Dragon in your visions, when you go to Balthazar’s realm to gain more power. There’s a damn good chance that it could have something to do with that.” 
 
    “So, that’s part of my destiny? To become a Blood Dragon?” 
 
    Once more, Olivia gave the matter some thought before speaking again. “It’s possible. Anything is possible when dealing with someone like you, Vincent. You’ve got more power than any vamp I’ve ever known. And what you’re doing here… it’s something else, certainly.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, gathering a collection of different kinds of crypts. By the time you’re done, you’re going to have an army like no one has ever seen.” She placed her fingertip on her chin, as if something else had occurred to her. “But it could also mean the opposite, like your dream. The greater your army becomes, the more powerful that of your enemies will be. Eventually, they may form an army of your own to combat you. That could explain the vision you saw in your dr—” 
 
    Right in the middle of her words, something, a strange, intangible force, blasted through the apartment. It felt like a great wind, one hard enough to make Vince stumble where he stood. 
 
    “Any idea what that was?” he asked, stepping backward and grabbing onto the nearest piece of furniture for support. 
 
    “That… that was magical energy being disturbed,” Olivia said. 
 
    “What would be the cause of that?” Vince asked. As soon as the words left his mouth, however, he realized what the only possible source could be. “My parents.” 
 
    The pair rushed from the bedroom and hurried down the hall. Not many people in the apartment were up yet, a few of the wolves rousing from their slumber. Vince didn’t pay them any mind as he ran down the long hall to his parents’ room. 
 
    “You get your hands off her, you freak!” Vince recognized the voice right away as belonging to his father. 
 
    They were at the door. Vince pulled it open and was greeted with a horrible sight. 
 
    His parents were there—but they weren’t alone. A strange, bipedal creature was with them, its skin a pallid gray, its arms and legs long and thin, its torso gaunt, and its face terrible and demon-like. Worst of all, one of its arms was wrapped around Lucy. 
 
    Harker swirled his hands in front of him, gathering magical energy and preparing to cast a spell. Before he had a chance, however, the creature reached out with one of its long arms and swiped at him. The claw knocked Harker back and slammed him into the wall. 
 
    “Get the hell away from them!” the words exploded from Vince as he charged the creature. 
 
    The strange being didn’t prepare to defend itself, however. Instead, it wrapped its other arm around Lucy, embracing her from behind. It then closed its large, black eyes, shimmering magical energy surrounding both of them for a moment. 
 
    They vanished. 
 
    Before Vince had a chance to wonder where they had gone, the creature and Lucy appeared on the other side of the window, out of the tower. Lucy screamed as the creature extended large, batlike wings and flew off and disappeared into the night sky. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A rage Vince could hardly wrap his head around smoldered through him. His hands were clenched into tight fists, his vampiric powers screaming to be unleashed. All he could think about was getting Lucy back and murdering whichever bastard had taken her. 
 
    However, Vince understood that as a leader, he didn’t have the luxury of letting his emotions out. As he stood in the room where his parents had been staying, his mother gone and his father injured, he did his best to push aside the pulsing anger. 
 
    “You’re sure you’re OK?” he asked Harker. 
 
    His father was seated on the far side of the room. The rest of the coterie—aside from Lilith and Margaret, who were still in their coffins—were there with him. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Harker said. “I just… I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    Amelia shook her head. “I should’ve been here. If three magic users had been here instead of two…” 
 
    Vince placed his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t think that way. You had no reason to believe something like this could’ve happened. Hell, I’m not even sure what happened, what that thing was.” 
 
    “That,” Olivia said. “Was a Blood Lord.” 
 
    “What?” Sara asked, scared. “Here? He just… showed up?” 
 
    “Olivia,” Vince said. “Say what’s on your mind.” 
 
    “Do you remember when you asked me if vampires could change into bats, Vincent? I told you that no, notions like that are just legends. Well, in this case, it appears the legend is true.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Like the Blood Lords, such powers were thought to have been gone forever. In this case, the power to shift into a demon-like form. That wasn’t a bat, per se, more what a human might mistake as one. Some say the powers of vampires were given to Balthazar from the depths of hell itself. If that’s the case, it makes a certain sense that some would be able to shift into a demonic form.” 
 
    She waved her hand through the air. “The specifics don’t matter. What does matter is that only a Blood Lord would have access to such powers. He, whoever he is, took quite a risk in coming here and making such a bold move. If we had all been here waiting, if only a few of us had been waiting, or our defenses had been the slightest bit better, we could’ve gotten the drop on him. However, his gambit seems to have paid off.” 
 
    “We have to get her back,” Harker said. “If I have to come with you, I will.” 
 
    “That’s not an option, unfortunately,” Amelia said. “Harker, you know better than any of us that you’ll need to be here to keep the spells going.” 
 
    Harker’s expression fell, changing from anger to reluctant acceptance. “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    “Can you maintain the pocket dimension?” Vince asked. “And the barrier?” 
 
    He shook his head. “One or the other. Even with Amelia helping me, I only have the power on my own to keep one going. The choice is either to end the pocket dimension and bring the people of Poughkeepsie back, or to keep the magical barrier up.” 
 
    “The barrier only guards the ley line, right?” Vince asked. “It won’t protect the people.” 
 
    Harker nodded. “That’s right.” 
 
    “Then we keep the people safe,” Vince said. “There’s no other option.” 
 
    Olivia smiled slightly. “That’s an interesting choice to make, Vincent. Not many crypts would care so much about the lives of humans.” 
 
    “I do,” Vince said. “And we’re going to protect them as best we can.” 
 
    “Harker, are you able to hold the spell?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “I can. But without Lucy here, it’s going to be much harder. Not sure for how long I’ll be able to keep it up.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Between that and them having my mom, there’s no doubt what we have to do—all of our plans are getting moved up. We sleep through the next day, and when the evening comes, we move out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vince pushed the lid of his coffin open, the night greeting him. He rose ready to move, the strange dreams from before gone. When he was up and dressed, he made his way to the strategy room of the penthouse, gathering his coterie on the way there. 
 
    Once everyone was there, he turned his attention to Lilith and Margaret. Their turning had been completed. Margaret’s skin was a flawless ivory, her blue eyes even more striking. Lilith was the same way, her dark eyes so deep in color that they were nearly black. 
 
    “How are you both feeling?” Vince asked, taking a seat at the table. 
 
    “Amazing,” Margaret said, a sly smile on her lips. “I was a little afraid of this whole transformation. But now that I have the powers…” She opened and closed her hand, as if feeling her new gifts flow through her. 
 
    “And you, Lilith?” 
 
    “Not as dramatically different as our redheaded friend here. But there is a certain something to how I feel… more connected to you, Vince, and all of the rest of you.” 
 
    “We’re all part of his coterie,” Ayla said, sitting back with her arms crossed under her full breasts. “Makes sense that we feel bonded.” 
 
    Vince felt more than that. Despite everything that was going on, he couldn’t take his eyes off Ayla. She wore a sleeveless shirt with no bra, her nipples tenting the fabric of her shirt, her pink hair draped over her shoulders. 
 
    Ayla flashed back at him a small, sly grin when she noticed that he was eyeing her. 
 
    The light thoughts were soon dispelled by a more pressing worry. “Margaret, what’s the status of your agents? Do we have an army?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Something like that. I’ve got some of my people repairing the Helsing headquarters. It’s important work that needs to get done as soon as we can. The rest, about eighty or so agents, are armed, ready, and yours to command.” 
 
    “Good. Ayla, what about the pack?” 
 
    “I can spare a dozen wolves. The rest will need to stay in the city and secure the territory you’ve already claimed.” 
 
    “Amelia? What about the Hecate Coven?” 
 
    “We will help in whatever way we can. But I should warn you, Vince, that we’re in defensive mode right now. The girls are holding back, making sure none of the other covens move in on our territory. Once you give the word to attack, that’s it. The fight’s on. No going back.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve got planned. We’re going to make our move tonight, and end this prick once and for all.” 
 
    Amelia nodded. “Then I’ll put in the word to the girls to get ready.” Vince could sense by the look on her face that she was worried and sympathized with the woman. The fight ahead of them was shaping up to be bigger than the battle with Constantin. More than that, they had very little idea of what they were in for. 
 
    He turned to Lilith. “Any idea of good places to begin with this attack?”’ 
 
    Lilith nodded. “We’ve got some good leads. Just outside the witch territory, our ghoul spies located a small, abandoned town, used to go by the name Winterhorn.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of it,” Harker said. “The legend is that it’s a town built on the site of a Native American slaughter during colonial days.” 
 
    “That’s horrible!” Sara exclaimed. 
 
    Harker went on. “The town survived, but not for much longer after the carnage. Area’s been abandoned for centuries.” 
 
    “Why would they use a place like that?” Ayla asked. 
 
    “There are two different kinds of places of magical power,” Richter said. “There’s places like the ley line hubs, magical areas that have been around since before humans were even a thing. That’s the sort of place your parents guard, Vince.” 
 
    Harker nodded in agreement. “Right. And the other sort of magical places are locations where events of great trauma happened. Something about human suffering imbues a place with magical energy. We’re not sure what it is, exactly, that causes this to come to pass.” 
 
    “The point is,” Richter went on, “that it’d be a very, very likely location for some ruthless Blood Lord to use as a base of operations. Bet that’s where he’s keeping all of his little vamp-witch hybrids when he’s not sending them out to cause trouble.” 
 
    “Then that’s our target,” Vince said, leaning forward. 
 
    “It’s risky to make a move when we don’t know for sure what’s waiting for us,” Olivia said. “Or what’s even there.” 
 
    Richter shrugged. “We know what’s there—a creepy freaking Blood Lord with bat powers, witch-vamp hybrids, and all the zombies that we can handle. And I can’t think of a more likely place where a Blood Lord would be.” 
 
    “The fact of the matter,” Vince said, “is that we don’t have the luxury of doing extensive recon. They’ve got my mom, and I’m not going to let her be in their hands for any longer than I have to.” 
 
    Olivia pursed her lips, appearing worried. “I understand that, Vince. But you really think it’s a good idea to rush headlong into danger like this?” 
 
    “It’s not just about that,” Harker said. “The longer she stays with them, the more likely it is that they’ll get access to Lucy’s power. If they’re able to drain her abilities, they’ll be able to use them against me.” 
 
    “And take over the ley line,” Olivia said, understanding his point. “Then there’s nothing else to do.” 
 
    Vince was ready. “We move, and we move now. Get ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Standing among the woods, Vince gazed into the thumb-sized oval gem, the color a dark purple, that Amelia had given to him. Moonlight shone down through the leaves above. The night air was cool and still. 
 
    “You don’t need to do anything fancy,” she’d said, the group gathered at the Hecate Coven village. “When you’re ready for the attack to begin, all you have to do is break it. Just smash! Right on the ground. I’ll feel it when it happens. When I do, I’ll give the signal for the attack.” 
 
    Once Amelia had been given the sign, she and the rest of the Hecate witches would invade the nearby covens, creating as much havoc and chaos as they could in order to provide a distraction. 
 
    Amelia would also give the sign to Margaret, who would storm the abandoned town with her army of Helsing agents. Vince could only hope that this would be enough to occupy the Blood Lord’s forces and create an opening for Vince to take on the Blood Lord. 
 
    Vince’s party was small—only Lilith, Olivia, and Richter were with him. The group didn’t need to be any larger than that. Greater numbers, they’d decided, would only attract attention. Sara was with Ayla, assisting the wolves when their attack would begin. 
 
    It was difficult for Vince to think like a commander. He’d barely grown used to being the leader of a small squad, and now he’d suddenly found himself the leader of a small army composed of several different types of crypts, all with their strengths and weaknesses. 
 
    Helsing agents were as close to standard soldiers as he could imagine. They were human, armed with all manner of anti-crypt weapons. Their strength was in numbers, as well as their adaptability to whatever enemies they faced. 
 
    Witches, extremely powerful magic users, were a different sort of soldier. Their strength was in healing and destruction, every single witch capable of dishing out large amounts of damage. However, as Amelia had told Vince, a witch was very much ‘a glass cannon’, powerful, but easily hurt. They would have to be deployed carefully. 
 
    Wolves were a whole other matter. Lycan fighters were tough as tanks, capable of ripping through non-magic users with ease. While powerful, they were weak to magical energy. 
 
    Vince considered his army, wishing he had more vampires to command. However, what few he had were back in New York, holding down the fort. 
 
    “Oh!” Amelia had said, remembering something. “I want to give you a little tool that you’ll find useful as a commander.” She’d hurried up into her room, coming back with a long, thin scroll. “Here!” 
 
    She’d handed it over to Vince. He’d taken it, opening it and seeing a top-down view of the forest region. 
 
    “These are battle maps, magical ones. Think of them like your eye in the sky. Once the soldiers are here, I’ll tag them with magical energy. This will let you track them in real time during the battle.” 
 
    “And how do I do that?” Vince asked. As far as he could tell, the map was simple paper. 
 
    Amelia grinned. “Watch.” She reached into her pouch, slipping out another small stone, this one a bright green. She held it above her head and crushed it with her fingers, the stone shooting up a comet-like burst of magical energy into the sky. Vince watched the energy arc up and disappear. 
 
    “Now, check this out.” 
 
    She nodded toward the battle map. To Vince’s surprise, details appeared on the map, taking the shape of the general topography of the woods around the coven village. Among the top-down landscape, little dots appeared. 
 
    “These are the troops in the region, or soldiers, or whatever you want to call them. You see how they’ve all got different colors? That’s because I tagged them that way when I did the tracking spell. You’ve got green for witches, red for wolves, blue for Helsing. You don’t need to keep it that way—they’re just the colors I liked. Anyway, you can use this to keep track of your troops on the ground, getting in touch with them if you need to and issuing commands. That’ll take more magic, so for now, just use this to have a bird’s eye view of the battle. Oh! And there are other spells you can use to tag enemy troops so you can watch them on the map, too. But we can get into that some other time.” 
 
    Vince could hardly take his eyes off the map. “This is amazing.” 
 
    Amelia nodded, a pleased smile on her face. “I know, right? Well, the more powerful you become, the more troops you’re going to have under your command. This battle coming up should give you a good chance to practice your skills as a general. I’ve got a good feeling, Vince. I think you’re going to clean up in this fight.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” he said, taking one last look at the map before rolling it back up and tucking it into his waistband. “Don’t want to get too cocky.” 
 
    “That’s smart. Anyway, good luck out there!” 
 
    Vince, back in the present moment, rolled the purple stone in his hands. One quick pop of the thing and the battle would be on. 
 
    “Vince!” 
 
     Lilith’s voice, barely louder than a whisper, cut through the night air. A chill wind rolled through, rustling the leaves in the branches above. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    She raised one of her long, skinny fingers. “You wanted us to be on the lookout for scouts? There they are.” 
 
    Off in the distance was a group of seven creatures, two tall and feminine, the others human-sized and shambling. One of the human-sized beings moaned, identifying them as zombies. 
 
    Vince raised his palm, signaling to the group that he wanted silence. They complied, and Vince focused his eyes on the small squadron of crypts as they moved through the forest. The zombies shuffled forward, occasionally reaching their arms out before letting them drop limply at their sides. 
 
    “Vince,” Lilith whispered. “Can I offer a suggestion?” 
 
    “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “If I had to guess what we’re seeing, I’d wager it’s a scouting party. There’s two witches and a group of zombies.” 
 
    Richter snorted. “I could’ve told you that.” 
 
    Lilith smirked, rolling her eyes at the comment. “There’s a reason the group composition is as such. Should they encounter anyone in the woods, one of the witches will likely lead the zombies to delay the intruder, while the second alerts the rest of the Blood Lord’s forces. Just because they’re witches doesn’t mean they don’t know how to send text messages.” 
 
    “A sound assessment,” Olivia said with a nod. “And no doubt they’re on guard for you, Vincent.” 
 
    “Then we need to take them out nice and quiet,” Richter said. “Before they have a chance to even realize what’s happening.” To make his point, he pulled a large buck knife out of a sheath under the flap of his leather duster. “Give me a few seconds, and I’ll take care of it for you.” 
 
    “Richter, I like your enthusiasm,” Olivia said. “But I don’t believe you alone are going to be able to handle this.” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side. “You don’t think I can take down a mess of zombies on my own? Please, I’ve handled worse than that.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can,” Vince said. “But the issue isn’t if you can take them down, it’s if you can do it before the witch gets off a warning.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “You’ll be able to win, but it’ll take time, even for a skilled fighter like you, Richter.” 
 
    The compliment seemed to mollify Richter. He let out a grunt as he slipped his knife back into the sheath. 
 
    “Then we need to think of something else,” Vince said. 
 
    Lilith smiled. “I think I’ve got an idea. Vince, you have fleshmancer powers, correct?” 
 
    “Yep. But just one level.” 
 
    “One level is all you need. If you want to take this fight with me, I can show you a thing or two, and perhaps acquire some intelligence on the fight ahead in the process.” 
 
    “What’ve you got in mind?” Vince asked. 
 
    “We split up. Richter, you’re eager to take out the zombies, so that’s what you ought to do. Olivia, do you think you can handle a single vampire-witch on your own?” 
 
    Olivia smiled. “That’d be no problem at all. In fact, it’d be a pleasure to take out one of those abominations.” 
 
    “I like your enthusiasm,” Lilith said. “Vince, come with me. I trust you two can decide on a strategy on your own. The important part is that you draw the witch away from the battle and don’t let her get off a message. Don’t kill her, or the plan won’t work. We’ll wait and watch for you both to attack, and that will be our sign to start our part of the strategy.” 
 
    “Got it,” Richter said. 
 
    “Vince, come with me.” 
 
    The group broke up into pairs. Richter and Olivia snuck from their position, breaking apart and setting a pincer attack to lay in wait for the scouting party. Vince and Lilith traveled ahead, positioning themselves between the town and the party. 
 
    “So,” Vince said. “Can’t help but notice that you’re being a little vague on what exactly you’re going to do.” 
 
    Lilith smiled. “That’s part of the fun. Now, let’s watch and wait. And don’t let your guard down. Vamp-witches are nothing to be trifled with.” 
 
    The pair hid behind nearby trees, both watching as Richter and Olivia moved themselves into position. 
 
    “Let’s hope your uncle knows what he’s doing,” Lilith said. “If this plan doesn’t work and the vamp-witch is able to alert her Blood Lord, that’ll make winning this fight a hell of a lot harder.” 
 
    “He’ll do it,” Vince said. “Richter talks a big game, but he knows how to back it up.” 
 
    Vince kept his eyes on Olivia, who activated her Night Weaver powers, a shroud of darkness falling over her, the glint of her dagger in the moonlight shining for a moment as she slipped it out of its sheath. Slowly, silently, she moved behind one of the vamp-witches. Richter was positioned up ahead, hiding behind one of the trees along the path of the scouting party. Olivia chose her target, moving slowly behind the vamp-witch on the left, raising her blade and preparing to strike. 
 
    It happened quickly. Olivia brought the blade in front of the vamp-witch’s throat and slit it. A spray of dark red blood shot through the air. The vamp-witch let out a raspy cry as she bled out. 
 
    She was down and dead right before the other vamp-witch realized, with horror, what was going on. She turned tail and bolted from the scene. The zombies raised their arms and let out moans as they ambled toward Olivia. 
 
    “Aw, five on one?” Richter asked, springing out from behind his hiding place. “That’s not fair.” 
 
    Between his weapons and vamp speed, the zombies were soon dispatched. 
 
    The remaining vamp-witch waved her hand toward her feet as she ran, magical energy levitating her off the ground. Next, she threw her arms back and began rocketing through the air. 
 
    “So,” Vince said, his eyes on the witch. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    Lilith said nothing, a small, confident smile on her lips as she took position between two large trees in the path of the vamp-witch. When the witch approached, Lilith closed her eyes and extended her arms. The limbs shot out as if they were made of putty, grabbing onto the trees and stretching Lilith’s body along with them. Her body stretched and stretched until she formed a wall of flesh right in the path of the oncoming witch. 
 
    The witch slammed hard into Lilith, hard enough to rip through. The collision had broken her momentum, however, sending the vamp-witching toppling over and landing in a heap. 
 
    Lilith released her grip, returning to her original form and rushing the witch. She threw her arms around the witch, wrapping her up in her flesh. “There you have it, Vince,” Lilith said, her body a prison around the struggling witch. “The power of Fleshmancing.” 
 
    Vince grinned. The fight over, he stepped beside Lilith and the witch. The vamp-witch regarded him with eyes of fear, struggling helplessly in the Fleshmancer’s embrace. 
 
    “Let me go right n—” 
 
    Lilith clamped her hand over the witch’s mouth, sealing it shut. 
 
    “Now,” Lilith said. “Shall we begin our interrogation?” 
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    “Hell yeah!” Richter shouted, pumping his fist as he came over to join Vince and Lilith. “Plan went off perfectly! Only wish there’d been more zombies to kill, you know? Was almost a bit too easy.” 
 
    Walking beside him, Olivia scoffed. “You’re lucky you didn’t bring the whole army on us with that stupid shotgun of yours. Would it have killed you to use something with a silencer?” 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” he asked. “Besides, we’ve got tons of distance in a place like this.” 
 
    Olivia shook her head, clearly unhappy with Richter’s decision. 
 
