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    Prologue: 
 
    Shattered remnants of the former glory of the garden remained. Broken bodies remained where the tides of guards had entered the battle for the garden formerly possessed by Hel. My vision was focused on the wreckage of the land. Echoes of the blows delivered still lingered in my body.  
 
    Blood infused the spots where the pair of youthful victims had laid.  
 
    “Mavis…” 
 
    The voice was disembodied, a hushed whisper. Even with my keen hearing, I wrote it off to grief. The world around me was grizzly, broken, desolate.  
 
    Beneath the garden, cracks began to expand. Fissures in the land crumbled the remaining gazebo and surrounding architecture. Hel’s corpse fell deep into a chasm. My vision was lost to him in moments.  
 
    Deep beneath the earth, roaring sounded, and a massive golden lizard-slit eye opened. The glow of it was like a lantern. 
 
    I couldn’t understand what I was seeing. What this was or why I was dreaming about it now. My problems were legion, and the realms which currently divided my attention were more than enough to drive a girl to a padded cell.  
 
    The world broke up gradually as the earth churned. I could hear the clashing of metal beneath the surface. Mysterious noises rattled, and savage roars resounded beneath the ruined afterlife landscapes.  
 
    “Mavis…” 
 
    The voice called to me again, barely audible now. I looked frantically for any sign of the figure I sought. She was nowhere to be seen. Part of my heart hoped that if this nightmare had to exist, I could at least catch an ephemeral glance at my mum.  
 
    All around me, the realm of Hel’s afterlife was shattering. Dead things rose and clawed free of the ground beneath the broken garden. Roaring and clanging sounds resounded. The ringing was as the symbol at one of Anne’s metal concerts. Havoc spread before my eyes, and the hole in the garden spread steadily.  
 
    Hel’s realm was rapidly collapsing from his death. A shattering landscape filled my ears in a cacophony of discord and terror. Whatever this was breaking out, I woke praying it was merely a dream.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    One: 
 
    As we exited the portal to the New Orleans court, my nose twitched. Before I even registered the sights, the scent of death captured my blood tracking.  
 
    Upon the throne, my daughter Lexi had sat, was the barely recognizable form of Emalia Smithfield. Behind her was my son-in-law Jack. He was hanging limp with a week-old fragrance of death. His crucified form captured my attention.  
 
    “Get back!” 
 
    I snapped out as I tried to wave the girls back through the portal. Abigale took her first steps into the court she ruled with her sister. Her very first homecoming welcome was Jack’s heartless ruptured chest. Mating bonds cannot cross realms all too properly. Therefore, Abi had no warning, assuming she could still experience the bond she manifested inside Alexia’s body. No one has ever performed a proper reanimation spell that I am aware of. Usually, it’s just zombies or, worse, Draugr, resurrected with necrotic tissue.  
 
    Lexi vomited the instant she stepped through the portal. I looked at her; first, I was stricken with worry. I was wondering if she’s been poisoned in Hel’s realm. However, my blood sense expanded, and inside her stomach, I soon noticed the source of her distress—the small child growing in her womb—my first grandchild. 
 
    “Here, I prepared a proper welcome for you all. I decided some redecoration was in order with the changing of the guards.” 
 
    Emalia purred like a well-satisfied kitten. I drew my cutlass and my rapier, and I raised the tips towards the false queen. 
 
    Abigale finally collapsed to her knees in shock. Her battle-hardened experience didn’t include couping with such a grievous loss.  
 
    “Lexi, get yer sister back through the portal, now!” 
 
    I said, my tone was dire and didn’t broker any arguments. Queen or not, Alexia was going to listen to her mother, at least in this instant!  
 
    “How could you?!” 
 
    Alexia snapped out, her hand instinctively raised over her still flat abdomen. Olaf, Morganna, and Aurelia stepped through next. Anne was right behind them. As they all stepped into the court, my friends and mates took not one moment to register the disaster unfolding before them. Olaf had his battle-ax raised in the ready in the next moment.  
 
    All around us, vampyr guards circled closer. There were thirty-five of them in all. I wasn’t worried about besting them, but these brave fellows moved like mindless marionettes. Soldiers who served faithfully for centuries. Men and women of honor and character above all reproach.  
 
    “Stay your hand, for now, Olaf!” 
 
    I snapped, and he looked at me with a snarl on his lips.  
 
    “They dare to betray us after all this time! I will put them all in the dirt, and unlike ye, they will not rise again!” 
 
    Olaf snapped like granite was etched in his tone. 
 
    “They’re not themselves, my friend. They are under some queer magiks. Blood magiks, something terrifyingly powerful to make all their mind so mailable.” 
 
    I informed him, and Lexi hissed in rage.  
 
    “I gave you a place in my court! I trusted you. What is it you hope to accomplish with this little coupe? You cannot possibly hope to hold the throne against the ancients with nothing but some spelled guards!” 
 
    Emalia laughed roaringly and sneered, “Little princess, it was so easy to manipulate you. With your mummy issues as they are.” 
 
    I growled, and Aurelia joined me as she leaped and phased into her third form, the large-arse Lycan bi-pedal form of pure carnage. Her claws split the blonde figure seated on the throne. I hadn’t even noticed until that moment but shackled at her feet was Alex. He whimpered as the claw marks seemed to transfer from her chest to his. His eyes rolled back, and I nearly expected him to die.  
 
    Unlike the guards, Alex was cogent, and his cries were those of a lucid but terrified man. Considering what I’d discovered about Alex recently, I almost welcomed his demise. However, the blood magiks which seemed to transfer the damage to his body perturbed my mind. 
 
    “My love, stop now! She’s done something else with their blood!” 
 
    I warned Aurelia, and the massive Lycan figure was blasted back with a bolt of pure crimson energy. I rushed the false queen and slammed into her. I threw her back to the marble column in the north-western corner of the audience room. Even as she stood slowly to her feet, Emalia laughed as if her mind had been gargled along with her body.  
 
    “Careful Mavis, how much more damage can poor Alex endure before the spell jumps to the next vampyr?” 
 
    She purred the question and smiled coyly. I hissed as my fangs descended. She noticed the difference in my teeth and seemed curious.  
 
    “Interesting, retractable fangs. I guess we are evolving the way of Hollywood, after all.” 
 
    She giggled as if her statement was the funniest thing she’d ever imagined. 
 
    “Abi, come, we have to go for now!” 
 
    Lexi pleaded with her sister, and she looked at me imploringly.  
 
    “Mum, don’t leave my father at her mercy, please. I am begging you.” 
 
    Emalia laughed roaringly at Lexi and said, “Poor little princess, didn’t you know. It was dear daddy who shot Abigale all those years ago. It wasn’t only his ambush plan, but his musket ball which sliced into your sister’s heart!” 
 
    She laughed, and her accent seemed to thicken. I noticed oddities in her tone, which were not French.  
 
    “Lexi, get Abi back to the sanctum, now!” 
 
    I roared and flashed glowing scarlet eyes at my daughter. She pulled her twin back through the portal. As much as it saddened me, I couldn’t bring Jack with us. I was too worried about possible blood magiks laying dormant. The entire room was so thickly layered in blood rituals that I was still reading them one spell at a time.  
 
    “Oh, you can have him. He is tainted meat anyway.” 
 
    She said as she gestured to Alex, and he flew through the portal screaming. Her powers over blood and kinesis were perturbing—powers which I’d never seen in a vampyr before. However, I’d just visited a realm where a half-fae witch had stolen enough powers to make herself a goddess.  
 
    “Everyone, back through the portal now!” 
 
    I said as the guards charged forward. Despite my pleas to my mate, Aurelia’s wolf reacted and cleaved through two necks in a single sipe of her massive Lycan claws. The savage bellowing shattered the windows. Her Apex energy surged through us all, reinvigorating us. I knew the men would all die in moments if I didn’t act. 
 
    “Morgana, help me get them back through, now!” 
 
    I implored, and the phoenix bravely rushed over to Aurelia, and she grasped her neck tightly from behind. Aurelia’s beast turned to register a mate, and her claws stayed in mid-swipe.  
 
    “Luv, listen to our mate. She’s already overly-wrought. These guards are her people. They are innocent!” 
 
    Morgana implored Aurelia, and I saw the canine savagery begging to be unleashed upon the guards. However, the savage wolf huffed and turned in retreat.  
 
    “Either you kill them, or they cut you all down.” 
 
    She chirped in a too cheerful tone. 
 
    “Enough!” 
 
    I snapped, and I blasted out, and waves of energy shook the room as my kinetic power flung all the guards back into the various walls. My power surprised even me. I leveled the room in a single invisible burst of magiks. I grabbed Anne, who was still standing behind us in shock, and I watched Morgana nudge Aurelia towards the portal. 
 
    “Quick, before they recover, and she throws her braindead minions at us again!” 
 
    Morgana snapped to the others, and I was grateful for the help wrangling our Apex mate. It required one of the two of us to handle Aurelia physically. She was so powerful; she’d accidentally disembowel anyone else.  
 
    “Through the rift, now!” 
 
    I snapped and grabbed Anne, and I carried her through bridal style. My fears of her being snatched from me amid the chaos were consuming. The icy dimensional travel was punctuated with the deep laughing sounds ringing in discord from the throne room. Emalia was laughing like a proper hatter in our tactical retreat. 
 
    It’d been several centuries since I had experienced such a bitter defeat. Somehow, the bitch had bewitched the entire court and overthrown Jack. I could only presume that he was dead and not possessed because his connection to Alexia and Abigale had defended his mind and body. Either way, he’d died an honorable death serving the crown, like his father before him—such a bitter-sweet.  
 
    Nothing made sense because I’d never detected a hint of anything remarkable on Emalia. She was a simple clinger-on vampyr. Her bloodline was not impressive in any manner, except that she was a distant relation to a French noble. Barely a hanger-on to the court. Hardly powerful enough to use and maintain all the layers of blood magiks I detected coating the throne room.  
 
    Emalia was playing at forces outside her control. Whatever bargains and dark deeds she’s implemented, the devil will have their due. What troubles me now is that she’s taken hold of the entire court. Every vampyr I detected, minus Alex, was under her spell. I could conclude one thing promptly. My bloodlines were not submissive to whatever blood magiks she was wielding. Or else, she’d have possessed Alex as well. As much as it irks me, he possesses a fragment of my essence. Likely protecting his mind from intrusion. Lexi’s lifeblood created Alex as a vampyr. He is several generations removed from my blood but still connected through me.  
 
    When I arrived back in the sanguinar sanctum, Abibale was holding Alex up by the throat. 
 
    “You think it was beyond my notice that mum tolerated ye fer us?! This is how ye thank us!? We opened our veins to you! You stole everything from us! Now my fecking daughter is growing in my sister, thanks to you!” 
 
    Abi snapped, and her teeth seemed to lengthen in her ire. I hadn’t realized she now possessed the same type of retractable fangs I do. I could only assume that her reconstructed figure was blueprinted off the bloodline as it evolved.  
 
    Beyond what she proclaimed to be her issue with Alex, I knew my daughter. She was in shock and grief over the sudden death of her mate, Jack. I was still in shock myself. Jack had been a lad when I went into the coffin, but he was a faithful guard captain, like his father before him. Abigale had chosen wisely with her choice of mates. So wisely, in fact, that I could almost ponder how she was my daughter. Abigale seemed the more prudent and wise of us all. Lexi was more impetuous, but both the girls were thankfully far more reasonable than I am.  
 
    “Abigale, release him, now!” 
 
    My tone cracked like a whip, and she looked over at me, and her eyes bulged.  
 
    “He’s mine to deal with!” 
 
    She growled, and her fangs seemed to grow again somehow. She opened her left hand, and her vampyr claws grew out four inches. Alex’s eyes widened as he looked at me pleadingly.  
 
    “I’d be fine with this playing out if I didn’t know you. Release him now, and allow me to decern what I can of his wife. Alex here has been with her for a century and a half, has he not? I am sure he must have overheard something useful in all that time. He couldn’t possibly be that dim.” 
 
    I said, and Lexi moved closer to me. Her hand kept resting on her stomach. I could tell by her shocked and stricken expression that she was having trouble reconciling her father’s betrayal and her current condition.  
 
    “Abi, let him go. Mum is right. We should focus on pulling every iota of intelligence we can from him.” 
 
    Alexia said, and Abigale looked at her sister, and I saw the envy and rage in her countenance. I’d never seen the twins so at odds with one another. They’d only just been separated. Part of me felt like this was some type of cosmic joke at our expense. I managed to help Abi cheat death, only for Lexi to be pregnant with Jack’s child. (Unless Talia has somehow rewritten the current sexual reproductive laws.)  
 
    “He should know what it’s like to have his chest made swiss cheese by bullets! You killed me! I loved you; we both loved you! All you had to do was be a good father to us! How could you betray us?! Lexi and I gave you everything we had! You are the most ungrateful cur imaginable!” 
 
    Abigale snapped on in a rant as Alex dangled and gagged for air desperately.  
 
    “Abigale, release the fecker this instant!” 
 
    I commanded her, and Abi seemed to consider my words. I could see her mind was broken with grief and outrage.  
 
    “PL… please…” 
 
    Alex choked out, and Agi’s nails began to grow on the hand gripping his throat.  
 
    “You lost your right to beg me!” 
 
    Abi snapped at Alex, and I sighed and rushed over to my daughter. I grabbed her wrist, forcing her hand to loosen its grip on Alex.  
 
    “Enough, you are much too gentle a soul to live for eternity with his blood on your hands. Rest assured, I shall sort him out once the time comes.” 
 
    I said in a very maternal and soothing tone. Not the typical mother-daughter moment, but my words seemed to do the trick in a pinch. Abi looked at me sadly.  
 
    “He took everything from me! Everything!” 
 
    Abi said, her eyes watered with tears. Lexi seemed hesitant to come closer to her sister right now. I could read genuine trepidation in her body language. She wanted to soothe her twin but feared for herself and her child. 
 
    “I know my little lamb. He will pay for all he’s done to all of us. For now, I need you to leave him with me. Trust your mum to do right by ye.” 
 
    I said, and Alex looked paler and greyer if it was possible. He knew that my mercy was not a place he ever wished to find himself. I was not one to bestow mercy upon those who wronged my family or me.  
 
    “What’s going on out here?” 
 
    Dagda asked, and I saw the shadows haunting my father’s eyes. He knew mum was gone, and his world had collapsed for a second time. My heart broke for him again just seeing the state of him.  
 
    “Dad, the girls just discovered the truth of Alex’s involvement in Abigale’s first physical death. Also, the vampyr court was over-taken by Alex’s mate Emalia. She’s bound the North American vampyrs to her in some metaphysical manner. All damage that is directed at her is transferred to the nearest vampyrs. She’s made herself effectively invulnerable to my powers.” 
 
    My father looked flabbergasted by my litany of revelations. His jaw worked several times before he finally seemed to discover his voice.  
 
    “He killed my granddaughter?!” 
 
    Dagda said, his words were like the darkest, most savage depths of the sea. The deep maelstrom of his gaze seemed to penetrate Alex’s mind and soul. He wet himself where he stood, shivering before Dagda’s wrath. 
 
    “Don’t think I’ve ever seen a vampyr piss themselves before this.” 
 
    Olaf stated, and I gave the Viking brute a fleeting glance.  
 
    “Be nice fer now. I have enough family members rebelling at this moment.” 
 
    I warned him, and Olaf pointed to himself and looked innocently back at me. 
 
    “Just let me know when we’re going to roast his chestnuts over an open flame. I will sell the tickets to the spectacle.” 
 
    Olaf said with a sinister promise in his tone. I couldn’t help the wide grin that crossed my features. I have been imagining Alex’s death for a long time now. For me, it’s been over three years since I discovered Alex’s betrayal of our daughter. For me, it was my deepest maternal shame. As a ruling woman, I selected him as a breeding partner. Everything he did felt like it was somehow my fault. Logic didn’t seem to have much place in this personal torment.  
 
    “How are you going to deal with him?” 
 
    My father asked, and I shrugged and said, “First, we need to know what the feck his bat shite mad mate might have said in front of him. Anything at all that might explain how the feck a weak vampyr could manage the coupe she performed.” 
 
    I said, and Alex seemed ready to defecate himself in fear. There was only hell ahead for him. This was the ultimate reward of selfishness. Alex had stolen two centuries from Abigale. Now it was time to pay the piper. Dagda loomed over us, and his darkened expression was terrifying to anyone, not his blood relation. The sanguinar seemed to wisely leave plenty of space in the courtyard with our little spat kicking off.  
 
    “Lord Axel, this gob shite before me. He is a prisoner. He is not free to roam, nor is he free to leave. Can you spare a few men to watch him in shifts?” 
 
    I asked, and Axel gave me a dumb look. 
 
    “Of course, my goddess.” 
 
    He bowed himself at the waist, and I sighed. Technically, I was still a half-goddess, but that didn’t seem to stop Axel from calling me Blood Goddess. 
 
    “Talk about some fecking bad luck!” 
 
    Edenshire swore as he moved closer to me.  
 
    “Lass, leave this fecker in my care. I will not allow him free. Also, it should be known, I have sent word back to Tren Na Nogg about the earth. The fae should be warned to lay low in this realm for the time being. No need to have mind-controlled vampyrs snacking on my kind.”  
 
    One might think I would want to lock Edenshire up as well. However, I was still able to find trust in the wee man. Despite our histories and the fact that he was fresh off a relationship with the Winter Queen. The very same Winter Queen who just whipped my best friend Alice until her back was ribbons of bloody meat. Ingrid was turning her back on us. However, I knew Talia and Edenshire were not interested in such foolishness. They were invested in co-existence between all immortals. 
 
    “That might be the best recourse, for the time being. Otherwise, he is going to wind up dead before I can question him properly.” 
 
    Edenshire nodded in agreement and grunted.  
 
    “You have my word as a leprechaun, and I will not allow this feck out of my sight. Besides, we are rather innovative in making birds sing.” 
 
    Edenshire grinned, and his slightly tapered teeth made Alex ashen further in fear. He was surrounded by people who would feed his body to a volcano and roast marshmallows over the roaring flames. (Figuratively speaking, of course.) 
 
    “I’m not even going to touch that vow, but ok.” 
 
    I murmured, and I clapped Alex on the shoulder and smiled. My eyes drilled into him, and I let every ounce of my raw demigoddess powers flow over him like a raging tide. He felt the fury and the pain of my anguish.  
 
    “Mate, if ye try to run, know that I can and will hunt you across time and space. Whatever befalls ye after I catch you will be five-hundred-fold worse than what is already being contrived.” 
 
    I murmured, and I leaned in closer.  
 
    “You made a lethal mistake underestimating who it was you shared your bed with. I am not some skirt. I am blood and darkness, and you will pay for all you have done to my daughters!” 
 
    I growled into his ear, and Alex whimpered as he felt the soul-crushing force of my mind beating down his lousy mental defenses. He’d never even bothered to learn proper psychic protection. As always, he had lived off his entitlement. Now it was time for the debt to come due. 
 
    “We could just hang him a little!” 
 
    Olaf added, whining, as I rolled my eyes and turned around to address my friends and mates. 
 
    “Leave the fecker be for now. No one touches him for the time being. Unless he tried to run, then you have my permission to lop off both his legs.” 
 
    I said in front of Alex, watching the coward piss himself for the second time inside thirty minutes.   
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two: 
 
    Two Months Later: 
 
    Massive flashing yellow gaze and a crashing of metal resounded. The garden expanded into the earth of the dark hellscape beneath the afterlife. Something crashed against the chains, and the roots of a tree splintered.  
 
    I popped up in manic, heaving breaths. 
 
    “Mavis, another one?!” 
 
    Anne asked me, and I panted as my eyes registered the world around me. I was in the sanctum for the sanguinar. Now, my new home. Calling Fairey my home was a bit of an overstatement. My home was in New Orleans, but we are currently under siege from an enemy none of us even predicted.  
 
    “Sorry to wake ye, you need to get your rest, my love.” 
 
    I huffed out, and I looked up into Anne’s clear blue gaze. She reached out, stroking my cheek delicately. Her nurturing energy was almost as full of healing properties as Talia’s medical and magical expertise.  
 
    “I’m fine; no need to treat me like I’m made of glass. Training has been grueling for the past two months, but nothing I can’t handle. My body feels great, if also very sore as well.” 
 
    Anne said, and she rose from the bed and shook her hardened physical appearance. She’d begun to put on extra muscle now, and her waist tapered slightly narrower. Her belle curves were more deeply accentuated. Anne’s legs were like hardened marble on a Greek sculptor’s vision of female athletic perfection.  
 
    “What did you dream of this time?” 
 
    Her concern was warranted; since my mum’s passing, I had begun to see all manners of things in my dreams. Everyone was assuring me that my dreams were likely an expression of my trauma. However, I have dreamed about the real world before. Something was nagging at my mind, clawing through the darkness of my mind. Call it instinct, or whatever; I simply knew I was glimpsing fragments of reality. There was a foreboding of danger and disaster ripe on the horizon. Yet, I couldn’t begin to know which of my dreams was the most pressing danger.  
 
    “I was back in Hel’s realm; it was worse than when we left it. The world was breaking apart, and there was something beneath the garden.” 
 
    Anne turned and began to rattle with the tea kettle. She seemed to have adopted the taste for tea recently. Not that I was complaining. I loved coffee and tea equally. Both provided the encouragement a girl’s blood needed to wake and move through her day.  
 
    “What was it you saw beneath the garden?” 
 
    Anne asked as she cast her eyes over her shoulder, then fussed with the water and the kettle. I heard as the fire lit on the magiks enchanted stove. It used a self-sustaining fae fire to cook or boil. The Fae used many types of alternate magiks to supplement their innovations. They didn’t hate tech so much as they were allergic to iron—some more so than others.  
 
    “Just a big arse eye, like a golden lizard eye. It was ghastly, and you know I don’t frighten easily.” 
 
    I confided to my mate, and Anne hummed in understanding.  
 
    “Part of me wants to hope you are grieving in your way, Mav. Baby, you are becoming a full Goddess slowly. This could be any number of powers involved in your transformation. Mav, you need to speak to your dad about all this.” 
 
    Anne asked me, and I looked away and sighed. Dagda had retreated in on himself for the past two months. He’d believed he might see his mate again after five centuries of insanity. Not only had Dagda lost my mum in the battle with the hungering that nearly consumed earth twice, but he was also left in the clutches of the beast for five hundred years. Until I finally helped my friends free him. Dagda had stood the course of the mission he undertook with my mum since before they were even consummated, lovers. He helped to battle Esus, the fallen blood god. That final chapter played out through me as I have begun my ascension. I cannot lie to myself about what I am becoming; it’s surging through my body. I have become blood and darkness, shadows, and even death.  
 
    “Da needs time to grieve in his manner. Besides, being a god does not make him better at handling this shite.”  
 
    I said, and I failed to express my real fear that my father blamed me. I didn’t ask my mum to give up her final chance at life for Abi. However, if I was in her shoes, I know beyond all reason, I would aid my grandchild. Love and family are my most treasured parts of the living experience. I could lose all the wealth, powers, and privilege, but I could still maintain my happiness.  
 
    Most would believe my statement was made from the naivety of my power and privilege. Most would never know the vulnerability and madness which accompanied me in my coffin for two whole centuries. Even now, the madness claws in my mind.  
 
    “Mavis, you need to stop avoiding your father! He’s sad, and he needs his baby girl to hug him a lot. You don’t want him to end up falling as well, do you?!” 
 
    Anne implored me, and I snapped my eyes up to her. Her blue gaze was burning with conviction. I sighed and shook my head.  
 
    “I know yer right, my love. Damn it all, yer right, but I cannot seem to muster the courage to face my father. I held her lifeforce inside my body, and I breathed it into Abigale’s new body.” 
 
    I said, recalling the moment I had used the sacrifices of both Clare and the former Apex Wildriver. I’d managed to save one of Aurelia’s brothers when I resurrected Abigale. What I’d not anticipated was my mother designed that moment in time. She needed me to have my final struggle with Esus in Hel’s realm while he was still vulnerable. Also, where they could easily transfer their lifeforce to me, pooling their powers at the brink of my death. I was not strong enough to best Esus on my own, a fact that smarts terribly, even now. 
 
    The former Blood God was nearly able to slay me like sport. If not for the training mum had Cali thrust upon me, coupled with the two willing immortal sacrifices, Esus would have been free to destroy the universe one realm at a time. Abigale and Neil Wildriver would have been lost to death forever, as well.  
 
    The lost apex wolf cub was still mulling over his foggy life now. He spent most of his time in his wolf form, allowing the animal soul to roam freely, more so than his humanoid self.  
 
    “Mavis, your father adores you. You are his bonny lass and the closest thing to Clare left in this reality.” 
 
    Anne told me, and I winced slightly. I could have pointed out that Lexi physically resembled mum the most. However, that point would be moot. Anne was only trying to comfort me and to urge me to comfort my father. Beyond the grief and shame, I could see her pure motives and her point of view. I just didn’t have the strength to do anything with what I could see or know.  
 
        Despair seemed to be a tangible web woven over me at this moment. Not only had I failed to save the two precious elder immortals, but I’d also overlooked a threat much closer to home. Abigale returned home for the first time in two centuries, and her mate was crucified and entirely beyond our help. Now my child grieved for her mate she’s been with for nearly one-hundred-and-fifty years. 
 
    To make matters even more complicated, Lexi was pregnant. She had shared a body with Abigale for so long, neither of them knew how to handle this news. Both the twins felt like she was the mother of the child. Lexi was technically not Jack’s mate, but it was her physical body he’d impregnated.  
 
    “I need to check on my daughters. I don’t have time to be sad, Anne.” 
 
    I said, and she gave me a meaningful look and sighed, “Whether or not you want to, you will need to grieve, Mavis. Stop playing at the hard woman.” 
 
    Anne said to me, and I smiled and snorted.  
 
    “Careful, ye almost sounded like a patty when you said that just now.” 
 
    I joked with Anne; technically, she was Germanic and French of mixed origin. The combination had created a spectacular splendor. I seemed to lose my breath and my focus every time I captured Anne’s blue gaze. She held a sort of gentle persuasion over me. Only my mates could truly impact me, aside from my blood-kin. To all the rest of the universe, I was some hard-blood demigoddess. Even more so now that I have properly slain a fallen god. Not that I feel all too responsible for Esus’ demise. Honestly, I was just scrambling to clutch to my survival the entire ordeal. I felt helpless and completely but for the aid of my mum and Wildriver.  
 
    “Being depressed is not something you can simply shake off stubbornly, Mav!” 
 
    Anne’s eyes burned with a sexy chastening sternness. I bit my lip, and I felt my fangs growing out. I hadn’t fed in several days, and I was growing ravenous. My stomach rumbled audibly, and Anne rolled her eyes at my obstinate depression.  
 
    “For the love of Mike, won’t you just eat somebody all ready?!” 
 
    Anne said, and I furrowed deeply in confusion. 
 
    “What does a bloke named Mike have to do with anything?” 
 
    I asked curiously, and she seemed to consider for a long moment. 
 
    “Ok, this is one thing I have to illuminate you to. Dark Angel is two full seasons of a very young and juicy Jessica Alba. Mavis, you call yourself a lesbian, and you have not seen Dark Angel?!” 
 
    Anne sounded mildly outraged at me. Then again, she did often take exception at my lack of media interest. Mine was a time of action and deed. I simply couldn’t seem to find the fascination for viewing other false stories as modern folks appeared so transfixed. 
 
    “Well, she can’t possibly match yer beauty, my love.” 
 
    I purred to Anne, and she smiled warmly and seemed to quiet for a moment.  
 
    “Damn your gilded tongue, Mavis! I love you too, smoot little shit, you!” 
 
    Anne returned, and I grinned at her, forgetting my morbidity and depression for a moment. She was like my personal ray of sunshine. I grinned at Anne for a moment, and the kettle began to roar, announcing the water was ready for the tea leaves. Anne poured out two tall mugs of piping hot water. I could smell the leaves infusing the hot water with their essence. My stomach growled again, and I sighed.  
 
    “Ok, maybe just a wee bite of a neck fer me then.” 
 
    I conceded, and Anne chortled as she moved over, swishing her sexy figure. Sometimes I was sure she moved so seductively simply to torment me. Anne placed the cup of tea in front of me, and she seated herself beside me.  
 
    “Good, should I get that pretty little sanguinar girl you ravish from time to time?” 
 
    She asked, and I licked my lips and murmured, “I think I might be best to allow that one to move on and find herself a proper girlfriend. She needs to explore her sexuality more. All though, she was a fast learner.” 
 
    I murmured, and Anne nodded and hummed in agreement. She added honey to her tea, and I was left to wonder when and who had placed honey on our table. The past two months had been much too grim for anyone to have any kinky sticky games in this room. Aurelia and I were both busy grieving. Morgana and Anne were helping us, keeping us from going proper mental.  
 
    “How magnanimous of you. You’ve matured as a lesbian.” 
 