    The foursome took their place in front of Lilith and the vamp-witch. 
 
    “Alright,” Vince said. “I’m sure you can guess why we didn’t kill you. We want information. If you want to live, you’ll give it to us. Otherwise, I’m sure Lilith here can make her grip even tighter, if you understand what I’m saying.” 
 
    Lilith grinned. “I sure can. I’ve done it before. Things can get very, very messy.” 
 
    “She’s going to take her hand from your mouth. Are you going to cooperate, or are you going to die right here and now?” 
 
    Vince looked the vamp-witch over as he awaited her decision. She was tall and slender, though not in the alien way that Lilith was. The witch seemed almost ethereal, her light blue skin a contrast to her deep, red eyes, her gorgeous, slim face offset by the massive, sharp fangs that curled around her chin. Her hair was black, her body shapely. 
 
    Vince took a moment to process the strange woman before him. The longer he dwelled in the world of crypts, the more he found himself growing used to odd traits and physical features. The woman before him, however, with her blue skin and red eyes, looked truly strange. 
 
    The rage slowly faded from her eyes, her expression replaced with one of resignation. She nodded. 
 
    “She might betray you the moment you uncover her mouth,” Olivia said. “Risky.” 
 
    “A witch is only as good as her hands,” Lilith said. “As long as I’ve got her bound like this, she’s powerless.” 
 
    Vince nodded, giving Lilith the signal for her to take her hand away. The witch took a deep breath once her mouth was free, her lips plump and dark blue. 
 
    “You understand what I want?” Vince asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. I do. And I know who you are.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “You’re Vincent Pike, Blood Lord of New York City. Some think that you’re destined to become the most powerful Blood Lord in the world.” 
 
    “Sounds like your reputation precedes you, Vincent,” Olivia said. 
 
    “And it sounds like whoever’s filling out this witch’s paycheck is scared as hell,” Richter said. “Why else would they talk about you like that?” 
 
    Vince kept his gaze on the red eyes of the witch. He noticed something strange, something beyond simple fear for her life, a sadness. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “He’s scared. But he’s also very, very strong.” 
 
    “Tell me about him,” Vince said. “Seems like as good a place to start as any.” 
 
    She nodded. “His name is Thorne. He’s the Blood Lord from Chicago, and the most powerful vampire in the center of the country.” 
 
    “But he’s in New York,” Olivia said. “Hell of a long way from home.” 
 
    “He’s here to kill you, Vince. And to tap into the power of the ley line.” 
 
    “What about my mother?” Vince asked. “Is she safe?” 
 
    “As far as I know, yes. He needs one of the two guardians to use the ley line. I suppose he figured that she would do. And it means that he’ll likely kill your father the second he gets the chance.” 
 
    Olivia held up her hand, as something occurred to her. “Now, maybe I’m just being paranoid here, but you’re quite forthcoming for someone who’s not on our side.” 
 
    The look of sadness stayed on the witch’s face. She sighed, retracting her fangs. “That’s because I had no choice on which side I served. I was commanded by my coven mistress to work with Thorne, to become what I am now.” She swept her hand toward her face, indicating her fangs and red eyes. 
 
    “Start from there,” Vince said. “Tell me how that happened. And tell me your name, while you’re at it.” 
 
    “My name is Vanessa,” she said. “I’m a member of the Shrouded Meadow Coven. Or, at least, I was.” 
 
    Vince nodded for her to go on. “Why do you say that you were?” 
 
    “The mistress of our coven, Adeline… she’s always been power hungry, eager to make our coven something more than it’s been. We’ve never been one of the more noteworthy covens, you see. We were all fine with that. Not Adeline.” 
 
    “Go on,” Vince said. 
 
    “One day, Adeline called us for a coven meeting. Right away, we could tell that there was something different about her, something darker. She told us that she’d made an alliance with someone powerful, someone who would help our coven realize its destiny. Before we knew what was happening, a vampire coterie descended upon us and began feeding, turning us one by one. As we lay there on the verge of death, Thorne told us that we could die, or join him. Some refused, dying on the spot. Part of me wishes I’d done the same thing, but I didn’t want to die.” 
 
    “And the coven war,” Olivia said. “How did that happen?” 
 
    “Adeline worked with Thorne, exploiting old grudges among the covens. Matters had been tense in the woods for quite some time. It didn’t take much for her and Thorne to inflame old rivalries into a full on war. They didn’t care how many witches died in the process, only that they were able to create enough chaos for Thorne to get closer to the ley line.” 
 
    “Prick,” Richter snorted, shaking his head. “Killing hundreds of innocent crypts just to become more powerful. Real scum.” 
 
    “He’ll pay for it,” Vince said. “He’s accomplished everything he’s wanted so far. All that’s left is to use my mom to seize the ley line.” 
 
    “He can’t be allowed to do it,” Vanessa said. “If he does, he’ll either become unstoppable, or release a burst of magical energy that will destroy everything in a hundred-mile radius.” 
 
    “That’s enough to take out most of New York,” Richter said, putting his hands on his hips. “Looks like we made the right call in ending this tonight.” 
 
    “Only thing to do now is figure out our next move,” Lilith said. 
 
    Vince slipped the purple stone out of his pocket. “Easy. I break this, and we start the attack.” 
 
    Vanessa shook her head. “If you attack head on you’ll be forced to fight the entire coven and Thorne’s zombie army. This area… it has history. Many bloody battles have been fought in these woods.” 
 
    “Lots of bodies means lots of zombies,” Richter said. “And that means we might be overwhelmed if we try to attack head-on.” 
 
    Vanessa nodded. “Maybe you’ll prevail, maybe you won’t. But you’ll certainly lose many lives in the process.” 
 
    “There’s nothing else to be done,” Vince said. “I’m not about to stand around and let this Thorne asshole destroy New York. We have to stop him, and we have to stop him now.” 
 
    “No, that’s not your only option,” Vanessa said. 
 
    Vince regarded her with a skeptical expression. “Explain.” 
 
    “You can let me help.” 
 
    Vince narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing the woman. “Go on.” 
 
    “I’m part of the scouting party,” she said. “And that means my job is to go back to the town and let them know if anything happens. If you release me, if you allow me to do my job, I can go back and give them false information. More than that, I’m not the only member of the coven who has an issue with what Thorne did. There are others like me, those who don’t want to be part of Thorne’s war. If you give me a chance, I can speak with them, tell them that we don’t have to pointlessly die for a conflict that we don’t believe in.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “And you can fight against Thorne from the inside.” 
 
    “That’s right. Let me go and I can help give you all a fighting chance.” 
 
    “And what do you want in return?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Freedom. There’s nothing we can do about the changes that were forced upon us, but we can at least try to live among the woods like we had before.” 
 
    “Not like before,” Olivia said. “You’re vampires now, and vampires need blood to live. There’s no way you’ll be able to live anything like a normal life here in the woods. That is, unless you plan on feasting upon witches for the rest of your lives.” 
 
    “Something tells me the other covens won’t be too thrilled about that idea,” Richter said with a wry tone. 
 
    Vanessa’s expression descended into helplessness. “Then what can we do?” 
 
    Vince considered the idea. “You join me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You become part of my forces. When you and the rest of your coven are done assisting us, you move to New York and come under the protection of my rule. You work with me, become a part of my army.” 
 
    “Live in the city?” she asked, thoughts whirring behind her eyes. “That’s… not the way of our kind at all.” 
 
    Olivia smiled. “You’re forgetting that you’re no longer just witches, you’re also vampires. And trust me, vampires are quite at home in cities.” 
 
    “You’ll find a way,” Lilith said, her Fleshmancy arms still wrapped around Vanessa. “It will be different, but it’s doable. Not to mention that you will have joined forces with the most powerful vampire in the region.” 
 
    Vanessa sighed, realizing that she had no other options. “Yes, you’re right. Alright, let’s start this war.” 
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    Vince grinned, turning the small purple stone on his palm. He was ready to fight, ready for his revenge, ready for his conquest. 
 
    “You’re sure we can trust her?” Richter asked, popping the spent shells out of his sawed-off and slipping a fresh pair into the barrels. “I mean, we sent that girl off with all the information she’d need to ruin this attack.” 
 
    Olivia crossed her arms under her breasts. “I’m inclined to agree with Richter, believe it or not. It would’ve been the safer bet to simply kill her on the spot.” 
 
    Vince shook his head, his gaze wandering off into the distance, toward their destination. “She wasn’t lying. I could see it in her eyes. There was desperation. She doesn’t want to be part of Thorne’s atrocities.” 
 
    Richter grinned. “Not going to ask why you’re so good at picking out desperation in a woman’s eyes, nephew.” He followed up his words with a big laugh. “But seriously, if you’re getting a certain vibe from someone, you should trust it. At the end of the day, these decisions are up to you.” 
 
    “I think you made the right call, Vince,” Lilith said. “Even if she’s lying, I’m confident that we’ll be able to prevail in the fight ahead.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Vince said, turning his eyes once more to the stone in his hands. “I’m thinking it’s time we started this battle.” 
 
    “I’m right there with you, Vince,” Richter said, hooking his thumbs into his belt. “We’ve given that vamp-witch or witch-vamp or whatever the hell she is enough time. Whatever’s going to happen, it’s already happening.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Olivia said. “It’s time to see this through.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “Ready whenever you are.” 
 
    “We stay together,” Vince said. “We move into the town, take out whoever’s in our way. We don’t want them panicking and doing anything to my mom.” 
 
    Vince took a deep breath, then smashed the stone in his hand. It broke easily, cracking like an egg and leaving nothing but purple dust on his palm. The dust stayed still for a moment, then flew from his hand as if it’d been caught by a breeze. The sparkling dust traveled up into the air, glittered for a moment, then vanished. 
 
    “Well,” Richter said. “Whatever that thing’s going to do, I think it just did it.” 
 
    “What now?” Lilith asked. 
 
    “We move,” Vince said. 
 
    Together, the group made their way through the woods. The air was still and silent for most of the trip, but it didn’t take long before the sounds of battle rang out in the distance. Wolf howls filled the air, followed by the barking of orders and gunfire. Colorful streams of magical energy cut through the darkness. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Richter said. “Glad we’re not in the middle of that.” 
 
    Vince paused, pulling out his battle map. He remembered the colors, mentally assigning them to what he was seeing on the map. The wolves were leading the charge, rushing through the enemy lines toward the town. Helsing agents came in from the flanks, while the witches held up the rear. 
 
    While he could make out the movements of his own troops on the map, he couldn’t see those of the enemy. Vince hated being in the dark, but there was nothing he could do but perform his role. 
 
    Vince put away the battle map, turning his attention back to the town ahead. It wasn’t long before he could see the outlines of buildings in the distance, then, as he drew closer, figures shambling in the dark. 
 
    “Zombies,” he said. “Lots of them.” 
 
    “How you want to handle this, nephew?” Richter asked. “There’s tons of them, and only four of us.” 
 
    “We storm through, and hope Amelia and Ayla and Sara and the rest can smash their way through. If we’re lucky, the rest of the witches will join the fight on our side.” 
 
    “And if not?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “Then we do our best, beeline to the Blood Lord and take him out before he can access the ley line. If he does, we’re screwed.” 
 
    Richter pulled out his sawed-off shotgun. “Then let’s do it.” 
 
    Vince broke out into a run, the rest of the group right behind him. It didn’t take long before the zombies caught sight of them, dozens and dozens of them moaning, raising their arms and beginning to stumble toward them. Richter got off the first shots, blasting one zombie in the head and then another, twin showers of gore erupting into the night sky, blood jetting out from the neck wounds. 
 
    Olivia sliced throats and limbs as she made her way through the crowd, deftly ducking and pivoting when the zombies reached for her. She left a trail of headless bodies in her wake, the group inching closer and closer to the town. 
 
    Lilith transformed her arms into two massive scythe-like blades, cleaving through zombies and dropping them left and right, showers of blood spraying here and there, the droplets glistening on the grass. 
 
    Vince, with Mangecoeur, carved through zombies on his path. They were easy to kill, but there were far too many to take down. His stomach already growled for blood, and he didn’t want to waste what energy he had on hordes of zombies. 
 
    “Vince!” Olivia shouted. “Get in there! We’ll hold them off!” 
 
    “Not a chance!” he replied. “I’m not leaving you all out here alone!” 
 
    More blood sprayed through the air as Lilith sliced a zombie from tip to bottom with her flesh scythe. The two pieces fell apart, giving an anatomically clear view of the zombie’s guts. 
 
    “We’re not alone,” Lilith said. “We’ve got each other’s backs. Once you’re clear, we’ll give these brainless freaks the slip and come to help.” 
 
    An explosion sounded in the distance, rumbling. The ground shook under Vince’s feet. He shot a glance in the direction of the noise, catching the sight of a colorful eruption of magical energy shining bright in the horizon. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Richter shouted. 
 
    “Magic,” Olivia replied. “Could be ours, could be theirs.” 
 
    Vince wanted more than anything to run in the direction of the chaos, to help his troops out on the front lines. But he needed to get into the town, to find the Blood Lord, and kill him. 
 
    Vince watched his party for a few moments longer, making sure that they had the situation under control. When he was satisfied, he slipped his blade back into his sheath and hurried further into the town. 
 
    The place was abandoned, a collection of structures in various states of rot. Vince was no expert on the subject, but he guessed that the town was around two hundred years old. It wasn’t the largest town out there, but it was still big enough to get lost in, still big enough for the Blood Lord Thorne to hide his small army. 
 
    Vince ducked behind one of the nearby buildings when he heard a noise nearby. He placed his back against the side of the structure, listening as the voices neared. 
 
    “We’re screwed,” spoke a woman. “We’re so screwed.” 
 
    “You’re being far too pessimistic,” the other said, another woman with a young-sounding voice. “Just because we have traitors among us doesn’t mean that this is all over.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Vanessa, that traitorous little bitch took half of our coven with her when she left. And Thorne is in the middle of that damn ritual, so he wasn’t much help at all when dealing with her.” 
 
    “But we’ve still got Adeline. She has this under con—” 
 
    The witch paused, sniffing the air. 
 
    “You smell that?” she asked. “That thick, rich scent in the air?” 
 
    The other witch paused. Vince listened as she sniffed. 
 
    “I do. I really do. It smells like strawberry syrup. Oh, and sex.” 
 
    “Mmm,” said the hummed. “You know, I was a little worried about the idea of becoming this strange sort of hybrid. But I have to admit, it has its fun parts.” 
 
    “I agree. What is that smell, by the way? It’s intoxicating, but… dangerous. I like it.” 
 
    “It’s like none of the other vampires we’ve smelled. You know, it actually reminds me of Thorne.” 
 
    A pause settled over the group. 
 
    Vince realized that his cover was blown. He placed his hands on the hilt of Mangecoeur, preparing to let it drink. 
 
    “Do you think that it’s him? Do you think that it’s Vincent?” she spoke his name with the hushed reverence that one might reserve for a celebrity. 
 
    “It could be. Do you think that the rumors are true?” 
 
    The other witch chuckled. “Which ones? That he’s seven feet tall? That his preferred method of drinking blood is to rip his victims in half and guzzle from the wound?” 
 
    “You know about the other rumor, right? That’s his thing is… you know?” 
 
    “Enormous? Now, as pleasant as that is to think about, tell me how someone in our coven would know that it was true.” 
 
    “I heard he pleasured four witches in the Hecate Coven all at the same time. That they couldn’t walk for weeks after he was done with them!” 
 
    Their voices grew louder and louder by the moment. Vince could tell that they were quite near. 
 
    “The Hecate Coven.” The other witch scoffed at the name with total derisiveness. “Irrelevant bitches, as if they could handle any cock. Hell, once Thorne gets his hands on the power of the ley line hub, we’re going to be the only coven left in this part of the country. Loyalty has its rewards, you know.” 
 
    “You think that he’ll even be able to accomplish the task? That witch from Poughkeepsie doesn’t seem to be cracking.” 
 
    “She will, eventually. And if Vincent is nearby, I think that it would be a very smart idea to take him alive and use him to get what Thorne wants. Maybe check if the rumors are true while we’re at it.” 
 
    “That’s a very good idea. Now, it’s just a matter of finding him.” 
 
    Vince smirked. The witches drew closer by the minute, and he was sure the battle wasn’t going to be one he’d be able to escape. He hefted Mangecoeur into a steady grip and stepped around the wall to face the witches head on. Both were tall and strikingly beautiful, with red eyes. One had blonde hair, the other’s was black. 
 
    “Ladies, you ever hear that it’s rude to talk about someone behind their back?” 
 
    Their eyes flashed, grins on their faces. 
 
    “It’s him!” the blonde said. 
 
    “I told you,” spoke the other. 
 
    “Let’s bring him in.” 
 
    “Right. But that doesn’t mean we can’t have a little fun with him first…” 
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    Hot pink magical energy formed at the hand of one of the witches. Vince dove out of the way right in time to dodge a scorching blast. The blast ignited the grass on fire and sent the acrid smell of burning into the air. 
 
    “That was nice!” said the blonde to the other witch, who’d cast the spell. “You almost got him!” 
 
    The black-haired witch scrunched up her face, clearly not happy with the way her attack had gone. “Almost isn’t going to do the job! We want to be in Thorne’s coterie, right? Well, bringing him Vincent’s head is one way to do that. We need to kill him, and fast!” 
 
    “That’s a good point! But if you want to bring Thorne his head, try not to blow it to pieces, got it?” 
 
    “Fine, fine!” 
 
    The witches’ red gaze focused on Vince. Back on his feet, he held Mangecoeur, narrowing his eyes as he prepared for his own attack. 
 
    “He’s coming,” the black-haired one said. “Are you ready for him?” 
 
    The blonde smiled. “Of course! I’m really interested to see what the New York Blood Lord can do.” 
 
    “We’ve heard so much about you,” the black-haired witch said. 
 
    “Hope I don’t disappoint,” Vince said. 
 
    With that, he threw his cloak around himself, pulling an instant teleport across the battlefield. 
 
    “What… what the hell!” one of them called out. 
 
    “Where did he go?” 
 
    Vince moved closer, one hand holding his cloak and the other wrapped around the hilt of his blade. When he was near enough to strike, he pulled the cloak open, surprising the witches with his teleport. 
 
    Their eyes went wide, the speed of his movement taking them totally by surprise. The black-haired witch, caught in a state of panic, raised her hands and began gathering magical energy. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the other shouted. “You can’t cast at this proximi—” 
 
    Her warning came too late. The black-haired witch fired a quick, unprepared burst of magical energy where Vince had appeared. He responded by shifting into Vamp Speed, leaping out of the way and letting the energy strike the ground where he’d been standing. The magic erupted in a burst of red light, ripping into the ground and sending the witches flying backward. 
 
    The black-haired witch slammed against one nearby building, the blonde into another. They rose quickly, however, both preparing to cast more magic. 
 
    “Way to go!” the blonde called out to her companion. “You nearly killed us with that stupid stunt.” 
 
    “It did the job!” the other witch shouted, panic in her voice. “Now, hurry and cast more at him—don’t let him get near!” 
 
    The witches raised their hands, gathering more magical energy. Together, the pair began firing machine-gun like bolts of mana, a barrage that would be more than enough to cut Vince into ribbons. He shifted on Vamp Speed before the magic could reach him, the bolts freezing in mid-air, wild expressions on the witches’ faces. 
 
    The bolts are still, but that doesn’t mean I want to try dodging them. 
 
    Vince closed his eyes and flicked on Fleshmancy, gooping into a puddle and inching his way underneath the bolts. Before too long, he was past the bolts of magic and back between the witches. Vince shifted back into his normal form, turning off his Vamp Speed as he did. 
 
    The magical bolts blasted the spot where Vince had been standing only seconds before, the witches letting out wild laughter as they attacked. 
 
    “That should do it!” the black-haired witch called out. 
 
    Their magical attack stopped, smoke rising from the ground and obscuring the area. As the smoke cleared, however, instead of Vince’s blown-up body, they were greeted with the sight of the grass completely charred where they’d unleashed their attack. 
 
    But there was no Blood Lord. 
 
    “What the hell?” the blonde called out. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Over here!” 
 
    The witches turned, surprise appearing on their faces as they realized that Vince was behind them, Mangecoeur at the ready. 
 
    “Get him!” The black-haired witch raised her hands, firing a beam of pure red mana. Vince splashed onto the ground, just in time to miss the beam. Once he was clear, he moved to the side, congealed back into his normal form, then sliced his blade at the blonde, who moved back barely in time to prevent it from cutting her in two. 
 
    “Ow!” the blonde shouted, stepping back. 
 
    Vince stepped back to see that his attack had sliced through the front of the blonde, cutting through her outfit. Through the rips in her clothes, he could make out the flawless, pale skin of her body, the tatters of fabric just barely covering her full breasts. The blonde looked down at her clothes, bringing her angry eyes up to Vince when she realized what had happened. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for this, Blood Loser,” said the blonde. “I was going to kill you nice and easy. But now, I’m going to make you suffer.” 
 
    Before Vince could say a word, explosions sounded in the distance, followed by the chatter of gunfire. The noises were closer than they had been, and Vince could tell that his army was getting close. 
 
    “You think so?” he asked, a confident smile on his face. “Because once my troops get here, they’re going to put an end to your Blood Lord’s plans pretty damn fast.” 
 