    Anne seemed to be equally honest and sardonic as she spoke. I leaned in and stole a kiss from her before she could take a sip of her tea. 
 
    “If maturity means tasting more of yer honey lips, then I will happily subject myself.” 
 
    I murmured into her lips, Anne’s heart galloped in her chest. I felt the thumping rapidly against my chest.  
 
    “Not that I want to stop, but I do have scalding tea in my hand.” 
 
    I stroked her hair and captured her thick delicious lips once more.  
 
    “Very well then, but I will not venture too far from the heaven of your body, my love.” 
 
    Her pulse seemed to surge faster. Anne was deeply affected by my every touch and my every kiss. Lately, she’d been hyper-sensitive to all our sexual contact. Aurelia and Morgana seemed to enjoy this as well. They were both delighted to coax out her heightened sexual arousal frequently. 
 
    For several long and blissful heartbeats, I forgot how much I grieved my loss. Anne leaned closer against me, and carefully raised her mug, and blew over it.   
 
    “Are you two busy?” 
 
    Abigale asked; her use of the word “busy” gave no room for misinterpretation.  
 
    “The door’s unlocked.” 
 
    I said in a tone barely louder than I’d been using to speak to Anne. Abi could hear through the door right now since I didn’t have the blood runes up, which gave me and my mates complete privacy.  
 
    My ginger twin daughter entered. Her green eyes were keenly searching the room. Abi was always the more curious of the pair. She gave me a slight smile, and she went for the kettle.  
 
    “Water still hot?” 
 
    She asked, and Anne bobbed in confirmation. Abigale moved and helped herself, and she poured the hot water over a teabag in a mug. I had a feeling what might have brought her here. She and Lexi have been in a fierce disagreement about the baby Alexia was currently carrying.  
 
    “Sweetheart, how are you sleeping?” 
 
    I asked, and Abi met my gaze, and I could see the deep hollowness in her expression. Even for an immortal, she seemed to have grey shadows forming under her eyes. We didn’t often show physical exhaustion. Anne patted the chair across from our bed.  
 
    “Pop a squat.” 
 
    Anne said, inviting Abigale. Despite the extreme age differences, these two seemed to get along smashingly. After a moment of stirring her tea, Abi obliged my mate and sat down. I could see her looking for the words.  
 
    “Mum, I need you to talk to Lexi. She needs to understand. The baby is mine. You can move the baby to my body safely, can’t you?” 
 
    She asked, and I almost cringed as she came out with the question I anticipated hearing.  
 
    “Abigale, my love, that child is as much Alexia as it is anything. The child was conceived of her flesh and blood. You cannot ask your sister to part with her daughter.” 
 
    I said, and Abigale clamped down tight on her lip. I saw blood trickling out of the corner of her lip.  
 
    “He was my mate, and we shared that flesh and blood when my daughter was made!” 
 
    Abigale argued, and I sighed and shook my head. 
 
    “My love, there is no question that your sister intends to raise her with you. The pair of you might be separated now, but Alexia is still your twin. Even if she didn’t tell her about the circumstances of her birth. She would certainly want her twin sister in her daughter’s life.” 
 
    I said, trying to smooth the ruffled feathers. Alexia and Abigale have been cross with one another since the discovery of my controversial grandchild. As with everything Aubrey, my girls managed to do motherhood in full proper style. After all, how many grandmothers can say both their daughters technically conceived the same child? Trust me when I say it heaps loads of new drama onto the pyre that is your life.  
 
    “I need to use the bathroom.” 
 
    Anne announced, and she shot past me at the speed of light. I frowned as I heard her heaving into the toilet. Abigale and I both looked at each other as if pondering the same question.  
 
    “Can I check on her fast?” 
 
    I asked my child, and she nodded deftly, and we both moved to the door. Anne was hugging the toilet, and I expanded my sense. If not for the other dramatic pregnancy, I might not have even considered checking her. However, my blood sense told me the Viking had struck pay dirty when he plundered my mate. 
 
    “You know, part of me wants to kill that bloody Viking right now….” 
 
    I murmured darkly, and Anne looked up at me, and her face was grey-tinted.  
 
    “Shit sticks, you mean?” 
 
    She asked, and I nodded in confirmation. 
 
    Anne retched again, and Abigale moved over to rub her back.  
 
    “Alexia won’t even allow me in the same room with her. Like she’s afraid I’m going to smother the life inside her.” 
 
    She whined to me, and I decided I wouldn’t touch that comment with a ten-foot pole. Abigale was always the more theatrical of the twins. There was even a time when I had to come down to the local salon to pick up my daughters following a brawl Abi had allegedly started. (Though, I happen to know it was more closely along the border of extreme self-defense.) 
 
    “How about you go fix some more tea for all of us. I’ll see if we have any herbs for an upset stomach.” 
 
    I said, and Anne looked shyly at me. 
 
    “Mav, I’m sorry….” 
 
    I sighed and looked into her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t ever apologize for being pregnant. No matter what you do, I am yours. Besides, we both knew he had semen in that appendage you mounted.” 
 
    I commented in a somewhat flippant tone, and she chortled.  
 
    “Aye, loads of it from what I recall.” 
 
    Anne murmured, and I did my best to put that image in the back of my mind. Mostly so I didn’t kill a Viking for having sperm and using it. Part of me was constantly being forced to remind myself that he was invited into that circle by one of my own. I was a bit concerned about how Aurelia might respond. She wasn’t entirely Olaf’s largest fan. Mate bonds are tricky things. 
 
    “We're going to have to put Aurelia on a leash to give her the news!” 
 
    Anne whined as if reading my thoughts. That drew a snort from Abigale. 
 
    “Well, I guess that is possibly the only worst-case situation which could be worse than mine.” 
 
    Abi joked morosely, referring to carrying Olaf’s child as the ultimate dire straight.  
 
    “On the bright side, I’m certain she’ll have loads of siblings all around the world to make friends with later on.” 
 
    I said in a cheerful tone, and Anne looked ghostly white.  
 
    “Great, leave it to me to get knocked up by the one man who out-fucked Ghengis Khan!” 
 
    She complained, and that drew a sharp fit of laughter from the peanut gallery in the next room. 
 
    “I’m going to have to remember to use that line against uncle Olaf!” 
 
    I looked back towards Abi and said, “Nah, he’d take it as a badge of honor. Or did ye lot forget exactly who it is we’re talking about?” 
 
    I asked rhetorically, and Anne gave me a dubious look.  
 
    “Mavis, I’m keeping the baby.” 
 
    She said it as if afraid of what my response might be. I leaned down and touched her damp cheek gingerly and I stroked her flesh.  
 
    “I knew that already, dove. Yer too blood maternal not to. We’re all going to be here for you. Assuming me manage not to murder the Viking, I am sure he will do right by the child.”  
 
    I informed her in a rather blithe tone. We joke about the children Olaf has fathered, but in all honesty, this is the first confirmed child I know of. If he does end up bullocks everything, I might feel obligated to kill him since she is my mate. That elicited a sharp sigh from me. I didn’t much relish this tangled web we’d woven.  
 
    “You’re not….” 
 
    She murmured, and I shook my head widely and quickly cut in, “I’m yours, forever. The little lass inside ye will be as much family to me as my blood. At least the little unborn Aubrey is going to have a mate to play with.” 
 
    I said in a cheerful tone, and Anne seemed to think about that for a long moment.  
 
    “So, she’s a girl? Not to question your blood thingies or nothin', but are you sure?” 
 
    Anne asked, and I managed not to bristle at the question. Any other being asking such a question about my gifts would not have received such a tame response.  
 
    “Aye, I can see the DNA, to put it simply. There is no Y Chromosome.” 
 
    I explained, and she blinked a few times.  
 
    “Huh, so, a girl. Well, considering who her father is, I might need to go stock up on chastity belts now!” 
 
    She jested, and Abi managed another weak snort from the next room.  
 
    “It’s ok, you know he's not that bad. Or else I suspect you wouldn’t have given in to temptation.” 
 
    Anne looked down and away, and I helped her up at the same time. She seemed to stagger slightly as if her head was disoriented.  
 
    “Do you need help?” 
 
    I asked her soothingly, and she shook her head and mumbled, “toothbrush.” 
 
    After a moment of fussing about my pregnant mate, I decided to allow her enough room to brush her teeth. Anne seemed to be stormy as if she was suddenly dropped into the middle of the Atlantic without a life vest. I could sense her terror and uncertainty surrounding her perceived tenuous state at my side. She was young, and she was still accustomed to mortal behavior. In my world, children are celebrated with all the fanfare of a Super Bowl victory. Usually, I don’t fancy men, yet I tolerated one to have a pair of kids myself. That should tell everyone all they ever need to know about immortals and progeny.  
 
    “You know, I just realized. Olaf doesn’t even have a real last name. I guess you’re stuck with yours for the baby.” 
 
    I told her, and Anne whirled around and exclaimed loudly with the toothbrush in her mouth, “Obviously!” 
 
    She stated as if I were stupid. I managed to grin, and I rubbed her back soothingly before I moved out the door. 
 
    “Excuse me where I call the others in and break the news to them. I think it’s wise to be proactive about it since Aurelia is a wild card.” 
 
    I told Anne, and she cringed and sighed almost at the same time.  
 
    “There’s a conversation I never want to have! If you need me, I’ll be busy throwing up for that one!” 
 
    She exclaimed, and I rolled my eyes at her. 
 
    “Anne, you don’t have to hide from your mates. Aurelia might not love the Viking factor of the situation, but her wolf will protect your daughter as if she were her own. You need not fear her reaction to you.” 
 
    I informed Anne, and she stared into the mirror, and I could feel how far away her mind was moving. Anne was thinking herself in circles and worrying herself into an early grave.  
 
    “Mum, tea’s almost ready.” 
 
    Abigale informed me, and I nodded to her as I moved into the room. I could tell she was saddened.  
 
    “I know I have everything to be glad and grateful for. I just experienced a proper miracle, yet I feel as if I have lost all that matters to me.” 
 
    I moved over to my daughter, and I hugged her tightly. I let her cry into my shoulder as her emotional dam broke. 
 
    “You felt connected to the baby growing in Lexi. You shared a body, and you were ripped from the child. I understand your feelings, but Abigale, you will need to woman up. You need to help support your sister. Jack is not here, and Talia will do her best. However, that little girl is going to need the entire fecking village to pull together to raise her.” 
 
    I told her, and Abi nodded and cried. Her heart sundered from the experience of feeling life growing, then not feeling it. I couldn’t imagine how much more confusing it was since she was pulled from the flesh and bone to be reanimated into her flesh. Whatever it required, I was going to help guide Abigale back to the land of the living. To help ensure she is her best healthy self.  
 
    “You know, they say these things come in threes.” 
 
    Anne said as she stepped into the room, and I chortled.  
 
    “Aye, and the likely hood is that Olaf will have impregnated a stripper or something.” 
 
    I said in a matter-of-fact tone, and Anne giggled, and her eyes flashed with mischief. We were all reeling from heavy losses of late. Despite the random and unconventional nature of both pregnancies, I wanted to celebrate life. This was akin to the surge of reproduction after the second World War, from what I have heard of the period. The new life replaces the old. The universe is so organized in its havoc.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three: 
 
    “Keep her away from me!” 
 
    Olaf whined as Aurelia chased him around the courtyard. Alice giggled and watched in amusement.  
 
    “How long do you think we should let him believe she’s going to murder him?” 
 
    Arching my brow, I asked, “Isn’t she?” 
 
    Talia blew out a breath and sighed, “No, Mavis, she would wait until you are away or asleep if she were serious. You are like sanctum referee.”  
 
    I had to remind myself what precisely a referee was. Thankfully for all here, I had a nearly perfect memory. Even still, the present was a constant challenge for me. I felt like I was leaping through flaming mental hoops to keep up with all the modern terms and jargon. Don’t even get me started on TV and all that crack.  
 
    “Since when have I become the blood peacekeeper?! If the wolf wants to make a snack of Olaf, it’s not to do with me!” 
 
    I said, and I could see Olaf’s eyes widen as he gaped at me. Aurelia was chasing him very half-heartedly. She mostly seemed to be stressed about all our recent losses. Her loss was compounded by gain—her brother Neil’s return. I used what remained of Wildriver’s lifeforce to unbind the young apex male from the scarlet magiks fusing the unnatural blood strain to his DNA.  
 
    While I’ve not yet been able to hunt down the rest of the scarlet tribe, I was confident I could begin to extract the plague from its victims without murdering them. That was on my bucket list now. I needed to disband the tribe because they were still programmed to try to resurrect Esus. As much as I liked my odds versus the crazy cult, I didn’t much care for another round with Esus. Without the help of two elder immortals to augment my powers, I am still weaker than a full god.  
 
    “How long do you think it will take him to realize she’s not actually going to murder him?” 
 
    Alice asked, and I shrugged slightly and said, “I’d wager after he survives his first near-miss. Olaf is not stupid. He will notice pretty quickly if the apex chasing him is utterly set on murder or not.” 
 
    I told her, and Anne shook her head and sided, “In some ways, I think her wolf just wanted someone to play with!” 
 
    She exclaimed, and I grinned.  
 
    “I am not a fecking chew toy!” 
 
    Olaf whined loudly, and I snorted. 
 
    “I’d say he already figured it out. He is humoring her now. Olaf really isn’t as dumb as folks credit him. The only battle he ever lost was the one he faced me in.”  
 
    I reminded them both, and Alice hummed.  
 
    “If only he’d have been smart enough to wear a condom, he wouldn’t have a big ass freakin Lycan bent on taking a chunk out of his arse!” 
 
    That caused a spread of derisive snorts of agreement from all the girls watching the show.  
 
    “Yeah, well, I am over five centuries old. If I told you how many times I heard that, you would grow old before I finished telling the tale.” 
 
    Alice conceded to my point and added, “Well, fae men never use condoms. You could imagine my surprise when I was exiled to earth, and the humans had that thing where the male pulls out at the end. Yeah, it was a shock to both me and Gregor.”  
 
    Some curious corner of my mind wanted to ask Alice why she’d never had children. However, I knew that was not a polite question for a royal fae. She could simply be like a vampyr in that she will have sporadic fertility spots in her life. Some fae are incredibly fertile, but others not so much. 
 
    “I think I’ve heard all the phallic talk I can stomach.” 
 
    I murmured, and Anne grinned at me. I could practically hear her joke forming in her mind.  
 
    “Have any of you seen my father?” 
 
    Talia asked, and she seemed completely aloof to the Viking running from the large six-foot werewolf. (Don’t ever call Lycans werewolves, just a quick note in passing.) 
 
    “I’m pretty sure he is tormenting the gob shite again. We are putting his Winter Court training to good use.” 
 
    I told Talia, and her inner doctor cringed at this. Despite being the crown-princess of the Darken Fae kingdom, Talia was a gentle soul. She was a healer and a warrior. She didn’t relish inflicting pain off the battlefield. Her sense of fair play is such that she seems to believe all conflict should be resolved on the battlefield and then left there. It wasn’t my job to disillusion Talia with her point of view. Hells, even as naïve as it was, I found her innocence refreshing. Now I simply needed to figure out how to keep her from beaming me with those sad fairey eyes. 
 
    “Mavis, is it really necessary for you to have my father torment your father? I just don’t feel right about it.” 
 
    Talia sighed, and Lexi moved out. Talia practically leaped into motion that moment.  
 
    “Baby, how are you feeling?” 
 
    She asked Lexi, and I caught Abigale staring at her sister’s slightly protruding stomach. They’d not had any significant blow-outs recently, but the twins were still on rocky ground. They could interact basically, and they seemed to be able to accept each other. They both didn’t know how to handle the gestating child because they both felt a maternal connection to the child. 
 
    “I’m hungry, and I need loads of blood. Mum, we’re going to have to go to the blood bank on Earth soon.” 
 
    Alexia informed me, and I nodded and said, “Yer going to stay right here and let me do that. We don’t need that feck-all trying to assassinate ye while I am trying to purchase large volumes of blood from the hapless mortals.” 
 
    Lexi hissed and snapped, “I might not have my throne right now, but I am still a fecking queen!” 
 
    Her eyes flashed solid red and bloody with rage.  
 
    “Easy there, momma bear! We just need to keep you out of sight as long as possible. You and that bun in your oven are more precious to North America than all of us combined. Well, aside from your mother, possibly.” 
 
    Talia said, and Alexia grumbled, “I hate it when you’re so damn logical, baby.” 
 
    She murmured, and Talia closed the slight gap and hugged Lexi tightly. She caressed her back, gently soothing her stiff muscles. One thing I can attest to, things get sore and hurt even if you’re a vampyr or demigoddess. Carrying a baby to term is a bloody miracle of life, even for our various immortal species. The mysteries of life are boundless. 
 
    “You know, it is a bit odd for me to be knocked up at the same time as my mate’s daughter. I mean, I get the mechanics of immortality, but my mind was born human.” 
 
    Anne confessed, and I giggled to her, and I yanked her against my chest, and she made a loud squeak. Aurelia even stopped mid-swipe at Olaf just to see what Anne was squeaking at. Having an apex Lycan as a mate can make a girl feel the helicopter effect. 
 
    “In a few centuries, you won't even think a thing of it.”  
 
    Morgana said as she came to a stop and sat to sip her tea. She watched as Aurelia snapped her fangs at Olaf and suppressed a chuckle.  
 
    “Is this our new sport?” 
 
    I grinned and murmured, “This is my favorite past-time. Nothing new about this type of crack for me. Besides, been a long time since anyone put that boy in his place a bit. He’s getting a bit cocky and whatnot.” 
 
    I said, and Morgana grinned knowingly.  
 
    “I believe what you mean to say is it is about time someone punished him after Paris, am I right?” 
 
    I looked away and grumbled. Paris was forever a sore subject for me. I could still feel the heat of the torches and the points of the arrow tips.  
 
    “Fecking froggies!” 
 
    I murmured, and Olaf passed by closer this time, and Aurelia evaded wide around both the pregnant girls in their path. 
 
    “Yeah, if he didn’t know before now, he does now.” 
 
    Anne input casually, and Morgana chuckled.  
 
    “Looks like he’s getting a good run for a change. Before long, he’ll be back to seducing unsuspecting immortals and mortal strippers.” 
 
    She said, and Anne murmured something about getting a blood test.  
 
    “You don’t need a blood test; I am a walking fecking blood test!” 
 
    I complained as if she’d just stepped on my toes. Anne grinned and winked at me.  
 
    “I’m just being dramatic. It’s for the best that it was him and not some dude who is going to expect me to let him put a ring on it or anything.” 
 
    Anne stated, and Aurelia landed a bite literally on Olaf’s left ass cheek at that moment. The Viking yelped loudly and rolled to the ground to dislodge the lupine teeth from his hindquarters. 
 
    “Oye, be a good wolf and come over here. Lexi needs more blood. You should join me so we can check on your Lycans at the same time.” 
 
    I raised my voice slightly, and Aurelia’s ears perked up. She heard me as good as if I’d shouted the words to her. The one sense I knew she bested me on was her hearing. We both had very similar heightened senses of smell due to me being a demigoddess of blood and darkness. Most of the gods and goddesses do not rival Lycans in their sense of smell. That is particular to my affinities.  
 
    “Next time, it will be the front side.” 
 
    Aurelia promised Olaf in a dark tone.  
 
    “If ye wanted to give a spot of oral fun. All ye had to do was ask.” 
 
    Olaf stated, and Aurelia lunged at him, and I cringed.  
 
    “Did you really have to goad my Lycan mate, you bloody brute?!” 
 
    I demanded of Olaf, and he looked up with an unapologetic smirk on his face. He didn’t do sorry. Even now, he was not sorry or regretful about a moment of his life.  
 
    “It’s not my fault your mate is asking to put her mouth on my dangly bits!”  
 
    Olaf leaped out of the way as Aurelia snapped and lunged for him. He laughed in a deep and dark, mischievous tone. 
 
    “I swear, I was raised by the fecking circus!” 
 
    Abi swore, and I grinned wickedly to my daughter.  
 
    “This ring mistress managed to raise two grown children. Besides, I’d say you both turned out keenly.” 
 
    I said; Alexia nodded. She realized how insecure I was about my parenthood. Not many beings are given two centuries to stew on their every decision. My time in the coffin could be compared to a hellscape experience. From personal experience in several afterlife realms, I could honestly deem the hellscapes less volatile some of the time. 
 
    “Says the woman who just resurrected me from the dead.” 
 
    Abigale said; I could tell she thought it was funny. However, I wasn’t able to laugh. I felt a pain in my chest at the stark reminder of my parental failings. Nothing hurt me more than the knowledge of my incompetence that fateful evening.  
 
    “Abi, don’t joke like that!” 
 
    Lexi chastised her twin, who shrugged at her sister and blinked. 
 
    “It’s just the truth. Relax yer khakis, sister.” 
 
    Abi said, and Morgana reached over and squeezed my arm for a moment. Anne could tell I was hurt. No one said anything to Abi. I wasn’t going to make a thing of her comment. Not so soon after her return and all she’d endured. Part of me could understand and even welcomed her berating me. I felt like I deserved Abigale’s contempt. Not that she was directing her ire upon me. Abigale seemed to be jesting morosely simply.  
 
    Even with the subtle attempts at reconciliation, I feared the girls wouldn’t be at ease around one another for a long time. They were broken apart in ways that would not quickly heal or repair. Some of the sanguinar seemed to be braced for trouble from the girls. At the same time, I didn’t pretend to know every nook and cranny of their two hundred years. I knew my daughters. I believed they would find a peaceful and tenable resolution. If they could cohabitate for two centuries, they would find a way to abide by one another. There was some lingering doubt about the peace, but I had faith in their upbringing.  
 
    “I guess we could all do with a bit of a kip right now.” 
 
    I stated the obvious, and no one seemed ready to disagree. We’d spent the past two months licking out wounds. However much licking we may have done, it still felt like our collective injuries were still gushing with a traumatic injury. My heart seemed to feel as if it were drowning in a hostile sanguine sea of death and violence. Constant fear for my loved ones seemed to consume me. We were all individually and collectively under siege. Now, on top of everything, I had to figure out how to save thousands of vampyrs from a lunatic.  
 
    My blood spells were advancing slowly. With my natural understanding of blood working, I was learning much of the sanguinar blood magi rituals and abilities with ease. That didn’t mean I was a master yet or that I could unbind thousands of vampyrs from a brutal tyrant. Not to mention, I still couldn’t figure out how she’d managed to bind the entire court, minus my bloodline. This undertaking would have required immense patience and time. Most immortal coupes were far simpler. Most were a simple challenge or ambush against the reigning leader.  
 
    What bothered me, even more, was that Emalia Smithfield didn’t stink of the types of blood magiks necessary to make these connections. Everything I sensed on her seemed to add up to a lesser noble vampyr.  
 
    “Mavis, blood bag for your thoughts?” 
 
    Anne asked as she came up to me. I smiled, and I looked her over as if determining her child's health from moment to moment. Despite my personal experience carrying children to term, I was forever stressing over Anne. We simply had to endure about seven and a half months more of this madness. 
 
    “The blood would be most welcome. However, I am told we are short on those at the moment. We are just about to make a blood bank run now, I believe.” 
 
    I informed Anne, and her eyes shone with intrigue.  
 
    “I am totally coming with you!” 
 
    Anne informed me, and I sputtered and said, “But yer pregnant. Did ye forget about the fecking possessed vampyrs covering the earth?” 
 
    Anne rolled her eyes and waved me off.  
 
    “Please, you know I can handle a stray vampyr. Besides, Buffy’s got nothin’ on the training you’ve been giving me.” 
 
    Anne joked, and I actually understood this cultural reference now. Buffy was the most popularized vampire TV show of the past two decades. Anne and Aurelia had forced me into watching the first season, and I found myself submerged in the fake and often ridiculous world until there were no more episodes. 
 
    “If only all our problems could be resolved with a nice jump kick and a pointy object.” 
 
    I sighed wistfully as if longing to bring back the days when my entire existence appeared to revolve around roughly that precise ability. I lived by the sword, as they said. I still live by the sword; only it’s an enchanted god slayer pair of swords.  
 
    “Right, I sometimes manage to forget you were all Middle Ages vampyr queen and what-not. You don’t look a day over Revolutionary War, period.” 
 
    Anne joked, and I rolled my eyes at the cheesy joke. Though, her amusement did soften me for several moments. For this instant, I was simply a blood mage being hit on by a newly minted immortal with a bun in her oven. 
 
    “Careful, I could just spank you right now.” 
 
    I warned Anne, and her eyes lit with excitement. You would almost believe that was a promise to pleasure her and not a threat to discipline her. 
 
    “If you promise, I’ll drop my panties right here!” 
 
    Anne giggled, and she shook her perfectly sculpted arse. I felt my body clench in response to the spectacle. No matter the time or place, I never felt as if my body could adequately handle Anne. She was so scrumptious, and her delectable scent constantly threatened to send me into the most pleasurable state of madness possible.  
 
    “Careful now, luv, my daughters are in ear-shot.” 
 
    I said, and Abi twitched her nose and said, “More like ear shotgun, but ok.” 
 
    Her imagery was colorful as ever. Neither of my girls was a fan of experiencing my sex life firsthand. Even if all parties were still fully clothed. Part of the issue was that I didn’t date at all around them. Now they appear to have trouble reconciling my romantic life with the memories of the seemingly pure mother figure who raised them. (Gladly, they never heard even a fraction of the sorted tales of my travels across Europe with Olaf.)  
 
    “I’d go with a grenade, but that's just me.” 
 
    Lexi added in, and I rolled my eyes and looked heavenward for some patience I’d yet to be inundated with. On the brighter side, at least they were teaming up against me. That was progress. The one thing my twins would always seem to agree about was their relationship with me. 
 
    “Is there anything, in particular, I can pick you up while we’re all on earth?” 
 
    Olaf asked Anne, and that felt strange to witness, but she was pregnant, and it was his. I couldn’t be too bloody surprised about this development. She nodded and said, “loads of freakin’ hot pockets and a crap-ton of those frozen White Castle sliders with cheese. I am suddenly becoming a full-blow carnivore, it would appear.” 
 
    Anne informed him, and I was hardly surprised since the baby she was carrying appeared to be vampyr. Though, I noticed a few mysterious strands of evolved human DNA that was also present in Anne. Whatever her mysterious evolution might mean, her daughter shared it. I was still unsure how I should go about mentioning this observation to her. Anne might become distressed and that could threaten her child’s life. For the time being, my focus was on being a supportive and loving mate to my pregnant love. Joke about the origins of the child all we wished, but all of us felt closer together now. My mates and me we were all pulling together to help Anne. Aurelia had something besides her depression and grief to channel her energy into. Morgana was still sullen and broody about her run-in with the Grey Witch, Sasha. All in all, the past series of months have been rough for us all.  
 
    “So, no more vegan?” 
 
    I asked, and Anne waggled her hand and said, “I think it’s more like an off-again-on-again fling with veganism for me.” 
 
    She informed me, and I nodded. That tracked with the girl I’d come to know. Anne was usually an extremely healthy eater, but she also liked to splurge on occasion. No New Orleans-born gal could honestly say she doesn’t like some spicey Cajun meat on occasion. If such a mythical creature does exist, I’ve never met her.  
 
    For us blood-born species, the concept of veganism is pretty much impossible. We respect it, and we ever wish to participate sometimes. However, we are ultimately drawn to blood and rich protein-laden dishes. 
 
    “Smart money is that Anne’s back on the wagon the moment your carnivorous child is born.”  
 
    Aurelia stated as she slinked up and kissed both Anne and Morgana, then she came to a stop in front of me. I yanked her to me and kissed her firmly. I could hear my mature two-century-old daughters making gagging noises around me. I pressed Aurelia’s soft lips to mine, and I felt her hungry tongue penetrate my lips. Sometimes it felt like the world stopped around us when Aurelia took such possessive control over my body. Her savage powers were like the deepest and darkest jungles but a lot more satisfying to my senses. As often happened, I couldn’t help to consider how improbable my lovers were. All of us were natural enemies in our own ways.  
 
    “Maybe she should consider a nice long cold shower before stepping into public?” 
 
    Lexi asked Abi, who hummed in agreement, and I managed to ignore the pair of them.  
 
    “Honey, it’s not like your mum is less entitled to love than we are.” 
 
    As she stopped behind Lexi and locked her arms around my daughter in a fiercely possessive and affectionate manner, Talia said. Talia leaned in and kissed Lexi’s neck. I resisted the urge to taunt the pair of them.  
 
    “I mean no offense, ladies, but I believe the baby boomers need to stay in the sanctum. This is a terrible time for a day trip with precious cargo on the line.” 
 
    Olaf said, and I broke free of my purring Lycan mate and braced myself for the argument soon to spawn. Anne was already cutting Olaf a fierce glare. 
 
    “So, now we’re suddenly prisoners here?! Should I go grab a freakin’ cot across from Alex now?!” 
 
    Anne asked incredulously, and Lexi hummed in agreement. 
 