    “Oh, silly little bloodsucker,” the black-haired witch said, shaking her head sadly. “All it’ll take for us to stop this attack right in its tracks is for us to kill you.” 
 
    “And that’s just what we’re going to do.” 
 
    Vince grabbed the hilt of his blade with both hands, ready to get to its bloody work. Activating his Bruiser powers, Vince let out a roar and rushed toward the witches, turning his attention to the black-haired witch. He raised the blade over his head and prepared to bring it down hard. 
 
    “Phase!” the witch shouted. 
 
    As Vince ran, the witch split into two—at least, that’s what it seemed like. A second version of the black-haired witch stepped out of the first, the illusion so confusing that Vince wasn’t sure which was the right one. 
 
    Both witches smirked, as if waiting for Vince to make his mistake. He picked the one on the right, bringing the blade down hard and… cutting through nothing. 
 
    “Ha!” the black-haired witch’s mocking laugh came from behind Vince. “Nice job getting the wro—” 
 
    He didn’t let her finish. Vince pivoted on his feet, turning and jabbing Mangecoeur forward right as the black-haired witch prepared to cast another spell. The blow hit home, stabbing right into her heart. 
 
    The witch screamed, and the magical energy glowed brighter and brighter. 
 
    “No!” the blonde shouted. “It’s a runaway mana reaction!” 
 
    The black-haired witch’s hair burned and her skin melted off in chunks, revealing charred bone. To Vince’s surprise, the witch wasn’t the only thing melting. Mangecoeur glowed with red energy, and he could only watch helplessly as the steel sagged and drooped, finally falling in plops onto the ground. 
 
    Vince looked at his hands in disbelief, as if he might expect his sword to reappear at any moment. It didn’t, of course, Mangecoeur now nothing more than a pile of melted slag between the witches, the hilt with its red-jeweled pommel sticking out of the smoking mess. 
 
    “Nice!” the blonde said, tying her tattered clothes together and exposing her flat midriff. “That’s going to make the rest of this fight a heck of a lot easier.” 
 
    “You think this is going to be easier, huh?” he asked. “Try me.” 
 
    Behind him, the black-haired witch fell into a heap. As she landed, the red jewel from Mangecoeur’s pommel came loose, rolling onto the ground and coming to a stop at Vince’s feet. 
 
    “You prick!” shouted the blonde, it finally dawning on her that her companion was dead as dead gets. “You’re going to pay for that one!” 
 
    Vince ignored her words, squatting down and picking up the gem from the ground. He studied it closely, noticing something sloshing inside. The gem contained a small amount of red liquid, liquid that he recognized right away as Balthazar’s blood. 
 
    “I can’t wait to get my hands on you!” the witch called out. “Grrr, I’m going to rip you apart with my bare hands! You’re going to really, really regret messing with us witches! You’re screwed, kid!” 
 
    Vince kept right on ignoring her, holding the gem in his hands. With a little bit of strength, he broke the thing open, tilting it carefully so that the precious blood didn’t drip out. He took one half, dumping the blood into his mouth. Once that was down the hatch, he did the same with the rest. 
 
    Warmth filled him, that nourishing richness that only Balthazar’s blood could provide. Red smokiness filled his vision, and once more he was in Balthazar’s realm, ready to pick the next level of his powers. 
 
    “You little prick!” the witch called out, her voice fading. “You’re in so much trou…” 
 
    Her words decreased in volume down to nothingness, allowing Vince to focus entirely on his choice. 
 
    Alright, got to make this fast. His eyes jumped from one power to the next. The one that caught his eye the most, however, was the Blood Dragon. Vince thought of his vision, how he’d imagine wings that no doubt were those of a dragon sprouting from his body. 
 
    When he stepped toward the Blood Dragon power, prepared to finally take it for his own, he slammed into an invisible wall. He reached out, touching a smooth barrier. 
 
    What’s all this about? he thought. Could really use Olivia to explain this. Maybe I need more blood before I can take the dragon powers for my own. 
 
    “You prick!” 
 
    Got to pick something fast. Bruiser, nice and simple. He hurried over to the Bruiser path, running down it and grasping the misty form on the far end. The red faded from around him, the real world quickly returning. 
 
    Vince was greeted with the sight of the blonde witch approaching. Her face was twisted in anger, her hands glowing with magical energy. 
 
    “You’re dead, you little asshole! I’m going to crush you like an annoying little gnat!” she shouted. “Thorne’s going to let me into his coterie for sure!” 
 
    Vince glanced at the brick wall behind him, an idea occurring to him. 
 
    “Get ready, Vince!” the witch raised her hands, the glowing magical energy blazing brighter and brighter. 
 
    Vince activated his Bruiser powers. Strength like he’d never known before coursed through him, his muscles bulging and rippling and tearing his clothes. He felt like a beast, like he could demolish a building with his bare hands, and that’s exactly what he planned to do. 
 
    The witch shot a beam of magical energy at him. Vince jumped out of the way, the beam hitting the brick wall. When he was clear, he smashed his fists through the wall, ripping out a massive chunk of brick that he then threw at her. 
 
    The brick wall slammed into the witch, a quick ‘yelp’ sounding from her as it hit. The momentum carried her back, crashing her into the building opposite to him. Dust and debris exploded, filling the night. Vince hurried over to her to finish the job, but saw no signs of life, only a foot sticking up out of the mess. 
 
    He turned, his eyes landing on the other witch impaled on the remains of Mangecoeur. Vince approached, pulling out the destroyed weapon. The rest of the blade fell out, landing on the grass with a dull thud. The jewel gone from the pommel, the hilt appeared to be that of nothing more than a standard, unremarkable sword. The remains of the weapon began to disintegrate before his eyes, turning to black dust and blowing away. In only a few seconds, Vince was left holding nothing at all. 
 
    See you around, Mangecoeur. At least you got your revenge, right? Vince sighed. Going to need to get a new sword now. 
 
    The sounds of battle erupted once more in the distance. 
 
    Got to make do with what I have. Thorne needs killing, now. 
 
    Vince sprinted through the nearly empty town. Only a few witch-vamps were around, all hurrying off to the battle. Vince held back, waiting for them to get clear. The place was a ghost town comprised of dilapidated buildings, their windows long-broken and any structure made of wood on the verge of collapsing. A few brick buildings stood tall, but those were few and far between. 
 
    After a bit more exploring, he laid eyes on a large building in the center of town, a two-story structure with large columns in front. A worn sign out front read “Langstrom City Hall.” 
 
    If I had to guess where Thorne and the rest of his coterie were holding Mom, I’d go with that place. 
 
    Vince gave the magical map one quick check. The wolves had advanced far ahead, the agents closing in on the flanks while Amelia’s witches still held the rear. It was difficult to say for certain, but he could see that the number of soldiers on his side had decreased. 
 
     I hate not being on the front lines. But if I can take Thorne out, that’ll be the best shot at ending this once and for all. 
 
    Putting the map back into his pocket, Vince approached the city hall, alert for any signs of trouble as he stepped inside. The interior was enormous, though totally ruined, tiles pulled up and chunks of ceiling hanging down. The smell of dust and rot was thick in the air. 
 
    Vince didn’t spot a soul. He made his way further into the building, eyes and ears peeled for movement. 
 
    Where the hell is this Blood Lord operating out of? If he’s got an army—he has to have something like my HQ in New York. If he does, this sure as hell isn’t it. 
 
    Vince looked around a bit more, poking his head into offices and meeting rooms. He made his way toward the back, eventually spotting a large set of double doors on the far end. A sign on the wall read “courtroom.” 
 
    One last place to check, he thought. Then I try to figure something else out. 
 
    He pulled the doors open. The courtroom was just as empty and run-down as the rest of the building. He stepped inside, wondering if he might have missed something, or someone, on the way in. When he reached the center of the room, however, the silence was broken. 
 
    By laughter. 
 
    The doors slammed shut behind Vince with a boom that echoed like a thunderclap through the courtroom and whipped up ancient dust. He turned, a figure stepping out from the shadowy darkness. As it drew closer, Vince recognized him. 
 
    “Vince!” the man called out. “Long time, no see!” 
 
    The man grinned. Tall and built with long hair, his eyes manic, was Mick—the Blood Lord who’d escaped Vince’s clutches back in New York. 
 
    “I think we’ve got some unfinished business. How about we take care of that, right here, right now?” 
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    Mick strolled into the room like he owned the place, a cocky expression on his craggy features, his long, greasy brown hair draped over one of his cheeks. 
 
    “Bet you thought you’d seen the last of me, huh?” he asked, leaning against one of the room’s pillars. 
 
    “Was hoping I had,” Vince said, his body tense, prepared for battle. “Guess I figured you’d be smart enough to realize that if I’d whopped your ugly ass once already, I’d be able to do it again. Turns out you’re ugly and dumb. My condolences.” 
 
    Mick narrowed his eyes, his cool, confident composure faltering for a moment. “Big words. Especially for someone who walked right into my trap, twice.” 
 
    Vince looked around. “What’s the trap? In case you forgot, I’m the one who won the last time. Wiped the floor with you and your whole coterie. You really think your odds are better all on your own?” 
 
    “My coterie? Those sorry-ass punks?” he scoffed. “I was doing those newbie vamps a favor by letting them hang around with me.” 
 
    Vince grinned. “That right? Hard to figure out what’s a favor exactly with you letting them get killed off in the basement of some shitty club.” 
 
    Mick shrugged indifferently. “Whatever. Point is, they’re dead and I’m alive. Guess they’d be happy to know I’ll be getting some revenge for ‘em.” 
 
    Vince shook his head. “Pretty sad if you ask me. You went from one of the Blood Lords of New York to some loser in a stronger vamp’s coterie. Pretty big downgrade.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong, Vince-my-man. This Thorne guy… he’s strong as they come, and with the army of witch-vamps he’s got at his disposal, I’d bet any amount of money that he’s going to be the last vamp standing when these wars are over. In fact, that’s what I’m counting on.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” If he’s going to blab the plan, then I’m not going to stop him. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Mick repeated, the shit-eating grin still on his face. “Once Thorne secures the ley line hub, he and his witches will have access to more power than they’ll know what to do with. It’ll be no problem to secure New York, both the city and the state. From there, he’s moving south, all the way down to Miami. And once that happens, he’s going to need loyal soldiers to rule over his territory.” He tapped his chest with his finger. “That’s where old Mick comes in. Iin exchange for my loyalty, he’s going to make me the commander of New York.” 
 
    Vince laughed. “So, if you’re too much of a pussy to take the city for yourself, then latch onto a vamp who’s powerful enough to hand it to you.” 
 
    Mick narrowed his eyes in anger. “It’s not a matter of being a pussy. It’s all about playing it smart, asshole.” 
 
    “Whatever you want to call it.” Vince looked around. “Where the hell is this all-powerful Thorne asshole anyway? He hiding out somewhere, letting you do his dirty work?” 
 
    “More like he doesn’t want to waste his time with you. He has confidence in me—he did make me part of his coterie, after all. And this is great! He doesn’t even know you’re here yet, which gives me the perfect opportunity to take your head and surprise him with a gift. I mean, I’ll have to wait until he’s done with his ritual in the church, but that won’t take long. Once he’s claimed this territory, I’ll throw your head down at his feet and take my rule over New York.” 
 
    The church. That’s where I need to go when this fight is done. 
 
    “My mom,” Vince said. “Where is she? What’s he doing with her?” 
 
    “Using her for his ritual. Turns out that he doesn’t need her help, just her power. Sure, she’s not going to survive the process, but it’s all for a good cause.” 
 
    The mention of his mother in danger sent a fresh wave of adrenaline through Vince. He formed his hands into tight fists. 
 
    “Oh, that did it, huh?” Mick asked through a sneer. “Worried about Mommy?” 
 
    “Worry about yourself,” Vince said. “And if you’re so confident you can take me out, then let’s see you try. Got a feeling this is going to go a lot like the last time we met.” 
 
    “You think so? Doesn’t look to me like your uncle’s here to help.” 
 
    A boom sounded in the near distance, dark blue light from exploding magical energy bleeding into the courthouse. Gunfire sounded, and wolves howled. 
 
    “He’s around,” Vince said with a grin. “Along with the rest of my army.” 
 
    The cocky expression faded from Mick’s face for a moment. Vince was getting the impression that the vampire hadn’t expected the battle to draw so close. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Mick said. “I’ll kill you, then go out to the battlefield and claim some more glory.” 
 
    “You’ve got to actually shut the hell up and stop fighting for that to happen.” 
 
    Mick grinned. “Good point. Let’s do this!” 
 
    The vampire closed his eyes, extending his arm and activating his Fleshmancer powers. His right arm extended, taking on the appearance of a razor-sharp blade, one so big and heavy that it dropped onto the ground and landed with a thud, the wood of the floor splitting. 
 
    “You didn’t get to see the full extent of my powers last time,” Mick said. “Can’t wait to show you.” 
 
    With that, he heaved his flesh blade from the ground, grunting as he swung it through the air. It whooshed toward Vince, who dropped to the ground just in time to feel its movement over his head. The blade smashed into one of the room’s pillars, splinters of wood flying here and there, landing on the ground in a shower of debris. 
 
    Vince barely had enough time to compose himself before Mick was above him, swinging the blade down at gun. He rolled out of the way. The floor split and splintered. Mick pressed on, pivoting on the blade he’d buried in the ground to chase Vince. Mick’s feet connected with Vince’s chest, the blow powerful enough to send him flying across the courtroom. 
 
    Vince landed hard on one of the many benches, pain blasting through him as he struggled to his feet. This guy’s full of shit talk, but that doesn’t mean I should underestimate him. 
 
    “Here!” Mick shouted, lifting his blade out of the ground and pointing it at Vince. “Catch!” 
 
    The blade blasted from Mick’s body, shooting across the room. Vince slowed down time, leaping to evade the blade that thunked deep through the wood. 
 
    Vince focused, activating his own Fleshmancer powers, forming his right fist into several grape-sized projectiles and firing them like a machine gun. Mick ducked into cover. The flesh bullets thunked into the pillar he hid behind, biting through wood. Vince landed, his arm a blunt stub. 
 
    Gonna need to get my “ammo” back if I want to use my arm. Only so much skin to go around. 
 
    Mick laughed. “Nice try! I mean, I admire the attempt! But that’s some low-level shit!” Mick stuck his remaining hand out, making a “come here” gesture. As if it were sentient, the massive flesh sword melted into a puddle and moved back to him, joining with his body and reforming his arm. 
 
    Vince took advantage of the breathing room, shifting into his man-wolf form and rushing over to where his flesh bullets were. He commanded them to return to him, smashing the bullets against his shoulder like a slab of clay, then letting the flesh reform. 
 
    Mick lunged at him with a fist the size of a suitcase, smashing it into Vince’s chest and sending him flying in a long arc across the room. 
 
    Vince hit another wall, more pain shooting through his body—the most he’d felt since becoming a vampire. He rolled over onto his side, groaning as he struggled to his feet. 
 
    “Man, I’d thought this was going to be hard!” Mick said as he moved toward Vince. “I’m going to have to make something up when I come to Thorne with your head, tell him that you made me work for it.” Mick stopped as he stood over Vince, forming his other hand into another massive fist. “You know what? I think it’d actually be more fun to smash your head. Thorne will be fine if I bring him your mangled corpse. Hell, I bet he’d even think it was funny. You ready to die, kid?” 
 
    Vince chuckled. 
 
    “Huh? What the hell are you grinning at, jackass?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Vince said. “It’s just that I’m done preparing my magic.” 
 
    Mick’s eyes flashed with fear. “You’re what?” 
 
    Vince brought his hand from behind his back after gathering it full of red molten energy. He buried it inside the other vamp’s chest before Mick could so much as twitch. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Vince said, activating Vamp Speed to sprint to the other side as fast as he could, just in time to watch the fire orb explode, blasting open the side of Mick’s torso and sending hot chunks of flesh flying. One landed near Vince, landing with a wet, sizzling splat. 
 
    Vince stood firm, his eyes on Mick. To his surprise, the vampire didn’t collapse. He wasn’t even dead—dazed, but not dead. 
 
    “What… what the hell did you do?” Half of Mick’s head was blown open, his now-burnt skull exposed. 
 
    “Now would be a good time to die,” Vince said. 
 
    Mick turned to him slowly, a strange grin forming on his mangled face. “Yeah, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? Why don’t I try something else first?” 
 
    Mick, wobbling on his feet, pulled out three red stones from his pocket— three portions of Balthazar’s Blood. 
 
    Vince raised his hand. “I’m no expert on this stuff, but something tells me that you shouldn’t be taking three of those at once.” 
 
    Mick laughed. “Sounds like someone knows he’s about to get crushed.” 
 
    Before Vince had a chance to react, Mick shoved the three red stones into his mouth and crunched hard. Blood, both from the stones and from the shards cutting his mouth, dripped down his ruined face as he chewed. 
 
    “Yes,” he moaned, latching his free hand onto the nearest pillar to give himself support. “The power… it’s incredible!” Mick’s blasted-apart body jerked upright, his eyes going wide as the process took hold. “Oh… oh…. Yeah…” 
 
    He grinned, his eyes rolling back in pure pleasure. “So this is what it feels like to be a king of vampires. It’s… it’s incredible!” 
 
    Vince watched as Mick’s body reconstituted itself, his wounds healing and his flesh pulling back together. When he was fully healed, Mick stood, his body rippling with new, powerful muscles. He stood two feet higher, his eyes blazing with manic energy. 
 
    “This is great!” he shouted. “Hell, why am I listening to Thorne? If this is the kind of power I have no, I should be the one running shit! But first, I have to take care of you, Vince!” 
 
    Vince’s hand shot to his scabbard where Mangecoeur had once rested. A pang of disappointment ran through him. The blade was gone, so he raised his hands into tight fists, closing his eyes and checking his blood levels—high, but not totally maxed out. 
 
    Going to need to conserve. This fight will be tough, but I’ve got Thorne to deal with afterwards. 
 
    Mick rolled his head on his shoulders, flexing and tensing his muscles. 
 
    “You ready for this, kid?” he asked. “I can’t wait to see what these po—” A confused expression flashed on Mick’s face. “What… what the hell?” He stood still for a moment before throwing his head back, his spine stiffening as he let out a howl of pain. “What’s happening? What’s going on?” 
 
    Whatever it was, Vince had a hunch it wasn’t going to be pretty. He turned, scaling the judge’s bench and hopping into cover. 
 
    Mick continued to scream in increasing agony, his limbs bubbling like boiling water, his arms and legs expanding to enormous size. His torso did the same, as if massive tumors were swelling underneath his skin. His body mutated into something inhuman, something that wasn’t even a vampire anymore. 
 
    When the grotesque transformation finished, Mick had the appearance of a large mound of quivering, shifting flesh. His face was somewhere among the mess, limb-like protrusions shooting out and sticking onto the wall. One of Mick’s eyes was huge and red and bloodshot, the gaze flicking here and there. 
 
    “What… what the…” his voice was a low, inhuman grumble. “What the fuck am I?” 
 
    “You’re somehow even uglier than you already were,” Vince said. “And that’s saying something.” 
 
    The Mick mass shivered. Vince wasn’t sure what was happening, but quickly realized that he was laughing—or, at least, as close to laughing as a monstrous mountain of flesh was capable of. 
 
    “Funny, Vince. But… it’s strange. I somehow feel even more powerful than I already did. And… and I can sense how this all works. Watch.” To make his point, Mick shot out one of the fleshy protrusions in Vince’s direction. 
 
    Vince threw himself out of the way with Vamp Speed, only barely dodging the bullet-fast spear of flesh. It punched straight through the wall behind him. 
 
    The mound shook with laughter once again. “This is amazing, more than I could’ve hoped for. Now, Vince, you ready to finish this fight once and for all?” 
 
    Vince stood, cracking his neck and preparing his powers. “Bring it on, freak.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tapping into his own Fleshmancy, Vince transformed his arm into a sharp blade and sliced through Mick’s tendril as it shot out toward him. 
 
    Mick growled in pain, the flesh rope coming free in Vince’s hand. The mass was heavy and thick, feeling like a hunk of wet wood in his grasp—wood that pulsed and throbbed and bled, that is. Vince tossed the heap clear, a wet plop sounding as it landed on the floor.  
 
    He allowed himself a small smile of satisfaction.  
 
    Maybe this won’t be as hard as I thought—just have to take the freak apart piece by piece, and not get smashed in the process. 
 
    Then the severed flesh began to slither. Mick groaned, his mass quivering as the flesh melted, oozing back toward him and reincorporating into the greater bulk. Just like that. 
 
    Holy shit, this guy’s like Tetsuo and T-1000 combined! 
 
    “You can fight all you want, Vince,” Mick said. “It’s only a matter of time before you run out of blood. How about this—give yourself over to me. I can incorporate you into my mass, make you a part of me. With your power, I could easily conquer the rest of the Blood Lords.” 
 
    “As appealing as the offer of getting melted down for spare flesh sounds,” Vince said, “I’m going to pass on that one.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re going to be a part of me, Vince. The only question is if you’re still breathing when it happens. Now, come on!” 
 
    The mass quivered, balls of flesh growing on the front of it. With a groan, Mick shot the bowling-ball-sized bullets. Vince dove into a roll. Behind him, the balls crashed a portion of the wall into splinters. As soon as Vince stood, the balls rolled out of the wall and back to the main mass. They bounced up like they weighed nothing at all, entering the mass with ripples.  
 
    “Cool trick, huh?” Mick asked. “Let’s see what else this body can do…” 
 
    More explosions sounded in the distance, the building shaking and dust falling from the ceiling. Vince ran behind a pillar to dodge another round of flesh balls, quickly checking his map while he had cover. The wolves had entered the town limits, the witches right behind and the Helsing agents closing in their pincer attack from the sides.  
 
    If I can hold out for just a little longer, my forces will be here. 
 
    Vince shoved the map back into his pocket. More protrusions pushed from Mick, dozens of them, all whiplike and snapping in different directions. The mass moved toward him, the flesh whips carving deep gouges in the wood with each thwack. Vince, his hand in a blade form, dropped to the ground and struck, cutting through several of the whips as they passed overhead.  
 
    The severed whips landed on and around him, squirming like hyperactive snakes. Some of them slithered back to the mass, others attacked Vince, trying to choke or pin him down. The things were surprisingly strong. Vince had to dib into Bruiser strength to rip them apart and toss them away.  
 
    “This is fun.” Mick giggled. “Vince, you have to try it. Become part of me and you’ll gain this power for yourself!” 
 
    “Yeah? And look like a giant hemorrhoid ready to pop? No, thanks.”  
 
    “Makes sense that you’d act this way. You’re a new vampire, after all—you’ve got no idea what true power looks like. Not everything in our world is sleek and stylish and all that worthless shit. Some of it looks downright nightmarish. You’ll find out, when I’m done with you.” 
 
    The mass formed a large fist that crashed through a pillar Vince had used for cover and pulverized the floor and ground he’d been standing on. The mass was able to strike with surprising speed, forcing Vince to constantly stay on the defensive just to survive. If he wanted to deal with this giant asshole, he had to take risks. 
 
    Vince tapped into Bruiser strength and, instead of ducking away, leapt at the fist as it was withdrawing. He grabbed onto it and pulled. The mass was strong. Strong enough to lift him up, but Vince kicked his legs through the floor, anchoring himself in place. 
 
    Up close, he could see the pulsing veins underneath the surface of the horrible-looking mass. He sank his hands into the warm, throbbing flesh, fighting off his disgust.  
 
    With his blade-hand inside the mass, Vince tore at it with all his strength while slicing through wildly. Sinew and tendon and flesh snapped, and the fist separated, with pained groans from Mick. Wielding the blade-hand embedded fist like a mallet, Vince poured all his strength into a strike aimed at Mick’s center mass. The impact split him into two. 
 
    Alright! Maybe that’s the way to hurt him. 
 
    Vince’s hopes were dashed right away, however, as the split-apart portions of the mass inched back toward one another and melded together, recovering the damage in seconds. Even the fist rolled away from where Vince had tossed it, joining back into the mass. 
 
    “Don’t you get it, Vince?” Mick asked. “I’m invincible! Nothing can hurt me. This is the kind of power you could have if you’d only stop being so damn stubborn!” 
 
    There was no chance in hell that he’d join Mick. All the same, he began to wonder just how he was going to prevail. He had no weapons beside fangs (and he wasn’t about to bite that thing) and his flesh blades. Although his Bruiser strength could rip the mass into pieces, it always knit back together.  
 
    “Alright,” Mick said. “Time to end this.” 
 
    The mass wound into a large cone around Vince, as tall as the building itself. To his horror, the top of the circle began to close like some unholy anus, Mick’s flesh entombing him entirely.  
 
    “There we go!” Mick’s voice boomed. “Now, just close your eyes and relax—this’ll only take a second.” 
 
    The walls began writhing inward. Vince swung his flesh blade to punch a hole in the wall, but the tear repaired itself so fast that the flesh closed around his fist.  
 
    Got one shot to survive this, he thought. Firebomb seemed to work before. Might as well give it another try. And if I blow myself up in the process, that’s a hell of a lot better than getting sucked into this shit. 
 
    Vince returned his trapped blade back into a hand and gathered mana within it. A faint red glow grew within the wall of flesh, illuminating the veins and alien organs. It’d damage him too, but that was hell of a lot better than the alternative.  
 
    Flesh walls glued themselves against Vince. Mick’s voice was right in his ear, “Don’t be scared boy, this will only hurt for a moment.” 
 
    “Yeah, my thoughts exactly.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Vince released the explosion, and the world became brightness and fire. Force of the detonation slammed him backward and into a wall. Wet slaps of flesh rained everywhere, some of them Vince’s. But of course that wasn’t enough. 
 
    Through the thumping headache and blurring world, Vince could hear Mick’s voice. Feeling the ache in his now stumped hand, Vince tapped into Fleshmancy and began gathering his fingers. 
 
    Another loud explosion took down an entire wall. Flashing lights and sounds of battle flooded the courtroom, as figures rushed inside. 
 
    “There he is!” a familiar voice shouted. 
 
    “What… what the hell is that?” 
 
    Behind him, Vince could see his coterie—Ayla, Olivia, Sara, Margaret, Amelia, and Lilith—along with Richter. In the town was an army of witches casting spells, Helsing agents firing weapons, and wolves rushing toward their enemies. 
 
    “Is that… a living thing?” Sara asked. 
 
    “That’s Mick,” Vince said as the splattered gore reformed into a hideous mass before them. “Remember the Blood Lord we didn’t get a chance to take down? Well, here he is.” 
 
    “What happened?” Sara asked. “He makes me want to puke.” 
 
    “Took a ton of Balthazar’s Blood at once,” Vince said.  
 
    Olivia snorted. “Let me guess, he pumped it all into Fleshmancer?” 
 
    “Yep,” Vince said.  
 
    “More of you!” Mick bellowed. “Come on, there’s room for the whole gang!” 
 
    “He has a fetish of absorbing people,” Vince explained. 
 
    “Wish we would’ve killed this prick when we’d had the chance,” Richter said. “I’m gonna be seeing this whenever I eat now.” 
 
    Vince began creating another magma orb. “Alright, guys. Any good ideas on how to beat an infinitely regenerating asshole?” 
 
    Amelia’s eyes flashed. “I’ve got an idea. Vince, when I give the sign, throw that thing with all you’ve got!” 
 
    Vince nodded. “What’re you planning?” 
 
    “A little fire and ice,” she said with a smile. “Just watch.” 
 
    She held her palms apart, gathered them full of bright blue mana and lobbed it toward Mick. The magic splashed all over him, beginning to entomb Mick in a deep layer of ice. The mana kept on spreading around him, and the more it spread, the slower he became, until he was covered entirely. 
 
    “Hey!” he shouted. “What’d you do?” 
 
    “Now, Vince!” Amelia called out. 
 
    Vince launched his basketball-sized ball of magma. The mass exploded in a shower of frozen gore, chunks flying here and there, the scent of cooking meat filling the air. When the dust settled, Mick was gone, nothing but a giant blood splatter and smoking guts.  
 
    Vince took a look around, noticing that more than a little bit of gore had fallen on his allies. Sara was especially aghast. 
 
    “Oh my God!” she shouted, pulling a long string of what looked to be intestines out of her hair. “This is so gross!” 
 
    Olivia was less bothered, wiping the mess from her arms and shoulders with a few quick sweeps of her hand. 
 
    “Get over it, Pipsqueak,” she said. “You’re going to see a hell of a lot worse than this in the crypt world.” 
 
    Vince stepped back, turning his attention to the group. “I need a status report.” 
 
    Lilith smiled, stepping forward. “The assault is, so far, a success. The wolves managed to break the back of Thorne’s main forces. The Hecate witches are pummeling them with spells and giving them no means to escape.” 
 
    “My agents took some losses,” Margaret said. “But we’re closing in the trap right now.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Vince said. “What about the church?” 
 
    “The church?” Amelia asked. “What about it?” 
 
    Vince’s stomach tensed. He had a good hunch that the battle was far from over. 
 
    “We’d assumed that this place was what the Blood Lord had been using as his headquarters. It’s the center of town, after all.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought too,” Vince said. “Turns out that it was a dummy. The real HQ is the church up on the hill. That’s where Thorne, the Blood Lord, is with my mom. He’s going to use her for his ritual to take the ley line and kill her in the process.” 
 
    Amelia’s eyes widened. “We have to stop him before he pulls off the ritual!” 
 
    “Bet you that’s where he is with his closest guard,” Richter said, slinging one of his shotguns over his shoulder. “It’s gonna get tough.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Here’s the plan. We storm in through the front, blitz the rest of his forces with whatever we have. While they’re tied up in fighting, me and Richter and Olivia and Amelia will sneak around and enter the church. From there, we rush in and take the asshole out, ending the fight once and for all. Got it.” 
 
    The group nodded.  
 
    “Then let’s move.”  
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    “Vince! There you are!” 
 
    Vanessa, the witch-vamp he’d met in the woods, hurried over to him with an excited expression as they were making their way uphill toward the Church. 
 
    “Vanessa.” Vince stopped, the rest of the group forming around him as if a battle might be on the horizon. “What’s the status?” 
 
    Four witch-vamps were with her, all looking like they’d just been through a fight. 
 
    “We managed to get more than a few witches on our side.” She nodded to Amelia. “They’re yours to command.” 
 
    “Good!” Amelia said. “I’m going in with Vince for the final assault, since he’s going to need someone who understands ley lines. You and the rest of your witches join in with the Hecate Coven. Spread the word that the final push up to the church is about to commence!” 
 
    While the two witches spoke, Vince took in the scene around him. The town had been decimated, most of the buildings reduced to rubble. Part of Ayla’s pack was gathered at the base of the hill, the glow of witches behind them. To his right, two prongs of Helsing agents met one another, taking stock of the shape each was in. Bodies littered the ground, most of them zombies and vamp-witches.  
 
    “That reminds me,” Amelia said. “Vince, I’d been the one leading the attack from the rear. Being a general isn’t really my thing, but it wasn’t too hard to execute your orders. With me joining you for the final attack, however, you’re going to need to pick someone else to do it.” 
 
    Vince let his gaze jump over each of his coterie.  
 
    “Lilith, you seem like the organized type.” 
 
    She smiled. “Why yes, I am.” 
 
    “Want to lead an attack?” 
 
    The smile stayed on her lips. “I’d love to.” Without wasting a word, Lilith turned and called out to the troops. “Alright, boys and girls!” Her tone was deeper, more commanding. “Form up at the base of the hill and prepare for another assault! This fight’s not over yet!” 
 
    The hundred or so troops obeyed her command.  
 
    “I’m impressed,” Vince said as the soldiers marched past the ruins of the town and made their way to the base of the hill.  
 
    Lilith shrugged as if it were no big deal at all. “I’m into wargaming, believe it or not. This is basically that, but bigger.” 
 
    “And with real people,” Richter said. “Not those painted little toys.” 
 
    “Figurines,” Lilith said, raising an eyebrow. “Anyway, I’ll see to it that we take the hill with minimal losses. Vince, good luck up there.” 
 
    “Thanks. Same to you. Margaret, you take command over the Helsing troops. Ayla, do the same for your wolves. Lilith will be overseeing the operation from the rear.” 
 
    “Oh, Vince!” Vanessa called out as Vince’s party continued toward the Church. “I… happened to see the remains of your sword back there. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “It’s nothing. Got to take out one of the witches with it before it broke for good.” 
 
    She smiled. “I saw that! All the same, you need a weapon. Here, take this.” Vanessa pulled up the hem of her dress, revealing both a long, slender leg and a dagger hooked into a hidden sheath. She pulled it out with the hilt and handed it over. “This is a magical dagger. Not a full blade, unfortunately, but you’ll find that it’s effective. You’re able to use some of your mana to charge it with magic. I recommend using that Holy spell I heard you have and try it against zombies. You’ll find it to be most effective.” 
 
    Vince took the weapon and slipped the dagger out. The handle was white and straight, flawless as ivory, a small, clear stone at the hilt. The blade itself was flat and sharp, curved and ending in a razor-sharp point.  
 
    “Thanks,” Vince said, attaching the weapon to his hip. “I’ll put it to good use.” 
 
    “Speaking of weapons,” Margaret said. “Sharpe! Get your ass over here!” 
 
    One of the Helsing troops, a tall, blonde woman with a slim face, snapped to attention. She hurried over and stood at attention.  
 
    “Yes, Commander?” she asked.  
 
    “Give Vince your weapons.” 
 
    Without a moment of hesitation, the well-dressed woman slipped off her rifle and took off her pistol, handing them both over to Vince. 
 
    “Get back with the rest of the agents,” Margaret said. “Get new weapons from Jones. He took a blast of magic to the leg, so he’ll be sitting this part of the fight out.”  
 
    The woman, Sharpe, gave an affirmative nod before heading back into the town to resupply. Vince looked over the weapons. The rifle was a compact, bullpup design that was surprisingly lightweight. The pistol was small and nimble, and seemed to be the perfect weapon for close-quarters fighting. Vince held them both for long enough to get a sense of how they felt, then equipped them. 
 
    “We’re trying a new thing with the Helsing remnant,” Margaret said. “We’re going to be uniform and streamlined. The rifle’s bases on the FN F200 design, modified for silver bullets, naturally. The pistol’s an HK 45 tactical, able to swap in regular or silver rounds. When I’m done with Helsing, this is going to be the standard outfit for all agents.” She grinned. “But I want you to give them a try. Take ‘em into the field, see how well they mow down zombies and witches.” 
 
    Vince, feeling better with good weapons, nodded back at her. “Will do. Stay safe out there, Margaret.” 
 
    “I’ll save some zombies for you to take down.” She winked and broke apart from the group and headed over to her soldiers, preparing them for the attack.  
 
    “Let’s move,” Vince said. “We don’t have a second to waste.” 
 
    The group formed up, Vince at the head as they left the town and headed north. It didn’t take long before Vince spotted the hill, a large church with a tall steeple at the peak. His eyes narrowed at the sight of it. He was ready to end the fight once and for all.  
 
    “We go up the hill on the western side,” he said over his shoulder to the rest of the group. “I want to be able to monitor the battle as it goes down.” 
 
    “We can pitch in and help if we can,” Amelia said. “No doubt they’ll have their hands full.” 
 
    “Amelia,” Vince said. “What can you tell me about what’s happening in the church? They’re doing some kind of ritual with my mom?” 
 
    Amelia nodded, a despondent expression on her face. A chill wind blew as they made their way through the forest. 
 
    “You can use the ley line guardians to get access to the hub, it’s true. That requires them to offer their assistance, however.” 
 
    “No way Harker and Lucy would go in for something like that,” Richter said. 
 
    “Right,” Amelia replied. “So, it looks like this Thorne guy is taking a different tactic. If you can kill one of the guardians near enough to the hub, releasing their magical energy in a special ritual, the power of their death is enough to tap into the ley line hub. If he has access to witches who are capable, he’ll have access to this magic.” 
 
    “Then what?” Vince asked. “Going to guess it’s nothing good.” 
 
    Amelia nodded, fear in her eyes. “Either the ritual works and he becomes a Blood Lord of unimaginable power, or it backfires and he takes out half the state.” 
 
    “Neither of those options sound very good for us,” Olivia said wryly. “Best to avoid, if at all possible.” 
 
    “The battle’s going to be on the second we get into the church,” Vince said. “We need a game plan. Amelia, knowing what you know about the ritual, what should our first move be?” 
 
    She placed a blue-nailed finger on her chin, cocking her head to the side as she thought it over.  
 
    “The ritual—there’s a chance we can use it to our advantage.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Olivia said. “I swear, you witches are always speaking in riddles.” 
 
    “Maybe let me finish?” Amelia asked, putting her hands on her hips, her face scrunched up in frustration. “Anyway, there’s going to be a lot of magical energy at the church. This Thorne guy is going to try to use it against us—no doubt about it. Now, if your mom’s there, she’s going to be unconscious while the ritual’s going on. But if we can get her up, allow her to tap into the magical energy…” 
 
    “Then we can use it against Thorne,” Richter said. “Only question is, ‘what the hell is that going to look like’?” 
 
    “Hard to say,” Amelia replied. “Raw magical energy right from the ley line hub is… unstable, to say the least. But if we can take out whatever magic users he’s got there with him, I can try and tap into it.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like the most solid plan to me…” Olivia’s voice trailed off. 
 
    “Hey!” Amelia replied, her eyes flashing. “You’ve got a better idea, I’m all ears!” 
 
    Olivia chuckled, amused by her outburst. 
 
    “Easy,” Vince said, Richter getting in a few laughs of his own as he ran his hand through his hair. “We’re all on the same team, remember? Anyway, Amelia’s plan sounds as good as any. But we need to make sure we’re in close communications so we can deal with whatever comes up on the fly.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Richter said. “Just as long as you give me a chance to punch Thorne in the stomach for putting your mom in danger.” 
 
    Vince grinned. “This goes according to plan, we’ll all have a chance to do some damage.” 
 
    He paused, glancing to the base of the hill where his army was gathered. It was difficult to see, but Vince could make out the Helsing agents forming the bulk of the attack, Ayla’s wolves in front, the witches in the rear. Unlike previously, this one was going to be a head-on, uphill fight. Vince’s gut tensed as he took in the sight of his soldiers, knowing that more than a few of them wouldn’t survive the battle. 
 
    Olivia placed her hand on his shoulder. “Your heart’s in the right place, Vincent. But you’re going to have to get used to losing soldiers. If you’re going to fight and win the Blood Wars, losses are going to come with the territory.” 
 
    Vince frowned. “I know. Just hard to get used to. Not to mention that one wrong call can be the difference between life and death for them.” 
 
    “You’ll get better at commanding troops,” Olivia said. “In the meantime, focus on the task at hand. Not to mention the fact that you’ve got your coterie leading the armies personally. They’re more than equipped to get the job done.” 
 
    Vince opened his mouth to speak. Before he could say a word, however, a series of low moans drifted through the woods. Vince and his group turned once more in the direction of his soldiers. Hordes of zombies made their way down the hill, their arms outstretched toward the troops. 
 
    First, the witches in the rear called out their orders, raising their hands and gathering magical energy. Then, one after the other, the witches fired blasts of colorful mana that arced across the sky, bathing the battlefield in strange light. The orbs of energy landed among the zombies, booming explosions erupting here and there. Zombies—parts of them, anyway—flew into the air, leaving trails of dark blood behind them.  
 
    “Not bad, huh?” Amelia asked. “Think of my girls as magical artillery. You keep them covered and they can do major damage to whoever you want dead.” 
 
    The barrage stopped as the zombies grew closer—too close for the witches to keep casting spells without risking friendly fire. Howls ripped through the night. Ayla and her pack rushed through zombies, teeth and claws tearing dead flesh. More witches emerged, these on Thorn’s side. They cast spells of their own, blasts of magical energy that slammed into the wolves and sent them flying backward.  
 
    Vince hated to see it. Wolves were strong, and seemed able to take more physical and magical damage than humans or vamps. Still, there was no doubt in his mind that more than a few members of Ayla’s pack wouldn’t see another full moon. 
 
    A few of the wolves made it to the enemy witches. The carnage was instantaneous. The witches were unable to stand up to the raw power of a Lycan attack and were bit into bloody shreds. 
 
    Lilith stepped ahead, calling out commands to the Helsing agents. The human troops brought their weapons to bear, waiting for the Lycans to clear out. On Lilith’s command, they opened fire, eliminating row after row of zombies.  
 
    The firepower was severe, but not enough to down every zombie before they reached the lines. Screams rose amongst the Helsing troops as the zombies reached them, dead hands dragging bodies down into the unforgiving tide of undeath. Helsing agents withdrew their pistols and filled the night with the sounds of muzzle flashes and popped zombie skulls. 
 
    Vince watched for a few moments more before turning away. 
 
    Whatever’s going to happen, it’s already in the process of happening. Best thing I can do for them is get our plan in motion. 
 
    “Oh, Vince?” Olivia said.  
 
    He turned to the rest of his group, their attention on their side of the hill. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    Olivia nodded upward. “Looks like our own battle just arrived.”  
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    Over two dozen zombies were making their way down the hill toward Vince and the others, moans and growls pouring out of their hideous faces. 
 
    “What’s the plan, nephew?” Richter asked.  
 
    “We take them out,” Vince replied. “And get our asses up to the church.” 
 
    “A bit of a free-for-all then?” Olivia asked as she withdrew her twin blades. “I can handle that.” 
 
    “Amelia, any chance that you can take a few of these freaks out before they get too close?” 
 
    She smiled. “Sure can!” 
 
    She held her hands out in front of her, closing her eyes and mouthing words. Yellow magical energy gathered at her palms, and with a cry, she let it loose. A thin, flat beam of energy shot out from her hands.  
 
    It moved slowly, and at first Vince wondered what good it could possibly do. Then the beam split into several straight branches, each of them homing in on a different zombie, and when they reached the heads, they casually punched through their skulls as if they were made of putty.  
 
    Six zombies dropped like stones. 
 
    “Not bad, witch,” Richter said. “Still got a few more to go.” 
 
    Vince took aim with his rifle, cracking off a few semi-auto shots at the approaching horde, dropping two.  
 