    “I dare a bitch to try something with me. This baby is tap-dancing on my bladder! I will flay a person alive if they dare to cross me right now.” 
 
    Olaf looked adequately intimidated. 
 
    “Lexi, Anne, I hate to be on the side of the Viking, but he is right.” 
 
    Olaf gave me a hurt look.  
 
    “I will remind ye of this moment when next you want my support on a community vote.” 
 
    Olaf murmured to me, and I sniggered, as did Morgana and Aurelia. Anne and Lexi looked non too happy with anyone right now.  
 
    “Lexi, Anne, I can only imagine how fecking suffocating this must feel to you both. However, Imagine if something happened to the pair of ye while we are on earth. Right now, it is as if thousands of bounty hunters are vying for our heads on spikes. Emalia has been extremely proactive in discouraging us from being spotted on earth. She’s trying to block our every action in our home realm. Until I can break her blood spells on the people of the North American Court, we are hostages to her fecking whims.” 
 
    I told them, and both exchanged looks and sighed.  
 
    “Mum, I’m just going back to the sanguinar reliquaries. I am going to find some answers to these fecking spells.” 
 
    Alexia said, and I nodded, and Abigale looked at me stubbornly.  
 
    “I’m not knocked up, so I am coming. I need to assess the situation with the vampyrs. If I can, I’d like to collect some blood samples from some of the weaker court vampyrs.” 
 
    Part of me wanted to refuse her, but Abigale didn’t return from physical death to be helicopter parented. It was hard enough keeping Lexi on such a tight leash with her accustomed to being the monarch of her tribe.  
 
    “Fine, Abi, you can come with us. However, do not think you can disregard my orders in battle. I am your mother, and the last time I checked, blood goddess trumps vampyr co-queen.” 
 
    I said in the most obstinate tone possible. Abi narrowed her gaze and nodded.  
 
    “Received and understood, mum.” 
 
    She said in an androgynous tone which bespoke her deep displeasure with me. I was forever caught between conflict and peril with both my girls, it would appear. 
 
    “Grand, let’s get the weapons and go shopping.” 
 
    I said, never expecting to use that particular line in an objective statement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Four: 
 
    When my father finally came out of his rooms, he looked haggard. Well, as haggard as a god could appear anyway. His eyes held deep shadows. We were waiting in the dark stone courtyard for him for nearly thirty minutes.  
 
    “Dad, are you coming with us?” 
 
    I asked, and he gave me a look of vague contemplation. His head shook as he grumbled.  
 
    “I’m needed here to maintain the defenses.” 
 
    He lied smoothly, but I knew the blood runes were being fed constantly around the sanctum. Feeding blood spells is generally a great way to keep them self-powered almost perpetually. No one seemed to be keen to correct my dad. His powers were legendary. His mace was said to slay nine foes in a single blow. I have personally seen this with my eyes. There was no exaggeration where his fury was concerned. After everything, he had a right to grieve how and where he wanted. Besides, I couldn’t really demand anything of him. Not when I so utterly failed my mother. I should have been able to bring her back with me despite everything we faced in Hel’s realm. My mind keeps playing through the physical confrontation between Esus and me. Even without any magiks to color our battle, the fight was one I so narrowly won. In fact, I honestly still felt like I cheated to win.  
 
    At the end of the day, the victor is the one who heals and stands up. The loser is the one burning in phoenix flames. Nothing could mitigate the loss of my mum. No matter how much I understood the nature of life and strife.  
 
    “Well, how about we get crackin’ and make that portal.” 
 
    I said to him, trying to sound as carefree as possible. Several giant golems paced nearby. The massive stone, wood, and metal constructs were fueled by the blood of the sanguinar or their vanquished foes. The blood constructs seemed to have a sense of awareness for their lives. I watched as they took positions on either side of my father. He was opening a rift between a contested world and our sanctum—that warranted extra defenses. The entire courtyard was full of bloodred clad guards. 
 
    The guards held large onyx weapons, primarily spears. Several carried large black scythes. The Sanguinar was genuinely frightening to an outsider. Even with my knowledge of their inner workings, I was still very put-off by their appearance and odd behavior. Then again, spend three-thousand-years in hiding, and what could one expect?  
 
    “I’m opening the rift at the graveyard where the library is hidden.” 
 
    Dagda informed me, and I bobbed in agreement. 
 
    “Logical place, considering my car is stored there.” 
 
    I agreed, and he made a vague gruff masculine sound. My heart was rending for my dad. I wanted to apologize until I ran out of voice and air, but I knew that all was vain. Nothing comforted me when I experienced Abigale’s loss, so I couldn’t imagine anything was going to work for my father at this moment.  
 
    “You’re so going to let me drive that thing, right?” 
 
    Olaf purred, and I huffed and gave him a pensive look. 
 
    “Seems to me ye’ve been ridin’ a lot lately. Might do ye some good to lay off the riding fer now.” 
 
    He laughed and shrugged.  
 
    “I get one mate pregnant, and now I’m suddenly too promiscuous!”  
 
    Aurelia scoffed at that remark, and Morgana simply grinned. Anne just looked very awkwardly at the forming portal. She almost managed to beat me to the opening event horizon as the vortex spun into existence. The icy trip lasted a fleeting moment that almost felt like it may have spanned a few centuries. I came out with my hand on my sword as I looked around for dangers.  
 
    The old New Orleans cemetery was filled with battered and dull stone mausoleums. There were also loads of gargoyle statues everywhere. As if they could come to life and rid the graveyard of evil. There were also several hollowed trees that seemed to be desiccated from the inside out.  
 
    I expanded my senses, and I felt a few vampyrs stalking the shadows. Their presences were rather apparent to me. I drew my sword, and Morgana stepped in front of Anne, conjuring abyssal flames in her fingers. She seemed a lot less encumbered now that our mates knew what she was. We’d argued a bit about disclosure, but ultimately Morgana decided to trust the ones she loved with her deepest and darkest history. All the sorted bits of her past which made her the so-called villain of immortal history on the earth.  
 
    “Remember, dove; we want some blood samples.” 
 
    I reminded Morgana, and she grinned mischievously at me. 
 
    “If its blood ye want, then I suppose I can simply use my fists.” 
 
    She conceded, and I grinned back at her. She was humble, bragging, of course. Morgana and I both study arts, making us two of the deadliest immortals of our power range. Morgana was also wearing five hundred pounds of weight on her legs, the same as me. Cali was constantly pushing us to raise our endurance training. Part of me wondered if this was not all just some practical joke to get two powerful beings to run in circles. Yet, I couldn’t deny the results, considering Esus was now dead and gone, and I was still here. 
 
    “There’s nothing simple about your fists in battle, my sweetheart.” 
 
    I said, and Aurelia stepped through, and she ripped through her clothes and phase-shifted to her wolf form. She narrowed her lupine glowing yellow gaze. Her growl was instant.  
 
    “I’ll get you plenty of blood!” 
 
    The rough voice of her wolf informed us, and then she was gone. Aurelia moved like greased lightning. She wasn’t studying arts, but her natural Lycanthrope apex speed was nearly equal to Morgana or mine.  
 
    “Great, now we have that one slippin’ her leash!” 
 
    I murmured, and Anne giggled in amusement.  
 
    “You stay behind us all. You’re not even supposed to be here!” 
 
    I said, chastening, and Olaf stepped through, and he grabbed Anne’s shoulders. 
 
    “What the blazes are you thinking?!” 
 
    He demanded, and I cut him a look and said, “Stay at her side while we keep Aurelia from raining too much havoc down upon the cemetery.” 
 
    I said, and Olaf grunted, and his large battle-ax was out.  
 
    “First time I know, I knocked someone up for sure, and she’s this bloody set on steppin’ into all sorts with our love child!” 
 
    He growled to himself, and Anne said, “If we could avoid calling her a love child, I would really appreciate that!” 
 
    She protested ardently if I didn’t have bloody-eyed fanged vampyrs mindlessly rushing towards me, I might find this exchange more amusing. As it stood, I was being forced to fight my former subjects. My friends and my mates would try not to harm them, but I was afraid casualties would be impossible to avoid. The state of them indicated they were completely obedient to Emalia, with no regard for their safety. 
 
    “Try to focus on hobbling them and incapacitating. It’d be nice if we can avoid too many deaths. I don’t want to be forced to explain the dead to their families once everyone is freed.” 
 
    I informed my friends, and Olaf sighed and turned his ax sideways to swing the blunted side of the thick blade.  
 
    “Not so lucky for these sods; I happen to be an expert in the sport of golf.” 
 
    Olaf grinned mischievously, and Anne snorted derisively and muttered a few challenges against calling golf a sport. I sheathed my blade, thinking better of engaging the vampyrs with a god slayer.  
 
    “Morgana, no chi attacks, please.” 
 
    I pleaded, and she batted her lashes at me. 
 
    “And when precisely is a girl supposed to get to throw off her chi moves with minimal risk?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, and two vampyrs rushed me at top speed. This was like moving in slow-motion for me. Even with the weights on, I had time to spin and connect with a round-house kick on the first. I landed and parried a jab of twin-clawed hands. My fangs descended, and I hissed, then I drove a palm-strike into the meaty chest of the large vampyr man.  
 
    Fangs and crimson flash as three more stalked me. I sighed, and I felt like I was playing the world’s most annoying version of whack-a-mole. (Yes, I know what that is now, don’t look so surprised! I do have two Gen-Z mates to coach me through all my missing years.) 
 
    “Oh, more for me!” 
 
    Alice clapped her hands excitedly, and before I could ask her not to, circles of translucent death-winds sliced through four vampyrs. She spun and decapitated another with her bare hands, or so it would appear to the naked eye. Her wind powers were lethal to the max. Alice was a genuine contender for the Winter Throne if she ever cared to assert her claim.  
 
    “Alice, a little less blood.” 
 
    She frowned and murmured, “But you just said you wanted blood samples.” 
 
    She pouted, and I gave her a stern look. 
 
    “You knew what I meant; stop playing the fool. That look doesn’t suit ye.” 
 
    Alice stuck her tongue out at me. I was still having a spot of PTSD from our excursion into the black jungles of the Grey Witch’s world. Alice had picked a fight with a pair of basilisks and then expected me to help her end it. To say the least, she did not really think that through properly.  
 
    “Just use non-lethal attacks. Every life lost is another senseless death! They are not our true foes!” 
 
    I said, and my heart was twisting in my chest for the vampyrs. They were once my subjects, or their families were. Either way, I felt a lingering obligation to them in some ways. 
 
    I blocked a slashing claw and kicked out into the mid-drift, and another male toppled over.  
 
    “Ye never did fight fair with a bloke!” 
 
    Olaf commented as she batted his ax across the broad side of the next vampyr’s face. Morgana was bending and juking out of reach and punching accurately in joints or in weak spots. She utilized vital points and critical organ damage to weaken the vampyrs. Most vampyrs will never die of organ failure. That is why she was so ruthlessly targeting their bodies. Mainly, it required beheading or heart destruction to kill a vampyr. In some rare cases, exsanguinations could prove lethal. 
 
    “Is it just me, or do they seem to keep coming?” 
 
    Olaf asked me, and I grunted in a gruff tone.  
 
    “Aye, which leads me to conclude the bitch has been expecting us to use this location.” 
 
    I informed him, and he hummed in agreement.  
 
    “Mavis, there is another issue here, they all reek of human death. My wolf can scent the fresh kills on them.” 
 
    Aurelia said in a gutturally harsh tone. Most people don’t know Lycans can speak in their phase-shifted forms. That is because they don’t usually bother to talk to their prey. However, even in furry form, Aurelia is as intellectual and articulate as in her human form.  
 
    “Just what we need, dead humans with puncture marks on them.” 
 
    I growled in annoyance. I’d not been paying too close attention to the smell of their blood. However, I could easily smell the fragrance of fresh decay on the vampyrs.  
 
    “Great, they’re fecking feral ghouls without being undead.” 
 
    I snapped in disgust. These beings would be forced to live with the knowledge that they eradicated lives while under this spell. I couldn’t say with any certainty if they were conscious beneath the haze of this spell. 
 
    “Dammit, kill them.” 
 
    I said, and I unsheathed my blade in a fluid motion. With a single stroke, I sent a wave of slicing force out well beyond my initial physical cut. Three vampyrs dropped to the earth like bloody ribbons of ruined ragdolls.  
 
    Nothing was challenging in this contest. I saw several faces I even recognized, but still, I moved fluidly. Every death was another to exact on Emalia’s final tab. One day, make no mistake, I intended to collect in full on her head.  
 
    “You certainly changed yer tune quickly.” 
 
    Morgana murmured, and I sighed and said, “Well, they’re going to keep coming. How can we move if lunatic vampyrs are constantly obstructing us with no regard for the rules governing all immortals?” 
 
    I asked Morgana, and she didn’t have an answer; her features told me as much. The slightly chilly weather announced the change in seasons. It felt almost poetic at this moment, in some morose manner. Blood splattered all around us, and I felt the reinforcements beginning to retreat.  
 
    “They’re pulling back now. She must have decided this was a useless waste to her slaves.” 
 
    I informed the others, and Aurelia growled and said, “Never thought shedding vampyr blood would feel this depressing.” 
 
    Even in her Lycan phase, she sounded troubled by the grim duty we’d just undertaken. 
 
    “I’m just glad we managed to keep Lexi the feck away from this kip. She’d not be happy to see so many of her vampyrs dispatched. Not that I am judging the decision, it was the right one. Just not a particularly satisfactory outing by my standard.” 
 
    Talia input, her sadness apparent in her features, her violet eyes were sweeping over the wreckage of the fallen. As the consort of the rightful vampyr queen, Talia was as impacted by this tragic incident as any of us. Despite the old blood feuds between the darken fae and the vampyrs, Talia cares profoundly for all tribes. 
 
    Leaves were beginning to fall and turn for the autumn. My blood-red AMG GT four-door sports coupe was unmolested by the vampyr interlopers. I had installed my personal rune wards and intruder alert system. The reds and oranges of the leaves so nearly matched with the shiny bloody reed sports coupe.  
 
    “I swear, I lose a few of my lads every time I see that thing.” 
 
    Olaf said, and I scrunched my nose and rolled my eyes. 
 
    “And ye wonder how ye managed to wind up fathering a child.”  
 
    I commented, and there was no heat in my tone. He knew that despite all the crack we were giving him, none of us were upset. Not truly, even the broody wolf.  
 
    “All these baby jokes. Just remember that I will pay ye back in-kind next time yer up the duff.” 
 
    Olaf promised me, and I nodded and shrugged at the same time.  
 
    “Fair play to ye, but I will not likely allow that to happen again.” 
 
    I said honestly, and I could see curious gazes on me. My mates were not accustomed to hearing me utter a syllable about children. Truthfully, I wanted kids one day, but I had no desire to deal with another male to get them. Therefore, my options were drastically limited without going through great pains and lengths. Not that I felt like explaining all of this aloud to my friends.  
 
    Also, I was mated to three lovely ladies. I am confident if we put all our heads together, we could come up with a brilliant solution should the right time present itself to us down the road. For now, we had Anne’s baby coming in seven-ish months and my first Grandchild arriving two months before that. We were up to our ears in responsibilities. We were also responsible for finding a way to sever Emalia’s bond with the vampyr court.  
 
    “You lot know where I parked the other cars, correct?” 
 
    I asked, and Aurelia was phasing back to humanoid form now. Anne presented her with some gym clothes.  
 
    “You’re lucky I even had these, considering we haven’t been anywhere near my spin class in months!” 
 
    She received a smack on her bottom as a thank you from Aurelia.  
 
    “Yet you look even more delicious than you did several months ago, my love.” 
 
    Aurelia said, and I felt Anne swooning. Everything was interconnected between all of us: our emotions, our experiences, even our pain. Mating was an absolute psychic tether that joined us all. We even gained some slight advantage of the cross-species mating via our connection. I had a keener sense of smell and sight than even strictly plausible for my kind. Morgana gave all of us some level of fire resistance and a slight amplification of our natural magiks casting potency, and Anne seemed to strengthen the level of psychic communication between every one of us. Something curious for her to bring to the fold, yet she was not as weak as most would assume. Morgana was the first to notice Anne’s influence on our psychic gifts. I suppose a five-thousand-year life makes her adept at catching the slight changes in such background abilities.  
 
    “Not for long, I am about to have love handles and big milk-laden breast. I’m also about to be fifteen pounds heavier!” 
 
    She said this as if it were all dreadful. I could tell the collective opinion was in, and all we were imagining was an even more attractive mate. Motherhood becomes a lovely lady, at least that seemed to be the unspoken consensus of my mates and me.  
 
    “How about we take this circus on tour, ok?” 
 
    Olaf implored, and he began to motion for Anne to get in the car. Part of me was morbidly fascinated with how passive-aggressive this situation was for him. Since he didn’t really feel like trying to tell my mate what she should or should not do aloud. This seemed like a Viking plunderer getting his comeuppance, finally. If the punishment was meant to fit the crime, then fatherhood suited a Viking man whore.  
 
    “Olaf, I am going to ride with Mavis!” 
 
    Anne protested, earning him a warning growl for Aurelia. I stifled a laugh, and I spotted a similarly amused look on Morgana’s features.  
 
    “How about we divide and conquer. You lot go shopping for the blood, and Aurelia and I will go check on the Lycans, as well as the ancients. I can still detect them in the city. No doubt, they were unaffected by Emalia’s little deception.” 
 
    I asked, and Anne huffed and crossed her arms over her chest.  
 
    “He doesn’t get to dictate anything!” 
 
    She informed us in a severe tone, and I nodded and said, “Aye, he’s just the batter in the cake, my love. You don’t think of it.” 
 
    Olaf gave me a hurt look, and I grinned and winked at him. I’d buy him a few pints of bitter later to wash down the misery.  
 
    “Should we really have the Lycanthrope queen going to meet the ancients?” 
 
    Morgana asked, and I shrugged and offered, “No worse than the most powerful archdemon on the earth.” 
 
    She seemed to almost cringe at that descriptor. Nearly like she’d forgotten that we knew her history now. Not that any of us felt a lick different towards Morgana. If anything, it explained why such a heroic person could be cast so egregiously off for a villain all these years. 
 
    “Fine, I suppose that is true. I don’t much like dealing with those musty old lizard vamps. Bunch of fecking blowhards, the lot of them!” 
 
    Morgana exclaimed, and I nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Hopefully, they can cast some light upon what Emalia has done. I cannot imagine they are happy with the state of things on the earth. They might be a fickle lot, but they are sensible about keeping a low profile and soft footprints.” 
 
    Several nods were followed by waves and kisses goodbye. All of us divided the tasks that sent us to the earth. Now we're split off to carry out our missions.  
 
    “Your second, he’s not going to revolt on you, is he?” 
 
    I asked Aurelia, and her eyes glowed like twin suns.  
 
    “Of course not. He’s not so keen to meet an early ending. Although, I have heard more rumblings from the south. Other males design to undermine me. None of them are of my tribe.” 
 
    Aurelia informed me, and we climbed into the AMG, and the mighty roar of the motor was almost as sexy as if Aurelia was spread across the hood waiting for me. I have begun to discover I am a bit of an automotive gal. The horseless carriages are easily man’s most brilliant invention, besides the espresso machine.  
 
    “Why do you keep placing the Viking with Anne?” 
 
    Aurelia finally asked as we pulled out. I sighed and murmured, “Because he needs to know that we will not interfere with him in that capacity. Neither of us is overly fond of men in bed, but that cannot affect how we conduct ourselves for the sake of her child. Besides, we accept her being bisexual and this being a polyamorous union.” 
 
    I said, and Aurelia sighed and confessed, “Sometimes I feel like I am just reacting to every fear. I practically feel like I could bark at the damn moon.” 
 
    I sniffed mildly at that mental image.  
 
    “Just promise not to go full-blow cliché movie, Lycan, on me. I rather like the sexy badarse I am mated to.” 
 
    Aurelia smiled and gave me a girlish look. She seemed giddy, which was rare for her to express so tenderly. I cherished my alone time with each of my mates. There are aspects of our interpersonal relationships we never revealed in group settings. 
 
    “Fat chance of that happening. My wolf’s IQ is higher than mine.” 
 
    She said in a matter-of-fact tone. I’m not sure what that said about her or about the animal half. I just knew the wolf inside Aurelia was as civilized and logical as any immortal I’d ever encountered. She had brutal animal instincts, but she restrained them masterfully. Most beings never understand the extra layers of control and restraint shape-changers exhibit to live everyday humanoid lives.  
 
    “Do you think they were looking for a way inside the library?” 
 
    Aurelia asked, changing the topic. I flashed her a worried look but ultimately shrugged.  
 
    “I don’t see how they could hope to breach the wards. Even Morgana cannot penetrate the library without my codes and symbol sequences.”               
 
    Discovering the actual providence of the Avalonian library tainted it in my eyes. I began to wonder how many records might have been viewed through improper lenses. At the same time, Morgana was a stellar example of an immortal being of any flavor. Most of her mother’s kin, the archdemons, were dastardly buggers. The former Elder Wildriver had his endless array of scars due to archdemons attacking the Lycanthrope wilds of North America long before the white invasion.  
 
    “That doesn’t mean it is impossible to access the library, Mavis. You saw what she did to the vampyr court while we were away.” 
 
    Aurelia warned me, and I cut her an obstinate look.  
 
    “I am not underestimating that bitch. She caught us all with our trousers down. I won’t allow that to repeat a second time. Just so you know, I have spiced up the wards recently. I suspect she will try to tamper with them, but the wards and my blood runes will kill anyone who dares to trifle with the Avalonian security. I don’t know all the manners of tomes in the library even now. But I suspect there are loads of books and records we wouldn’t like released to one of the most selfish immortals alive.”  
 
    Aurelia growled low, and I felt her frustrations. She wanted to act. Her need to leap into the thick of things and sort the problem was eating away at her.  
 
    “We need to reconcile this matter quick, Mavis. Before that selfish bitch sets vampyr-Lycanthrope relations back a few more centuries.”  
 
    My eyes flashed with worry as I reflected on her fears about the potential backlash.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Five: 
 
    Where would a bunch of ancient beings born in the shadow-verse consider appealing in New Orleans? More accurately, where around this area would the ancients choose to hang their hoods? That answer shouldn’t have surprised me, as I blood-tracked them.  
 
    The thick marshlands with the garter-infested putrid-smelling waters, of course. New Orleans proper has expanded so far in every direction since the eighteen-hundreds. Now, a girl can find herself down in the bayou in a matter of fifteen to thirty minutes, depending on traffic. (And depending on how much over the speed limit your AMG is capable of traveling.) Only twenty-five miles west of New Orleans was the Maurepas swampland.  
 
    Two bodies of water runoff into the swamplands, the Maurepas Lake and Amite River; you could find some of the most stunning flora and fauna here. Including Red Maple, American Elm, and Sugarberry. The bulk of the swampland is flooded cypress.  
 
    Apart from the rather stunning sights, the swamp was still ripe with all the smells a bogland had to offer.  
 
    “This is precisely the reason my kind moved further from the marshes.” 
 
    Aurelia said, her nose twitching in protest. Despite the beauty, the scent was rather repellant to a keen immortal.  
 
    “Maybe, it was not wise fer us to come here together.” 
 
    I joked aloud, and my wolf grinned at me in a coy manner.  
 
    “Please, you like going anywhere you can watch my ass shake.” 
 
    Aurelia stated factually; I had no recourse but to nod in agreement.  
 
    “And what a beautiful arse it is, my love.” 
 
    I stated, and she rolled her eyes and gave me a sidelong look. Aurelia loved being pursued affectionately. The thrill of a sexual, flirtatious chase was her ideal concept of a sort of dirty date. Who's to stop a girl from having a bit of fun while she walks into the mouth of the shadowy lion’s den? My recent revelations about the expansive powers of the ancients have left me feeling rather awkward. I’d long since believed I could hold my ground against the ancients. Now I was no longer certain where I stood.  
 
    “You’re worried about the king of these pale reptilian bastards?” 
 
    Aurelia considered me, and she made it a question, but she knew the answer. I felt myself melt slightly, just peering into my mate’s eyes stole away some of my worries. 
 
    “Aye, he’s a lot more powerful than I imagined. Not to mention, I didn’t even know he existed before the last encounter. Usually, I can detect any being in my proximity, but he seems to be capable of masking himself in the shadows.” 
 
    I informed her, and she growled and gave me a feral grin.  
 
    “We shall confront him like every other being of questionable allegiance. We display a united front, and we encourage cooperation.”  
 
    She informed me, and there was little mystery to the meaning of her veiled threats. My Lycan queen was one to meet all comers with tooth and claw. She was unafraid of fighting head-on. Even if the odds were significantly against her favor, which they often were. Being an unbending apex was both paramount to her species’ survival and possibly one of her most considerable weaknesses all at once. I know what it’s like to be in the impossible position to be unbending in a storm. All manners of twistedness come fer you in the dark of night amidst a turbulent maelstrom.  
 
    “They’re not very likely to respond well to threats. The ancients appear to be a lot more active recently. I’d hate to think it was simply because of my reemergence from the tomb.” 
 
    Aurelia shook her head stiffly and said, “It’s not you. My second has heard things recently. The incidences are still occurring in Europe and Asia. Most of the remaining vampyr courts have become unstable. Now, with the state of the North American Court, the ancients are clamoring for a safe place to rest.” 
 
    I blinked and stopped in my tracks.  
 
    “Why the devils have you kept this news from me?!” 
 
    I asked her, and Aurelia gave me a slightly guilty look.  
 
    “Because, baby, you just lost your mother. You’re about to have a grand pup, and then there is this entire Anne debacle with everyone’s least favorite Viking.”  
 
    That last one seemed to be added in simply for the satisfaction of being verbalized. Aurelia was clearly not happy with Olaf. I could understand her alpha-ness. She was very much similar to me. However, I am centuries older with a load of sexual conquests to my credit. 
 
    “Dove, do me a favor. Don’t keep matters from my discovery. We are all equals in our roles throughout the various kingdoms and tribes. I am never going to rest control of the vampyrs from Lexi, but I will give every aid possible.” 
 
    Aurelia looked closer to her early twenties now. She looked more like a chastened lover than the apex of all Lycanthropes. How easy it was for us all to forget just how young and naïve Aurelia was. Underneath the furry armor, she was still a young woman in her first life. Usually, Aurelia was prone to make decisions a seventy-year-old would approve. When it comes to me, she can be a tad impetuous. Her Lycanthrope knickers get all twisted up with matters relating to her mates. Case and point, she was actually chasing and biting Olaf today. On the bright side, I am relatively certain that was the first and only time he’s been bitten by a woman and disliked the entire affair.  
 
    “Well, I haven’t confirmed everything, but I heard some fox shifters in Asia were claiming vamp dens were trashed and bloody. All the blood reeked of death. It was something undead.” 
 
    She said her look was meaningful, and I felt my eyes bulge in my skull.  
 
    “You mean a Draugr?!” 
 
    I asked, and she shrugged and said, “It is along the same MO as the New Orleans attacks we witnessed. Whoever is behind this appears to have more than one Draugr to do their bidding. Someone is targeting the vampyrs of the world. Now this business with Emalia.” 
 
    Aurelia stated, and I sighed and droned out, “It’s all connected. She’s not the architect of this ugly business; it would appear.”  
 
    Her eyes flashed like solar orbs of pure energy.  
 
    “That is what I am afraid of, but I don’t have any hard proof yet. The second reason I didn’t want to mention this yet, is I am still waiting for some of my Lycan agents to report back to me. One has been dispatched the Bejing. I also have agents traveling to various points in Europe and the Middle East.” 
 
    Aurelia informed me. I sometimes forgot that the Native American tribes had their versions of an army and Marine Corp for Lycanthropes. Her grandfather had trained warriors so hard they fought off the invasion of the archdemons. 
 
    “Well, now that I do know. I am expecting you will share your findings with me?” 
 
    I asked her, and Aurelia gave me a wolfish grin and a half-shrug. 
 
    “My wolf suspects you will have her fur on the couch if I don’t.” 
 
    I snorted and said, “She’s welcome to stay. But the humanoid is certainly risking bedroom banishment for a spell.” 
 
    Aurelia’s eyes glowed once more, and her throat rumbled with the growls of wolfish arousal. I had become rather well acquainted with the various noises of a Lycan lover of late. This was an extremely satisfying and exciting sexual exploration, even if she was as dominant as me and often made choices that could irk me. No one is perfect, even when her arse is perfection.  
 
    “She would be fine to leave me on the couch to languish if we didn’t share in this mutual fur.” 
 
    Aurelia stated, and I snorted, and I pulled her against me. Her slender but tall frame fit me like a perfect glove. I felt my sex convulsing as if pleading to be naked with my Lycan queen. Her eyes studied mine, and she purred deeper.  
 
    “Fuck baby, right now?!” 
 