    “Can I offer some advice, Vince?” Amelia asked. 
 
    “What’s that?” Vince said, clicking the safety on the rifle and swinging it back over his shoulder. 
 
    “The dagger that you were given. Can you take it out?” 
 
    He nodded, opening his coat and slipping out the weapon.  
 
    “That dagger has the power to temporarily take on whatever magic you infuse it with. The gem in the middle lets you know what spell it contains, and how much magical power is left in the dagger.” 
 
    Vince glanced up, the zombies growing closer and closer. “Uh huh. Any chance you can speed this up?” 
 
    Amelia grinned. “Yep! My advice is to use Holy. Infuse it into your dagger and attack! You’ll be happy with the results, I’ll bet.” 
 
    Richter was popping zombie heads with his sawed-off shotguns. Olivia stood by his side, stabbing at any that got near. 
 
    Vince slipped his new dagger out of its sheath, focusing on the weapon. He tapped into his magical abilities, selecting the Holy element. Power coursed through him, his hands beginning to glow a bright, brilliant white. Vince focused more, his eyes on the blade. He could feel the magical energy inside of him as if it were a limb. 
 
    He focused it into the blade, the glow in his hands sliding into the weapon. The blade itself took on the glow as the gem in the pommel filled with the same color as the magic. 
 
    “There you go!” Amelia called out. “Now, see what it can do! Just a fair warning—Holy is very effective against the undead!” 
 
    “Isn’t that what I want?” Vince asked. 
 
    “It is. Just… you’ll see.” 
 
    Vince smirked, rushing the nearest zombie, ducking under its outreached hands and swiping the blade at its skull. The moment the blade touched the zombie’s flesh, the creature exploded, painting Vince and everything nearby in a shower of gore. 
 
    Vince wiped his face, grimacing at the stench of rotten guts. 
 
    “That’s… that’s kind of what I meant,” Amelia said. “Can get a little messy.” 
 
    “Messy’s better than dead,” Vince said. “Come on!”  
 
    Another zombie approached. This time, knowing what to expect, Vince pivoted away when the zombie exploded. None of its putrid flesh hit him on the face. 
 
    Vince threw the blade at a third zombie. It exploded like the others, near enough to more of his companions that the bomb-like blast took a few of them out, too.  
 
    Vince ran to the carnage, snatching the blade up, and giving it another look. The gem in the middle was now a little under half full. He had poured half of his mana into the gem when he’d first activated it with the Holy element. 
 
    “Come on!” he called to the rest of his party. “You going to make me deal with all of these freaks on my own?” 
 
    “Not a chance!” Richter called out, reloading and blasting another two zombie heads with his gun. 
 
    Olivia was at work with her twin daggers, gliding through the battlefield in a way that made her body seem like a work of art in motion. She sliced in a blur of motion, lopping off heads and downing zombies faster than Vince could count.  
 
    Amelia stayed in the back, dropping fireballs wherever zombies gathered in great numbers. Vince put the rest of his Holy magic to good use, managing to pop four of the zombies before the bright magical energy faded from his blade. He drew his pistol and started shooting zombies with steady headshots.  
 
    It didn’t take long before Vince and the rest of his party finished off the horde. Afterward, Vince took a moment to catch his breath and survey his group for injuries. 
 
    “We all OK?” he asked, clicking the safety on his pistol and tucking it away.  
 
    “Think we’re all fine here,” Richter said. “Hell, that was kinda fun.” 
 
    “Don’t get too cocky, old man,” Olivia said. “We’re just starting this attack.” 
 
    Richter scoffed. “I keep telling you to stop calling me that, lady! I’m probably younger than you!” 
 
    Olivia grinned, clearly happy to have gotten underneath Richter’s skin once more. 
 
    “I’m good here!” Amelia said. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.” 
 
    The group formed up and continued toward the Church, weapons ready.  
 
    “This could be a bad sign,” Vince said. “Could mean that they’re expecting us.” 
 
    “No doubt that they are,” Olivia said. “But the presence of these zombies doesn’t necessarily say that. They could’ve broken off from the main horde.” 
 
    “Or maybe that Thorne prick put them here as some kind of early warning system,” Richter said. “Something to keep us busy while he’s preparing a counter-attack.” 
 
    Amelia shook her head, seemingly unconvinced by Richter’s theory. “I don’t know about that. The ritual’s going to take up his attention. If we’re able to disrupt it before he can complete it, then we’ll throw his whole plan out of whack.” 
 
    ‘’Um, Vince,” Amelia began. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Want me to clean you off before we start the rest of the attack?” 
 
    “Huh?” He looked down, seeing right away what she was referring to. His clothes were covered in zombie guts. “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    Amelia shrugged. “Then again, it does look kind of scary. Like, no one should mess with you!” 
 
    “Scary or not,” Olivia said. “That’s all going to start stinking to high heaven before too long. I’d clean it off now, if I were you.” 
 
    “Alright,” Vince said. “Clean me up.” 
 
    Light blue magical energy appeared between Amelia’s hands. Water soon followed, but a misty sort of water that carried enough pressure with it to gently rinse off Vince’s clothes. It passed over him, leaving his clothes squeaky clean, if a bit damp. 
 
    The group continued up, and were soon high enough to catch the battle down below. The Helsing agents had been forced to pull back from the zombie horde. Gunfire continued to light up the night. The witches blasted what zombies they could with their spells, while the wolves attacked the vamp-witches in the rear. 
 
    Vince tore his eyes away from the battle, focusing on the church ahead. Before long, Vince and his party reached the summit, the church standing tall before them. The structure was large, a classic-style Protestant church, but as big as a cathedral.  
 
    “Damn,” Richter said. “This place looked a hell of a lot smaller down below.” 
 
    “That’s how distance works, smart guy,” Olivia said. “Things are smaller when far away.” 
 
    “I know that, lady,” Richter said. “Just saying that this church is huge for being out in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “Got a question,” Vince said. “Are we going to catch on fire or something when we step in there? Always heard that vampires and holy things don’t mix.” 
 
    Olivia smirked. “Not true at all, another one of those silly rumors that humans started a long, long time ago. Whatever gods Balthazar beseeched for his power doesn’t seem to have any issue with this one.” 
 
    “I guess if Thorne’s in there, it can’t be all that dangerous,” Vince said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about crosses or garlic or any of that nonsense,” she continued. “All us vamps need to worry about are stakes through the heart and blades across the neck.” 
 
    “Good,” Vince said. “Now, are we—” 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to finish. A snarl sounded out, one low and guttural and animal. Three creatures emerged around the back of the church, from the graveyard in the shadow of the big building.  
 
    They were wolves, huge and muscular, with eyes a deep red and their rotting flesh. 
 
    “Lycans?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Vampire Lycans,” Olivia said. “It would appear our Blood Lord has his own, personal Cerberus.”  
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    The three wolves spread out, one storming down the middle, the others taking the flank. Vince drew out his pistol and shot, but the zombie werewolf sidestepped at unnatural speed, dodging each round. 
 
    “Vince!” Amelia called as the wolf pounced him.  
 
    Vince tapped into Vamp Speed, diving out of the way, the werewolf landing hard where he’d been. He caught sight of one of the other wolves stalking slowly toward Richter and Olivia, drool pouring from its mouth as it growled at the two of them. The other circled around Amelia. 
 
    “Can you two handle that one?” Vince asked. “We’ve got our hands full!” 
 
    “No problem at all, nephew!” Richter called out. “Come here, you worthless little pup!” 
 
    The wolf lunged at him, sinking its teeth into his forearm. Richter let out a yell of pain as he dropped his gun. He jerked his arm back, but the wolf didn’t let go. 
 
    “Richter!” Vince shouted. 
 
    Something huge and solid slammed into him, knocking him off his feet and onto the ground. Pain blasted through his shoulder as he landed on it. He wasn’t allowed a second of respite. The wolf was on top of him, snapping its jaws in an attempt to bite his head off, which Vince barely stopped by catching the jaws with Bruiser strengthened hands. 
 
    As it pressed down on him, fangs inching closer to his neck, Vince gathered white hot mana in his hands. The light grew brighter, becoming downright blinding, finally so bright that Vince thought he was staring at the sun. He released it in a blast all around him. 
 
    The zombie wolf gurgled. 
 
    His eyes still blinded by the flash, Vince felt himself pummeled by several large, heavy objects. They were bones. On his chest was the bleached-white skull of a wolf. Vince picked it up, the sight so surreal that he wasn’t sure exactly what he was looking at. 
 
    “Nice!” Amelia shouted. “You hit that thing with such an intense blast of Holy that you flash-fried the meat from its bones!”  
 
    One of the remaining wolves charged her, but she managed to spin out of the way and fried its tail with magic. Meanwhile, Richter had managed to pry the wolf from his forearm.  
 
    “You gonna do something or what?” Richter asked before making a blind dive for his lost shotgun. 
 
    “Oh, calm down, grandpa.” Olivia, blades in hand, turned toward the wolf. The creature, barking and snarling, squared up with her, ready to move in for the kill. “Come on, poochie—if you’re not scared.” 
 
    Vince ran toward Amelia and her wolf, waving his arms to get its attention. “Hey, ugly! Over here!” 
 
    It turned toward Vince, snarling with a dead-eyed glare. Vince pulled out his new rifle, flicked it to full-auto, and unloaded a magazine of Helsing silver dead-center into its head as it ran toward him. Its steps faltered. Then a fireball engulfed it entirely, and the creature fell into a heap. 
 
    Amelia flashed Vince a thumbs-up. 
 
    Richter and Olivia had meanwhile dispatched their wolf. Wasn’t hard to figure out how, with its head exploded and its body riddled with deep knife gouges.  
 
    The fight was over. Vince let out a sigh, clicking the safety on. 
 
    “It’s locked!” Amelia yanked on the nearest Church door, which was large and iron and heavy-looking.  
 
    Vince did a quick check of his blood levels. They were low, about two-thirds of the way empty. His first instinct was to activate his Bruiser powers, to rip the door clean off. He stepped in to do so, but something caught his eye, something red and gleaming in the graveyard.  
 
    He turned, glancing up at the sky as he made his way to the small cemetery. The wind picked up, the sky thickening with dark, gray clouds. It was cold out. Not just chilly, but frigid, as if a snow might start at any moment.  
 
    Vince pushed thoughts of the weather out of his mind, striding fast through the moss-kissed tombstones. The graveyard was small, a few dozen stones in total in three even rows. One of them caught his eye, a tall statue of a pair of angels, their hands grasping a red stone.  
 
    Vince approached the grave, his eyes on the small red gem. “Balthazar’s Blood, here in the middle of the cemetery.” He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. 
 
    “Are you being serious?” Amelia asked, hurrying to his side. “That’s a heck of a coincidence.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Olivia said. “It’s just like I told you, Vincent. Balthazar’s Blood has a way of finding who it wants, in the way that it wants to find them.” 
 
    “Nice and cryptic,” Richter said. “But that’s what I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Think about our friend Mick,” Olivia said. “Balthazar’s Blood found him. Three portions of it, in fact, enough to mutate him into something horrible.” 
 
    Vince reached for it, still having a hard time believing what he was seeing. When he almost had it in his grasp, he stopped. 
 
    “Something feels wrong,” he said. “Maybe it’s the human part of me, but I don’t like the idea of robbing someone else’s grave.” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Vince spotted a quizzical expression on Richter’s face. 
 
    “Maybe… maybe that’s not what you’re doing, kid.” He squatted down, brushing the vines out of the way on the statue’s plaque. 
 
    “Check this out.” 
 
    The words on the statue read: 
 
      
 
    BENEDICT PIKE  
 
    1770-1853 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Amelia said. “Pike—that’s your last name, right?” 
 
    “That’s not my real last name, right? That’s Harker and Lucy’s. They’re my parents, but I’m adopted all the same.” 
 
    Richter shook his head. “Pike is your last name, same as mine. Harker and Lucky didn’t give you theirs, they took yours.” He tapped his finger on the stone plaque. “This is one of our blood relatives, Vince. Us Pikes have a long history in this part of the country, believe it or not. Kinda tied to this region, as if we were destined to rule it one day.” 
 
    Vince reached forward and placed his fingertips on the cool stone. Snow flurries began to fall from the sky, landing on his hand. There was power in the stone, as if he were tapping into a chain that led all the way back to his ancestors. 
 
    “Anyway,” Olivia said. “If you feel bad about taking the blood, don’t. I can’t think of a surer sign that this is meant for you. Your relative, this Benedict, likely felt a strange urge, one that he didn’t quite understand, to have this blood gem left on his grave.” 
 
    “You should take it, Vince,” Amelia said. “We’re going to need it in the fight ahead.” 
 
    Vince kept his eyes on the gem. It seemed to call out to him, yearning for him to take it.  
 
    He reached forward, placing his fingers on it. That was all the pressure he needed for the thing to fall out into his hand, leaving a clean notch where the gem had once been. He cracked open the top, the blood inside impossible to resist. Vince tossed it back, the now-familiar rich, warm flavor running down his throat and into his belly.  
 
    He closed his eyes. When he opened them, he was back in Balthazar’s Realm, the red mist swirling around him as the different figures beckoned for his attention. Vince’s gaze jumped from one to the other. 
 
    Fiend, he thought. Don’t have a single level in that.  
 
    Eager to get back to the fight, he hurried in the direction of the fiend, the rest of the phantoms vanishing around him the closer he drew. He reached out toward the fiend, a grin spreading on the sinister face of the ghoul as he extended his own arm. His fingers and nails were long, his skin sallow.  
 
    Vince touched the fiend. The realm vanished. He was back in the graveyard, his blood supply recharged. He felt powerful, ready to take on the world. 
 
    “What’d you pick?” Richter asked, leaning against the nearest gravestone. 
 
    “Fiend. Not sure what it does, though.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a good one,” Richter said. “Not too different from ghouls, really.” 
 
    “Transform, Vincent,” Olivia said. “I’ll walk you through it.” 
 
    Vince nodded, closing his eyes and tapping into the power. A shudder ran through his body. 
 
    “Wow!” Amelia cried. “Look at you!” 
 
    Vince opened his eyes to see his party gathered around him. He glanced down at his hands. They were long and skinny, the veins and bones visible through his skin. Olivia took out her phone, turning the front-facing camera and holding it in front of Vince’s face. It was still him, but his hair was gone, his ears sharp, his fangs long and curled over his lips.  
 
    “Fiends are similar to Nightweavers,” Olivia said. “But with more of an element of… sneaking. You’ll find areas are more easily scaled, that your hearing is enhanced. If you ever need to get through a place without being seen, Fiend is your best bet.” She raised a finger. “But keep in mind that you do not want to be seen by humans in this form.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Richter said. “It’s possible to fool them into thinking that their eyes were playing tricks on them if they spot a pair of fangs. But when you look like something out of a damn horror movie…” 
 
    “Noted,” Vince said. 
 
    He turned his attention to the church. A huge set of double doors led from the graveyard to inside. He stepped over and tried them. Just as he’d thought, they were sealed tight. Not just with a key—the doors looked to have been fused together with some kind of magic. 
 
    “No getting in through those,” Richter said, stepping to Vince’s side. “This Thorne guy didn’t want anyone coming or going out of the main doors.” 
 
    “Then how did he get in?” Amelia asked.  
 
    “Might’ve sealed the witches and Lucy in with him when he started the ritual,” Olivia suggested. “Good way to keep us out until he’s done.” 
 
    “But he had to get in and out.” Vince stepped back, craning his neck to see the top of the church. “Bet you anything there’s a way he gets in when he’s in his bat form.” 
 
    Olivia grinned. “If you ask me, this is a good chance to take your new powers for a test drive. You’ll find that getting around is easier as a Fiend. Try climbing, slipping into places where you’d think you wouldn’t fit.” 
 
    “Got it,” Vince said. “All of you stay here until I give the signal to come in.” 
 
    “Good luck, kid,” Richter said. “You’re gonna need it.” 
 
    Vince placed his hands on the side of the building. His long nails effortlessly dug into the stone. He slipped off his shoes, tying them with the laces and slinging them over his shoulder before jumping onto the side of the building.  
 
    Just as Olivia had said, Vince was able to effortlessly scale the side of the church, his movements swift and silent. He noticed something else as he climbed. He could sense the presence of animals around him—birds and rats and squirrels. His stomach rumbled at the thought of their blood. 
 
    Being a Fiend must allow me to track animals. Their blood sounds extra good. Might be useful if I’m ever in a place where I can’t feed on humans.  
 
    He put the thought in the back of his head as he went up, up, until he reached the slanted roof of the church.  
 
    Vince stood up, the nails on his feet allowing him to walk as if he were on a flat surface. 
 
    There.  
 
    On the side of the steeple, he spotted a small door. Vince hurried over to it, opening the door and looking inside. A dark, narrow passage led into the church. 
 
    Bet this is how Thorne gets in here when he’s in his bat form.  
 
    The passage was very narrow, however—far too narrow for a normal-sized human. Vince, however, was far more than a normal-sized human. He uses Fleshmancy to modify his body until he was as thin as a rake and could fit through the passage entrance.  
 
    Here goes nothing…  
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    Vince began to slide down the passage, crawling deeper and deeper until he was so squished that he was able to do a total freefall. His stomach tensed as he fell down into a room below, the world becoming a blur around him as he crashed into something hard.  
 
    “Freaking hell,” Vince groaned, wobbling on the ground as a mass of rubbery bones. He focused once more, letting the power of the Fleshmancer run through his body in reverse. Little by little, his bones began to solidify, his body standing upright. Seconds later, he was as good as new.  
 
    Vince looked around to see that he was in some sort of chamber. An ornate, stone coffin was on the far end of the room. A pair of low chairs sat before a fireplace. The table that Vince had smashed into was covered with scrolls and texts. A quick glance revealed that the texts were about magic, about how to harness the power of the ley line. 
 
    Bet anything this is Thorne’s personal space. Doesn’t look like there’s anything here I can use. 
 
    Just as he was about to give up, Vince spotted a thick book with heavy red binding that appeared to be a journal. He picked it up and leafed through it quickly.  
 
    The first entry was dated to almost a hundred years ago. Vince read quickly, spotting references to Chicago, specifically the local crime syndicates that specialized in running booze and guns. He flipped through the pages, eventually stopping on one from the fifties. It spoke of being turned by a vampire, how Thorne had used his newfound powers to take out his competitors—and bosses—to rise up the ranks of the Chicago crime scene. 
 
    He seemed to quickly lose interest in that world right at about the time he’d secured his hold over it. Thorne learned of Blood Lords, how his lineage traced back hundreds of years, that he had vampire blood in his veins even before he’d been turned. From there, he abandoned his crime empire, the Chicago underworld descending into chaos as his underlings fought for scraps of his kingdom.  
 
    Thorne fell into the occult, learning magic and everything else that might help him prevail in the Blood Wars to come. Vince skipped ahead, reading that Thorne’s plan centered around the ley lines. Vince’s own name appeared here and there, making it clear that Thorne viewed him as his strongest competition in the region. The final entry described his plan to fly to New York and kidnap Lucy, how everything depended on using her in the ritual.  
 
    When he was done, Vince set the journal aside and made his way to the chamber door and cracked it ajar. The hall on the other side seemed empty, the wood of the ground creaking underneath his feet as he sneaked further in. 
 
    “I wish we were out there.” A soft, woman’s voice carried down the hall.  
 
    Shit. Not alone.  
 
    His first instinct was to run back into the room, to shut the door and wait until the patrol had passed. Vince glanced up at the ceiling, and a different idea occurred to him. Tapping into his Fiend pathway, he used his long nails to scramble up the wall and onto the ceiling. He focused more, seeing what his Fiend body was capable of.  
 
    To his surprise, his skin began to take on the dark color of the wood that he hung from, as though he were a chameleon. Between that and his dark clothes, Vince was nearly impossible to spot. 
 
    “When does this stupid ritual even start?” Two vamp-witches appeared around the corner. “We’re not going to last much longer against this army.” 
 
    “Hey! You know better than to talk like that. Thorne does not like it when people question whether or not he’s going to win.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. Still, I hate being stuck in here doing this stupid patrol when our sisters are out there.” 
 
    “It’s our duty. Do it and quit complaining. When Thorne wants us in the fight, he’ll call for us.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    Vince kept his grip on the ceiling, waiting for the witches to approach. When they’d passed, he let go and dropped behind them soundlessly. He reached forward and grabbed onto the witch on the right, wrapping his arms around her neck and twisting hard. Her neck snapped, and she dropped in a heap into the ground before she even knew what had hit her. 
 
    The other witch turned in shock. 
 
    Vince was ready for her, too. He quickly withdrew his witch dagger and stabbed it through her eye, dropping her dead. With the witches down, Vince listened for a few long moments to make sure that no other witches were nearby. When he was satisfied with the silence, he quickly dragged their bodies back inside the room. 
 
    He sensed something as he returned to the hallway, the presence of something, like a nearby animal. Vince turned his head slowly to spot a fat, hairy rat, the critter pressed up against the wall, its black, beady eyes looking at the room with the witches. 
 
    Vince was hungry, his Fiend form having drained his blood supply slightly. With quiet steps, he stalked over to the rat and snatched it up. The creature let out a tiny squeal as Vince plunged his teeth into the fattest part of the animal, rich, warm blood flowing into his mouth. To his surprise, the blood was delicious.  
 