    She exclaimed, and I slammed her brutally into a nearby redwood. I had her borrowed sweats down to her ankles by the time she took in oxygen. Sometimes, I just got horny instead of angry with my mates. Not that they seemed to mind overly much.  
 
    “I need to discipline you, my perfect little wolf.” 
 
    I murmured into her ear as she shuddered. I felt her breath beating on my neck with the molten heat of the volcanic atmosphere I’d recently experienced in Sasha’s realm. I could smell her thick wetness over all the individual smells of the surrounding bogs.  
 
    Aurelia seemed to search around for potential gawkers. After a few moments, she looked into my eyes again. 
 
    “You’d better be quick for a change. I doubt we’ll remain undiscovered forever, here.” 
 
    She murmured to me, and I kissed her lips. She parted her lips, allowing my tongue deep into her delicious mouth. My hands slid down her waist slowly, and I teased her. I felt her mounting anticipation for my arrival at her sexual home. She purred and whined almost simultaneously as her hips rocked against my waist. I felt my sex slickening profusely as I felt her gyrating against me.  
 
    She closed her eyes as I traced my hands along her thighs. Aurelia was freshly shaven, much to my delight. I was a fan of being able to appreciate every curve and lip of her precious sex. 
 
    My fingers traced her wet lips of delectable brown skin. She was a few shades paler than her usual golden bronze. That was likely thanks to the mountainous condition of the sanguinar refuge.  
 
    She whimpered as I traced my fingertips over her opening folds. I was about to ruin myself at the very tactile sense of her beautiful and perfect state of arousal. She was adequately ripe for entrance. 
 
    “I think I will taste this lovely nectar first.” 
 
    I said as I dropped to my knees in front of my lovely wolf. Her thighs spread and then wrapped around my head as I pushed my face deep into her sexual space. Her scent was my entire nebula now. I felt as if I could die a delighted woman right now. 
 
    “Mavis… Stop tormenting me!” 
 
    She pleaded as she rocked fiercely against my face. It only inflamed my sexual passion further as she rubbed her core on my lips, forcing her liquid against my lips. I caved, and I flicked my tongue ravenously across her opening. Her sex was sweetly biter with the nectar of her arousal. 
 
    Aurelia roared as I slowly penetrated her opening with my tongue. She rubbed fiercely against my tongue, working her sex on my body. She moaned and growled in the same breath as I worked deeper into her gooey center. Aurelia was the singular most sexually perfect specimen of her entire species. Each of my mates seemed unique in their own rights. All such perfect angels—or demons as the case may be.  
 
    “Baby…” 
 
    Aurelia whimpered out as a prayer and a desperate plea. I dug deeper into her with my tongue, pressing my nose to her flesh firmly as I felt my tongue reach deep to her center. I twisted my tongue and worked it side-to-side as I ate into her ravenously. She stammered and moaned in shock at the nimble and crafty use of my appendage. Aurelia clawed into the wood with her shifting fingers as I lapped into her, and I slowly stroked soothing semi-circles in her sexual slits.  
 
    Her mix of growling and moaning likely confused every large creature in the bayou. Besides, I am pretty certain Lycans are the natural apex predators of these woods. Nothing would dare approach us, not and risk Aurelia’s ire. The only people allowed to interrupt our sex were our mates, so they could assist.  
 
    “If one of those pervy robed bastards is watching, I will rip their eyes out later.” 
 
    Aurelia declared her intention, and I didn’t ease up on her sex. I nipped on the lip, and she howled in pleasure. Most species couldn’t even discover a way to cohabitate in the same region of the modern world. Yet here we were, like some forbidden romance novel. Our bodies are exposed to each other and the still-hot air of the slowly cooling summer season in Louisiana. 
 
    Even if these were my expensive jeans, I couldn’t find any desire to worry. All I could focus on was the perfect hot sexual creature smothering my face into her welcoming sex. I marveled at her tight and petite entrance. Part of me felt deeply satisfied knowing I was one of only three women inside Aurelia. It wasn’t logical given my history, yet I felt a sense of personal conquest in our passionate lovemaking. That I was her personal sexual plunderer, and none other, besides our mates.  
 
    “Mavis…” 
 
    Aurelia breathed my name out as if a prayer. Her savory body was as sweet as the sounds her bliss manifest. Aurelia’s thighs clenched firmly on my neck as I felt her surge of fluid. Her body erupted on my face as she buried my head inside her sex. I felt almost like I was going to cross the finish line, merely from the heavenly state of my positioning. The sights smell and tastes of her were my entire universe, and I could have died a final death in the throes of her passion.  
 
    “OMG, you’re more like a sex goddess than a blood goddess.” 
 
    My wolf purred to me in a sultry tone as she held my face against her. The best romance in the world was one you never knew where the line between love and lust blurred. We were such carnal creatures that we misplaced that division long ago. What remained was the hapless wreckage of our shared sexual destruction and utter emotional dedication. Before I met Aurelia and Anne, I didn’t know what it was to misplace my boundaries. No one ever made it beyond the metaphorical red tape of my life. There was a twisted sense of irony in the golf of age separating us, yet they managed to educate me in the matters of love and passion.  
 
    I buried my tongue-twisting inside her as agilely as possible. I could almost feel her eyes rolling back from where I knelt. Aurelia let out a loose howl, forgetting to behave human-adjacent. I felt her rush over the sexual cliff and her body clenched on my tongue in the most satisfying display of her vice-like sexual expression of bliss. Her orgasm seemed to border on the line between rapture and torture. That was the very best blurred boundary in the proverbial bedroom, in my opinion.  
 
    “Needs air…” 
 
    I murmured out, and she pressed me into her for two very hesitant moments. I could feel her trepidation at ending. Finally, Aurelia relented, and she removed her legs from my neck and lifted herself back on her feet. I looked up into her yellow eyes as she smoldered for more of me. Her moist sexual release dribbled on my chin. It was so messy and perfect in its private display of intimacy. I’d never allowed anyone but my mates to see me so vulnerable and girlish. 
 
    “You look good enough to eat or to film and post on Pornhub,” Aurelia informed me, and I grinned and sighed.  
 
    “I’m not going to show this side of me off fer anyone not worthy.” 
 
    I stated, and my wolf seemed to navigate the possible self-absorption, which could have been misconstrued in my tone. I was not apposed to being a bit of an exhibitionist, but I’ve shifted my pangs of hunger largely. Of late, I share most of my sexual needs with a select few who are entirely delicious. I have tasted thousands of beautiful women, but none are close to the level of passion Aurelia, Anne, and Morgana elicit inside my soul. It’s more than a carnal need being slated.  
 
    “Quickly, while we’re still alone.” 
 
    Morgana’s native Cajun accent thickened as she pushed me to the ground. I loved me some rough forest sex with my love. Being a wild animal soul, in part, made our trysts even more satisfying outdoors. We all seemed to bring different components to the sexual table in this poly relationship. No one was lesser or less gratifying.  
 
    Aurelia pulled her trousers back up. She then knelt and prowled over my vulnerable body. My heart pounded in my ears with anticipation of her physical arrival. I could barely breathe; I was burning and aching to discover her approach vector.  
 
    Our eyes were locked, and our communication was non-verbal. I could feel her, feeling me. She derived great pleasure, feeling how much her looming presence surged through me. Just the simple fact that I became so maddened at the mere concept of our lovemaking soon to follow. She savored this prolific acceptance and undying dedication my body exuded for her. I could feel her desire to ravish me and devour me whole. I was shivering, and I felt pleasant chills racing along my spine.  
 
    Seeking out her eyes, I saw hunger, the warmest, richest verity of starvation. We were simply two girls in the woods. No other matters were pressing upon us right now. No ageless beings were seeking total domination or utter destruction.  
 
    “They told me I was crazy to mate with you. I tell them they are insane not to see in you what I do. I love you so much, my sweet, sweet blood goddess.” 
 
    My heart erupted, and I reached up pulled Aurelia down on top of me. I kissed her feverishly, and she growled in excitement as she deepened our kiss. She rubs my breasts over my shirt. I could feel her need roaring loudly as if it were my own—which it was in the metaphysical sense. 
 
    “Take me to heaven, my angel.” 
 
    I murmured to her in ardent need as Aurelia fumbled with my jeans and yanked them off with a single hurried pull. It helped to be a powerful apex Lycan when yer seeking a quickie with your mate. 
 
    “You are heaven, your body, this tight, perky body.” 
 
    Aurelia growled against my lips as she teased along the hot molten flesh over my panties. I panted and seemed to struggle with my quick-fleeing sanity. Aurelia licked my lips, and I captured her tongue with my mouth. Her hand moved inside my knickers, and she yanked them off, ripping them. I giggled against her mouth, knowing I was going into an ancient vampyr den commando after this little bit of intimacy. I could wear that with pride, given the givens.  
 
    “You are such a goddess. This is your throne, and I am your vassal, forever.” 
 
    Aurelia said, and I spread my legs wider, then wrapped them tightly around her midriff. Her finger teased my hot folds, playing with the gooey moisture. She growled deeper, relishing the arousal she’s incited in my slender form. I felt my nipples turn to soft rocks advertising how adequately prepared I was. 
 
    Aurelia was my goddess of the hunt. To me, she could have shamed any of the huntresses of the mythos. Her hand teased along my sex, tracing it thoroughly as if drawing a personal roadmap. I felt my breath catching in my chest as she slowly worked to slender digits inside my opening. She utilized all the bounty of arousal to propel her first thrust into m. I felt her entire fingers sheath their full-lengths inside my tight middle.  
 
    Aurelia thrust powerfully inside me. I felt so much more thoroughly mapped by her hand than any cock that ever entered my body in any previous life. Something primal that only an apex could cause inside me.  
 
    “Ohhh…” 
 
    I gargled a moan out, and she re-sheathed me. Her fingertips played against the very back of my wall. MY eyes seemed to go cross-eyed as the impact triggered a near orgasmic rush of pleasure inside me. MY sex clenched on her tightly, and she whimpered at the state of me.  
 
    “How are you so tight after all these years?” 
 
    She marveled against my lips, and I knew that was a compliment, not a crack at my age. I felt her heart’s intention and her pure desire. To have once considered herself my mortal foe, Aurelia was the most trustworthy person in my universe, as well as our two mates.  
 
    “You know, exercises and loads of downtime in a coffin waitin’ fer the right Lycan lass to be born and raised fer me to pluck.”  
 
    I said against her lips, sounding almost flippant but partly honest as well. I didn’t regret my lost time now. Not when it brought Anne, Aurelia, and Morgana into my existence. I couldn’t imagine any other possibility now. Part of me felt the fool for spending all my formative years so focused on the wrong things. I was driven by the need to protect my mother’s people. I was also driven by a need to govern justly. None of this was terrible, but I’d never left any room for love or happiness aside from the small piece of my world devoted to my daughters.  
 
    “This Lycan lass is going to make sure you never walk straight again.” 
 
    Aurelia punctuated her words with powerful breath-stealing thrusts into my body. I couldn’t even utter the shock due to the loss of all oxygen. I saw spots in my vision as she kept fiercely entering me. Her friction was the most satisfying pleasure inside my tiny body. I couldn’t muster a syllable or a thought, but I could keep pleading to her via our connection. 
 
    “More, more!” 
 
    I screamed into the mating bond as she delivered more bone-jarring blows into me that made me squeak out the most desperate girlish sounds I never allowed myself to make. 
 
    Aurelia kissed me and flicked her tongue inside my mouth. I reciprocated the motion on impulse. My gentle wolf drank my lips down as she pounded into me. There was nothing remorseful in her entrance, but I would never want remorse in the metaphorical bedroom with Aurelia. She made me feel almost like a virgin every time she made love to me. I forgot all the sea of lovers before her. Only Aurelia and my other mates could exact in me such precision pleasure. They were fit to me like the most cosmically perfect tailored glove—or fingers in this case. 
 
    “My wolf!” 
 
    I exclaimed against her lips as My body built up into a rapidly rising tide. The crescendo of my tempest was let loose with a deadly roar as the fluid release battered her fingers and squirt on her borrowed gym clothes. I’d never felt such a forceful expulsion of orgasm in my life. I felt profoundly haggard and exhausted after my body emptied its liquid contents on her.  
 
    Yellow eyes drank in the ruined state of my half-naked figure laying broken on the forest floor. The greenery around us seemed to soften the area. This could nearly appear to be a scene from an erotic film. My heart pattered rapidly in excitement as I lazily gazed heavenward into Aurelia’s perfect features. She stared into me as if contemplating the secrets of the cosmos. 
 
    Beauty and bliss blanketed my open sexual display. I was left so mind-blown that I couldn’t have cared less if the ancients captured the entire affair on a digital camera. All the love songs throughout the ages were clearer to me now. All the words made more sense simply because I was able to experience physical and emotional devotion with my very own mates. 
 
    I think we may have ruined our outfits a bit prematurely.”  
 
    I commented, and the crafty wolf grinned at me and said, “There was nothing premature in what just happened to us, my goddess.” 
 
    I snorted, and I couldn’t argue with her in the slightest.        
 
             
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Six: 
 
    We were barely zipped and re-clad in our clothing, minus my knickers, when the black-cloaked scout found us. 
 
    “Little goddess, young apex, I was ordered to wait for you here while you…copulated.”  
 
    The voice said in a fuzzy and deep tone. The disembodied sound of the ancient vampyrs was unnerving. However, this one was particularly odd. I suppose he was feeling awkward, waiting on a pair of gay girls converting the swamp into their private honeymoon destination.  
 
    “Yer master was a smart one to tell you such. This one here would have made a supper of yer manly bits and not in a pleasant manner.”  
 
    I said, hitching my thumb at Aurelia. She looked utterly disgusted with the prospect. Considering her proclamation for modern artificial reproductive options, only. I should have realized that joke was in bad taste to Aurelia. It wasn’t always easy, with each of us sharing a slightly different spectrum of sexuality. We simply never stopped trying to make sure our relationships worked for each of us. No two people are ever going to be exactly the same. Therefore, all relationships will face these awkward moments.  
 
    “Yes, as much as I am chuffed to bits to stand here discussing my phallic appendage with a pair of homosexuals. How about we move this along.” 
 
    He said, and I hissed at him in anger. It wasn’t necessarily an offensive term, but how he said it implied everything I needed to know. Sometimes I forgot how sexist and bigoted ancients could be. Most were highly stark in their every behavior. Their lives were so black-and-white it seemed to me. Sometimes I couldn’t even understand why they chose to keep existing, why they didn’t just go out into the dawn and let the sun cook them. The ancients seemed to spend all their time hiding away, being creepers, and generally just being pains in the arse. To the ancients, sexual relationships were meant to further the expanse of the vampyr bloodlines. They didn’t mate for romantic reasons.  
 
    “Lead the way before I have to explain to yer king why I flayed yer shadowy arse and stuck yer head on a fecking pike.” 
 
    I said, smiling like a Cheshire cat. The dark hooded figure hitched in motion as he seemed to slam against the wall of powers that roared from my body. I could tell he’d not felt such power exuded by a being born of the lower realms. These lot constantly undermine my mother and me before me.  
 
    Like Clare, I am apt to show them why they should fear my ire.  
 
    “You heard me, lead on, puppet.” 
 
    I snapped at him; my tone exuded a strong command. My eyes flashed as the mesmeric geas settled on his mind. The figure clenched his jaw, and his long jagged fangs bared in a fury. He realized too late that in holding my gaze, he’d opened his mind to my geas. Binding beings with my power and my words was not usually my fancy. I loathed all manners of slavery. However, I didn’t play nice with the ancients. Give them an inch, and they’d run off with your firstborn and yer fecking soul.  
 
    “As you command, demigoddess.” 
 
    He bit the words out bitterly. I wasn’t stupid enough to miss the meaning in his reminder of my half-breed status. He’d been perfectly contented to call me goddess. Such slight observations were how a girl never lost sight of where she truly stood. Besides, the fae could learn a few things about the subtilities of wording from the ancients.  
 
    “Good, get crackin,’ minion.” 
 
    I said, snipping back at him. Even though I didn’t fancy these games, I wouldn’t allow these lot to walk upon my hindquarters.  
 
    “Should you be pissing our guide off before we even speak to the king?” 
 
    Aurelia said, surprising us both by being the voice of reason in this situation. I looked into my mate’s eyes, and I smiled wickedly.  
 
    “They could kill me, theoretically, but that would require them accepting a few things. One, the challenge of physically and magically overpowering me. The second, a world where they are now responsible for Emalia’s ultimate defeat.” 
 
    She hummed and nodded in understanding.  
 
    “So, you’re hedging your bets on them being tolerant of your insolence due to the necessity of your continued survival to the ancients?” 
 
    Aurelia gave me a look that said she wasn’t so sure I was thinking clearly. We all knew I had a very rocky history with the ancients. Every time we crossed paths, fighting ensued. That fighting simply never crossed into the physical or magiks realm. I always argued to the point of violence, but never beyond the threshold of words. I was generally good at reading beings. The way I have seen things, the ancients don’t loathe me nearly as much as they’ve liked to have me think. They’re simply too prideful to admit everything my life does for their continued empowerment behind the scenes. The ancients were all about anything that kept them in the shadows. My life was paramount to this continued enjoyment. Mostly, the vampyr world ran itself without the ancients. Their true importance was as a nuclear option if they ever threw their hat in the ring when war broke out.  
 
    “That’s a flawed line of logic, little demi.” 
 
    Our guide stated in a bitter tone. I huffed and rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Yer just cross with me for catchin’ yer trousers round yer legs, mate.”  
 
    I said, and Aurelia couldn’t help but snigger at that comment. If the ancient could blush, I was willing to bet he was. Thankfully for us all, he was wearing a baggy black hood. The ancients are not much to look upon. They share common traits with the shadowy reapers of the shadow-verse. That revelation was still a bit surprising, even many months after.  
 
    “It’s never wise to anger a being with such a long memory.” 
 
    He said ominously, and I sighed waved him on. 
 
    “Keep movin’ we’re either going to fight it out now or yer going to obey my geas.” 
 
    He seemed to consider that first option for a long moment, fantasizing about my bloody headless body at his feet. I saw it through his mind before he could stop me.  
 
    “Mavis…” 
 
    Aurelia warned me; then I sensed as we were surrounded by the cool auras of the other black-clad guards. Ancients swarmed around us, but their gladius swords seemed to vanish upon seeing my figure.  
 
    “I take it you’ve had less-welcome guests in the recent months?” 
 
    I asked sardonically, and a familiar aura brushed over mine. Xerces emerged from the center of the ranks. The others moved to permit him to proceed unhindered. I realized his importance now. He was like the king’s right hand or something equivalent. His robes were blue now, not a massive jump from the black robes, but a difference in robe colors could also mean a promotion of some sort. The king wore greyish robes, which were different from all the others. Also, more ghastly if you asked me. 
 
    “Mavis Aubrey, I see you are ever impetuous. I would commend you on your powers advancing, if not for the fact that you have now made an enemy for life.” 
 
    Xerces said to me, and I grinned at him and blinked my eyes in a coy manner.  
 
    “Why Xerces, how ever will I endure this languish life without yer good graces?!” 
 
    He pulled back his hood, revealing his horrifying features. The male figure prowled closer. I could smell the scent of dead vampyrs on his breath. His large fangs were impossibly long for a normal vampyr. His claws were like large daggers or small swords in place of nails. The bestial vampyr was white to the point of nearly being translucent. His nose was hooked funny, somewhat reminiscent of a bat. His eyes were black with red dancing in them.  
 
    “It was not myself I was speaking of, but Lumia.” 
 
    Xerces gestured towards the cross guide, and I shrugged.  
 
    “I believe he knows I will fecking destroy him, should he make good on any possible threat. I need not be loved unilaterally, simply tolerated. Is that not the very nature of our co-existence?” 
 
    I asked Xerces, and he smiled at me as if deeply amused with me.  
 
    “You are so like her. I truly was sorry to hear my old foe met her final ending. If you allow it, I will dedicate a vigil in her honor.”  
 
    Xerces said, and what was crazy was he sounded serious. His words were raw with real feelings. I cleared my throat and nodded. 
 
    “Aye, she would have found that funny. Especially how you two left matters.” 
 
    Xerces laughed in a husky tone. 
 
    “Yes, she surprised me with her chi display. That was unprecedented for a lower being. I have heard such power also aided you in defeating Esus.” 
 
    Xerces informed me, and I managed to hide the shock of his expansive espionage network. The ancients might rule in the shadows, but they have the most formidable information network in this realm.  
 
    “There are no hiding matters from ye, it appears. You heard correct; I have begun to train in the arts. I wouldn’t be much of a contest to the higher beings constantly kicking off if I didn’t keep expanding my magiks and prowess.”  
 
    I said in a light tone. 
 
    “You’ve changed much since the last time I saw you, Mavis Aubrey.” 
 
    Xerces moved ever closer, so much so that Aurelia began to growl at him. He considered the apex pup as if an amusing pet at my side.  
 
    “You’ve gained some modicum of humanity; it would appear if your behavior now is any indicator.” 
 
    I said, purely in observation of his somewhat emotional behavior. Xerces seemed surprised at the remark.  
 
    “Yes, we are trying. There are fears that we will soon be exposed to the mortals, with the false queen in New Orleans. We are at the whims of her creatures; it would appear. As are the mortals, but they don’t know that bit yet.” 
 
    I sighed and closed my eyes.  
 
    “We took our eyes off the earth for a moment to deal with Esus, and this all kicked off.” 
 
    He nodded and expanded, “We too were caught unaware. I am sure by now you have heard the Draugr are returning?”  
 
    He asked me, and I nodded, and Aurelia stilled beside me as he gave her confirmation.  
 
    “We have sent your wolve son the first flights back to your territory. I figured I would simply deliver the news myself, madam apex. This world is burning around us. You might think that dramatic of me to say, but I assure you I am not grave enough. There are unfathomable darknesses taking hold in the vacuum of power left with Hel and Esus’ deaths.” 
 
    Xerces informed us, and I listened to him unblinking. My spine shivered with the ring of truth in his words. Part of me was terrified at how open he was with me. Something was off about the softer side of the ancient spokesman. Typically, Xerces was all about threatening to show me my guts. I wasn’t much chuffed to discover what newfound value he had in my hide.  
 
    “You would treat with me openly?” 
 
    Aurelia asked; her voice was heavy-laden with trepidation. Xerces’ scary fanged smile wasn’t helping his cause.  
 
    “You should know not to display yer instruments of death to your query, mate.” 
 
    I joked to Xerces, and he shrugged casually.  
 
    “I am working with what was given to me, young Aubrey. Not all of us were born in a sunny realm with delicate and pristine features. Some of us are, in fact, the monsters of the shadowy darkness.”  
 
    He said in a very truthful tone, and I managed to push that imagery away. I could almost believe he was trying to guilt me about my perception of the ancients. Something was afoot. 
 
    *** 
 
    Xerces led us in what appeared to be a simple cavern. The local gators were milling about nearby. Even the natural predators seemed to lend aid to the ancients. The cave expanded around us, revealing a pitch-black audience chamber. I could feel the many guards around us. Their numbers were legion. I couldn’t have imagined so many ancients existed. Most of us believed them to be a few dozen powerful elders. Now, I saw that was a false perception they’d cultivated for eons. 
 
    One thing I could credit the lizard-like vampyrs for was their ingenious ability to spin reality. They were clever devils at making you see what you chose to. Shadows and mirrors masked their truth. Part of me wondered if it was they who created the concept of PR spin.  
 
    “Preparing for war?” 
 
    I asked, and Xerces gave me another razor-sharp smile.  
 
    “What on earth would make you ask me such a thing?” 
 
    He said, trying his hand at coy. I snorted, and he grinned wider.  
 
    “It’s good to know I can still humor you. After our last several encounters, I worried we were at a turbulent impasse.”  
 
    Xerces said to me, his tone sounding rougher in quality somehow. I could decern this to be a change in pitch for him. Which also implied a change in his intention or overall meaning.  
 
    “Mostly, your lot simply creep me out. You show up demanding shite and never help with the day-to-day affairs.” 
 
    I said in a matter-of-fact tone. Behind the army of black-cloaked hovered a large grey-white robed figure. He was barely discernable in the darkness. These beings were deeply drawn to the darkness.  
 
    “We’ve swayed the evolution of entire species. Given rise to countless civilizations, and entreated with the most terrifying elements of the natural universe. The opinion of a small demigoddess doesn’t even register for us.”  
 
    The king chuckled in a deep throaty voice which could have scared the knickers off me if I had any knickers left to scare. (At least there was an upside to your mate ripping yer undies off before a royal meeting.)  
 
    “Great, keenly aware, yer creepy bloke. Somehow you’ve managed to one-up yerself today.” 
 
    I said to the king, and he laughed vaguely as if at a joke I’d yet to hear.  
 
    “I must applaud you. You prove all those adages correct. The ones about “even a blind squirrel finds a nut once in a  while,” and the like.” 
 
    He informed me, and he laughed deeply at his joke. I frowned and murmured, “Yer only making sense to yourself.” 
 
    He murmured, “You stumbled through your battle with Esus. I find it both amusing and highly coincidental you are still alive, girl.” 
 
    My hairs raised across my body in response to his statement of fact. My grief regarding my mother’s sacrifice and Wildriver’s as well were biting deep. I could tell that was only a side-bonus to this ruthless tyrant. Something in him seemed to derive pleasure in my discomfort like a classic sadist.  
 
    “I believe the fact that I survived should be more than enough deterrence for many errant immortals.” 
 
    My tone was void of all sorrow. I held his eyes beneath his baggy grey hood. Mallock, the ancient king, hovered closer to me on a whim. He seemed to linger, studying my body like it was deeply amusing to him.  
 
    “Your species is forever infuriating to me. Always so keen to prove yourselves to your divine parent. Forever linked by a shackle to your lower being parent. They are your albatross, even after death exacts its final toll.” 
 
    He laughed as he came closer to me.  
 
    “You do realize I am brash enough to draw my sword against you, do you not?” 
 
    I asked him in a sickly sweet tone, and he snorted.  
 
    “Yes, I can see your casual entitlement, princess. This would be the very last place I would recommend you following through on that threat.” 
 
    I huffed, and Aurelia tightened down her grip on my hand. I could feel her warning me off. As if to try to reign in my anger.  
 
    “Why is it you lot always come to me threatening all sorts. Then you’re all sore and surprised when I retaliate? It’s as if you don’t expect your cause to have an effect. With that being said, who is the truly entitled one of us?”  
 
    I asked, my lips smirking coyly at the king of ancients. Mallock seemed to consider me for a long moment. Ancients were never in a rush to speak. They took the universe at their pace. Everything to them seemed to be a sideshow to some larger view that only made sense to the ancients themselves. 
 
    “You are a foolish little child. If your father were not Dagda, I would break you under my foot. Or I would find some proper use for your pleasant attributes.” 
 
    He said, and I had chills all over my body. I could guess he was not referring to my smile or even objectifying some pleasant-looking part of my body. I knew his tone all too well, having been raised in the Middle Ages. His tone was heavy-laden with reminders of the unpleasant era where a woman’s worth was measured entirely in her reproductive prowess. I’d never been able to vaccinate myself to that primal fear, fully. Even a powerful princess grew up worried she might wind up used and broken by such selfish creatures.  
 
    “One more word like that, and I will show you the steel which slew Esus. You’re not going to like how close I bring the point of the blade either.” 
 
    Mallock laughed like a booming-toned diabolical villain. 
 
    “I am certain you would try, young half-breed. However, you are not faster than the shadows. You will never be able to make good on that threat, child.” 
 
    He said, and I hissed, and I drew my blade, and thirty guards floated between us. My cutlass weighed nothing in my grasp, yet I felt the weight of multiple realms on my sword. Logically, I knew this vampyr ancient was a necessary evil. I knew he commanded the only force powerful enough to help me subdue Emalia’s frenzied horde to purge her blood magiks. 
 
    “Master, you are making an enemy when you could make a friend.” 
 
    Xerces warned Mallock. I looked over and the blue-robed being steeped between the guards and me. He held up a hand to stay my violence. 
 
    “Treat with me, young demigoddess. I would have words with you.”  
 
    Xerces implored me, and Mallock gave him a sidelong glance but didn’t stop him.  
 
    “Fine, but if you’re going to make any veiled threats, I will feel the need to display my capacity for violence.” 
 
    Xerces grinned and said, “I promise you I will not make a threat, but I will put forth a proposal for you, my dear.”  
 
    He said, and I considered him for a long moment. I finally felt Aurelia’s hand over mine. She spoke up for me, as a mate had the right to.  
 
    “Speak to us, and I will talk for Mavis until she can restrain her more violent impulses.”  
 
    Aurelia said in a plain tone that didn’t cast any blame or shame on my behavior. If anything, she understood why I was so angry. Not only because she had a private window into my soul, but because she was also a ruler of immortals. A female ruler, which made her just as privy to the masculine dysfunctions of immortal cultures.  
 
    “Very well, young apex. Let us have a change of venues.” 
 