    He drained it into a shriveled husk, then tossed it aside. The bloodless creature landed softly as a pillow. Vince wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, savoring the warmth in his belly. 
 
    Don’t know if I want to make a habit out of eating rats, but good to know it’s an option. 
 
    He checked his blood supply. To his surprise, Vince found his blood completely full. He’d only expected the rat to give him a small boost. 
 
    That must be something else about the Fiend form—you get more blood from creatures like rats. This new skill’s shaping up to be pretty useful. He turned his attention to the end of the hall. Next step is to get my party in here. It’s time to end this once and for all. 
 
    Once again, Vince heard something in the distance—a sort of chanting, low, melodic speaking.  
 
    Better check that out, see what we’re up against.  
 
    Vince jumped onto the ceiling, crawling up there toward the other end of the hall. A door was there, and he dropped down to open it. On the other side opened a large, expansive space echoing with the chanting. Vince slipped through, stepping into the main hall of the church. From his position behind the railing, he poked his head up and took a look down below. 
 
    His gut tightened at what he saw.  
 
    On the main church floor were two lines of witch-vamps, six in total, all standing in front of a hooded figure wearing a long coat, his face shrouded in darkness. In front of him, on the altar, lay Lucy. She appeared unconscious, her eyes closed and her arms folded over her chest. 
 
    Rage bloomed through Vince at the sight of her. His instinct was to jump down, to slaughter the witches and eliminate the man in the coat—a man Vince had no doubt was Thorne. The man chanted, moving his hands slowly over Lucy.  
 
    The sounds of battle could be heard in the distance. The witches glanced over the shoulder and to one another, nervous expressions here and there as the sounds of battle outside grew louder.  
 
    “Lord Thorne?” one of the witches asked. “We… we should check on our people, right?” 
 
    Thorne continued to chant, speaking as if he hadn’t heard anything at all.  
 
    “Lord Thorne?” another witch asked.  
 
    He stopped, turning toward the witches.  
 
    “The battle doesn’t matter.” His voice was low and gruff, with a hint of Chicago gangster. “Nothing matters but the ritual. The next one to break my concentration won’t be happy at what happens.”  
 
    “But, Lord Thorne—” 
 
    Thorne pulled down his hood, revealing a head of long, black hair over a thin face, his eyes burning with rage. He flew toward the witch, grabbing her by the neck and pulling her head clean off. The witch’s body dropped in a spray of blood. Thorne tossed the head aside before turning to the rest of the witches. 
 
    “This is what happens when you don’t obey me. When this ritual is done, we’ll all have power like you’ve never seen before. But the ritual has to be completed, and I’m not afraid to kill any one of you that stands in my way, understand?” 
 
    Not one of the witches said a word. Thorne stepped back to the altar and resumed chanting. 
 
    Nice guy, Vince thought. Either way, I’m outnumbered. Nothing I can do without my party.  
 
    Vince hurried back into the hall, moving through the church until he found a large window shimmering with a magical field of some kind. He turned off his Fiend power and activated his Bruiser strength, pulling a lever. Luckily it could be opened from the inside. Cold air rushed into the hall.  
 
    Vince stuck his head out of the window and motioned down to his party.  
 
    His companions grinned. 
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    “This is bad.”  
 
    The party stood in the middle of Thorne’s private chambers. Amelia had the Blood Lord’s journal in her hands, a dire expression on her face. 
 
    “You can’t say something like that and not right away tell us what you’re talking about,” Olivia said, her hands on her hips and an impatient expression on her face. 
 
    Vince felt impatient too. He wanted nothing more than to run into the fight, to end this once and for all. Amelia, however, had wanted to take a look in Thorne’s chambers to see if she could learn anything useful about their opponent.  
 
    “Yeah, witch,” Richter said. “What is it?” 
 
    “So rude to just call me witch like that,” Amelia said, closing the book in a huff and putting her hands on her hips. “How would you like it if I called you a bloodsucker?” 
 
    “I’d take it as a compliment,” Richter said with a grin. “No shame in what I am, right?” 
 
    “Guys,” Vince said. “We don’t have any time to waste. Amelia, if you’ve got some useful info, share it.” 
 
    She nodded, opening the book and looking inside. “He knows about the ley lines. Thorne’s done his research. And yes, there are rituals that would allow someone to tap into the magical energy and become really, really powerful. But… his words are all wrong.” 
 
    “So, he’s going to blow up half the state?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “Worse than that.” 
 
    “What’s worse than millions dead?” Vince asked. 
 
    She looked up as if trying to figure out how to put into words what was on her mind. “There’s power in the ley lines, but it’s all raw, coursing through the earth. With the right incantations, however, the power can not only come into the world, but it can take form.” 
 
    “Form?” Vince asked. “What kind of form?” 
 
    Amelia pursed her lips. “Think Godzilla, but made out of pure magical energy.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Richter said. “You serious? He can really do something like that?” 
 
    “He can. And the worst part is that I’m positive he doesn’t know what he’s actually doing. He thinks that he’s going to be able to control the power he’s summoning. But that’s not true at all—it’ll come to life and destroy everything it sees. At least, until it loses the ability to maintain a form.” 
 
    “What happens then?” Richter asked. 
 
    Amelia pursed her lips for a moment before putting her hands together, spreading them outward as she made a ‘pwooosh’ sound. 
 
    “There’s even a small chance the power he unleashes will go right back into the ley line network and wreak even more havoc. There’s a reason professionals like your mom and dad are in charge of this stuff. They’re the only ones who know how to handle it properly.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Plan stays the same. We go in there and take him out before he has a chance to do a damn thing.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Amelia said. “But he’s still going to have access to the magic. We can’t underestimate him. We can only guess what kinds of tricks he’ll have up his sleeves.” 
 
    Vince clenched his hands, ready for a fight. “He’s got five witches there with him. And it sounds like our forces are on the way here.” 
 
    After he spoke, Vince pulled his battle map out and unrolled it. Sure enough, the mass of forces on the hill had punched through, slowly making their way to the church. 
 
    “Good to hear,” Olivia said. “But it doesn’t do us a damn bit of good if we can’t take Thorne out.” 
 
    “Then let’s move,” Vince said. 
 
    The group headed out into the hallway, marching toward the ritual chamber. Vince’s stomach tightened in anticipation as the group approached.  
 
    “You ready?” he asked once they were near. 
 
    “Sure am!” Amelia said with her usual eagerness. 
 
    “Yup,” added Richter. “Ready to get some revenge for the shit this prick pulled.” 
 
    “Let’s kill him,” Olivia said. 
 
    Vince placed his hands on the doors and threw them open. The church hall was laid out before him, Thorne’s chanting filling the air, the sound low and rhythmic and eerie.  
 
    Vince stepped forward, his party following closely behind.  
 
    “Hey, asshole! You wanted to see me?” Vince shouted. 
 
    Thorne continued chanting for a moment, stopping only as the group approached. The witches turned, all of them locking their eyes onto Vince and his party. 
 
    Thorne, his face shrouded in shadow, threw his hood back. His long, black hair came out in a tumble, his face covered in stubble, his features hard and mean. “Well, if it isn’t Vincent Pike!” he said, stepping away from the altar and descending the small flight of stairs onto the main floor. “The man I’ve been waiting for.” 
 
    Vince stopped, sizing up the Blood Lord before him.  
 
    “I’d tell you that you’re screwed,” Vince said. “That your army’s about to be crushed, that your little sidekick Mick is dead. But something tells me you’re too damn stupid to listen to reason.” 
 
    Thorne chuckled, leaning against the nearest pew casually. “Time. That was all I needed. Mick…” he scoffed and shook his head after he said the name. “Complete idiot. He came crawling to me with his tail between his legs, crying about how scared he was of you. I told him that he could stick with me, as long as he held you back from me for long enough for the ritual to finish. 
 
    “And that’s just what he did! I even gave the jackass all that Balthazar’s Blood, told him not to take it all at once unless he was ready for all that power.” Thorne leaned in, raising his eyebrows. “And did he do it? Did the idiot take all of it at once?” 
 
    Vince said nothing, not wanting to give him the satisfaction.  
 
    Thorne laughed. The witches formed up behind him, each ready to fight. “Then he did his job. Can you believe him as the Blood Lord of New York? I mean, I had to give him something if I wanted his help. But you took care of the problem for me—thanks for that, by the way. Now, I’ve got a ritual to finish. When that’s done, I’ll be taking care of the little problem of you, too.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot!” Amelia said, her voice blasting through the air. 
 
    Thorne raised an eyebrow. “What was that?” 
 
    “I looked over your notes upstairs. You’re totally wrong! If you do this stupid ritual, you’re going to kill millions of people, and us along with them!” 
 
    Thorne narrowed his eyes, as if he weren’t sure he’d heard her right. After a few moments, he burst out into wild laughter, shaking his head as if amused by it all. 
 
    “You seriously think that I’m going to be so dumb as to listen to you try to talk me out of this? What the hell do you think I’m going to do, say, ‘oh wow, you have to be telling the truth!’ As if you don’t have all the reason in the world to lie to me.” 
 
    “I’m serious!” Amelia said, her tone taking on frustration. “If you don’t put a stop to this right now, you’re going to kill us all and yourself! You’re not going to be the Blood Lord of anything if you go through with this ritual!” 
 
    Vince glanced at the witches, making out expressions of slight worry on their faces. Picking up on the atmosphere of the room, Thorne spoke up. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him, ladies! They’re so damn cowardly they’re going to try to end this without even fighting. You five are my coterie. You know what that means? When I pull this off and conquer the Crypt world, you all are going to be ruling right there with me.” 
 
    Four of the witches seemed mollified by his words. The fifth, however, clearly didn’t feel the same way. Panic spread across her features, and she burst into a run toward Vince and his group.  
 
    “I’m out of here!” she cried out. “I knew this was a bad idea!” 
 
    Thorne said nothing, instead closing his eyes and raising his hand. Blue magical energy formed a perfect orb. From it, a crackling bolt of mana lanced out and pierced the witch. 
 
    The witch’s step faltered for a moment before her chest exploded, a massive hole punched through, the force so intense that the shower splattered quarter of the chamber in red. The witch dropped into a heap, dead. 
 
    “I swear,” Thorne said. “How hard is it to get loyal witches? You enlist them, you turn them, and still they stab you in the back like this.” 
 
    “Not us Lord Thorne,” one of the remaining witches said, a smile forming on her face. “The rest of us are good and loyal.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said another. “And we’d be more than happy to prove it to you by taking out these losers.” 
 
    “Give us the chance,” said a third. “You finish the ritual.” 
 
    “We’ll do the rest,” said the fourth. 
 
    “Finally!” Thorne shouted. “A little loyalty! Go on, ladies! Take them out. We don’t have a second to waste!”  
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    “Move!” Vince cried out to his coterie. He and the rest of the group split up, putting distance between one another.  
 
    The nearest witch raised her palms toward Vince and fired off a quick burst of magical energy, a red bolt slamming into his chest.  
 
    Vince felt his protection necklace glow for a moment, the jewelry absorbing some of the damage. All the same, the spell punched him backward into the hall doors. 
 
    “Come here, girlie!” Richter took out one of his shotguns and raised the barrels toward the witch nearest to him. He fired once, then twice, the booms of the weapon deafening.  
 
    The witch, however, was ready. She waved her hand in a circle before her, creating a shield of energy which froze the shotgun shot in midair, holding the hundreds of pellets in place before her. With a sweep of her hand, she sent them back in Richter’s direction. 
 
    “Shit!” Richter dove down, the pellets crashing into the pew in front of him and into the wall behind with a clatter. 
 
    “You really think that you’d be able to take a witch down with a gun?” she asked. “Like some common zombie?” 
 
    “Well, yeah? Done it before, bitch.” 
 
    Vince glanced at Thorne, who’d turned away from the fight and back to the altar. It was only a matter of time before the ritual was complete. Lucy was still on the altar, still unconscious. Rage ran through Vince at the idea of something happening to her. 
 
    His attention was taken by one of the other witches, this one approaching him with a mad gleam in her eye.  
 
    “I’m going to be the one to take you down, Vince,” she said. “No doubt I’ll be Thorne’s favored if I’m the one to do it.” 
 
    “Come here and try, witch.” Vince took out his dagger. “I’m tired of talk.” 
 
    The witch stuck out a finger, tapping the air in different places in front of her. Red bolts of magical energy the size of a finger appeared wherever she touched. When she’d summoned a dozen, she swept her hand and unleashed them at Vince.  
 
    Vince activated Fleshmancy, his body melting into goo. Bolts sliced through him as if he were made of soft butter, then crashed into the wall behind him and shattered like glass. Vince simply returned back to his regular vamp form. 
 
    “Hm, this might be tougher than I was expecting, but I’m up for the challenge!” the witch said and began summoning another spell. 
 
    Vince looked up, spotting the huge chandelier hanging from the ceiling. It gave him an idea.  
 
    “Here, Vincent,” the witch called out. “Try this!” 
 
    She swept her hands in an ‘X’ shape in front of her, the mana deep blue and laser-like. The mana cut through the pews it passed, leaving sizzling hot cuts in the wood. 
 
    He turned on Vamp Speed, evading the mana laser, then activating Fiend to jump onto the wall. He climbed up as quickly as he could, positioning himself over the lasers and pushing off the wall. He leaped over the spell, reaching out and grabbing onto the chandelier just in time to miss the attack. 
 
    Vince grabbed the chandelier, swinging above the witch. He turned off Fiend and activated Bruiser and Fleshmancer, making his right fist the size of a barrel as he fell down upon her. His fist came down with the force of an industrial machine, shattering through a hasty magic shield, bone, and flesh alike, pulverizing the witch into a sad splatter. 
 
    Vince rose, turning off his powers. He stood up and turned his attention to the witch assaulting Richter. He gathered magical energy in his hands, forming a ball of magma ready to throw. 
 
    “Hey, heads up!” Vince shouted. 
 
    The witch turned right as Vince threw the magma ball, gasping. She moved her hand in a circle in front of her, forming the same sort of barrier that she’d used to block Richter’s shotgun blasts. The circle managed to catch the orb and freeze it in place. 
 
    Richter, grinning as he saw his chance, raised his shotguns.  
 
    “Shit!” The word was all the witch managed to get out before twin blasts hit home. The impact of the shots interrupted her spell, the magma orb traveling the rest of the way and slamming into her, the explosion blasting her into chunks. 
 
    Two down, two to go. 
 
    “Nice teamwork, nephew!” Richter said, coming over to Vince and clapping his hand down on his shoulder. “Now, let’s save these two damsels.” 
 
    “Ex-cuse me?” Amelia asked. “I’m gonna make you eat those words!” 
 
    As if powered by pure spite, she gathered an enormous ball of mana in front of her, the color a deep pink. With a grunt, she cast it forward toward the witch she’d been battling. The witch’s eyes went wide right as the beam hit. Her form turned black as the beam consumed her, and when Amelia stopped the power, the witch was completely gone. 
 
    “Damsel huh? Damsel?” 
 
    “Would’ya look at that. Sometimes they save themselves,” Richter said, tipping his hat with the end of his thumb.  
 
    Amelia fumed. 
 
    The rest of the group formed up around the remaining witch, forcing her to retreat. Olivia took a shot with her daggers, tossing them at gunshot speed. The next thing Vince knew, the daggers were buried in the witch’s forehead. Surprise stayed on her face for a moment before she dropped into a heap. 
 
    The coterie was dead and done. 
 
    “Thorne!” Vince shouted. “Turn around and face us!” 
 
    Thorne did. “I was worried you’d never ask, Vince. The ritual’s almost done. The hard part’s over—how about you help me kill some time while I wait to win this once and for all?” 
 
    Vince rushed toward Thorne, ready to tear him apart with his bare hands. With a sweep of his arm, however, a wall of crackling blue magical energy formed in front of the altar. Vince smacked into it face-first, pain blasting through his nerves.  
 
    He stumbled backward, taking a look at his new obstacle. Through the barrier he could make out Thorne, watching him as he turned back toward Vince’s mother and raised his hands over her. 
 
    “Shit!” Richter shouted, running up to the barrier and slamming it with his fist. “How the hell do we get past this?” 
 
    Olivia joined them. “Not sure, but we’d better do it fast.” 
 
    “Right,” Amelia replied. “He’s in the final stages of the ritual. The next step is to use Lucy as a conduit for the ritual. If he manages to do this, she’ll…” Amelia didn’t need to finish the sentence. 
 
    “We need to get through here. But how?” Vince studied the shimmering wall of blue and placed his hands against it. It was translucent, but solid as stone. He slammed his fist against it. The barrier didn’t even register his strike. 
 
    Amelia stepped to his side, placing her own hands on the barrier and closing her eyes. 
 
    “I… I can get you through. But it’s going to take all the mana I have right now. I’ll be useless in the fight ahead. And it’s only going to be enough to get you through, Vince.” 
 
    He turned to Amelia, putting his hands on her shoulders. “Is it going to hurt you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I’ll be fine. Trust me, I can do this. But you’re going to need to get in there right away if you want to save your mom. Come on!” 
 
    Amelia pressed her palms against the barrier. This time, she closed her eyes and gathered mana at her fingertips, her hands beginning to crackle with incredible power. Amelia let out a cry, the magical energy exploding and ripping a hole in the barrier just big enough for a person to fit through. 
 
    “Get in there now, Vince!” she shouted. “It’s going to close any second!” 
 
    Vince ducked through without a thought. The wall sealed just behind him. The air in the space surrounded by the barrier smelled strange, as if charged with magical energy. It reminded Vince of what he felt back in Poughkeepsie.  
 
    Thorne turned away from Lucy on the altar, deep irritation carved onto his features. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, child?” he demanded. “Do you have any idea what you’re screwing with right now?” 
 
    Vince slipped his witch’s dagger out and held it at the ready. “I could ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “It’s done,” Thorne said. “The ritual’s just about finished. There’s nothing you can do to save your mother. I won.” 
 
    Vince’s gaze flicked to Lucy, her form barely visible through the magical glow. “This isn’t over until I say it’s over. You’re dead, prick.” 
 
    Thorne narrowed his eyes. Reaching behind his back, he drew out a long, curved blade out from underneath his coat. “I say it’s over now. Come here, wannabe Blood Lord.” 
 
    Thorne closed his eyes and charged his blade with magical energy, flying toward Vince with a lightning-fast stab. Vince raised his witch dagger just in time to deflect the blow upward. The magical energy from the strike discharged in a shower of sparks, blasting Vince with a surge of magical energy and sending him flying backward against the wall.  
 
    The pain was blinding, radiating through his every fiber. When he recovered enough to see his mother, however, Vince stood, even as magical pain still coursed through his body. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched a handful of witch-vamps rush into the church, ready to do battle with his coterie.  
 
    Vince charged his dagger with fire magic, flying toward Thorne to deliver a killing blow. Thorne was ready for him, dashing out of the way with incredible speed. Vince brought the blade down, only cutting through air.  
 
    Thorne let out a laugh. “Try that again! Watch what happens.” 
 
    “What the hell kind of game are you playing?” Vince asked. 
 
    “One that I’m going to win.” 
 
    Vince leaped forward, trying for another attack. This attempt went the same way as the last, Thorne zipping out of the way and easily avoiding Vince’s attack. 
 
    Thorne, already on the other side of the room, grinned. “Cool, huh? I’ve got these boots to thank for that little skill.” He raised his right foot, tapping his boot with the tip of his blade.  
 
    The boots, which Vince hadn’t noticed before, were a sleek Chelsea style, a midway point between “sophisticated” and “rockstar.”  
 
    “Speed boots, let you move with quick bursts, like you’re seeing. Legend has it these were specially crafted by some sixties London vamp rocker who wanted to be able to get away from fans as quickly as possible. Who cares though, right? Point is, they’re on my feet, which means you’re not going to be able to land so much as a single blow on me.” 
 
    Vince kept slicing. Thorne dashed out of the way each time, laughing maniacally.  
 
    “The great thing about them is that not only do I get to avoid your attacks, I can make ones of my own. Watch this!” 
 
    He zipped forward, his body a blur as he slammed into Vince, who flew backward once more and landed with a hard thud. 
 
    “Damn,” Thorne said as he approached Vince, his blade at the ready. “You know, I’d been looking forward to this fight for a long while, Vince. You’re supposed to have been this great Blood Lord, the big challenge I had to conquer before claiming this region as part of my kingdom. But man, this fight’s shaping up to be a real disappointment.” 
 
    He stopped in front of Vince, pointing his blade at his neck.  
 
    “Oh well, I’ll kill you, take the power of the ley line, then finish the job in Miami. Ready, kiddo?” Thorne raised the blade, a wild grin on his face as he prepared to drive it straight down. 
 
    Vince focused, activated his super speed. The world slowed down. Vince remembered something, how he’d once heard of someone in his neighborhood back in New York who’d been hit by a car, the impact so severe that they’d been knocked right out of their shoes. A grin formed on his face as a plan took form.  
 
    He activated his Bruiser powers, springing to his feet and rushing forward, slamming into Thorne with all the force he had. The Blood Lord flew backward, clear across the altar space. Vince glanced down to see that, sure enough, the impact had been enough to knock Thorne right out of his boots.  
 