    Xerces said, and he snapped his fingers. A rift opened up into the shadow-verse. I studied it for a long moment, and he seemed to gauge my thoughts very accurately.  
 
    “Yes, you could open another portal from the shadow-verse, back to the earth, if you needed. This is not a trick of any kind, my dear.” 
 
    I gave him a trepidatious look as if to express my general displeasure at a man telling me how or what to feel or think.  
 
    “You first.” 
 
    I countered, and Xerces nodded and stepped through the portal. I’d almost swear this was the first time I saw him physically take a step. Usually, he floated everywhere. The king studied us as I sucked down a deep breath and stepped into the icy event horizon. 
 
    The world was near-black and freezing. Aurelia stepped through behind me and quickly grabbed my hand again. She leaned into me, and her gentle lupine heat blanketed us both from the cold. Our shared senses were the only reason we could see the broken, desolate landscape of the hungering’s destruction. This entire series of inter-connected dark reals were destroyed by the hungering monstrosity which was loosed on earth recently. The very same being that Esus had unleashed against my father. This world was filled with the bones of the vanquished and devoured. 
 
    “This was once our home, as you are aware.” 
 
    Xerces informed me. I noticed he didn’t call me a half-breed. In this, he proclaimed us both native of this dark place. 
 
    “I had not thought I would step through this dark dimension once more. This land is broken and depressed with sheer misery beyond all reckoning.” 
 
    Xerces hummed deeply and studied us as we took our first tenuous steps into the void. The shadows clawed at me as if reaching out in greeting. The darkness sought me out like a sinister old friend beckoning to me. As if vying for my attention. 
 
    “Yet it is still teeming with life, is it not?” 
 
    Xerces asked me, and I looked at him and frowned. 
 
    “What is it you want of me? Do you think I am foolish enough not to see the way you look at me? You’ve been buttering me up to some grand proposal for some time now. Even since you discovered, I was one-hundred-percent the daughter of Dagda.” 
 
    Xerces snorted and moved closer, and he leaned down. I could sense so much death and violence rushing through his veins. His powers were horrifying and expansive. They were elaborate and purposefully hidden.  
 
    “How I have missed these little chats of ours.” 
 
    Xerces hedged, and I looked at him in mild annoyance.  
 
    “Make your pitch to me before you lose what little patience purchased.” 
 
    He laughed darkly at my ultimatum.  
 
    “Very well, as you will attest. There is always a price for services rendered. You will not like my price, but I can find the rituals and magiks Emalia performed over the North American Tribe. My proposal is simply this, you allow me to use in-vitro fertilization within the next ten years, and I will help you defeat Emalia and save as much of the vampyr court as is possible. Without my aid, you will not have the resources to bring the maddened vampyrs back to themselves.”  
 
    Aurelia growled viciously and snapped, “You dark to propose you make an incubator of my mate?!” 
 
    Her outrage could have lit the skies of a thousand sunless worlds. Xerces shook his head and moved closer, ignoring the growling Lycan Queen before him. 
 
    “You are tantamount to the missing link in the direction of evolution our species has sought but thus far lacked. After all, most gods avoid impregnating vampyrs. Much less to conceive blood demi goddesses. I am not asking to touch your body, I am asking for a strategic agreement of procreation between two beings that mutually tolerate and respect one another. Mavis, you are a good mother; would you not be a good mother again?” 
 
    Xerces asked, and I grit my teeth as the proposal hit me on the broadside. I could almost expect such a proposition. This was hardly the first time I’d heard a powerful immortal male offer such a solution.  
 
    “The only thing sparing you right now is I loath the king more.” 
 
    I informed Xerces, and he chuckled.  
 
    “He would have this very same favor of you one day. But, he would not be such a gentleman about it. Nor would it feel like an option. I will still assist you, but know you will not be able to keep his gaze from your body forever.”  
 
    Something inside me was stirred with Xerces warning. I didn’t like him for asking me to have a child in such a manner. It was infuriating when men spoke to women in such ways. However, I couldn’t help but believe he was honest about Mallock’s attention. 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Seven: 
 
    “You barely even discussed the damn blood magiks.” 
 
    Aurelia growled out, and I gave her a patient look.  
 
    “Aye, that tends to happen when males are only interested in talking about yer fecking ovaries. You certainly can sympathize, queen wolf.”  
 
    I said to her and only sounded a smidge like a smartarse. To her credit, Aurelia didn’t bother to protest or disagree. She knew entirely well how these immortal males viewed extremely powerful women. They saw the perfect incubators for the ideal offspring. 
 
    “I was more worried about the fact that you opened the portal home.” 
 
    Aurelia said to me in a mildly teasing tone. I stuck out my bottom lip like the mature individual I behaved like.  
 
    “Careful, luv or the dog jokes are back on the table.” 
 
    I said; Aurelia’s eyes flashed in annoyance. She hated any dog joke associated with her species. Mainly because she was far more deadly than a mere canine.  
 
    The world reoriented around us as we came back to earth. The portal dropped us out on a  rather pleasant-smelling tree. I grinned wickedly to Aurelia as if this were planned.  
 
    “Care for another tumble? Since we’re here, might as well make it an even number.” 
 
    I said, and Aurelia purred in her throat. She stared deeply into my eyes as if trying to unravel something.  
 
    “I guess that bit about portals being linked to the caster’s emotions and landscape fancies was true.” 
 
    That made me giggle and shrug slightly.  
 
    “Can ye blame me? This will forever be our tree now.” 
 
    I said, and Aurelia smiled widely and murmured, “What’s sad is that sounded so sweet, in your Mavis sort of way.” 
 
    Aurelia said, and I frowned slightly and fumbled out, “What’s that even mean?! I can be sweet!” 
 
    I said in a defensive tone, and she grinned at me with wolfish amusement. I knew she was takin’ the piss with me, but she had me on the hook. Aurelia was exceptionally good at getting my goat.  
 
    “You’re not nearly as funny as ye seem to believe yerself, little miss hot wolf pants!” 
 
    I said, and she frowned, instantly grappling with what wolf hot pants might mean. The truth was, it was just a twisted version of something I heard on one of the late-teen dramas I saw recently. Never let it be said that I stop learning and adapting to the times, even if it takes me a fair bit to get caught up.  
 
    “You’ll have to model a pair of those for me, so I know what they look like.” 
 
    I grinned and licked my lips.  
 
    “How about I model without my trousers now?” 
 
    I winged my brows, and she murmured, “Dear Christ, you look so similar to that ridiculous Viking. I swear we are going to have to separate you two for a few more centuries.”  
 
    Aurelia stated, and I huffed and looked away in faux-hurt. Some parts of Aurelia did have issues with Olaf right now. She was still struggling to come to terms with Anne’s state. He seemed to be highly aware that he had to tread softly around my mates right now. Mainly the wolf-mate who is extremely possessive of each of us.  
 
    “You certainly didn’t complain when ye shredded my knickers right yonder.”  
 
    I pointed to the rock with the ribbons of panty materials trapped on it. Aurelia rolled her eyes, and she gave me a profoundly pensive gaze.  
 
    “Are you going to take him up on his proposal?” 
 
    Aurelia asked, and I blinked and shrugged casually.  
 
    “Even if I was considering it, I think we have enough special children on their way at this moment. I’m not precisely enthusiastic with the fecking offer, but I am pragmatic enough to know I might need to consider it down the road. I do sense some intent to the ancient king’s interest in me.” 
 
    Aurelia huffed and growled, “I’d just like fucking males to stay the hell away from my ladies!” 
 
    She grumped, and I grinned at her.  
 
    “Ye do realize that you will possibly have to find some lucky sperm donor down the road. You are a queen.” 
 
    That was the wrong thing to tell her. Aurelia was lit, and she was the short fuse ready to blow.  
 
    “There might yet be another way.” 
 
    She said, and I frowned and opted to save that conversation for a later date.  
 
    “Well, on the bright side, we traveled Air Mavis again, and nothing appears to be dodgy!” 
 
    I said, changing the subject, and she considered my words for a long moment before giving me a single loud snort. The bayou around us was filled with the late afternoon sounds and smells of the swamplands. The crickets were chirping and singing loudly. Our trek back to the car was peaceful but punctuated by several obnoxious insects. 
 
    “How cool would it be to have a proper mote in a castle with real gators?” 
 
    I asked, and Aurelia arches a quizzical brow at me.  
 
    “Are you having layer envy over the ancients possessing wild gators?” 
 
    I nodded and pinched my fingers apart barely. 
 
    “Just about this much, aye.” 
 
    I informed her, and Aurelia gave me one more eye-roll.  
 
    “Mavis, does it seem dark to you?” 
 
    Aurelia asked me, and I frowned and narrowed my eyes as I focused off to the distance. The sky did seem to be darkening steadily.  
 
    “That can’t be natural. There is some sort of queer blood trail as well. A huge one.” 
 
    I said, and I saw the dark reds muddying my vision of the sky as the blood scent seemed to envelop the entire region of Southern North America. Or so the dark expanse appeared to my eyes.  
 
    “This doesn’t look good.”  
 
    My tone was neutral, but the chills running along my spine were not. Something was afoot, and it didn’t seem connected to Emalia, at least not that I could decipher.  
 
    “You think?!” 
 
    Aurelia asked in a terse tone, and I bit my lip and watched as thick strands of scarlet mist coalesced in New Orleans proper. 
 
    “We need to get back to the city, so we can assess what the feck is going on.” 
 
    I said, and Aurelia nodded in agreement and murmured, “Yeah, and we need to hope the mortals can’t see this. Whatever it is, this is fucking loud and obviously supernatural.” 
 
    I hummed in agreement and said, “Let’s hope their first choice of assumptions is an alien invasion. If that belief holds up long enough, we might get this problem sorted long before they’re any the wiser.” 
 
    I said, attempting to be positive. The trust was that my body felt fuzzy with the sense of death and darkness calling to me. Something was opening across the skies. Something so vast, even the fae illusions from the recent hungering assault might not be enough to hide the immortal world from the humans. 
 
    “Best call Talia in as well. We’re going to need fairy fire, loads of fairy fire.” 
 
    I informed Aurelia, and she growled and snapped, “Assuming her mother will even come to our aid now.” 
 
    That hit me in the gut. Ingrid had been playing so nicely with us for a while now. Suddenly, she’s turning back into the stone-cold bitch I have always known and loathed. To say the least, our place in Fairey is tenuous at best. The Winter and the Summer Courts have both been set up in Mekka City since Devos’ death. I am surrounded by potentially hostile fae in the sanctum of the sanguinar. The occupying forces have kept the peace thus far, but they could be turned on us with a single whimsical order. 
 
    Ingrid’s whimsical whipping of Alice was still sizzling in my trousers. I could forgive a lot in her, but beating my good friend with a whip was well past the line in the proverbial sand.  
 
    “You call Talia, and I’ll call my second.” 
 
    Aurelia stated, and I nodded as we both kept walking towards my AMG sports coupe. Now I wished I’d created the rift a bit closer to the car. I fished out my smartphone, and I hit the speed dial key I established for Talia. Olaf and Anne had helped me learn to work the blazing contraption. Little by little, I felt more a modern lass.  
 
    The line rang twice before Talia answered in a curious tone. 
 
    “Mavis, you wouldn’t happen to be calling about the big arse shadowy expanse in the sky, would you?” 
 
    (It didn’t require a university degree to figure out why I was calling now.) 
 
    “No, I was calling about the transgender night on the mains trip. We need to get Olaf properly dolled up this time.” 
 
    I said casually, and she could detect the note of sarcasm in my tone.  
 
    “No need to be cute, I get the point.” 
 
    Talia said, and I sniffed into the line.  
 
    “Have you ever seen anything like this before?” 
 
    I asked her, and Talia hummed and said, “No, this is not the same as the icy darkness of the shadow-verse either. It’s hotter now; the temperature is rising steadily as the darkness expands.” 
 
    Talia explained to me, and I blinked and hummed at this added insertion. Even New Orleans got cool in the Autumn.  
 
    “This is just beginning; how sure are you about the rising temperature?” 
 
    I asked, and Talia snorted derisively into the phone. 
 
    “Mavis, I’m a fecking ice princess, literally. Just take my word for it; the temperature has raised five degrees in the local area since the rift splintered.” 
 
    Talia said, and I sighed and swore to myself.  
 
    “Aye, aye, I hear ye princess. Just try to get through to yer cousin Alice. I have a feeling we’re going to need more fae to aid us. I am not sure who all we can ask without gaining yer mum’s permission.” 
 
    Talia hummed and said, “Don’t ye worry about me, mum. I will keep the wool over her eyes if I must. She’s not exactly at the top of my list of worries currently.” 
 
    Talia said her relationship had been strained with her mum. She was too conscionable to agree with Ingrid’s behavior. I bet Ingrid loathed that the daughter with morality is the one who inherited the mantle of Winter. The fae children of royal blood are not all born equally. One of them is always gifted with the powers of Winter more than their siblings or cousins of a close relation.  
 
    “Well, let us hope she just6 stays the feck out of the way. I don’t know what is happening, but it cannot be good for the mortals.” 
 
    Talia hummed again in agreement, and she murmured, “I’m very relieved we managed to keep Lexi on the other side of this feck-all rift right now. She’s going to kill me properly once she discovers I am playing at hero without her.” 
 
    I laughed into the line and said, “Let’s just focus on getting’ ye to the dog house alive first, my daughter.” 
 
    I said, and Talia seemed to grow silent at the affection. She was not accustomed to having a mother figure who was pleasant-ish. Whatever most people might think of me, they didn’t generally accuse me of being a proper wanker.  
 
    “Mavis, I am casting my best illusions. I will keep you informed on what happens once I have some reliable data to report.” 
 
    Talia informed me, and I nodded even though she couldn’t see me.  
 
    “I’ll make tracks and get to ye. Meet me in the French Quarter. I fear we will need to focus our efforts there if this shite keeps hitting the fan.” 
 
    With that, we said our goodbyes and hung up.  
 
    *** 
 
    The walk back to the AMG was extended, despite the blazing speeds Aurelia and I kept the entire way back. We made it about ten miles of our return trip before I spotted something I simply couldn’t ignore.  
 
    A young woman and her small lad were being chased. My eyes bulge as I took in the rotting bodies of the partially maimed figure. I hit the brakes hard, causing the AMG to jerk and swerve slightly. The road was a suburb backroad back into the city. Not a particularly populated place. Certainly not a place I’d expect to see an undead creature prowling in the light of day.  
 
    “Mavis, is that a zombie?” 
 
    I frowned as I opened my door and rushed towards the woman. My red hair whipped around my body as I formed a crimson sword pulling blood from my veins. The large crimson Celtic sword finished formulating as I reached the mortals. The woman’s eyes seemed to nearly leap from her skull as she saw the bloody crystal blade in my hand.  
 
    “Get in the car!” 
 
    I said in a dire tone, and she seemed to consider this for a moment before the dead thing rushed us. Its skin was chalky and pale as if it hadn’t seen the rays of light in centuries. 
 
    “Aurelia, I think we’re going to have a problem.” 
 
    I said as I felt more rotting blood trails unfurrowing around us. 
 
    Aurelia popped my trunk lid and murmured some vague thanks for my paranoia and preparation. She returned with a large ax. She twitched her nose up at the weapon and murmured, “It still smells of that damn Viking!” 
 
    She complained; I nearly expected the mortal mother to have a coronary at the sight of the large Viking battle-ax.  
 
    “OMG TWD Batgirl!” 
 
    Aurelia exclaimed as five more humans shot around the corner, followed by fourteen dead things in hot pursuit. 
 
    “You’re bloody lucky that bit was obvious enough for even my pathetic cultural comprehension.” 
 
    I murmured bitterly, and I cleaved through the dead thing and severed the spine. The dead thing collapsed to the ground, and I turned towards the spread of various rotting creatures ahead. Aurelia rushed in with barely human-like speed. Her lightning reflexes were nearly impossible to dampen down in the heat of battle.  
 
    Aurelia’s borrowed ax cleaved through two dead things. I turned my focus on the right-hand flank of five, splitting off in pursuit of the dead. I juked around them; even with the five-hundred pounds weighing my thighs down, I could make swift work of such mindless dead.  
 
    “Mavis, are there more of them?” 
 
    Aurelia asked, and I frowned and focused outward, only focusing on the necrotic note of death. I could see many purple-tinted paths around the suburbs. So many, it was nearly impossible to count the precise number.  
 
    “This is a fecking horde of undead!” 
 
    I informed Aurelia, and she growled and spun the ax through the middle of the dead things.  
 
    “Define horde?” 
 
    She asked as I focused on slashing and barring the escape of the zombies in my direction. All five humans crossed our paths. 
 
    “Everyone pile into the car!” 
 
    I snapped to the five humans. I figured Aurelia could always follow beside me on four legs if she had to.  
 
    “Mavis, I don’t think that’s a particularly bright idea. They might simply….” 
 
    The wheels squeaked as I watched one of the panicked football mums speed off with my roaring AMG. To say this was a painful sight for me was utterly understating the situation. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re welcome for saving your ungrateful mortal assess!” 
 
    Aurelia shouted after the trail of dust left in the wake of the ridiculously expensive automobile. I yipped as one of the creatures grabbed after me from behind. I swore in a string as I connected with the regenerating body of the first zombie I’d bisected. 
 
    “Dear bloody god, they’re shamblers!” 
 
    I exclaimed aloud as Aurelia cut a confused look in my general direction. This wasn’t common knowledge since I’d picked up the information from the Avalonian Library. Even knowing they are archdemons didn’t change the accuracy of the knowledge contained in the reliquary. Besides, Morgana was an archdemon and druid, and I still loved her unconditionally. Part of me believed my mum wanted me to have this information for a reason. My mum wouldn’t have entrusted such a valuable source of information if she didn’t have some faith in the veracity of the contents.  
 
    “Shamblers?” 
 
    She asked, clearly wondering after the name.  
 
    “Aye, these lot are going to keep reassembling themselves until we burn the feck out of them. We need loads of flames to sort them out.” 
 
    She growled in annoyance, and I swung my blade, cleaving through a pair of shamblers. The beings were long dead. Nearly all shamblers are beings reborn in a hellscape of some sort. They are not native to the lower realms of the living.  
 
    “Mavis, what exactly are these doing here?” 
 
    I shrugged, and I looked around for anything I could that might serve to create a fire. After several very long moments of seeking, I decided I would simply be forced to use my magiks.  
 
    “I’m not entirely certain how or why these lot are here on earth. However, I can tell you there is nothing natural about shamblers being here. Much less the sheer volume of them present in this area. We’re going to be cleaning up fecking zombies fer hours if not days at this rate!”  
 
    I grumped to Aurelia, and she growled and barked to me, “Cover me, while I call my second, and see if we cannot get more of my people out here to relieve us. If the suburbs are this bad, I would recommend we get back to the French Quarter ASAP.” 
 
    Aurelia said; her eyes were stormy, and I dashed forward, and I swung my blade in a half-arc. Rending and disfiguring dead things was way down on my list of bonding activities with my mate. Especially when they don’t stay dismembered for long.  
 
    “Chase, it’s me. How is the compound?” 
 
    I could hear his gruff voice through the phone. Even from this distance, my hearing was what the mortals would call “superhuman.”  
 
    “Apex! It’s damn good you called. We’re having some strange ass zombies coming in from the swamplands.” 
 
    I sighed and said, “Tell him to burn them, or they will keep coming,” I informed Aurelia, and she snapped a sharp nod in my direction then ducked a lashing zombie. After a moment, Several of the zombies down near me were beginning to regenerate.  
 
    “Did you get that? Mavis is certain they are called shamblers, and they must be burned to be killed or re-killed.” 
 
    Chase hummed in agreement and said, “I’ll simply leave out the source of your information font, no offense. I believe you both, but some of the others would not wish to follow her instructions.” 
 
    Chase was ever the matter-of-fact alpha male. He didn’t have an issue with me, aside from the discomfort my proximity to Aurelia caused his tribe. For a Lycan alpha male, he was tolerable and utterly faithful to his apex.  
 
    “Understood, it is not their place to question the sources of my information. Only to act and trust I will not betray my tribe!” 
 
    Aurelia snapped to him like a whip cutting through the line. I could almost see him being physically impacted by her words. Aurelia was a force of nature even in the most optimal circumstances.  
 
    “Of course, my apex. I will inform the tribe. Is there anything else?” 
 
    He asked as if he knew she was about to ask for backup.  
 
    “We are stuck in the suburbs killing zombies. We’re about to expose our magiks to burn them. We need as many warriors as can be spared to help defend the citizens of the suburbs of New Orleans. I will text my defense department contacts and see if we can get word to the mortals not to shoot the big fury bastards mauling the zombies. You are to order the tribe not to attack scared mortals, even if they fire in fear. They are now coming face-to-face with the supernatural. How we handle this first encounter will define the nature of our relations moving forward. Also, make sure none of our people are tracked back to the community compound.” 
 
    The line was silent for a protracted moment, and Chase finally boomed into the line, “So, this is it, huh? First contact in the modern world.” 
 
    Aurelia growled in agreement and barked out, “We must handle ourselves with the utmost of restraint and precision. Impress upon the Lycans that this is the day we have planned for. There will be no undoing this contact with mortals. Not again. There is far too much technology to un-ring this bell again.”  
 
    Her tone was dire, and her words sent rippled through my body. The ramifications of this full-scale zombie invasion were sinking in. 
 
    “Babe, not to rush ye or anything, but I will need yer help so I can use my magiks.” 
 
    I pled with Aurelia in a soft but firm tone. She looked into my eyes and nodded stiffly.  
 
    “Chase, I want all the most anti-human Lycans on the front lines near the marshlands. Just keep the kindest fury faces we have closer to the mortal populace.” 
 
    He hummed and finally asked, “What of your brother? He is still in the sanguinar refuge. Should we send for him?” 
 
    Aurelia shook her head vehemently and said, “Absolutely not! He has lost his entire childhood and the very beginning of his first adult cycle. I will make sure he has some peace of mind to grow up further from conflict. The sanguinar has been welcoming to Neil. He seems to be integrating himself more as we speak. I will not see his progress ruined.” 
 
    Her voice gave zero room for argument. When it came to the Lycans, Aurelia was the queen. If anyone dared to defy her, she was within her right to fight them to the death. (Hence the reason they had yet to dare to defy her rules, even though a lot of Lycans are very hetero-normative by nature.)  
 
    “Understood, I will leave that matter to your wisdom. I just know the more outspoken will be tempered a lot more once Neil is seen at your flank faithfully. Just keep that in mind, my lady.”  
 
    He said his wording was not exactly traditional, but it belayed extraordinary respect and loyalty. 
 
    “Good, do as I have commanded, and hurry here with your finest warriors. We will hunt until we collapse, it would appear.” 
 
    Aurelia said, and the growls on the other end of the line told me Chase was ready for a proper hunt.  
 
    I began to slash through the zombies as they attempted to regenerate themselves. I swore, and I crouched down and began to trace runes. Flames snapped forth as the flame rune was completed. White flames billowed up and began to burn higher and brighter as the zombies fueled the fires. 
 
    “I have a daft idea, but yer not going to like it.”  
 
    Aurelia looked at me with dread as she hung up and placed her phone in her pocket.  
 
    “Nothing you say could amaze me at this point. I believe you and Alice have deadened me to insanity.” 
 
    Aurelia informed me in a very casual tone. I sighed and deflated slightly.  
 
    “I am going to start focusing my runes on burning houses along these streets. I will skip the ones I feel life signs in.” 
 
    Aurelia gave me a surprised look and sputtered out, “Ok, I take that back, you’re still freakin’ nuts! Do you want to burn the damn suburbs down?! Mavis, this is our first contact!” 
 
    I grinned and shrugged, “They don’t have to know the source of the blaze. Besides, all sorts of things are kicking off. There will be no telling who started the fires. Only that the results will save a lot of human lives.” 
 
    I told her, and Aurelia seemed to be searching for a way to rebuke my idea, but she appeared to be coming up short. 
 
    “Mavis, for the love of Mike, we cannot just burn the damn place down!” 
 
    I gave her a terse look and huffed. 
 
    “I need Morgana and Gregor now.” 
 
    She spun her ax around, slicing through two approaching shamblers. The fetid stench was amplified by the smell of the burning bodies on my impromptu pyre. Like moths, the dead came towards the rising flames. The light was drawing their attention to us.  
 
    Something was terrifying in the feel of their auras. The dark purples were something unique. I’d felt dead things plenty of times in my life. These were not the typical run-of-the-mill undead. This was not the work of some lunatic necromancer. These were truly raised undead reanimated with a power far stronger than a wee necromancer could wield.  
 
    “Mavis, I would phase, but I don’t think I feel like being shot at. The mortals are still out in force around here. We’re going to need to hold our ground in humanoid-form.” 
 
    She told me, and I shrugged and said, “It’s not like I’m going to strip and try to change into a fecking lizard or whatever it is vampyrs are supposed to be.” 
 
    I said, attempting a joke, and Aurelia rolled her eyes and said, “It’s a bat, but you weren’t too far off, I suppose.” 
 
    That elicited a grin from me. The bat comparison was far more appropriate than the modern mortals could fathom. The ancients even appeared somewhat bat-like in their structure. Part of me wondered what species the writer of Dracula could have been. He certainly wasn’t a mortal as best I could ascertain. 
 
    “You have a perfect memory, so you can sell your vague memory act elsewhere next time.” 
 
    Aurelia stated, and I snorted at her as I cleaved through two more shamblers. The larger homes in this area were tri-level designs. As we moved further along the block, clearing the undead, I was studying each structure, checking for stragglers.  
 
    “You know what’s bothering me?” 
 
    Aurelia asked, and I shook my head and murmured, “I couldn’t begin to make a fecking list of all the possibilities. Not when we’re wading in undead corpses.” 
 
    Aurelia conceded to my point and said, “The police should have helicopters in the sky by now. I’m wondering why they have such delayed responses in the outskirts. Usually, the suburbs are an easy response since the crime is lower.” 
 
    I bit my lip and frowned at this. She had a valid point. One could only assume something was preventing the local police from acting.  
 
    “Well, at least we’re about to have Lycan backup. It feels like we’re stuck here. We’ve barely even made a single block of progress since my fecking car was knicked.” 
 
    I sulked at her, and Aurelia managed to mask her mild amusement at my loss. She knew that my car was the one opulent item in my life. It serves a purpose, and it looked and sounded grand while doing so. My money was greatly depleted compared to the endless fortunes the Aubrey Family once possessed. Not that my holdings were likely ever to dry up.  
 
    My former lives had been spent in the very lap of luxury. I owned a humble but respectable flat this time around, and I had a fancy arse, Mercedes. Possessions didn’t hold a ton of meaning to me. However, the car was like a feminine totem of power for me. Yes, that is a thing. Never assume only men possess objects or displays of their prowess. Sometimes a proper presentation of power is all a girl needs to set her adversaries straight. In this modern age, that concept appears to extend to the cars one drives. With mine stolen, I felt deeply disturbed, and not simply with the shamblers.  
 
    “You’re not going to let that one go for a while, are you?” 
 
    Aurelia asked, and I cut her a sassy look that spoke more volumes than the pages of all the books in my library. 
 
    “That’s a hell no! Part of me would love to hunt the car down and beat the driver to death. However, I am a bit preoccupied with the living dead. The silly mortal crime will have to wait.” 
 
    Aurelia swung a wild sweep of the ax. Her massive blade spun in a full circuit. As much as she pretended to loath Olaf, she seemed to have mimicked a few of his signature ax techniques.  
 
    I began to fire runes and press tiny sparks of my power, igniting each as we slowly proceeded up the neighborhood.  
 
    “You do realize this is not a regular occurrence for most of this planet? Mavis, you are likely the only one used to seeing the dead coming over the hills in waves of animated horror.” 
 
    Aurelia chastised me lightly, and I snorted, “Oh, you forgot all about Alice. She’s properly accustomed to the undead.” 
 
    Aurelia seemed to shiver at the mere mention of our batty darken fae friend. Alice had a propensity for havoc and destruction, and she giggled all the while.  
 
    “We should have Alice tucked away on Fairey long before the mortals begin to take notice of us.” 
 
    Aurelia informed me in a serious tone, and I couldn’t help the splitting grin on my countenance. Such prolific amusement that it seemed to burst forth. The thought of Alice being any portion of the mortal first contact with immortals was frightening. Absurd to the point of being deeply humorous to me.  
 
    “She’s a wee bit of a wild-card, but at least she’s on the side of the angels.” 
 
    I said, and Aurelia seemed ready to contest that turn of phrase but focused on moving her ax with whirling speed.      
 
         
 
       
 
        
 
      
 
           
 
      
 
                           
 
           
 
     
 
                            
 
     
 
       
 
          
 
         
 
             
 
                      
 
                       
 
     
 
       
 
          
 
    

  

 
   
       
 
    Eight: 
 
    Several blocks were beginning to catch fire as we worked our way up the rows of houses. Part of me felt deeply sad to burn homes on such a whim, but wood and stone could be rebuilt, lives couldn’t. Even I couldn’t restore that many humans to life without an equally terrible sacrifice. Even with the great efforts Aurelia and I have made, the death toll was well in the hundreds. I could feel as the lives were being extinguished around us.  
 