    Vince kicked off his old combat boots and stepped into the new ones. They were a little small at first, but as if the boots themselves wanted to show that they were accepting him, the leather stretched out to accommodate his feet. 
 
    He turned off his vamp speed just in time to watch as Thorne impacted into a wall and slammed down hard onto the ground a good two dozen feet away from where Vince stood. 
 
    “What… what the hell?” He glanced down at his bare feet, then over at Vince’s. “You… you little prick! Stealing my damn shoes!” 
 
    Time to give these a try. Vince rose, focusing his mind on the boots. He stepped forward, the boots propelling him forward at incredible speed. By the time he realized what was going on, he was twenty feet across the room. 
 
    Vince grinned, pleased with the new power at his disposal. Thorne came in for a strike, but Vince deflected it with his dagger and a quick dip into Vamp Speed. 
 
    “You know,” Vince said as he pushed Thorne back with quick dashes of his new boots and swift stabs. “You really shouldn’t be fighting barefoot. Might step on something.”  
 
    Vince raised his right boot and brought it down hard on Thorne’s foot. The limb crunched under Vince’s stomp, drawing out a cry of agony as Thorne pulled his foot free and backpedaled. 
 
    “You thieving little shit!” He rushed forward once more. Vince stepped to the side this time, appearing another twenty or so feet away, but to the right. 
 
    The boots’ powers are limited in distance—just a quick burst in one direction. Better end this while I have the chance.  
 
    Thorne closed in on Vince, swinging his blade in a downward diagonal arc. Vince caught it, but the force of the attack was more than enough to cause him to stumble backward. Thorne grinned, pleased to have found minor success.  
 
    He pressed forward for another strike, this time coming in from below. Vince was ready for this attack, however, and diverted it to the side. Thorne stumbled forward, his blade falling from his hand and landing on the ground with a clatter. 
 
    Time to end this.  
 
    Vince turned, raised his dagger, and plunged it hard into Thorne’s back. The magical energy contained within the weapon discharged, blasting a hole clear through the Blood Lord’s chest—a hole that Vince could see through, down to the splatter of gore on the ground.  
 
    Thorne turned slowly, placing his hands on the wound, a confused expression on his face. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.” 
 
    “It did. The battle’s over, shitlord.” 
 
    Thorne coughed, a spray of blood spilling from his mouth. He stumbled forward, and Vince prepared for him to collapse. Instead, he turned to face Vince, slowly raising his palm. 
 
    “Not… not over yet, kid.” 
 
    Vince rushed forward to stop him, but wasn’t quick enough. Thorne blasted a burst of magical energy at him, hurling Vince back and against the wall.  
 
    “Ritual’s not over yet!” Thorne shouted, running over to Lucy. “But I can still tap into the power!” 
 
    “Not if I have anything to say about it!” 
 
    Vince rushed forward with the power of his boots, reaching the altar and shoving his hands into the magical energy surrounding his mother. He grabbed Lucy, pulling her out of the energy right as Thorne plunged his hands into the mass.  
 
    Once Vince was clear, he stepped back and watched as Thorne, with a cry of surprise, fell forward into the energy and vanished as if he’d tumbled into a hole. A small, fist-sized charge of magic remained, crackling and popping.  
 
    The barrier vanished, and Vince turned to see that his coterie had taken care of the witches, more bodies strewn over the ruined pews.  
 
    “Vince!” Olivia shouted, running over to him. “You did it!” 
 
    “No, he didn’t,” Amelia said, her eyes on the remaining magical energy. “He accessed it before the ritual was over, yes?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Vince said. He turned his eyes to Lucy, setting her down and looking her over. She was unconscious, but alive. 
 
    “He’s in there,” Amelia said. “And he’s channeling the power right now.” 
 
    Vince turned and was greeted with the sight of the magical energy ballooning. 
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    Whatever the growing ball of energy touched, it consumed, burning the front of the church into nothingness.  
 
    “I don’t know what the hell that is,” Vince said, pointing ahead. “But something tells me we should get away from that as fast as possible.” 
 
    “I’m right there with you, nephew!” Richter said. 
 
    Vince scooped up Lucy once more. The group ran to the front of the church, kicking their way through doors. 
 
    Scenes of battle greeted Vince and his group outside, his army of Helsing agents and Lycans and witches battling with the remnants of Thorne’s forces of witch-vamps and zombies. Eyes all turned to greet them, but Vince had one word on his mind. 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    He and his companions hurried away from the church. His army heard the order loud and clear, and if that weren’t enough, the sight of the glowing green energy emerging from the top of the church, cutting clear through the roof, was more than enough to motivate them.  
 
    “What the fuck is going to happen next?” Richter called out over his shoulder to Amelia. 
 
    “Well, the ritual wasn’t finished, which means one of two things is going to happen. The first is that he uses up the magic he managed to pull out of the ley line.” 
 
    The group came to a stop, turning to watch the energy consume the entire church. Several zombies that were near the energy vanished, burning to cinders before being completely consumed.  
 
    “And if that doesn’t happen?” Olivia asked. 
 
    Amelia pursed her lips. “We’d better hope it does. Because the other thing that could go down is that he ignited a chain reaction of magical energy, and that mass is going to keep going and going until half this state is gone!” 
 
    The mass kept expanding. Lucy rose, a dazed expression on her face. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Vince asked. 
 
    “I’m… I’m not dead yet. Amelia, the second of those two is about to happen. But not if I can stop it.” 
 
    Lucy raised her hand, closed her eyes, and formed magical energy on her palm. With a cry of pain, she released the mana at the green mass. Lucy’s magical attack connected with Thorne’s, the two energy forms seeming to battle, until finally Lucy’s gained the upper hand. Her magic stopped the growth of the mass, pushing into it. 
 
    When it was done, Lucy lowered her hand and dropped into a heap. Vince placed his fingertips on her neck, feeling a weak pulse.  
 
    Looking up, he spotted Lilith among the soldiers. “I need her out of the battle, now!” 
 
    Lilith nodded, gestured to two of her troops, who broke from their squad and hurried over. They took Lucy from him and whisked her off to safety. Vince had no idea if his mother was going to be okay, but relief washed over him all the same as she was taken from the fight.  
 
    He turned his attention back to the mass of energy. While it had stopped growing, it hadn’t shrunk either.  
 
    “This… this feels good…” A booming voice, one that was unmistakably Thorne’s, sounded from the energy. “This… this is amazing.” 
 
    The mass of energy shuddered, melting away. The mana began to take shape. That shape became more and more human-like, beginning to resemble Thorne—complete with a massive hole in the chest from the damage Vince had done. He was now a hundred feet tall and made of pure magical energy.  
 
    Judging by the eager look on his face, he was ready for revenge.  
 
    “So much power,” he said, rolling his head on his neck. “Let me… let me test it out.” 
 
    He raised his palm, pointing toward a squad of Helsing agents. Before anyone could react, a bolt of magical energy shot toward them, exploding in a burst of mana and sending the agents flying into the air. 
 
    “I think I can get used to this.” Thorne looked around. “Vince! Where the hell are you?” Two eyes, like small storms, settled upon Vince. The giant smiled. “There you are. Alright, you ready to finish this fight once and for all, little man?” 
 
    Vince stepped forward, determination in his eyes. He reached for the witch’s dagger only to realize that he was once again without a weapon.  
 
    Even if I had something to fight with, how the hell would I use it against something that size? 
 
    Before he could even begin to think of his next step, Thorne stepped forward and let out another blast of magical energy, this attack crashing down into one of the gathered groups of Lycans. As with the agents, those caught in the blast went flying, landing here and there. 
 
    Thorne laughed. 
 
    “This… this isn’t bad. I wanted to be the most powerful Blood Lord, after all. Looks like I did it!” Thorne returned his attention to Vince, a thoughtful expression on his face.  
 
    “You know, as tempting as it is to kill you right here and now, I’ve got a better idea. I’m not done with you yet, buddy. But right now, I think it’s time for me to claim my throne in New York, to show the humans that the crypts are finally here to take their rightful place as their rulers. With this kind of power, who’s going to stop me?” 
 
    Thorne pulled back, firing one more burst of magical energy at the crowd. This time, his attack was directed at the vamp-witches. The women scrambled out of the way, but not in time for all of them to get clear. 
 
    Thorne laughed at his attack, turning to simply leave the scene with long giant-legs that crossed hundreds of feet with each step. Vince watched helplessly as the enormous man of pure energy stomped into the distance, vanishing over the horizon as he made his way toward the city beyond.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vince looked over the scene, bodies here and there, some mangled beyond recognition.  
 
    “What’s our status?” he asked, calling toward Ayla, Lilith, and Margaret.  
 
    Ayla approached, her hands clasped behind her back, her expression somber. “The pack took some losses in the assault, but we’re still in good shape.” 
 
    Margaret was next. “Lost more than a few good agents, but we’ve secured the church grounds.” 
 
    Lilith stepped forward. “We’re cleaning up the straggler zombies now, but the witch-vamps were smart enough to surrender. What happens with them next is up to you.” 
 
    “Right,” Vince said. “But we’ve got bigger things to worry about. Thorne’s heading to New York for God knows what reason. Why the hell would he even go there, anyway?” 
 
    “Destruction.” Lucy’s voice was weak. Vince’s mother rested against one of the nearby trees, having only come to in the last few minutes. “He’s a being of pure destructive magic. He thinks he’s in control, but he’s not. He’s being guided by the magic toward the place he can cause the most destruction.” 
 
    Richter touched the brim of his hat. “Makes sense that he’d go to New York for that kind of thing. Plenty of havoc to wreak there.” 
 
    Olivia crossed her arms. “Needless to say, we can’t let that happen. Aside from the incredible loss of life, having a being like him march into one of the biggest cities in the world wouldn’t exactly do us crypts any favors when it comes to staying hidden in the shadows.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Lilith said. “Might as well put a damn vampire on the nightly news.” 
 
    Vince cast another glance toward his people. He estimated that around eighty percent of his soldiers were still alive. All the same, the fight had been their most difficult yet. There were many injuries, and those who’d managed to come out unscathed looked exhausted.  
 
    “They’re not in any shape for another fight,” he concluded. “And that’s not even getting into just how we’d catch up with Thorne. He’s got to be miles away by now.” 
 
    Lucy winced as she pushed herself up. Vince hurried over to her, helping her stay steady. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, a small smile on her face and a tiny twinkle in her eye. “Getting better by the second. There’s a way to kill Thorne, but it’s a one-man operation.” 
 
    “Huh?” Richter asked. “What kind of operation?” 
 
    “He’s a being of pure magic. But every such creature has a focal point, a place in his form where the magic is concentrated. It’s hard to know where it is exactly, but I’d guess somewhere in his head. If you can find it and destroy it, his form will unravel with nothing to hold it together.” 
 
    Richter laughed. “So all one of us has to do is chase down a building-sized magical creature, climb up him, and then, what, rip out this focal point?” 
 
    “What exactly am I looking for?” Vince asked. 
 
    “It should be something like a rune on its body, likely some place high up. But yes, that’s the only option,” Lucy said. “Otherwise, he’ll reach the city and melt down, taking half of Manhattan with him, if we’re lucky.” 
 
    Vince decided what he had to do. “I’ll take him out. But I need to get to him somehow. We need a car, or something.” 
 
    Lucy shook her head. “A car wouldn’t be able to catch him through the woods. You need something lighter, nimbler, but still fast.” 
 
    “Got any ideas?” Amelia asked.  
 
    “Yes, I do.” She stepped back and away from Vince, holding her hands out in front of her. 
 
    “No,” Vince said. “You’re too weak as it is.” 
 
    Lucy smiled. “I’m not dead yet, Vince. And besides, there’s so much mana in the air right now that I could sweep my hand and cast whatever spell I wanted.” 
 
    Without another word, Lucy swirled her hands in front of her, a large mass of mana beginning to take shape. She stuck out her fingers and made gestures, as if she were drawing, or cutting pieces away. Vince watched as the mana began to take a clearer shape, that of some sort of animal. Vince watched her sculpt the creature’s powerful body, long legs, and thick neck, a mane draped over top. 
 
    When she was done, a horse-like being made of pure, white magic stood before them. 
 
    “There you are,” she said. “That should get you where you need to go.” 
 
    “Wow!” Amelia exclaimed, her eyes wide. “That’s… that’s amazing!” 
 
    Vince approached the creature, placing his hands on its flank. It was solid, feeling made of stone. With a bit of apprehension, he climbed on top of the being and settled in. 
 
    “Now that’s a ride fit for a Blood Lord,” Richter said with a grin.  
 
    Vince pulled back on the mane, the horse-being raising its front legs.  
 
    He nodded. “Hold down the fort here. I’ve got a giant to slay.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Vince rode hard, the wind whipping around him and the falling snow a white blur. His hands were on the mana horse’s mane, his eyes fixed forward. On his back was a simple, steel blade given to him by one of the Helsing agents. The weapon was nothing special, but carried with it an enchantment bestowed by Lucy, a charge of magical power that would be enough to destroy the magical focal point in the heart of the giant. Or, as Lucy had said, on its body.  
 
    Vince followed the trail of destruction; the stomped-on trees and scorch marks in the earth. He didn’t know what kind of battle was ahead, but he was ready for anything. All the same, his stomach was tense with anticipation. Thousands, perhaps tens or hundreds of thousands of lives were on the line. 
 
    He kept his eyes on the horizon, nothing but snowy darkness in front of him. Dread gripped him at the possibility of not being fast enough to stop Thorne from reaching New York.  
 
    When he reached the top of a crest, however, he found his target. The massive form of the giant was in the distance, marching toward the skyline on the horizon, which Vince was now close enough to see.  
 
    Vince pulled back on the horse’s mane, let out a cry, and began his rush down toward the giant. He picked up speed, the giant deftly moving over the fallen trees and over the scorched earth. The giant grew larger and larger ahead of him, and it wasn’t long before he was within striking distance. 
 
    The giant stopped, Thorne turning slowly. The same grin was on his face, the one that seemed to say that everything was going the way he wanted. There was something else to it, however, a certain mania, as if the magic that held him together was on the verge of breaking apart.  
 
    “And just when I thought this evening couldn’t get any more fun,” he said. His voice crackled, sounding distorted. “Vince! I was worried you’d given up!” 
 
    “This is your last chance!” Vince called out. “Stop now!” He realized how silly his words were the instant they came out of his mouth. Thorne was off the rails, driven by pure destruction. There would be no convincing him out of anything. 
 
    “Stop?” Thorne asked. “No, there’s no stopping, Vince.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do anything! It’s only a matter of time before your form collapses. Do it out here, where no one has to die!” 
 
    Thorne laughed, as if it were the silliest idea he could think of. “You want me to waste this power?” he asked, sweeping his hand over his body. “Not a chance. I have to go there. I have to show them what I’m capable of. And if you think you’re going to stop me…” 
 
    He raised his hand toward Vince, magical energy charging. Vince, sensing what was coming, pulled on the mane of his mana horse, calling out as he directed it out of the way of the attack. The bolt of energy missed him by a few steps, blasting trees into splinters and cratering the earth.  
 
    Thorne sent another bolt, and then another, each nearly hitting its target. The mana horse moved quickly, just fast enough for Vince to dodge the lightning attacks.  
 
    “Hm,” Thorne said. “Need to give you something a little harder to dodge. Try this!” 
 
    He swirled his hands in front of him, and a cloud of what appeared to be pure mana materialized over their section of the woods. The energy crackled and swirled, looking to Vince like a lightning storm on magical steroids.  
 
    Vince glanced at the ground. Several dozen circular patches of ground crackled with energy just the same as the storm overhead. 
 
    That must be where the bolts are going to hit. I need to move! 
 
    Cloud overhead rumbled, their energy charging. Vince called out to the mana horse and pulled the creature’s mane carefully to avoid the patches. Sure enough, the sky opened up with a barrage of mana lightning, the bolts smashing into the ground where the mana had been charging.  
 
    Great, another attack to worry about. And that’s not even getting into how I’m supposed to climb him. 
 
    He pushed the thoughts out of his head, focusing on the mission. Thorne threw a few more thunderbolts, Vince guiding his horse to jump here and there out of the way, one bolt striking so closely to him that he could feel the magical heat on his skin. 
 
    Thorne let out a growl of frustration as he turned back toward the city, stomping forward. The attacks weren’t over yet, however. Gesturing over his shoulder, Thorne cast bolt after bolt, only breaking up the onslaught with his storm cloud spell. The mana blasts ripped up the ground underneath Vince’s feet, the chaos growing the closer and closer he drew to his target. 
 
    New York was closer too. Vince had to move, and fast. 
 
    The snow picked up in volume, the world ahead of Vince a blur of white. He pressed on, evading the attacks and closing the distance between him and Thorne. Before too long, he was right on top of him.  
 
    Thorne turned, anger in his eyes as he realized that his defenses had failed. “You… you little shit! Not a chance in hell you’re taking this from me!” 
 
    Thorne stopped and turned, focusing his energy into one massive charge. 
 
    Shit. No chance I’m going to be able to dodge that. But I’m close enough to jump. He glanced down at his mana horse, knowing what he needed to do. Sorry, bud. You were a good horse. 
 
    He patted the horse on the side of its neck, then leapt. When the blast annihilated the horse, Vince was already flying toward Thorne. Mid-air, he drew his blade and stabbed it down as he landed on the upper part of Thorne’s leg. 
 
    To his surprise, his hand sank into the mana, the mass thick enough to grab onto. He looked underneath him, the mana blast still roaring. Vince held on for dear life, knowing one slip meant his certain death. 
 
    “Damn it! I’ll… I’ll…” Thorne’s voice sounded more distorted, his mana energy flickering.  
 
    Vince turned his attention up, wrapping his head around the climb before him. Got to find a rune, whatever the hell that means.  
 
    The climb was no small thing. Thorne kept his march going forward, but stopped now and then to shake and shudder in an attempt to throw off Vince, who could only dig in and wait for him to stop.  
 
    Vince soon reached Thorne’s waist, the snowy winds whipping at breath-taking speed. From his waist, Vince traveled up, scaling onto Thorne’s back, approaching the hole in his chest from the attack with the witch dagger. Through the hole, Vince could see the lights of Manhattan and make out the individual buildings of the southern tip of the island. 
 
    I’m down to the wire. Need to keep moving. 
 
    He climbed along the gaping hole, reaching Thorne’s shoulders and pulling himself up and onto his neck. 
 
    “You little shit!” Thorne swatted his back, Vince scrambling up and onto the back of his head just in time to miss his hands. Once there, Vince climbed all the way to the top, standing up on Thorne’s head.  
 
    Right as he reached the summit of the mana monster, Vince spotted what he’d been looking for. A large, intricate design was inscribed on the top of Thorne’s head, a strange rune like nothing he’d ever seen before.  
 
    This has to be it. Here goes nothing… 
 
    He reached back and withdrew the straight sword from its sheath. He held the hilt with two hands and pointed it down, preparing to raise it above his head. As he did, out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a giant hand flying toward him. 
 
    Vince dropped, grabbing onto what he could as the tree-sized fingers whooshed over him. Once it was past, he rose and held up the blade once more.  
 
    With a yell, and an infusion of Bruiser power, he drove it straight down. The magical charge carried in the sword blasted through Thorne’s body, the mana holding him together crackling and popping. Thorne cried out, as if his very essence was in the process of being unmade. 
 
    Shit, Vince thought. Don’t know what’s going to happen, but something tells me that I need to get far away from this. 
 
    He jumped forward, leaping off Thorne and grabbing onto one of the branches of a nearby tree. He swung on it, letting go and slamming into the tree. The collision hurt like hell, but it broke the momentum of his fall and let him drop down to the ground without breaking a leg.  
 
    Vince glanced over his shoulder to see Thorne fall onto his knees, his body flickering, growing more unstable by the moment. Vince closed his eyes and activated his man-wolf form. His blood supply was low, the world growing hazy all around him. Despite his weakness, Vince ran as hard as he could, putting as much distance as possible between him and Thorne. 
 
    Thanks to his new boots, he was soon back on the crest he’d been atop, shifting out of his man-wolf form just in time to watch Thorne break. His body exploded and sent a wave of mana energy ripping through the forest. All Vince could do was raise his arm in front of his face as the brilliant, bright light consumed him.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey, Vince!”  
 
    He groaned, rolling over in his coffin.  
 
    “Vincent, time to wake up.” 
 
    His mind was mush. He rolled onto his side, feeling like he could sleep for a year. As he opened his eyes, the coffin was slid off from over him, intruding his cozy darkness with damnably bright light. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” he grumbled. “I’m up.” 
 
    A familiar laugh, one that he recognized as belonging to his mother, sounded from somewhere in the room. Vince’s eyes went wide, and he sat up to see that he was in his bedroom at the penthouse, his coterie and family all around him.  
 
    He blinked hard a few times, part of him thinking that he was in some kind of dream. His vision grew sharper, however, and the more seconds that ticked by, the more he realized that this was no dream—this was real life. 
 
    Lucy rushed over to Vince, throwing her arms around him. 
 
    “Oh my God, you’re safe.” 
 
    He hugged her back before letting go. “I’m safe. And so are you.” The words came out in a surprised tone. Part of Vince had worried Lucy wouldn’t survive what had all gone down. 
 