    The purple aura was sweeping over the dead. Magiks I couldn’t yet identify were infecting and spreading to the newly dead, converting them into shamblers. This was an outbreak of the most morose and terrible sort imaginable. This outbound plague was something darkly divine. Part of me wondered if this was some form of retribution against me for failing to help Hel. That crossed my mind more than a few times as I slashed and seared through shamblers. Fire magiks were not my forte, so I was a bit slow going with the flame runes. 
 
    “Remind me why I thought it was a clever idea to split up?” 
 
    I asked, and Aurelia grinned at me. 
 
    “Because you felt I deserved a break from the impregnating Viking?” 
 
    Aurelia asked in a false cheery tone, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Baby, I don’t reckon it’s escaped your notice that we’re mid shamble apocalypse?” 
 
    She bit her lip and looked slightly sullen. 
 
    “This is me, multitasking. I’m just picturing his big fat inseminating face on every one of these!” 
 
    Aurelia punctuated that statement with a broad sweep of her ax. Her blade hacked through the face of a dead man. I cringed slightly and murmured, “Part of me is chuffed to bits ye have something other than Olaf to express these aggressive feelings on.” 
 
    She shot me a lupine grin that was anything but happy. Aurelia was in full savage predator mode now. 
 
    “Just promise me you will keep the violence to the undead. Olaf is my oldest mate. Before I had friends, he was my one confidante. Consider it a personal favor to me that you do not murder him.”   
 
    I impressed on Aurelia, and she growled and said, “Fine, but how about we just agree he will not slip into bed with any of our mates again. That is a bit over the line for me. I don’t trust males. It takes a lot for me to trust him as a friend because of my personal history.” 
 
    Aurelia said, and I nodded. I knew the general outline of her background. Being the Lycan princess had not made her immune to bad behavior from alpha males. I know enough to have heard she has been attacked dozens of times, all fruitless, of course. Aurelia is too powerful for any alpha to handle. She was born attracted to women, but the alphas savage attempts to possess her like a soulless breeding apparatus shattered all trust for men with her. Some could argue this is just alpha male behavior, but Aurelia insists it is just bad behavior that has been excused for millennia. I tend to agree with her.  
 
    “Look, Olaf is not the alphas. He had Anne’s consent, and he seems to be doing right by her as the mum of his child. I don’t expect you to change your opinion of men in general. I just hope you will trust that I have never trusted men, but I trust that pervy Viking because he proved himself for ages. I don’t want to have to keep having this conversation. Perhaps it was naïve of me to believe I could permit such a once-off without incident. I just didn’t think anything of Olaf sharing a girl. Honestly, it’s not even the first one-hundredth time that’s happened to me. Our trips in Europe were legendary.” 
 
    I grinned, and Aurelia turned her nose up at that.  
 
    “I really don’t need to hear about your sword-crossing.” 
 
    She said, and I frowned at that phrase, not sure what it meant. Aurelia saw my look and sighed, “I am not going to explain that one; just Google it later.” 
 
    She said, and I blinked and nodded, then I ducked a swipe of shamble claws. I slashed out and growled in annoyance. I kicked the shamble female into the side of the flaming wall I’d lit recently.  
 
    “We need to keep moving. My car’s stopped nearby, and I would love to get my fecking god slayers back in my hands.” 
 
    I informed Aurelia, and she nodded and swung through a pair of shamblers as they rushed towards us.  
 
    “Part of me pitties these poor souls. They keep rushing us thinking they have found an easy meal, only to be minced meat and then barbecue.” 
 
    I grinned at her, and I dashed forth in the general direction of my swords. I could sense the blade clearly from this distance since they housed both my powers and my father’s. What I could also feel was the expanse of the deep-purple energy sweeping through the suburbs. Shamblers were spreading at a rate I couldn’t possibly contain alone. Aurelia could kill loads more efficiently if she felt free to phase shift. She still didn’t trust the mortals not to shoot at her. I would say that is a logical fear to hold to right now. Given the situation out here. The world was burning down around us steadily, it would appear, and I was not talking about the physical fires I’d created. Our civilization and the sense of reality the mortals have had since the last great divine spell-working to limit or suppress mortal knowledge of the immortals.  
 
    Since that last great spell work, we experienced hundreds of years of peace since the mortals were hapless and unwitting to our presence. Now, the veil between the immortal supernatural and the mundane mortal was irreparably sundered.  
 
    “Incoming!” 
 
    Aurelia snapped as seven creatures rounded the corner. I swore vividly as I finished the fire rune and raised my bloody blade. Aurelia hacked the legs from under the first two with the long reach of her ax. After that, I spun my sword in lethal arcs deflecting and attacking before the beings could claw at my flesh. Claws which carried a magiks infection, I didn’t much care to discover how it might affect my species. Aurelia seemed none-more-excited to find out how Lycans faired versus the dark purple magiks I saw leaking from the shamblers.  
 
    “Did your texts say anything else about these bastards?” 
 
    Aurelia asked me, and I considered the question for a moment while I search my mental archives.  
 
    “Just that they usually originate in hellscapes and various afterlives. Necromancers can raise shamblers, but I cannot fathom any necro being capable of making them this magically contagious. They are drawing on some primordial source of energy that no single being, not even a god, could match. Whatever this is, it’s not the design of a single mad person.” 
 
    I said, and Aurelia growled in annoyance.  
 
    “Here, I was hoping all we had to do was lop off the head of a single rogue practitioner! This is voodoo country, so I have had my fair share of would-be zombie raisers.” 
 
    I hummed at that and said, “This is more like a fecking hell-raiser.”  
 
    Aurelia snorted and muttered, “Great be on the lookout for a pinheaded zombie master!” 
 
    She mused to herself darkly, and I blinked at her absently.  
 
    “What the devils does that even mean?” 
 
    She grinned wolfishly and said, “Nothin, just a bit of an old horror movie joke.” 
 
    That elicited a few choice mutterings about TV references from me. No matter how close I felt I was coming to understand all the cultural references, I was soon smacked back down with the realization that this entire planet has wasted endless hours and years of their lives on ridiculous modern media. More than I could ever drink in, with less than a year returned. 
 
    “I don’t yet know the source, but there has to be a source somewhere. A shamble apocalypse does not simply conjure itself. Someone or something had to incite this event.” 
 
    Aurelia asked, “Do you think it could be the Drauhr or the master of the other undead?” 
 
    That had been my first thought, but I couldn’t match any of the magiks signatures to any living being I’d ever encountered. The Draugr had traces of a foreign necromantic signature on it. If the shamblers had a similar practitioner, I would sense some resonance between them and the signatures used on the Draugr. 
 
    “I’m afraid not. This is not the same being. There are at least two insane creatures powerful enough to create an apocalyptic level undeath spread on the earth presently.” 
 
    I informed Aurelia, and she seemed to simmer on that bit of information. We were both leaders, so we are constantly attempting to actively troubleshoot the issues plaguing the vassals of the planet we call home. Protest all we cared to about the mortal populace; neither of us was in any hurry to see them bumped off by some psychotic powerful lifeform. 
 
    “We have more incoming.” 
 
    Aurelia informed me, as we had barely finished hacking down the shamblers in our reach.  
 
    “Can you try to start engaging these lot safely while I start another fire? We are going to need the extra flames to keep these buggers from a respawn loop.” 
 
    I asked, and she growled and gave me a thumbs-up before she headed off the next wave of eight shamblers. I noticed these had longer nails, more like two-or-three-inch claws. Whatever they were and wherever they came from, they were beginning to mutate. 
 
    “Be fast, Mav.” 
 
    Aurelia said, and I murmured, “Aye, my love, not like I planned to leave you with yer knickers hanging about.”  
 
    That elicited a dubious look from my sexy wolf mate. She seemed to think me perfectly capable of watching her beautiful thick arse hanging about. 
 
    “I swear, everything’s a damn game to you, Mavis. This is the literal fucking zombie apocalypse!” 
 
    Aurelia impressed upon me, and I grinned and shrugged slightly with my left shoulder.  
 
    “It’s the shamble apocalypse, but that’s entirely worse than a mere zombie outbreak.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes to slits and murmured, a girl could hope you might find it possible to take matters seriously!” 
 
    I sniffed and said, “Dove, when given the choice of laugh or cry, I will always choose to laugh. That holds the morose insanity of the endless abyssal universe at bay in my mind.” 
 
    She huffed and couldn’t argue with my logic. She could, but she wouldn’t win said argument.  
 
    All around us, the streets were darkening steadily. The light seemed to be dying out slowly from some massive rift in the sky. 
 
    “That is a dimensional breach, correct?” 
 
    Aurelia asked, and I nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “Aye, and it is familiar to me somehow. I’ve been on the other side of that portal before, I am sure of it.” 
 
    Aurelia looked at me with a morose curiosity, “Exactly how many hellscapes have you visited?!” 
 
    She asked, and I shrugged and murmured, “More than a few. Though mostly, it was due to the ancient fae and vampyr wars. We had a few battles crossing many realms. Unfortunately, hellscapes are indistinguishable from one another. If that portal was to fairey or even the fecking Grey Witch’s realm, I’d know where it connected to. However, afterlife realms are vaguer on the information. The living is not supposed to be able to navigate and distinguish hellscapes. That would defeat the purpose of souls moving on to new lives after their death in these realms.” 
 
    I explained to Aurelia, and she seemed to understand the basic concept of necromancy and afterlife rifts one oh one.  
 
    “I get it, so we are going to simply have to keep venturing deeper into this maelstrom of death and viscera to find the source?” 
 
    She asked, and I nodded and said, “Truer words, my love….” 
 
    That hardly seemed to satisfy Aurelia’s desire for tactical assessment. Like most modern beings, she didn’t relish the “wing it” approach to battle. However, I have ventured deep into many a dark region filled with all manners of nasties. My life was full centuries before Aurelia was born. I have long since learned to play with my arse close to nake flames. Venturing throughout the world when humanity was still young and simple was not easier. Every road or trail teemed with danger and suspicion. Even though I didn’t much fancy this less practical approach. I was able to navigate through the dead of night as needed. Most of the life I led was fraught with perils unseen and adventure I dared to partake.  
 
    Even though the darken fae were the most common adversary to my original court. That did not mean they were the only threat that came for me and mine. Nor were they the only beings to attack Olaf and me while we traveled. 
 
    Keep them off me fer a bit, and I will make us a large fecking pyre. There is large tree yonder.” 
 
    Aurelia frowned and murmured, “I hate when you talk like you’re in a Shakespeare play. I keep expecting you to pull out a vial of poison or a skull.” 
 
    Aurelia said, mixing two famous scenes from The Bard’s works. That elicited a chortle from me.  
 
    “If you only knew how many maidens, both high and low born, the Bard’s plays netted me….” 
 
    I said, and I looked up at Aurelia, who arched a lethally patient-looking brow in my direction. I finished, “That is how many lovely ladies I spent time watching the plays with, of course!” 
 
    I finished, lying through my teeth, and she snapped a savage grin that displayed her lupine-changing canines.  
 
    “Nice try there, but I’ve already heard loads of stories from that damn Viking about that period in your life.” 
 
    Aurelia said, and I grumbled, “Damn fecking Viking! Is it too late for me to change my mind and toss his arse under the metaphorical bus?” 
 
    I asked, and she chirped, “Never in my book; however, our opinions hardly matter now.” 
 
    Aurelia stepped ahead of me, pulling the attention of the approaching wave of dead things. There was an older shotgun-style home wedged on the block. With the shotgun home was a massive oak tree. Most of the suburban yards were extremely uniform in their appearances. So, the massive oak was a welcome sight. Not just for an aesthetic reason, but for the more practical reason at hand.  
 
    “Just hurry the hell up and cut down that tree, Mav.” 
 
    Aurelia implored me, and I grunted and snapped her a very sassy, crisp salute. 
 
    “Aye, aye, furry admiral.” 
 
    I murmured, and she growled in mild annoyance at the silly quip.  
 
    I rushed into the yard as I heard her steel crashing against flesh and bone. The shamblers were groaning and screeching behind me. Gnawing and snapping teeth were almost a constant background noise with the undead. One thing most versions of undeath never manage to do is to bring back the original soul to the body. The beings are unintelligent beings feral and ravenous for the flesh of the living. The craving is the only way to keep the undeath constituted for long periods. Unlike the movies, zombies can be starved to death. Shamblers are a form of zombie, so they can starve to death as well, but they can go much longer between meals.  
 
    “No need to rush or anything!” 
 
    Aurelia snapped towards me, earning her a snort of amusement. I slashed into the tree trunk as I approached, and my kinetic force blasted through the bottom of the tree. It began to topple over in moments. 
 
    “Timber!” 
 
    I called out, and Aurelia dodged as the large tree flattened several zombies and crashed into the middle of the street. 
 
    “It would be more impressive if you meant to do that.” 
 
    She retorted, and I stuck out my tongue like the truly mature immortal I was.  
 
    “Don’t hate the demigoddess; hate the game.” 
 
    I said, and she murmured, “Not exactly proper use of that phrasing, but I’ll let you have that one.” 
 
    Aurelia informed me, and I showed my tongue again before I rushed back towards her. My legs were aching from the weights on my legs, but I pushed through the pain and slashed into the left arm, reaching out for Aurelia.  
 
    “My wolf, go find your own!” 
 
    I said, and she grunted and said, “Or not, how about we do not have it find a wolf, ok?” 
 
    I snorted and murmured, “Not like these feckers can handle yer lot. They will make minced shamblers of them. Just do us all a favor and go try to have them hug Lycans so that we can have less work on our hands, I say!” 
 
    My tone was chipper, and Aurelia seemed to marvel at my endless calm. I could tell she was stressing about the infinite litany of ramifications that were sure to unfurrow shortly.  
 
    “Still no cops; this is starting to bother me.” 
 
    Aurelia said, and I hummed in agreement and swore vividly as another wave of shamblers came forward. 
 
    “Ok, going to cut the wood up a bit, then light this big bonfire.” 
 
    Aurelia nodded, and she focused on spinning and hacking with her large ax. I was impressed by how well my love managed a melee weapon since her generation was more accustomed to game controllers and computers than sharp objects. 
 
    “Just hurry you, demi diva!” 
 
    Aurelia snapped, and I frowned, not completely sure what she was saying. The tree was easy enough to slash into segments, utilizing the kinetic force of my wind slashing capacity.  
 
    “That about has it, now just the runes.” 
 
    I said to no one in particular. I knew Aurelia was listening to me, but I was mostly just talking to break up the awkward silences of shamble combat. After a moment, I traced a fire rune over each log section, and then I ignited each of them simultaneously. Aurelia began to toss her queries onto the naked flames as they roared into existence. 
 
    The dying light mixed with the sudden flash of light from the impromptu bonfire meant many new guests.  
 
    “Great, you just had to go and ring the dinner bell, huh?!” 
 
    Aurelia whined to me as she kept hacking and swinging the large ax as if our lives depended on it. All around us, new shamblers were emerging as if from the woodwork. They were constantly fumbling and clawing for the meat of us.  
 
    “I’m about to go to my blood weaponry now. This is getting a bit out of hand!” 
 
    I said, and Aurelia growled, “Ya think?!” 
 
    Slashing and spinning and desperately moving to keep the shamblers at arm’s length, I fought. More and more dead beings wandered into the block of the suburb we’re currently pinned down on.  
 
    “All right, all right, keep yer shirt one! Actually, no, you can take that off. It would get the blood pumping a bit.” 
 
    I said, and Aurelia growled at me, but there was no bite to her tone. She was still deeply interested as ever in our sexual games.  
 
    “If I’m going to strip right now, it would be to go fully, Lycan.” 
 
    She informed me, and I gave her a small pouty face as I kept juking and cutting.  
 
    “You should just take those stupid weights off already!” 
 
    Aurelia told me, and I shook my head.  
 
    “My love, I am too dedicated to my training to simply snap the weights at the wee sight of a few shamblers.”  
 
    I said, and she made a sweeping motion with the ax and exclaimed, “You call this a wee sight?! This is a damn zombie invasion force!” 
 
    Aurelia snapped at me, and I shrugged with one shoulder as I kept feeding the flames around us. Some might wonder how I have the energy to split my focus. As I have said before, if you don’t laugh, you cry. Our bantering was about the only thing keeping me tethered to sanity currently. 
 
    The burning blocks around us began to spread. Fire leaped across buildings. Morgana would have been proud of me. It took considerably longer for me to use rune spells to move the fire so far along the packed streets, but I’d still managed to catch several blocks ablaze. Everything had only seemed to draw more and more attention to us. What had been a steady trickle of a handful of shamblers at a time had grown into over a hundred rushing, gnawing undead.  
 
    “You might want to risk phasing. Alternatively, I could simply cut them down with my blood?” 
 
    I asked Aurelia, and she shook her head widely. 
 
    “We cannot risk exposing any more of our abilities right now. This is twenty-twenty-one; some fucker is going to be recording everything with a smartphone despite the damn apocalypse!” 
 
    Aurelia growled out, and I knew she was right. I was frustrated because I could make short work of this horde if I were to pull on my powers. As it was, we were about to be over-run. I wasn’t sure my bonfire would keep growing if I just kept tossing bodies on it. At some point, the bodies would suffocate the flames. 
 
    “What I wouldn’t give for some fecking gas and a load of wood!” 
 
    I grumped to myself, and I lashed in wide arcs. I cut through many bodies with each massive sweep of my blade.  
 
    “Mavis, we need to get the hell free! We’re about to be in serious trouble!” 
 
    Aurelia said, and I huffed a vague sound of agreement.  
 
    “Fine, but I still think we might be fine just to use our powers a bit.” 
 
    I protested mildly, and my mate just gave me a sassy eye roll while she struggled to keep her ax moving. The pace of our assailants had become frantic and maddening.  
 
    “How about you focus on clearing a path. Use some more of that kinetic force of yours.” 
 
    Aurelia said, and I smirked at he rin triumph.  
 
    “That sounds an awful lot like conceding to my point.” 
 
    My tone might have been a bit cocksure, and my wolf noticed. She growled in annoyance as we clamored to stay ahead of the clawing and gnawing masses. All around us, the darkening world was collapsing.  
 
    Claws began to purchase their flesh as shamblers piled in too densely to dodge properly. The sting of the sharp nails was not the most noticeable thing. The magiks of the shamblers seeped into the wounds. I could feel the contagion attempting to spread into my blood. Lucky for me, I am blood and darkness made flesh. 
 
    “Aurelia, you need to get to higher ground now! These claws are infectious!” 
 
    I told her, and she seemed to wobble on her feet. I felt my heart surge in my chest as I realized she’d been mauled several times over now. My connection to her should provide her with some healthy resistance, but I could feel the blood infection battling against her Lycanthrope immune system even as we spoke. 
 
    “Oh no, no, no!” 
 
    I yelped as fear gripped the heart of my soul. I blasted out a burst of magiks which toppled the undead around us. The first several rows closes were blown apart by the sheer magnum force of my kinetic powers. 
 
    “Aurelia!” 
 
    I yelled above the madness of undeath surrounding us. She staggered towards me, and I grabbed her tightly, and I pulled my wolf against my chest. She clung to the battle-ax, but it dangled limply in her hand.  
 
    “Mavis…” 
 
    She breathed out in an agonizing breath. I felt my terror becoming manifest.  
 
    “Hold on, baby!” 
 
    All around us, the world was collapsing. I was almost certain we were going to fall.  
 
    *** 
 
    Howling cut through the skies around us as if delivered by the terror of my trepidation. Lycans roared and growled as they moved through the streets with large metallic objects spewing flames. All around us, waves of wolves filled the neighborhood with bursts of flames, blanketing every conceivable direction.  
 
    “Apex! Mavis!” 
 
    Chase bellowed in a deep craggy tone. His eyes widened in surprise as he saw the weak and limp figure in my arms. I looked him in the eyes, and something meaningful passed between us.  
 
    “I need to open a portal to my sanctum. You need to handle this. Aurelia is wounded. Don’t let them scratch you. I am not sure even your species can survive the infection.” 
 
    I told him, and he nodded stiffly to me.  
 
    “You should let me accompany her.” 
 
    He said, and I shook my head widely and said, “She’s my mate; I will never allow anything to happen to her! I will take her to my father; there is no better remedy in existence.” 
 
    On this,  we seemed to agree.  
 
    “Hurry up; we can secure the street while you open your portal. Just don’t leave it open for long, Mavis.”  
 
    Chase told me, and I nodded, and I clung Aurelia tightly to my breast. I focused my powers on my right hand, visualizing the dimensional layers. I began to visualize the points between here and the sanctum of the sanguinar. Opening a rift was akin to folding space after a fashion.  
 
    “Please be careful. I’d hate to discover you milling about with the shamblers. Aurelia would be hard-pressed to find a better second in all of her tribe.”  
 
    I said to Chase, and he gave me a slight smile, but it evaporated when several of his men looked our way. NO one was supposed to like or support the demigoddess mate Aurelia had chosen. They were decent to Anne and only slightly hostile towards Morgana. However, I was the one everyone seemed to love to hate.  
 
    “Aurelia, hang on, sweetheart. I’m going to get ye back to my da.” 
 
    I said, and I rubbed soothing circles into her back. The dark event horizon expanded in front of us, and I saw into the courtyard of the sanguinar sanctum. Lexi was the first one to inspect the portal curiously, and I noticed Anne was beside her. I could almost instantly deduce Morgana had shoved Anne through an open rift the second she spotted the first shambler.  
 
    We stepped through the icy portal, and everything was arctic gale until we arrived in the temperate climate of the underground mountain sanctum. 
 
    Aurelia dropped the battle-ax as we were safely tucked behind the quickly evaporating portal. I yanked the energy out of the portal, sealing the dimensional connection.  
 
    The dark stone courtyard was a welcome sight.  
 
    “We need my father! She’s been mauled by shamblers!” 
 
    I shouted out, and several hooded red-robed figures shot off like dervishes. 
 
    “Mavis, what the hell is going on?!” 
 
    Anne asked, and I looked over to her, searching her from top-to-bottom for wounds.  
 
    “Shamblers hordes are invading earth from a wide-open rift between earth and some hellscape. There were already hundreds of casualties in the suburbs of New Orleans. Aurelia and I were stuck out there, unable to get back to the city proper.” 
 
    I explained quickly as I scooped Aurelia into my arms.  
 
    “Daughter, what the devil is going on here?!” 
 
    Dagda asked as he appeared out the top of the largest penthouse-like structure on the monastery. I nodded to Aurelia limp in my arms. Her breathing was coming in more haggardly now.  
 
    “Dad, she was clawed by shamblers from a hellscape. She’s infected!” 
 
    I told him, and his eyes seemed to settle on Aurelia, and he moved over to us in a flash of motion.  
 
    “Give her here, Mavis.” 
 
    He plucked her from my arms as if she were nothing more than a ragdoll. 
 
    “We need to submerge her in a healing solution now! I have treated such injuries before, but it will be up to her to fight for her sanity and her soul. Mavis, you must stand aside and leave her to me!” 
 
    Dagda sternly informed me, and Anne grabbed my right hand and gave it a firm squeeze.  
 
    “Mavis, she’ll be ok. This is the stubborn apex of North America we’re talking about. Aurelia is a fighter and then some.” 
 
    My eyes watered with tears unbidden. I didn’t like to allow people to see my sorrow so nakedly. However, Aurelia was part of me. She was my soul and my very breath. I couldn’t contain the grief and terror of potentially losing her. Many people might assume poly relationships are more fickle because there are more than two of us. That is simply untrue. I love every single one of my women equally. They are all equally irreplaceable in my heart. Each of my girls holds a portion of my soul in our bond. A level of trust I never imagined I could possess with anyone, much less with three amazing women.  
 
    “Please, dad. Please take good care of her.” 
 
    I begged him, and my father looked at me and nodded stiffly. 
 
    “I must hurry now, please, Mavis, go back to earth. You will only encumber the process if you stay here.” 
 
    Dagda told me, and I grumbled something and gave my weak wolf one long look of longing and terror.  
 
    “Baby, I will stay at her side until you return. She can hear all about the baby names I am thinking of for my daughter.” 
 
    Anne said, and I managed a broken and weak smile. 
 
    “Mavis, should we send some people through to earth?” 
 
    Lord Axel stepped forward, and I nodded and snapped my fingers.  
 
    “We need all the help we can get. The sanguinar golems will be perfect for handling the shamblers from a safe distance and not risking infection. If you can spare some blood mages, then I would be truly grateful. However, We will need to make a few stops first. Mainly to get my swords, then to see my boss in NCIS. We will need human support, so we don’t end up getting fired upon by terrified New Orleans natives.” 
 
    I said, and my tactical mind was jumping to each task at hand. I couldn’t focus on the many things out of my control. I needed to help manage what I could prevent.  
 
    “Very well, lead the way; I will have volunteers here in five minutes.” 
 
    Lord Axel boomed out in the declaration. The sanguinar are my patron people. I was the closest thing to a goddess they possessed. I was about to use that connection to help attempt to halt the dark tides threatening to consume the earth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Nine: 
 
    Axel was preparing the blood magi troops. At the same time, I was busy bouncing between portals. One of the upsides to being Dagda’s daughter, I can create my portals. I’m still a novice at pan-realm travel, but the basic arcane powers click for me. Druids and higher beings can utilize the arcane powers. My father is the patron god of the druids. I am relatively sure this is the reason I can access the arcane magiks. 
 
    “I see that one brought my ax back.” 
 
    Olaf said, picking up the sullied ax and wiping the blade with a handkerchief. 
 
    “I’m not havin’ any complaints out of ye. We barely managed to skip back here with our tails between our legs. The bleeding beggers were swarming all over us.” 
 
    I said, and Olaf gave my arm a firm squeeze.  
 
    “I was going to ask if you are ok, my oldest mate. I can see the pain in your eyes.” 
 
    He said, being sensitive, which wasn’t unheard-of for Olaf. Beneath the layers of crude perversion was a very decent soul. That made me sigh, and my eyes burned with unshed tears. 
 
    “I should have fecking smote them with all my fury! I am a demigoddess; I could have laid waste to the entire area if I wished!” 
 
    I snapped, and Olaf hummed and added, “I am guessing both of you were holding back due to the mortals?” 
 
    I nodded and said, “Ye’d be right to assume that. I was ready just to throw it all out there, but Aurelia didn’t want us to give the mortals any reason to fear us more than they already would. If I’d just used more power, she wouldn’t be swimming in a green vat of goo like a proper wanker in a fish tank.” 
 
    Olaf snorted at this and said, “You also would have violated her wishes. Besides, you must know the mortals are watching us closely right now. They might be too busy with the undead to react to us right now. But they are witnessing our actions. Aurelia is wise beyond her years. That restraint she thrust upon both of you could help us later.” 
 
    I looked into Olaf’s eyes and murmured, “Feck-all mate, fatherhood has made ye wiser. I will deny it if you repeat this to anyone.” 
 
    Olaf chortled and gave me a bemused look, “Don’t worry, I doubt anyone would believe anyone accused me of being wise. I like to think I am the stealthiest Wiseman. Blokes don’t see me coming.” 
 
    That elicited a snort from me. 
 
    “Ok, now yer milking it fer more than it’s worth. I need you to keep Anne and Alexia here. With all of this turmoil on the earth, they will feel compelled to come and help.” 
 
    Olaf nodded and gave me a thumbs-up.  
 
    “They’re both chomping at the bit to get back out. Anne swears she is just craving tacos, but I am sure she wants to check on her parents.” 
 
    That had escaped my thought. Sometimes it was so easy to forget the extended family my sort-of human mate had.  
 
    “I see; let her know I will go check on her family. I will have them brought here to belay her fears. They will be safest here.” 
 
    Olaf hummed and nodded.  
 
    “I wish I could go with you. This is the type of thing we do best together.” 
 
    I laughed at him and winked, “Even better than a Parisian nunnery?” 
 
    He seemed to consider that question for a moment and amended, “Second best thing we do, I suppose.” 
 
    “My lady, we are prepared to venture into the earth with you.” 
 
    Lord Axel said he and the other sanguinar were wearing blood-red armor and slim-fitting helmets. There were two-dozen volunteers and golems. Each sanguinar was commanding two golems. 
 
    “Well, either we’re going to help them, or we’re going to freak the mortals out with this lot.” 
 
    I murmured, and Olaf sniggered.  
 
    “As much as it disturbs me to say this, Olaf, you’re in charge until I get back.” 
 
    Axle quickly pointed out, “Your father, Lord Dagda, is here, my lady.” 
 
    I grinned a wide toothy grin at Olaf and said, “See, loads of faith in ye from the peanut gallery here.” 
 
    He chuckled again, and he clapped my shoulder again, and I returned the gesture. We gave each other fiercely friendly nods, and then I turned and began to open the first rift. 
 
    “I’m sending you lot through to NCIS. I will be right behind you in one minute.” 
 
    I told them, and Axel hummed as he snapped, “Sanguinar, let’s make our goddess proud!” 
 
    A large part of me still felt like an imposter every time he called me that. I was only a half-breed.  
 
    “Mavis!” 
 
    Anne called to me, and my heart thumped. I spun, and she ran into my arms. I kissed her fiercely and stroked her cheek. She plastered herself against my body. I could have died a happy half-breed right now. I took a single moment just to breathe Anne’s unique scent in.  
 
    “My love, I will be back to you soon. I will go locate your parents.” 
 
    She gave me a wabbly look that told me how happy that made her. After a moment, we kissed once more, and I pulled back and turned towards the closing rift and created a second one. I focused on tethering the two points between the sanctum and the exact location of my swords. I stepped through the rift, and I came out to the burning suburbs. My AMG was crumbled against the side of a garage. My heart tightened at the sight of my wasted automobile.  
 
    “Buggering mortals!”  
 
    I murmured to myself, and I quickly opened the trunk, and I was relieved to find both my swords were present. The feel of their familiar magiks greeted me as I quickly strapped my sword belt to my jeans. 
 
    “Mavis, I thought that was you.” 
 
    Chase said as he and a pair of fire-shooting Lycans prowled closer to me. They must have figured I would return here.  
 
    “She’s stable for now. My father is tending to her wounds. You need to make sure your men and women are wearing some type of armor. Their claws seem to spread the death magiks that animates them.” 
 
    I informed him by way of greeting. Chase nodded and grumbled, “I’ve already sent for the full-body armor we keep stocked. For now, we are keeping them at arm’s length with the flame throwers.” 
 
    Chase informed me, and I said, “Straightforward name fer one of those devices. Handy little contraption.”  
 
    I commented, and Chase grinned at me. 
 
    “There are some fringe benefits to a zombie apocalypse, like playing with the big boy toys.”  
 
    He said, and I could tell he was enjoying this sort of hunt-like experience. Lycans are all about the thrill of the hunt. Even if it is for the undead to protect a bunch of ungrateful Mercedes crashing mortals! (Not that I am bitter or anything!) 
 
    “Well, don’t have too much fun.” 
 
    I said, and he hummed and quickly asked, “Can you open a portal to your sanctum for our women and children? We have pregnant women and small pups that need to be stashed away. I am sure they will feel a lot more comfortable closer to their apex.” 
 
    I nodded and said, “Sure, just give me the time and location to appear, and I will open a portal. Right now, I am just about to go reveal myself to my human NCIS boss. Which I am not precisely excited to do. Just give me a ring once everyone is ready to move. Either Morgana or I will come for them.” 
 
    I added, just in case I had to outsource the job. Morgana didn’t have all the druid powers, but she did have the arcane abilities to open portals. Her father, Morgan Quinn, had been a dear friend for a short time before his passing. He was once a proper druid before the great unintended consequences of the magiks, which gave birth to the Lycanthrope species.  
 
    “I’ll begin the process to have them moved. Do you have your phone on you?” 
 
    He asked, and I nodded and patted my rear pocket on my jeans.  
 
    “I keep the infernal thing with me at all times. Just don’t expect me to know how to Snapchat or Twitter yer arse. I am a very simple being. I barely know how to dial numbers and connect to the proper bloke fifty percent of the time. That was a bit dramatically overstated, but I was not great with modern tech. In all honesty, I didn’t much like any of it. 
 
    “I’ll call you once we are finished preparing everything. I would much prefer to deal with you. Morgana is not precisely a welcome sight for my species. I hope you can understand that. We only tolerate her when Aurelia is around.” 
 
    I blinked, and part of me wanted to launch into a deep, informative rant about how wrong every Lycan was to hate or distrust Morgana. However, I didn’t have time for all that crack.  
 
    “Well, I will try to move things about and get myself there. If not, you will just have to suck it up and take aid from your loathed enemy. I would know a wee bit about that. Considering how often I have dealt with the Winter Queen recently.” 
 
    I said to Chase in an assertive tone. He was young by my standard, and I felt the need to play mammy a bit. The lad needed to be dispelled of a few of his misconceptions. Besides that, I was getting tired of having Lycans raising their noses at every fecking thing they thought was beneath them.  
 
    “Understood; I will call once everything is ready.” 
 
    Chase said, not pursuing the argument further. We were both a bit busy with the shamble outbreak.  
 
    “I’m off to NCIS New Orleans branch now. Just give us a ring if you need us imminently. I might not be Aurelia, but I am her mate, and I will not forsake your lot.” 
 
    I told him, and Chase growled slightly, and I began to focus on forming a rift between here and NCIS. The subterranean building was easy enough, but focusing on the right sublevel took a second of focus. I opened the rift and jumped in the instant it was active. As I stepped out the other side, I instantly yanked the powers back and fused the rift between points.  
 
    “Freeze!” 
 
    Someone bellowed at me in a deeply authoritative tone. I looked up, and one of my co-workers was training his forty-five on me.  
 
    “For feck sake, lower that pea shooter before I shove it up yer arse!” 
 
    I snapped at him. My red eyes were glowing. He shot, and my chest exploded in pain.  
 
    “Ow! Fecking bastard!” 
 
    I snapped, and I slashed out, sundering his weapon in half with a single sweep of my cutlass. James stood gaping at the sword as it glowed deep red. The sinister-looking black steel blade was terrifying to an ordinary bloke like him.  
 
    “Wha…what the fuck are you?!” 
 
    He demanded, and I huffed. 
 
    “Manners, I am still a Special Agent here, mate!” 
 
    I reminded him as he took a second to study my face more carefully.  
 
    “Aubrey? What, how…?” 
 
    He was a medium-height bloke about five-seven. Still taller than my midget arse.  
 
    “James Tegan, you’ve trusted me to have your back in the thick of it. Don’t ye give me that gandering look as if I might sprout a second head!” 
 
    He blinked a few times and seemed to wonder if perhaps I was going to sprout another head. When mortals are this emotional, I don’t even have to try to read their minds; they simply broadcast to me.  
 
    “Aubrey, you’re here!” 
 
    Our boss said as he came out to investigate the gunfire. He looked at my chest, and the steadily healing bullet wound didn’t escape his keen eyes.  
 
    “So, that explains a lot about you. I kept wondering how you could be so young.” 
 
    He said, and Special Agent Gin Fields stalked closer to me.  
 
    “You asked me to ignore your eyes last time we spoke. I noticed the other you didn’t behave as anal as you. I am guessing something exists that can copy appearances? Since the supernatural appears to be very real outside.” 
 
    Part of me was amazed that he was immune to my geas. That was a rare quality in a mortal, but one made to give them a chance of survival. Gin was a human who truly commanded my respect.  
 
    “My name is Mavis Aubrey; I was born the daughter of Vampyr Princess of Ireland, Clare Aubrey. I ruled the vampyr tribe, which immigrated here to New Orleans. Now, my daughter Alexia Aubrey rules them. That is who and what I am, roughly put.” 
 
    I was breezing over the parts involving blood demi-goddesshood. I was also hesitant to mention the state of the vampyr court at present. I feared that if I gave too much conflicting information, Gin might decide against trusting us.  
 
    “Vampyr? You don’t have pointy fangs.” 
 
    Gin said, and I opened my mouth, and my fangs extended before their naked eyes. Both gentlemen seemed to become profoundly still and contemplative.  
 
    “I’ll skip the tutorials for now. We have a shamble outbreak on our hands. Don’t go outside without full body armor. The bite or scratch of the undead will infect you.” 
 
    Tegan studied me and murmured, “So, zombies can infect people?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him like I was dealing with a rather challenging child.  
 
    “These are shamblers. They are being dumped on the earth from an afterlife realm. Layman’s terms, someone’s opened the doors of hell, and now reanimated dead shamble-type undead are loose on earth.” 
 
    Tegan nodded vigorously and said, “Yeah, so zombies are loose, and we just have to go all Dawn of the Dead and give them headshots!” 
 
    That made me frown deeper if possible, and I said, “Zombies are a lot easier to handle than shamblers. Shamblers have to be burned to true death, or they will keep reassembling, hence the name. You can hack them to shambles, and they will reconstitute.” 
 
    Tegan and Gin bother grunted in affirmative-sounding tones.  
 
    “So, how did this happen? How do we stop it from spreading?” 
 
    Gin asked, ever the problem solver. He was quick on his feet with every issue put to him. 
 
    “We need to create pyres and burn them in mass. I’m afraid there is no cure for humans converted to shamblers. Even most immortals will die and be raised as undead if scratched. The real issue will be if this continues and we have immortal undead beings spreading the plague of death magiks. The infection is magiks, not a virus or a parasite.” 
 
    I told them, being extremely crisp with my wording. This was the immortal first contact with mortals, so I had to cover my bases.  
 
    “How do you intend for me to explain how I’ve come by this intel?” 
 
    I sighed and closed my eyes for a moment. 
 
    “I will speak with whomever you warrant necessary. However, you must know that if your people try to kill me, I will be forced to defend myself. Also note, I am likely one of the only immortals on this planet that can stem the tide of shamblers. My death would only serve to hasten your own. Without an immortal to seal the massive rift gaping open in the sky, you will be doomed. Soon, worse things than mere shamblers will find their way here.” 
 
    Gin looked me over as if to figure out something. His mind was much more challenging to read than Tegan’s.  
 
    “Tell me something, why do you work here, Mavis?” 
 
    Gin asked me, and I smirked at him. 
 
    “Would you believe fer the dental plan?” 
 
    He snorted at this and shook his head at me.  
 
    “The truth would be nice considering all the lies it took for you to come to work here.” 
 
    I grumbled and shrugged.  
 
    “I am keeping tabs on naughty immortals breaking both your laws and our laws. I protect your people from the things you were not supposed to realize existed. Yes, that involved lying to you sometimes, but I was never working against your interests. Also, I close a lot of normal human crimes with your lot in the process. You might feel a sense of betrayal, but my job served a purpose in the world where mortals didn’t know we existed.” 
 
    Gin didn’t say anything for a long moment. He appeared to consider my words and he sighed and said, “I used to work intelligence. I know how the need-to-know works. Not that it feels less shitty to know your protégé was lying to you most of the time.” 
 
    I grinned and nodded in concession.  
 
    “You are allowed to be angry with me, mate. Just know that I will leap through flames to protect your people from this danger. Given the situation, I would consider a spot of flame-leaping a very real future for me.” 
 
    I murmured, and Gin snorted.  
 
    “You realize I have to call the Sec Nav and the DoD to report these discoveries?” 
 
    Goosebumps rushed over my skin at the mention of the higher-ups in the American government. This was something I’d hoped to avoid at all cost. However, with undead raining like cats and dogs, this secret was out of the bag.  
 
    “You will do what you must to keep human lives guarded. So will I, but I understand your meaning. I don’t pretend to be a perfect being, but you will be wise to make me an ally. The girl you worked with, she is me. I am not that different from who you saw while I was here.” 
 
    Gin grinned wider and put in, “When it was you who was here.” 
 
    He said, and I rolled my eyes and said, “What would you have me tell you? Sorry boss, I need to skip over to the dimension of a being called the Grey Witch, to gain information to cross into a death realm, to save my daughter and a Lycanthrope Prince?! Or that I would be stopping the realm of Fairey where I have a sanctum, to plot to save the immortals form a horrible tyrant.” 
 
    I said in a quick but thorough tirade, glossing over the finer points of my more recent exploits. Gin listened to me with rapt interest. He knew that everything I said was thick with meaning. He also seemed to be attempting to piece together as much information about my immortal worlds as he could from this conversation. He was a properly keen investigator with a sharp mind. 
 
    “I can see your point, as best I think possible now. Your duties don’t sound particularly desirable. Hopefully, you’re richly rewarded for your job?” 
 
    He was fishing, but I snapped up the bait and gave him an answer for free. 
 
    “No one pays me to do what I do. I simply fill the void of need. Look up my family history here in New Orleans. I never owned a single slave, and I was always a fair mistress to all who worked for me regardless of color, class, or species.” 
 
    I told him, and one thing I could be sure of, Gin would check into my history. He would take the challenge to see who I was in the past.  
 
    “I’ll do that later, assuming we live that long. Tell me, why is it you came here and ripped off this mask so-to-speak?” 
 
    Gin asked, and I licked my lips.  
 
    “Well, to save lives, the humans must know what they are facing. They need to know flames are the only sure defense and offense. Also, they must understand the claws are tainted with death magiks, which is how the infection will spread. All of these details are important to note.” 
 
    Gin hummed and said, “But we could have figured all of that out soon enough without you.” 
 
    I grinned and exposed my still present fangs.  
 
    “Aye, but I need you to tell the mortals not to fire on the supernatural beings I have enlisted to come to your aid: my blood mages and my mate’s Lycanthropes. The Lycans are worried about phase-shifting to their massive wolf bodies to fight the shamblers. Worried your lot will start shooting at them. My sanguinar blood mages come with large blood, stone, and metal golems. They would easily be noticeable on the streets as not mortal.” 
 
    I explained everything smoothly, and Gin seemed to keep drinking in my words.  
 
    “Are the beings further up in the building the blood mage sanguinar?” 
 
    Gin asked, and he held out a tablet with cameras on the red-robed figures and the massive golems.  
 
    “Aye, that would be my people. They are not enemies. They came here from the land of Fairey, just to help your people. They are risking their lives to aid people in an alien world. They didn’t have a dog in this race, to put it in human terms.” 
 
    I said, and Gin seemed to grow deeply thoughtful.  
 
    “I need to talk to the Sec Nav now, and I will recommend strongly that we treat all of your peoples with respect and friendship. I couldn’t imagine even an immortal would wish to face such nightmares if they could turn a blind eye. That must count for a lot when considering the intent of your people now.” 
 
    Gin paused for a long moment and added, “Besides, I like you, Mavis. You are razor-sharp, and you care about people. Don’t think it went unnoticed how many times you would make follow-up visits to family and friends after a case closed. I also know all about how often you made appearances in the Navy bars to keep the sailors in line. Your character is reflected in your deeds, my dear.” 
 
    Gin said in a find tone. I could have preened if I felt more comfortable in this rather awkward situation. 
 
    “Thank you for your willingness to listen. I know there is a hard road ahead of all of us after this is over. I am not daft enough to believe everything will be keen as mustard between mortals and immortals. This first step is in the right direction, though. I just hope you will keep the lines of communication open. Even if I am not allowed to work here after this situation resolves itself.” 
 
    I said, and Gin gave me a stiff nod and hitched his thumb over his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m going to my secure room to talk with the Sec Nav now. I would hope they will see the wisdom in cooperation, Mavis. I won’t lie to you; people are scared to hell and back. This is going to be one tricky ass situation to navigate in the days and weeks to come. The best thing for all of us is for your people to appear as cooperative as possible. That will go a long way to helping the species relations.” 
 
    Gin said, and I nodded, and he turned and left us in the hall. Tegan was still staring at my teeth.  
 
    *** 
 
    Sanguinar was preparing flame magiks as our host finally emerged. Gin scanned the room of red-clad armored blood mages. He looked them over as if inspecting troops before a mission deployment. He was also assessing their behavior and their temperament. Part of me felt deeply urged to defend the blood magi. However, he soon turned his attention back towards me and the imposing figure that was Lord Axel.  
 
    “Well, tell me you all are ready to push back the tides of zombies washing over Bourbon Street. There’s a sentence I never thought I’d live long enough to say aloud.” 
 
    Gin said, almost bemused as he came to a stop in front of me.  
 
    “We’re ready to go out and lend our hands in battle. Your lot has been very kind to offer us these keen flame-throwing gadgets.” 
 
    I said, waving about a medium-sized metallic object in my non-dominant right hand.  
 
    “Sure, and you’re going with a red sword in your main hand?” 
 
    Gin asked me incredulously, and I sniffed at him derisively. 
 
    “Don’t ye go about crackin’ about my sword. Men have been hung fer less where I’m from.” 
 
    I said, and Gin inserted, “Fortunate for me, King Author’s Court disbanded a full thousand years ago!” 
 
    I gave him a wide-eyed look and exclaimed, “Bloody hell, man, that was over three thousand years ago! Also, I am only five-plus centuries old!” 
 
    I blurted, and he grinned at me and winked.  
 
    “Thanks for the extra intel.” 
 
    I was stupefied the mortal had properly baited me into revealing my age to him. We weren’t enemies, but we were not the same faction of beings. As much as this might elude some, Gin and I were opposing forces on this earth occupying the same time and space. To not see this finite differentiation is to be blind to the possibility of war and strife in the future. 
 
    Unfortunately, many have been set apart simply for being different. This world has a horrible history of violence towards the odd man or woman out.  
 
    “That’s a matter of history, so consider it a free time saver. I could see it now; you would have been pouring through Irish historical records for weeks to find that answer.” 
 
    I said, jokingly, playing off his achievement. Gen seemed neutral and willing to let me have my small back-pedal of victory. 
 
    “Indeed, let’s go help clear the streets. The police have been held up on Royal and seem to be stuck there. The other precincts are experiencing similar floods of zombies. They are unable to travel so much as a block in any direction with all the heavy swarming dead.” 
 
    With that, Gin answered why we’d not seen a single cop car in the suburbs. Most of the precincts are inside the city proper. The suburbs are typically low maintenance for the officers in New Orleans. A city that is notorious for its dark and diverse history, the trouble is typically centered in the middle of the city. The place where the largest imbibing populace resides, it makes sense they would have difficulty reaching the suburbs during a crippling shambler outbreak.  
 
    “Well, now that we know fire is the key, we’re doing as you did in the suburbs. We’re starting fires and creating pyres for the undead.”  
 
    Pare of me was surprised he’d been able to learn about my exploits so quickly, but the rest of me couldn’t ignore the annoyance that was modern social media.  
 
    “Ya can bill me later. I saved lives by making it hard for the shamblers to keep easily reaching the living. There was a very severe drop-off in the number of deaths after we started the fires.” 
 
    I said in a defensive posture. Gin grinned at me and said, “Mavis, no one is putting you on trial.” 
 
    His tone was serious, and I met his gaze and dryly added, “Yet, we both know it is coming.” 
 
    He shrugged and said, look, I am sure your kind will experience blow-back after this matter is resolved. However, you’re still an NCIS Special Agent. All the good you do will not go unnoticed. Now, let’s get out there and push back the tides of death at our gates.” 
 
    Gin said, and I nodded in agreement. This wasn’t what I’d imagined my day being like. I anticipated a battle with Emalia and her ilk.  
 
    “Gin, there is one more thing you need to know. Something everyone needs to be aware of.” 
 
    I sighed and closed my eyes; then I began to speak again. 
 
    “My daughter’s entire court was invaded. We were not here for a while because an upstart used blood magiks to bind my daughter’s vampyrs to their will. The entire local vampyr population outside my direct bloodline is tainted and mindlessly under the thrall of a sadistic mad woman. These vampyrs are not only dangerous; they are unable to utilize their personal restraint. Like these shamblers, they are sick beasts. I’ve been busy trying to find a way to break them free from Emalia Smithfield’s control.” 
 
    Gin blinked at me and said, “What the hell! That’s a rather disturbing insert right before we go into a warzone.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and said, “I needed to make you aware that every supernatural being you will see will protect your men from any errant vampyrs. If you see a red-eyed beggar with fangs, feel free to shoot it in the heart. I am giving you lethal information about my child’s people because I don’t wish to see any of your lot harmed due to the evil Emalia has unleashed upon the vampyr people.” 
 
    He seemed to think for a moment and asked, “So, fanged and bloody-eyed, aim for the heart?” 
 
    I nodded, and Gin grunted and turned to his men, “You heard the lady, don’t shoot them unless you see the red of their eyes, and they are not Mavis, of course.” 
 
    I grinned and purred, “Grand of ye to exclude me in the kill orders, mate.” 
 
    I said, and Gin gave me a wink as we began to walk towards the stairs to the surface. We had a tactical exist separate from the single elevator we typically used. 
 
    “Seems wiser to milk you for intel than simply put one in your chest. Besides, I am relatively certain I saw that bullet hit your heart, yet you are unaffected. Curious how you claim that is the way to kill your kind.” 
 
    I shrugged and said, “I am my father’s daughter, it would seem,” Gin noticed my choice of wording, and he was more curious by the moment. 
 
    “So, you are telling me that every other vampire is susceptible to a heart-shot?” 
 
    I nodded and added, “Beheading works in a pinch. Also, exsanguination if you’re dealing with a weak vampyr.” 
 
    He looked at me and asked, “What about you?” 
 
    I grinned, showing my long fangs fully.  
 
    “Pray you never need to figure that out, mate.” 
 
    I said in a mysterious tone, which might harm my cause a bit. I simply couldn’t resist being a bit terrifying. Gin could catch the illusion easily enough. I am much harder to kill, as every being which has come to destroy me before has discovered. 
 
    “Interesting, so you’re hard to kill, I gather.” 
 
    Gin said, and I shrugged with my right shoulder.  
 
    “I still feel pain, so I’d appreciate it if yer lot don’t start putting holes in me that were not already present.”  
 
    He shorted, and the sanguinar followed with me and the humans. The men in the tactical gear looked at the strange blood mages with open fear and paranoia.  
 
    “Gin, let yer men know that my sanguinar will not make a blood meal of them. They are very civil and friendly beings, despite the history of persecution they have suffered. I have given them my word. I will keep them safe from further human persecution while they are on this world.” 
 
    I said, and my red gaze flashed with power, punctuating the point without the need for words. I would eradicate anyone who harmed my people. Gin nodded, and he looked at the blood golem nearest me.  
 
    “Is that a robot?” 
 
    He asked, and I grinned a toothy smile and shook my head. 
 
    “No mate, that is a blood golem. We fuel them with our blood and the blood of our vanquished foes. The blood animates the construct, making it a semi-sentient life form that serves the sanguinar and their mistress.” 
 
    I was very careful not to use the word goddess. Axel noticed how I avoided my divine nature. He was observant, and I could tell he was curious why I was not playing the Dagda’s daughter card. In our world, who I am, demands a level of respect simply via my bloodline. 
 
    “That sounds rather creepy, to be honest, but they look rather sturdy.” 
 
    I snorted and said, “You would be right to assume they are hard to dispatch. They serve the sanguinar well as faithful guardians. They will not harm a mortal soul. They obey all our orders without exception. Your men need not fear a red-robed being or our constructs. I hope that in time, this will become apparent to you.”  
 
    I said, and I meant every word of it. Gin and I seemed to share a desire to navigate this maze of dark times together.  
 
    “Oh, your friend Patrick Stowell is on his way over. I nearly forgot to mention that. He said you two had a lot to catch up on.” 
 
    I felt my heart shudder as I realized Patrick had been trapped on earth throughout all the drama and Emalia’s take-over of the vampyr court. 
 
    “Did he sound cross with me?” 
 
    Gin frowned and shook his head. 
 
    “No, just seemed relieved to hear you were back and that he didn’t have to lie about being a vampire anymore.” 
 
    I blinked and said, “He told ye all that, did he?” 
 
    Gin nodded and said, “Patrick and I have been on good terms for years. He told me your good friend died to allow him to live. As I understand it, that Lycanthrope man was over six thousand years old, and he threw his body between a random human police detective and death.” 
 
    I felt my chest tighten in the mention of Quinn’s sacrifice.  
 
    “Morgan Quinn, history would remember him as Morgan the sorcerer, or the father of Morgana La Fay. Quinn was a good man, and because of his sacrifice, I opened my blood and saved Patrick. Any lies he might have told after were because I ordered him not to speak of our kind.” 
 
    Gin hummed and seemed to think for a long moment.  
 
    “This is a brave new world for us all, Mavis.” 
 
    He said as we began to move up the stairs. The very bland non-descript building was devoid of all life. I was almost relieved to be leaving again. I never enjoyed spending too much time in government-type buildings, even though I was a federal agent now. 
 
    When I reached the exit, I moved to the front of the line and opened the door, expecting to find shamblers. What I found was Patrick Stowell, my deeply tanned protégé and my only sired vampyr. He had a black unmarked police cruiser and two uniform cops with him. They were throwing flares, and one was making a pyre to impede shamble access to our location further. 
 
    “So good to see you finally decided the troubles of earth warranted your presence.” 
 
    Patrick said by way of greeting. I huffed and narrowed my eyes at him. 
 
    “Careful son, or I might bend ye over and spank that crack out of ye.” 
 
    I warned him, and several of the agents sniggered at the imagery that invoked. I’d not thought that statement through before its delivery, but Patrick knew me. He knew I was not the little girl I appeared. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Ten: 
 
    “Calling me son is just a tad creepy. Especially after you left me on a rock with a shitload of hostile mindless vampyrs.” 
 
    Patrick said he was mixed; he appeared extremely Native-American but also had the cobalt blue eyes of an Irishman. His mother was Chitimacha, the Indian tribe most directly connected to the Lycanthropes of this region. They were the sister-tribe to Aurelia’s immortal species. 
 
    During a bid for my life, and likely my library, Patrick was nearly killed. I managed to send the dark assassins packing, but not before they struck down Quinn. Ever since that night, Patrick and I have had an extremely contentious sire and novice relationship. Patrick pushed me away at every turn; then he shows up demanding to know where I’ve been all this time. I can’t win fer losing with him.  
 
    “Don’t act like a sullen pubescent wanker, and I won’t.” 
 
    Crossing my arms over my chest and striding forwards as leisurely as if this were not the end of the world around us. (In my defense, I have seen several apocalyptic events now. This is just another Thursday for me.)  
 
    “Detective, I see you’ve managed to catch up with you, Sire, was it?” 
 
    Gin asked, but we both knew he committed everything I told him to memory. Like most good cops, Gin had a steel-trap for a brain. Part of me wondered how the modern lot could be so hostile towards such proper law enforcers. Back in my old era, the law officers were dragoons with weapons and a license to extort and molest the public. While that can still happen now. It is the statistical anomaly and not the status quo. 
 
    “Patrick is just cross with me fer leaving him here during my last adventure. Though, he did seem rather intent on not being in my company. I’d taken his attitude to mean he needed some time away from the nest to branch out on his own, find his place.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at Patrick as I finished explaining aloud for his benefit more than Gin’s.  
 
    “You left me here to fend for myself!” 
 
    Patrick accused me, and I flashed him a feral grin. 
 
    “You seem to forget; we left Jack in charge of the vampyr court. A proper trustworthy lad. None of us foresaw his death. Nor the betrayal from what had seemed to be a weak vampyr. Hells, even now, I cannot figure out for the life of me, how she managed this blood work. The magiks don’t match her scent or signature.” 
 
    I frowned as I began to pour through the blood magiks data I had acquired from my brief battle in the vampyr court. Lexi and Abi were counting on me to figure out how this all worked. Thus far, it was truly beyond my comprehension.  
 
    “Fine, I’ll grant you that much. No one expected Jack to die. She tried to inject me with some damnable vial. I barely managed to escape Emalia’s clutches. Not before I accidentally triggered the deaths of five vampyr while fleeing her in battle. She is far weaker than I am, it would appear. She simply has an overwhelming supply of minions to toss at me.”  
 
    Patrick brooded as if he felt he should have been able to sort the situation alone. Patrick was forever a cop in his mind and his behavior. He might not like me, but I admire his devotion to his sense of duty and honor. In my day, he would have been the most highly coveted knight captain, a man who truly defends the people's good and provides an example for the other lads. Only, he’s finding himself in an army he didn’t enlist in, to begin with.  
 
    “Can we try to save this bit of drama for later? If you didn’t notice, there are zombies everywhere!” 
 
    Gin said in a mildly chastening tone, and I smirked at him. 
 
    “They’re shamblers. Don’t ye make me raise a few dead just to demonstrate the difference!” 
 
    I threatened, and I could almost swear I saw his complexion pale further. 
 
    “Please tell me she’s joking.” 
 
    Patrick snorted loudly and murmured, “She’s Mavis freakin’ Aubrey, I wouldn’t doubt it. She’s like the immortal version of a Marvel superhero. She does just about everything, except shoot rainbow-colored beams out of her unicorn ass.” 
 
    Patrick said in a snide tone, and I gave him a sour look.  
 
    “Oye, I’ll give ye a proper crack if you don’t stop being a gob shite. I know we are never too friendly, but it’s time you start showing your sire some respect, boy!” 
 
    I said, my eyes glowing red. The mortals seemed to cringe back as my powers radiated around me. They were not accustomed to feeling such potent raw magiks. With the veil of denial sundered, their fears were amplified with what they could sense. Tangible destruction was suddenly nude before the mortals. My powers were divine, which made them all the more savage and primal for a mere mortal. 
 
    “You’re only my sire when you select!” 
 
    Patrick growled, and I rolled my eyes and bit out dully, “You refuse me and everything I offer you. Hell, you won’t even allow me to give you a small trust fund!” 
 