    “Going to take more than a power-hungry mana giant to get rid of your parents,” Harker said with a smile. 
 
    “What happened?” Vince asked. “All I remember was the explosion.” 
 
    “Here’s what happened with all that, kid,” Richter said, approaching with a computer tablet in his hands. “Check it out.” 
 
    He held the device in front of Vince, who took it. On the screen was a headline that read “Local Authorities Investigating Mystery Explosion.” Accompanying the article were overhead shots of what the captions said were Bear Mountain State Park, the devastation incredible.  
 
    “People are thinking a homemade bomb or something went off,” Richter said, taking the tablet and turning it off.  
 
    “Was anyone hurt?” Vince asked. 
 
    “No one except for that jerk blood lord,” Amelia said. “Luckily, it happened far enough from civilization.” 
 
    Relief washed over Vincent. 
 
    “Take some time and rest,” Lucy said. “You’ve been out for a whole day.” 
 
    His parents and Richter left the room, leaving him with Amelia and Olivia. Vince sat up and began to climb out of the coffin. “I’m going to need to know everything that happened over the last day.”  
 
    “We’ll fill you in, don’t worry,” Olivia said. “But in the meantime—” 
 
    Vince vaulted out of the coffin, preparing to land on his feet. That didn’t happen, however. Instead, Vince staggered, his energy so low that he could barely walk. He stumbled forward, Olivia rushing over to catch him.  
 
    “But first,” she went on with a smile. “You’re going to need to eat.” 
 
    “You’re very hungry,” Amelia said. “Not to mention that your blood capacity went up when you killed Thorne. You’re going to need to eat before you can even think of taking in a debriefing.” 
 
    His stomach growled at the mere mention of food. Vince was so weak from hunger, however, that all he could do was sit on the edge of his bed. “Yeah, I need something.” 
 
    Olivia grinned. “We’ll, we’ve got a little treat for you.” She made her way over to the bedroom door, sticking out her head. “Send them in, we’re ready for them.” 
 
    Vince ran his hand through his hair as Amelia stepped over to a small bag on one of the desks, opening it and taking out a bottle of what Vince recognized right away as fermented blood. She tossed it over to him, and he caught it neatly.  
 
    “That’s not going to come close to satisfying you, but it should at least take the edge off until our guests arrive.” 
 
    Vince cracked open the bottle and chugged it down in seconds, the blood settling into his belly. He felt his mind grow a little clearer, his body stronger. However, he could sense that he wasn’t anywhere near one hundred percent perfect.  
 
    Just as Amelia had said, his blood capacity was much larger than it had been since before the battle. 
 
    “Sum it all up for me,” he said. “I want to know what happened over the last day.” 
 
    Olivia and Amelia regarded one another with a knowing expression, as if they’d expected what he’d said.  
 
    “Well,” Olivia started, “you’re not just the Blood King of New York any longer, you’re the Blood King of the entire northeastern part of the US.” 
 
    “Is that right?” His stomach growled. 
 
    “Yep!” Amelia said. “With Thorne and Mick dead, you’re the big man in charge. Not only that, but the coven wars upstate are over. The witch-vamps that had been working with Thorne are kaput, not to mention his army of disgusting zombies. Next step is for you to solidify your reign over this region. Once that’s done, we take over the rest of the US.” 
 
    “From there,” Olivia said, “we move on to Europe. Word is that the Optimatium have been watching the Blood Wars very carefully, eager to see which vampire lord will prevail. Something tells me, however, that the more powerful you become, the more they’re going to view you as a threat.” 
 
    “Margaret and Lilith are working with Helsing to repair the rest of the HQ,” Amelia said. “Once this entire building is up and running, you’ll have a real command center to organize your army. Winning the Blood Wars isn’t going to be a matter of just taking the other lords on one-on-one. You’ll have to command armies!” 
 
    Vince nodded, trying to pay attention. “I’m listening. But it’s hard to process this kind of stuff when you’re on next to zero blood.” 
 
    “Vince just woke up from a long sleep after a long fight,” Olivia said. “And you’re dumping info onto him.” 
 
    Amelia scrunched her nose. “Sorry, sorry. I just thought that Vince would want to know all about this.” 
 
    “I do,” he said. “But I need a meal first.” 
 
    “Your dinner should’ve been here by now,” Olivia said, making her way over to the bedroom door. “Hey! He’s hungry!” she called out into the hallway. “Ah, finally.”  
 
    She turned to Vince, a smile on her face. “We thought you’d want a snack. So, I ordered a little, ah, takeout for you from one of the nearby vampire clubs.” She stepped aside, opening the door. 
 
    Two gorgeous women entered the room. One was olive-skinned with red hair and blue eyes, her slender, athletic body packed into black jeans and a tight crop top, her full breasts pouring over the upper hem. The other was curvy and thick, her hair a black bob, her skin white as the snow still coming down outside. She wore a sleek black dress, a slit up the leg that showed off her luscious thigh.  
 
    “This is Melanie,” Olivia said, gesturing to the redhead. “And the, ah, thick goth girl is Katie.” 
 
    Katie placed her hands on her breasts, her blue eyes going wide. “We’re so honored to be here. Knowing that we get to be the first meal of the new Blood Lord right after his victory… it’s almost too much to wrap our heads around.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Melanie said. “You have no idea what kind of fight there was at the club to be the ones you fed from. We’re still stunned that we were the ones chosen.” 
 
    “Did we do well, Vince?” Olivia asked. 
 
    Vince looked the women up and down, feeling hungry in more ways than one.  
 
    “I picked them both out myself,” Amelia said. “I thought they were the prettiest. Plus, I was thinking that you might let me take a little bite of my own. I am a vampire now, remember?” She showed off her fangs, as if illustrating her point.  
 
    Olivia shut the door and took a seat. “Start wherever you want, Vince. And don’t be shy. Though, I know you don’t have a problem with that.” 
 
    Vince flicked his eyes from woman to woman, settling on Katie. “I’ve never been able to resist a girl with black hair and blue eyes. Come here.” 
 
    Her smile beaming, Katie hurried over to Vince, her steps so quick and short that her breasts bounced wildly with each one. Vince could smell her as she drew near, the thick, richness of her blood—not to mention her arousal. He wrapped his arm around her waist, turning her around and bringing her against him. She gasped, feeling his hardness through his jeans.  
 
    He couldn’t resist her for another second longer. Vince hissed, extending his fangs and plunging them into the soft slope of her neck. Katie gasped, moaning and squirming as he drank from her.  
 
    The woman’s blood was delicious, thick and creamy. He drank from her deep, Katie grinding her ass against his cock and making it obvious she wanted to be taken.  
 
    But first, he wanted Amelia to try. 
 
    “Have a bit of her,” he said, placing his hand on her ass and shoving her gently in Amelia’s direction. “She’s delicious.” 
 
    Power surged through Vince. His blood supply wasn’t completely full, but it was close. More than that, he was ready for his next course. He turned his attention to Melanie, who had been watching Vince feast on her friend, a mischievous look on her gorgeous face.  
 
    “Come here.” 
 
    She did as he commanded, rushing to Vince and tossing her red curls away to reveal her neck. Vince plunged his still-dripping fangs into her, drinking as she moaned. More sighs of pleasure sounded from the other side of the room as Amelia feasted on Katie.  
 
    Vince drank until he was nearly full, the power flowing through him unlike anything he’d known before. When he was done, he withdrew his fangs from Melanie and stepped back, blinking hard and trying to wrap his head around how damn good he felt.  
 
    “There you go, Vince,” Olivia said from her seat on the far side of the room. “I can see the power in your eyes. You’re truly becoming the Blood Lord.” 
 
    Vince opened his mouth to speak. Before he could get out so much as a word, however, moans sounded from Amelia’s direction. Amelia was no longer drinking from Katie, but kissing her. Vince watched as she tongued the dark-haired woman, her hand lifting up her dress and revealing the black and white striped thong she wore underneath.  
 
    When she sensed that Vince was looking, Amelia brought her eyes up from him. “What?” she asked. “Is a girl not allowed to have a little fun?”  
 
    Vince chuckled. “Au contraire, have all the fun you want.” He turned his eyes to Melanie. “Might have a little of my own.” 
 
    Melanie’s eyes lit up with total enthusiasm and awe. “Do you mean it? Am I really getting chosen by the Blood Lord himself?” 
 
    “You are. Now, strip.” 
 
    Barely able to keep her smile restrained, she slowly slipped off her top. She wore a dark blue bra underneath, her breasts heavy and full in spite of her slender, petite figure. Once the top was off, she shimmied out of her pants with slow, sensuous wiggles, revealing a matching thong. Her body was perfect as they came. Vince’s manhood felt on the verge of ripping out of his jeans at the sight of her.  
 
    “Humans are fun every now and then,” Olivia said. “They’re nice and obedient.” 
 
    Melanie nodded in agreement. “You’ll see just how dutiful I can be, my lord. May I begin?” 
 
    “Yes, you may.” 
 
    The smile still on her face, she stepped over to Vince and knelt. Her hands became a blur in front of her as she opened Vince’s zipper and belt, reaching in and easing his cock out. She pursed her lips, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Vince asked. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “Just can’t believe that I’m about to blow you.” 
 
    Olivia sighed and chuckled from her seat. “See, this is why I never sleep with human groupies. They’re always so starstruck. Girl, there’s a perfectly good use for that mouth of yours and it’s not telling Vince how amazing he is.” 
 
    Melanie’s eyes went wide with embarrassment. Without another word, she sucked in a steeling breath, then leaned forward to wrap her lips around Vince’s cock. The pleasure was instant. Melanie looked up at Vince with smiling eyes as she licked and sucked him.  
 
    “Come here, gothie,” Amelia said, taking the clothes off Katie and fully exposing her pale, curvy body, a few black-ink tattoos here and there. “Let’s give Vince a little something to watch, huh?” 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    Amelia stripped off her gossamer clothes, her own bare body tall and lean, her nipples a perfect pink. A smile on her face, she led Katie over to the bed and guided her to lay down.  
 
    “You know, Vince,” Amelia said. “I never let you officially claim me.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Vince said, taking his eyes away from the gorgeous redhead who was in the process of sucking on his balls. “We should do something about that.” 
 
    “I think we should too. But why don’t Iet this sexy little thing get me warmed up first.” 
 
    Vince chuckled. “Good idea.” 
 
    Melanie still sucking him, Vince watched as Amelia and Katie moved into a sixty-nine position. The two beautiful, naked women opened their legs, putting their mouth on one another’s pussies and licking slowly. The girls began moaning, slippery sounds filling the air as they brought one another closer to orgasm. 
 
    “Does this feel good?” Melanie asked, sliding his cock out of her mouth and stroking him.  
 
    “Very.” He wanted more. “Take off the rest of your clothes and get on the bed.” 
 
    “I have to say,” Olivia said. “There’s something about you bossing these little human girls around that’s doing something for me.”  
 
    Vince flashed her a smile as Melanie stripped, taking off her blue bra and panties, her breasts round and full, her nipples dark, the hair above her pussy neatly trimmed. The smile still on her face, she made her way over to the bed and bent over, her ass in front of him. 
 
    Vince took hold of his member by the base and pushed it inside of her. Melanie let out a cry of pleasure as he began pumping into her wet, tight walls. She climbed onto the bed, getting on all fours as she took him, her screams filling the room.  
 
    Vince clamped his hands onto her soft round hips as he thrust, her ass shaking with each bounce, her tits swaying underneath her. Next to him, Amelia and Katie began screaming as they both came, their bodies shaking from the pleasure.  
 
    “My lord!” Melanie shouted. “I’m– ahn!”  
 
    Her pussy clenched around him as she climaxed, the tightness enough to push him close to release. He let himself cum, filling her with his seed and pumping it deep into her. She shook on his end, his load dripping down as his cock pumped. 
 
    He was hungry for another orgasm as soon as the first faded. Amelia slipped out from beneath Katie, curling up with Melanie and kissing her deeply, glancing over at Vince as she did.  
 
    “Give her another one,” Amelia said, glancing over at Katie. “If you think she deserves it.” 
 
    “Please,” Katie said, flipping over and putting her ripe, curvy, pale body on full display. “If you don’t take me, I don’t know what I’ll do.” 
 
    Vince chuckled as he stepped over to Katie, amused by her eagerness. He mounted her in missionary position, slipping his cock into her as she gasped and squirmed. She was as tight as her companion, her womanhood gripping him, cinching his length in warm, velvety wetness.  
 
    He thrust into her hard, Katie’s oversized tits swinging back and forth, her hands holding them. A series of oh-God-oh-God-oh-Gods poured from her mouth. Vince felt himself on the verge of another orgasm, and with a grunt, he released. Katie came with him, her back arching as he drained himself deep inside her. The pair rose and fell together, Katie falling flat on her back with Vince’s seed dripping out of him as he withdrew.  
 
    “Alright, ladies,” Olivia said. Vince glanced over his shoulder to watch as Olivia approached, stripping off her clothes she did. “Hope Vince didn’t wear you out too much, I need your services.” 
 
    She sat down in the chair next to the bed, gesturing for the humans to join her. They did dutifully, stepping over to Olivia and getting on their knees in front of her. Vince’s seed still dripping from them, they kissed one another before moving in to pleasure Olivia with their mouths.  
 
    “Ready Vince?” Amelia asked, sitting up with her tear-shaped breasts hanging down. “I’ve been looking forward to this. Sit on the edge of the bed!” 
 
    Vince, confused, did as she asked. Amelia closed her eyes and vanished, transporting instantly to a sitting position on Vince’s cock. It was a strange sensation. One moment his cock, glistening from the human women’s juices, was pointing straight up into the air, and the next there was a perfect, pale ass on it, his prick wrapped in Amelia’s tight confines.  
 
    “Oh wow,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “You feel just right.” 
 
    “You’re not so bad yourself,” Vince said, placing his hands on her hips to grip her smooth skin. 
 
    She began to buck her hips back and forth, his cock rubbing against her walls. Amelia felt so damn good that a third orgasm was right on the way. Amelia moaned as Vince placed his hands on her flat belly, caressing her and cupping her perfect tits. He teased her nipples as she rode him, her ass bouncing up and down on top of his dick. 
 
    “Oh, Vince!” she shouted. “This is… Wow!” 
 
    Her whole body tensed as she came. Vince squeezing her tits as her sex gripped him so hard that he could hold it no longer. Vince released, cum pumping up into her pussy, her wetness surrounding him.  
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Olivia moan and squirm from the oral pleasures of the girls. She let out a long sigh, arching her back as she came.  
 
    When Vince’s orgasm ended, he let himself fall backward. Amelia lifted her ass slowly, seed dripping from her pink pussy. “Ah! Tickles!” 
 
    The group gathered on the bed, the hands of the women wandering over Vince as they curled up against him.  
 
    As he lay there, a smirk on his face, Vince had one thought on his mind: 
 
    It’s good to be the Blood Lord.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One month later… 
 
      
 
    Snow came down in sheets as Vince stood in the command center of his battle HQ at the Helsing building. He turned away from the windows, pleased with what he saw. 
 
    “Everything’s ready, Vince,” Margaret said, Lilith at her side. “You ready for the tour?” 
 
    “More than ready. Let’s do this.” 
 
    Vince hopped down to the main floor of the command center. The place was bustling with activity, Helsing agents manning terminals and nodding to him as he approached. 
 
    “This, as you can guess,” began Margaret, “is this command center. Here, my agents are doing what Helsing does best: keeping an eye on the city. From this room we can stay abreast of all that’s going on in New York, making sure that you, as Blood Lord of the city, have your finger on the pulse of things.” 
 
    Vince stopped at one of the terminals, spotting Ford’s face on the screen. The agent at the terminal was in the middle of a conversation with the ghoul, but stepped aside as Vince approached.  
 
    “Vince, my man!” Ford said. “What’s the word?” 
 
    “Getting settled in our new HQ,” he said. “How about you?” 
 
    “Expanding, just like we’d hoped. You keep the city as peaceful as you have, we’re going to be a happy group of underground dwellers over here.” 
 
    Vince nodded, stepping away from the terminal. Lilith and Ford chatted for a few moments longer before she hurried back over to join them once again. Vince stopped when at the exit of the space, turning and taking in the sight of it. It was the nerve center of his entire army, the place from which he would extend his rule over the rest of the US.  
 
    He couldn’t wait to get started. 
 
    “Down this way, we have the workshop,” Lilith said as the trio made their way down the long, sleek hall. She gestured to an open door on the right. Inside, Jerry was in the process of raising a long, futuristic-looking rifle toward Ransom, his vampire assistant.  
 
    “Hey there, bossman!” Jerry said, lifting his head from the gun. 
 
    “Don’t tell me he’s pissed you off that badly,” Vince said with a smirk. 
 
    “Oh, this little twerp? Nah, he’s testing out some new body armor for me. Watch this.” He lowered his head to the rifle. “Ready, garcon?” 
 
    “Ready!” Ransom shouted, sticking his chest out.  
 
    “Tirez!” Jerry fired. A blast of dark red energy shot toward Ransom and knocked him off his feet.  
 
    For a moment, Vince was worried the kid might not get back up.  
 
    “I’m fine!” he shouted, sticking his thumb into the air. 
 
    “Mana rifles!” Jerry said, holding up the gun. “Little something I’ve been working on. Finish your tour—I’ll tell you all about ‘em later!” 
 
    Vince gave a thumbs up of his own, the group carrying on.  
 
    “We’ve got barracks,” Margaret said, sweeping her hand toward another open door, this one leading to a massive open space with dozens and dozens of beds, along with an equal number of Helsing agents. They weren’t alone—Ayla and her Lycans there with them, most of the group busy in the gym or the sports areas. “Enough for a small army to be here at all times. And now that the HQ is open for business, we can get to work on setting up outposts all over the city.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Vince said.  
 
    “A study,” Lilith said, gesturing to another door.  
 
    Inside was an enormous library, the biggest fireplace Vince had ever seen in the back middle of the room, a fire roaring. Every bit of wall space was covered in bookshelves, the floor decorated with Persian rugs. Sara was curled up in one of the chairs near the fireplace, a book in front of her and a mug on the small nearby table. She waved and smiled as the group passed.  
 
    “And there’s even a rec room for, ah, other activities,” Margaret said.  
 
    Rock music played from the next room, which contained a large space for relaxing, complete with a bar and plenty of TVs. A handful of agents and crypts were there, enjoying drinks and conversation. Vince spotted Richter, who was seated with a beautiful woman on each arm. 
 
    “Yo, nephew!” he called out, a glass of fermented blood in hand. “Come have a drink when you’re done!” 
 
    “Raincheck!” Vince called back over the music. 
 
    “There’s an arcanum,” Lilith said, nodding to the next room. “For spellcasting and crafting.” 
 
    The room to the left was a circular space, complete with crystals and greenery. Amelia and some of her witches were inside, all practicing spells. Elina, Anebelle, and Millie were among them, waggling their fingers and smiling at Vince. 
 
    “And, finally, your personal quarters.” 
 
    The group entered a room at the end of the hall, a sleek room of black and red décor, a large bed at the far end, a fireplace to the right, and a coffin in the center. His cloak and boots were on display, along with a holder that would be used for his new blade, whenever he finally created it.  
 
    “This room,” Lilith said with a seductive smile, “is for… well, whatever you want it to be used for.” 
 
    “Right,” Margaret said. “Relaxing, resting, or other activities.” 
 
    Vince smiled. “Tell me what you two had in mind.” 
 
    The women reached for the buttons of their shirts. Before anything could happen, however, an alarm blared through the place. 
 
    “Problem?” Vince asked. 
 
    “The command center,” Margaret said. “Come on.” 
 
    The trio rushed down the hall, returning to the command room.  
 
    “The Lycan HQ,” one of the agents said, fear in her eyes. “It was attacked.” 
 
    Vince didn’t waste a moment before taking the elevator down to the garage. Richter was already there. 
 
    “You’re not checking this out without me, kid.” 
 
    “Fine. Let’s ride.” 
 
    They hopped on their motorcycles, tearing through the streets of New York. Behind them, a van carrying Helsing agents for backup was in close pursuit. Vince spent the drive wondering what the hell could have happened, who would have attacked the lycans who were allied with him in NYC. 
 
    He reached the warehouse, he and Richter and the rest of the agents entered through the front doors. The scene on the other side of the doors was one of chaos, the place wrecked, the handful of guards who’d been on duty slain, blood streaking the walls.  
 
    Vince, anger rushing through him, rushed to check the guards, confirming that they were dead. 
 
    “Vince,” Richter said. “Check this out.” 
 
    His uncle picked up something from the circular table in the warehouse’s meeting area, a little card with blue and pink designs.  
 
    “A postcard?” Vince asked, coming over to take it from him. 
 
    Sure enough, that’s what it was. The design on the front read “Visit Miami!” 
 
    Vince flipped the card over.  
 
      
 
    Vincent,  
 
    I’ve heard so much about you. You ask me, it’s time you came down south for a little one-on-one time, mi amigo, blood lord to blood lord. Trust me, Miami is perfecto this time of year. 
 
    Sincerely,  
 
    Alejandro Castillo 
 
      
 
    Vince tossed the card aside, revenge on his mind. 
 
    “Get ready,” he said. “We’re taking a tropical vacation.” 
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