    I said, and Patrick’s nostrils flared wide as if I’d just excreted an offensive odor.  
 
    “Perhaps we should save this discussion for later.” 
 
    Patrick said, and I huffed and murmured, “Keen how ye back-pedal the moment we start talking seriously! One of these days, I will stop allowing you to take out yer lingering mammy issues on me!” 
 
    I snapped at him, and Patrick flushed deeply even with his darker Native-American tan skin; I could see the fresh blood pooling in his features.  
 
    “Now it feels like I am hosting the Dr. Phill Show.” 
 
    Gin murmured, and I blinked at him, not knowing the meaning. 
 
    “She doesn’t understand that modern reference. Mavis hasn’t even been back in the world for a full year. She was locked in a coffin for two centuries.” 
 
    Patrick informed Gin, who studied me as if I’d grown two more heads and a tail out my arse. My eyes could have incinerated a lesser immortal. Patrick was blithe and shameless about his sire bashing. Our contention appeared to only become more pronounced. Part of me wondered if it was a mistake to save him. That was a fleeting question that never became verbalized.  
 
    “How about we focus on the undead, yeah?” 
 
    I said, and I unsheathed my sword and my rapier. I channeled my blood into my blades, and a stream of crimson flowed from my wrists into my sword. I converted the scarlet fluid transmuting it to blood toxin.  
 
    “I see you’re not going to hold any prisoners.” 
 
    Patrick noted aloud as he looked at my poisonous blades. I grinned and said, “There’s more than one way to skin a shamble. At least, I would hope poison that killed a hungering could also murder mere undead. We’ll find out soon enough.”  
 
    Patrick snorted and seemed to file in beside me. He unsheathed a Celtic bastard sword I’d given him as a gift after awakening.  
 
    “Here, just make sure you don’t knick yerself with it.” 
 
    I said. As I touched my cutlass to his blade, allowing some of my blood to spill over and coat the blade of his bastard sword.  
 
    “Guess that will speed up the clearing time. I won’t have to rely on the flames to do the work for me.” 
 
    Patrick said by way of thanks. He was never going to be the normal novitiate. Expecting any type of true gratitude was asking too much.  
 
    “Is that blood you’re smearing on those swords?” 
 
    Gin asked, and I shrugged and said, “It’s a special blend. Don’t touch it. A single drop will kill a mortal in a moment.”  
 
    He nodded, and the golems and Sanguinar followed close behind me as we moved onto the back street. We were beginning behind Royal street. Our path would cut through the heart of the French Quarter.  
 
    “Let’s get crackin’ lads.” 
 
    I said as if I were running the show. To the humans, that might be an absurd concept, but the sanguinar and Patrick expected nothing less.  
 
    “My Lady, we will support you with the golems.” 
 
    I shook my head and said, “No, use the golems to cover the humans from physical dangers. Our golems are immune to fire, so they can take the heat and weather the assault of the undead at the same time.” 
 
    I said, and Axel nodded and began to bark commands to his sanguinar warriors. The blood mages seemed to hum with anticipation. They’d not been in many battles since they went into hiding three thousand years ago.  
 
    “You heard her, keep the mortal soldiers protected, Golems. Sanguinar, you will support your goddess!” 
 
    Gin frowned, and I grinned. 
 
    “Why do they keep calling you a goddess?” 
 
    He asked, and I shrugged and said, “Beats me. I’ve been trying to get them to stop since I met them.” 
 
    I said, not technically lying to him. I didn’t think the mortals he reported to would handle my true reality well. They might decide to either kill or capture me if they knew what I truly was. Part of me was worried they’d try that as it was currently. However, if they didn’t know I was any different from any other vampyr, right now. They might just decide to leave me in peace. I was banking on my connection to NCIS being thick enough for them not to pursue hostility. 
 
    “Flamethrowers at the ready. Prepare for all hell to unleash upon us, literally, lads!” 
 
    I snapped crisply above the sounds of screaming and destruction. We spotted some mortals fleeing a marauding band of zombies in the distance, and I shouted,” Go, go, go!” 
 
    The columns of troops began to storm the alleyway. Flames blanketed the flanks, and the already unnaturally hot autumn night was positively hellish.  
 
    Shamblers erupted in flames and shrieked in horror and agony. The carnage of the clash was tangible even to the very rear of my group’s configuration. Patrick and I were the tips of the spear, and we slashed and hacked into the thick of the throng of zombies. Several NCIS agents moved around to help the civilians down into the entrance of our underground layer. 
 
    “Mavis, we’re about to have massive incoming!” 
 
    Axle hollered to me as he peered around the block atop his massive seven-foot golem. He leaped down and roared, “prepare yourselves; I lost count at sixty!” 
 
    He warned us, and he yanked the massive broad ax from his back and waited near Patrick and me. Gnawing and snarling zombies turned the corner, and Patrick and I ducked as the four agents behind us blasted waves of flame like a dragon’s spewing maw. The front ranks of the shamblers were decimated, but there were endless numbers to replenish the burning dead.  
 
    We leaped into the midst of the incoming and slashed and spun in a precision frenzy. 
 
    Patrick’s steel dance with his giant sword was a thing of beauty. I could tell he’d been practicing the melee arts since his transformation. Also, he had a background in Native-American weaponry from his youth. He was trained as a warrior with every object or weapon the tribes would have used in the old days. Such teachings were still passed down to the warriors who remember the old ways. Wildriver had always insisted the tribes remember the old teaching, in case the demons invade the earth again. That, and it paid homage to their tribes. A civilization nearly irradicated, but not forgotten. 
 
    “Patty boy, careful lad, these lot might kill you. I cannot say if your connection to me will save your life if you are infected by their magiks.” 
 
    Patrick rolled his eyes at me and murmured, “I’m immune; they’ve already scratched the hell out of me earlier. Long story, I’ll tell you later.” 
 
    He said, and I had little option but to drop the topic for now. We were swarmed with undead beings. I slashed through three or four beings every time my sword moved. The dead things were filing in much more thickly than Axel had been able to anticipate.  
 
    Blood golems slashed against the waves of undead, barring their path to the fresh human flesh. Flames licked at the dead as the golems intercepted them. Blood golems are completely immune to fire element attack, bar the most powerful of magiks. 
 
    My phone began to buzz in my pocket. I swore in a tanget as I sheathed my rapier quickly. I fumbled into my back pocket and thumbed the on key.  
 
    “Yeah, a bit busy right now, my precious archdemon.”  
 
    I said by way of greeting to Morgana, who quickly cut in, “Mavis, something else is beginning to come through the hellscape portal now. We’re being overrun, and my fire element doesn’t work very well on them.” 
 
    She said, and my eyes widened at this information. To say the least, a being or beings that were largely unaffected by an archdemon’s flames was perturbing. Her information sent chills along my spine.  
 
    “Where are you at, precious? I will come to you as quickly as possible.” 
 
    I said, and Morgana’s phone sputtered and gargled as roaring sounds permeated the speaker until my device exploded in my hand. I looked over to Patrick, who was close enough to see the magiks reaching through the line to destroy our communication devices.  
 
    I looked around as best I could. I noticed several humans momentarily distracted as their phones were sizzling and smoking. Whatever was disrupting the signals was doing so by design. I could feel magiks all around us. Powers ancient, vast, and engulfing were awash of the entire city. New Orleans was being invaded by a force far more potent and lethal than mere shamblers. Whatever it was, Morgana had said they were largely unaffected by her fire magiks. That still left her with her druid magiks, of course, but not the point. Anything powerful enough to ignore her flames must be a primal fire-type danger. That, or they were extreme water and ice powers, which I am certain she would have mentioned if that were the case.  
 
    “Patrick, you take point with the mortals here. I need to speak with Gin.” 
 
    I said, and he nodded and barely managed a cordial response due to the gravity of the situation unfolding around us. I spun and slashed wildly as the beings around us kept battering the golems. I cut through beings as they slipped between the gaps in our defenses. Patrick was quick to play the football goalie and aid in slashing them down. The blood poison appeared to do the trick. The lethality of my blood appeared to unravel the effects of the deep-purple reanimation magiks. I wasn’t keen to explain the how or why of this particular weaponized blood toxin to Gin or any human. I am fairly certain none of them would welcome a being into the fold whose blood was more deadly than any human disease or poison. I was a living contagion, like every proper blood deity before me.  
 
    “Gin, we have to talk!” 
 
    He looked at me wide-eyed as I slashed and fought my way to him. Gin was alternating between a sub-machinegun in one hand and his flame thrower in the other. He was the very image of the popularized American action hero, at least by every media standard available to my memory. Gin was aging well, and he dodged around the clawing crazy dead. He didn’t even blink at the shambling horrors revealing themselves to him. I knew Gin had long military service before his career as a Special FGederal Agent for NCIS. To his credit, he was keeping his head screwed on properly despite the apocalyptic events.  
 
    “This is hardly the right time to have tea and biscuits, Aubrey!” 
 
    Gin groaned to me as I kept moving through the dead to reach him. Flames licked around me as agents blasted anything that appeared to be less than human-looking. I had a few near-misses with flames belching around me. I wasn’t even moved by them due to my mild immunity via Morgana’s mating bond.  
 
    “Aye, but we’re about to have a load of new problems. If you didn’t notice, all the communication devices have just been fried.” 
 
    Gin locked onto my eyes and nodded. 
 
    “Get over here, tell me what you know.” 
 
    I nodded, and I bobbed and weaved through the dead things as they launched themselves at us in a hungry frenzy.  
 
    “Axel, we need to purchase more momentum!” 
 
    I called to my blood mage lord, and he grunted an affirmative to my command.  
 
    “Sanguinar, full magiks!” 
 
    Axel roared as the blood practitioners began to channel and draw runes around them. I watched as the group spell of fifteen cooperating blood magi yanked out every ounce of blood from every shamble in three-hundred feet. The blood solidified and rained down on the dead things, impaling them like on spikes in some bloody mythical Vlad the Impaler tale. The humans watched in awe and terror as the blood magi stopped the advance with a tide of magiks they couldn’t begin to make peace within their minds. We’d been trying to sand-bag out abilities more so as not to terrify the traumatized mortals. However, given the givens, we were no longer going to be able to restrain ourselves. Magiks were about to kick off on a scale which no mortal has ever witnessed in the past.  
 
    “Gin, something new has crossed through the portal to the earth. Morgana, my mate, told me they were immune to her flames mostly. My mate is one of the most powerful fire-type magiks users I know. If what she said is true and it had severed the lines of connection between our troops. We’re all in deep shite. These shamblers are but a mild annoyance compared to what we’re about to face!”  
 
    His eyes darkened, and he barely relented on the hair-trigger of his sub-auto. He cut into shamblers, aiming for the ones nearest his men.  
 
    “Come on, everyone. Don’t let these mages outshine us! Let’s keep pushing through! We have a lot of city land to cover and not a lot of time!” 
 
    Gin said as he appeared to take my news in stride. There was little doubt he was feeling the impact of my dire news. Gin was simply too bent to act. He was a warrior with seasoned experience in many trenches. He’d long since learned how to keep marching, even when the situation on the ground went all to literal hell. Only, this time it was a hellscape he’d never imagined possible. 
 
    “Let’s keep going, Aubrey. We’ll work the problem as we find it.” 
 
    Gin said, and I nodded to him, and I unsheathed my rapier again, and I lunged towards a pair of shamblers nearing an NCIS agent. I pierced the soft stop of the eye and the belly with either blade.  
 
    I swung and crashed into the next one like a cyclone of steel, and terror made manifest. The humans were beginning to see that I was more terrifying than the dead things approaching them. Some even seemed to be more reluctant to fight near me. I couldn’t help their reactions since this was par for the course with mortals.  
 
    “Sanguinar, keep them on the ropes!” 
 
    I shouted, and waves of crystal blood pelted the asphalt and plunged dead things to the earth. Many pinned down by their former blood hardened to crystal. Large golems began to pummel the forward ranks amid the new confusion.  
 
    Nothing seemed to control the shamble forces. They were operating purely on the instinct to feed and survive. Whatever had crossed the realms after were not likely necromancers.  
 
    “So far, this seems less like an invasion plan and more like an invasion of happenstance.” 
 
    I mused aloud, and Gin hears me, frowning deeper in consideration.  
 
    “You mean this is an accident?” 
 
    He asked, and I shook my head and said, “No, something clearly broke the barrier, but that force has yet to reveal itself to us.” 
 
    Gin was having trouble keeping pace with the metaphysical aspects of this assault on New Orleans. I couldn’t blame the man, considering he was way out of his depths. His world revolved around terrorists and naughty sailors. The world of immortal invasion forces and fire-proof enemies was beyond even my normal scope of the battle.  
 
    “What is bothering me most right now, is Morgana is five-thousand years old. If she doesn’t know what is coming through the rift now, that is utterly terrifying. Morgana has seen and slain just about everything that ever existed at some point or another.”  
 
    Gin fired rapidly, and I lunged over intercepting a rogue shamble that nearly broke through to our boss-man. He nodded and quickly expelled his empty clip and slammed a new one in.  
 
    We moved around the burning dead, as we slowly advanced and made our way to Royal Street. The entire ally was ablaze behind us.  
 
    “This shit is probably driving all the New Orleans firefighters mad! They hate to see fires spreading unchecked. I can barely imagine how they feel to be told to set the fires themselves.” 
 
    I grinned in amusement at Gin, and Murmured, “I’m sure this is like a proper burgh up their arses.” 
 
    Gin grunted and kept firing steady bursts of fire, and then alternating to the flame thrower. We’d put a huge dent in the shamble forces bearing down on our position.  
 
    “How many of these damn things are there?!” 
 
    Gin asked, and I shrugged and said, “This is an after-life realm we’re connected to. They are falling through via the connection. It’s hard to say how many dead things are in that world or the inter-connected realms of death.” 
 
    I said, and he seemed to look darkly around us.  
 
    “Aubrey, next time at least lie to me a little. I’m not sure how much more of this news my heart can handle.”  
 
    Gin informed me, and I said nothing. As we worked our way up Royal Street, we kept stopping at every large building to help humans funnel out. We had agents and soldiers directing the flow of mortal traffic towards the alley and to the underground NCIS building.  
 
    “No one’s ever going to criticize me for insisting on an underground bunker-like base of operations again.” 
 
    Gin said as he bashed the butt of his weapon against the head of a shamble. He twisted back and I pierced the chest with my cutlass. 
 
    “If we survive all this. I am fairly certain your innovative ideas are going to be replicated in many other locations.” 
 
    I said, and Gin smirked in amusement.  
 
    “It’s not very reassuring when a five-hundred-year-old vampire says ‘if we survive.’”  
 
    That drew a stray snort out of me. Our movement was slow and encumbered with the constant wall of death beating to feast upon our delectable tissue.  
 
    “What’s reassuring to me is that everyone is burning down the city around us. Now I cannot be billed for all the destruction I caused in the suburbs.” 
 
    I said, smiling a fanged grin at Gin, and he rolled his eyes at me. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what you should be focusing on right now!” 
 
    He said sarcastically as we weighed deeper into the dead. Men and women were struggling to hold ranks, even with the heavy lifting the golems were doing to bar the path of the shamblers to the living combatants.  
 
    “Mate, we need to level the playing field more drastically and soon. This is untenable at best.” 
 
    I observed aloud, and Gin gruffly grunted in agreement. Our forces would eventually deplete themselves and we would be stuck in the open with a seemingly endless horde of undeath to devour us.  
 
    “Well, I’m open to suggestions.” 
 
    Gin said, and I sighed and I raised my arms and leaped up into the air. My blood surged out upon my command, and I formed massive crystalized talons. As I flew down, I began to slash with the full might of the bloody clawed limbs I constructed. Waves of undead were shredded beneath the power of the blows. Each claw waylaying undead foes. This was the first glimpse of the demigoddess that mortal eyes had borne witness. 
 
    Unlike most lower immortals, I could be an entire army in a single body. My powers were not limited to the small shell of my lady-like appearance. 
 
    “Support your goddess!” 
 
    Axel bellowed and I could have cringed at how obvious my parentage was with his advertisements and my power display.  
 
    Crystal blood claws four times the length of my body swung around me like a tornado of pure death.   
 
                 
 
                     
 
          
 
         
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Eleven: 
 
    While displaying a fragment of my less-than-vampyr powers, we cleared the path towards Morgana. I could sense my mate fighting ahead on Bourbon Street. Something sinister stirred in the air around me. I could feel primal forces so mysterious I nearly tried to order the sanguinar and the mortals to retreat.  
 
    “Mavis, what is that presence I am sensing?” 
 
    Patrick asked, and I spared him a glance.  
 
    “I don’t know, neither does Morgana. That should tell ye everything ye need to know about this situation.” 
 
    I said, and he looked more perturbed.  
 
    “There is more energy coalescing here than the entire vampyr court that attacked me,” Patrick informed me, and I nodded in confirmation. Patrick might be nearly all vampyr, but he did seem to possess some of my gifts. One of them was his prolific sense of energies and powers. Patrick could sense more about magiks than a normal vampyr. He also displayed some minor blood mage talents. All of this was in line with Lexi and Abi. They were my children by birther, and they had more pronounced versions of these traits and my blood tracking ability. 
 
    “Patty, I need you to trust me. You are going to need to listen to me. Whatever it is we are walking into. I cannot promise to protect you all from it. I need your word that you will retreat and guard the mortals if I order you to. Gin is a friend, but he is also a crucial connection to the political brass of the mortal government. I don’t ask much of you, son. Please do this for me.” 
 
    Patrick huffed as if I were asking him to tidy the stables and muck out the stalls.  
 
    “You do remember I hate it when you call me Patty, right?” 
 
    He asked, and I smiled at him and shrugged.  
 
    “Sire’s privilege, I can bloody well call ye anything I like. Now, be a good lad and listen to me fer once, please.” 
 
    I said, and he rolled his eyes at me and sighed again.  
 
    “Fine, I’ll keep the humans safe. Besides, we both know you’re about to toss your body at every danger that comes this way. Best someone is watching the flanks in case something creeps past the hurricane of destruction that is Mavis Aubrey.” 
 
    Patrick told me, and I bit my lip and rolled my eyes in return.  
 
    “Yer always such a flatterin’ lad, ye know that?” 
 
    The question was rhetorical, but he answered anyway, “Mavis, you’re a natural disaster waiting to happen. Someone’s got to keep you grounded. Not to mention, clean up after you.” 
 
    Patrick said, and I opted to ignore him and jump back towards the converging crowd of new coming shamblers. The closer we came to Morgana’s proximity, the more power washed across my skin like fresh sunlight in the wee hours of sunrise. The burning buildings around us radiated with more power than rune flames. Morgana’s magiks were easy to sense. Her flames were like a warm bath to my senses. 
 
    “We’re getting close to Morgana’s position now. I am pretty sure she will have our favorite Viking with her.” 
 
    I told Patrick, and I huffed at that. Patrick and Olaf didn’t always get on well. They were both rather alpha-male in their behavior, so they crossed each other on occasion. I suspect Olaf hadn’t pounded the lad down a time or three because he was mine. Despite his propensity for pissing off the world at large, Olaf was the greatest friend of my immortal life.  
 
    “Just what we need, to introduce Federal employees to Olaf.” 
 
    Patrick murmured to himself, and I grinned wickedly. 
 
    “Don’t undercut him, boy. Olaf is a keen actor when it comes to humans. Besides, most men love him.” 
 
    Patrick murmured, “Yeah, unless he’s screwing your wife or girlfriend.” 
 
    I ignored that jab and kept moving. I raked the large talons across the sides of the road as shamblers rushed towards us.  
 
    “The ravenous dead don’t appear to be diminishing in numbers.” 
 
    Patrick observed, and I said, “Aye, we’re getting closer to the origin of the breach between dimensions. If we can get closer to the origin, I can begin to sow up the fabric of reality.” 
 
    I heard Gin behind us as he shouted up at me.  
 
    “You’re telling me you can close off this thing?!” 
 
    His tone was shocked and partly stupefied. I spared him a glance as my claws swung around the undead.  
 
    “Aye, I am capable of opening and closing dimensional rifts. However, mine is a lot cleaner and not at all the type to spread over the sky in a massive rupture.” 
 
    I informed him, and Patrick hummed in agreement and said, “She’s typically very good with her magiks. I can give her that much. Though, I don’t much care for some of the other worlds you like to visit.” 
 
    He complained to me, and I smiled at him. He didn’t like Fairey much, mainly because it was a magiks realm where technology was less important. Patrick preferred the mortal realm and its myriad of devices and human innovations. 
 
    “Mavis, let us do some of the heavy lifting for now. We have plenty of packs and juice to keep this barbecue rolling for days!” 
 
    Gin yelled to me, and I made another full spinning circuit with my claws. I accidentally smashed in front of a nearby building in the process. Part of me cringed, I didn’t want the humans to see the destruction I was capable of, but this level of chaos and battle was bound to cause some incidental damages.  
 
    “Let’s just hope he’s not keeping tabs on everything you personally demolish. I doubt even your generous holdings can cover the entire city of New Orleans.” 
 
    Patrick said, and I stopped in my tracks and raised my middle finger at him in response. All I could think about now was how much I needed a stiff bitter pint of ale and a hot lass under my body.  
 
    “Fire away, I’ll take five.” 
 
    I told them, and my blood liquified and began to return to my veins. I saw the mixture of horror, shock, and disbelief on the faces of the NCIS agents. To his credit, Gin didn’t blink once at my powers or my physiological anomalies. He simply observed me as if recording my every action for his reports. I had no doubt he was going to give a full summary of my gifts and my strengths, as well as any weaknesses he was able to detect. We were all working towards a common cause right now, but I was not naïve enough to believe Gin was my friend. He couldn’t afford to be mates with a being as in-human as me. His loyalty was forever to his species, not to the strange half-vampyr lass that worked with him.  
 
    “Ok, light the street up, boys and girls. The Mavis show is on a commercial for now.”  
 
    Gin roared to his agents, and the flames roared to life all around us. The entire street was blanketed in a blaze. 
 
    Pulses of battle resounded ahead, and my heart quickened. I slashed through several shamblers that broke through the ranks, and I poisoned them with my miss-match blades. 
 
    “Mavis, what is it?” 
 
    Gin asked, clearly decerning my expression to indicate I felt something new. 
 
    “You can sense that bazaar energy in the air, can you not?” 
 
    Gin grunted and nodded stiffly.  
 
    “Yes, but it’s scaring the shit out of me to hear you describe it like that. I was hoping you were going to inform me that was simply the resident werewolf or witch clan helping out.”  
 
    I frowned and said, “Please don’t ever call Lycanthropes werewolves. That is like tossing petrol on a house fire. Also, if you ever do meet a witch, run very fast. They are typically nasty pieces of work. All half fairy and all bitter. Thankfully for us all, witches are rare.” 
 
    I told him, and we turned the next corner, and six bursts of flames spewed out ahead of us. Burning bodies surrounded us. I blasted out with a kinetic pulse of energy to knock them back.  
 
    “You’re just not going to be satisfied unless you expose every ability you possess, are you?” 
 
    Patrick asked me, and I smirked at him and said, “Let us hope we don’t have enough time fer me to reveal everything I am capable of.” 
 
    He seemed to agree with me on that. My box of tricks was massive, seemingly endless.  
 
    “Morgana is close; I need to go see her. Stick close to the mortals until I am back. I fear what she might have gotten herself into.” 
 
    I said, and Patrick huffed and grunted an affirmative.  
 
    “Just watch your ass. Whatever that presence is, it doesn’t feel like any lower immortal being I’ve ever experienced.” 
 
    He said, and that might have sounded a tad ridiculous coming from such a newly turned being, but Patrick had been around a lot of immortals already. He had a grand knack for memorizing energy signatures. 
 
    “Don’t’ worry about me. It takes more than a wee apocalypse or three to stop me.” 
 
    I said, and it was the truth. Hopefully, my luck would hold up. I didn’t want the lad to know it, but the presence I felt was almost daunting, even for me. I could feel radiating energy leaking from nearby. The malice was on a level that even Esus couldn’t have begun to manage. 
 
    “You might want to drop the weights. I am not kidding about the energy I am detecting.” 
 
    Patrick said, and I nodded, and I stepped off to the side a bit. I worked my jeans off quickly, despite the strange looks I was receiving. I was not a shy person, but I didn’t much like stripping to my knickers for an entire team of NCIS agents. I reached down to the two black circular weights on my thighs, and I pressed the release, and the weights dropped, cracking the pavement when they landed. My muscles felt suddenly free. I took the time to put my jeans back on. 
 
    Gin looked at me strangely as he looked at the weights I shed.  
 
    “What the hell were those for?” 
 
    I grinned and said, “Just a spot of personal training I do.” 
 
    He seemed to look a lot more disturbed by the amount of weight I’d been carrying so casually. To him, that represented a metric that only the strongest body men and women could manage to dead-lift. I was doing a terrible job of sandbagging my differences. The world was in danger; therefore, my wants and needs came in second to the potential loss of lives. I couldn’t forgive myself if my sandbagging caused more deaths. 
 
    “No more playing games, I guess. This is going to get very real, very soon.” 
 
    I murmured to myself, and I shot off at a speed no one could perceive. I zipped past waves of shamblers. I rushed along and raised my blades on either side as I ran towards Morgana’s aura. 
 
    *** 
 
    She was struggling against a large reptilian being with a massive tail and two very large clawed black scale legs. The large beings were over six feet tall, and they had sharp snake-like heads and large leathery black scale wings on their backs. Instead of two large fangs like most snakes, these lizards contained a maw of razor-sharp teeth in two rows on both the top and bottom.  
 
    The beings gargled out some uncomprehensive language. Morgana seemed to be shocked at the sound of the language. One of the beings gripped tightly on her shoulders, and much to my surprise, she couldn’t break free instantly. My fight or flight instincts roared into full swing. Before the beings saw me, I rushed in and drop-kicked the one holding Morgana in the back. The beast relinquished his slightly smooshed prize and flew into a burning building nearby. Morgana was battered and beaten, but she was healing steadily.  
 
    “Mavis, it took everything I had to keep the destroyer contained.” 
 
    Morgana huffed against my breast as I pulled her to me protectively. I kissed her hairline and murmured nonsensical soothing words to her in Gaelic.  
 
    “There’s no reason to hold the firebird in when the world is ablaze around you, my love. Let her free, allow her to burn away the enemies of mankind and immortal alike.” 
 
    I told her as I extended my cutlass towards the pair of large black two-legged lizard men.  
 
    “Go back through the rift if you know what’s wise.” 
 
    I commanded them, and the thing studied me for a long moment. I almost wondered if they didn’t understand English. I switched the order to ancient Gaelic, and the beast snapped at me.  
 
    “Half-breed, figures we would find more than one of your ilk skulking around the point of our return. Surrender and my master will allow you a place in our new world. Struggle further, and you shall be ash with the rest of these foolish creatures.”  
 
    I didn’t like the bit about a master, nor the whole making everything ash bit. What that told me instantly was these beasts are organized, and they had leadership. 
 
    “I am Mavis Aubrey, Daughter of Clare Aubrey and Dagda! I will not bow to any scally fecker!” 
 
    I snapped, and the beast hissed at me. My eyes stared into the lizard-like slit golden gaze of the giant beast.  
 
    “It’s too late to stop what has been decided eons ago. This is the very cusp of Ragnarok. The master stirs beneath the universe tree! Soon, this world will behold his terrifying countenance. We will bring the end to Midgard before we exact our final vengeance upon Valhalla and Asguard!” 
 
    He decreed, and not for the first time; I felt prolific trepidation with my newest discovery.  
 
    “Ragnarok, I broke a sword with that name recently.” 
 
    I commented, and the lizard man snapped at me.  
 
    “That mere trinket was nothing to do with us. A mere object is given the name of our rise; that does not make it divine.” 
 
    The thing said in a smokey tone, and I moved a few paces, tugging Morgana with me.  
 
    “Where’s your sword?” 
 
    I asked her, and Morgana smirked at me and said, “I wasn’t using one most of the battle. The shamblers are susceptible to my fire spells, so I was just going nuts with those. Where’s your car? I could just get the spare ax out of the trunk.” 
 
    She asked, and I cringed and murmured, “Please, let’s speak of anything except my vehicle.” 
 
    She frowned and looked confused.  
 
    “Mavis got car-jacked, or that’s the word on the street anyway.” 
 
    Patrick informed her, and I gave him a cross look.  
 
    “I thought I told you to stay back with the mortals.” 
 
    He grinned as Gin stepped forward bravely. He looked at the large reptilian man.  
 
    “I am Gin Fields; I am the human authority here. State your business.” 
 
    He said to the being, and it snorted smokey plumes. Gin was unflinching as he moved closer to us. Patrick walked beside him, and the beast sniffed the air.  
 
    “I see you can create vampyr offspring, half-breed.” 
 
    The beast switched to English, which surprised me. It either knew English this entire time or learned it by listening to us in the past few moments. I wasn’t ready to rule either option out.  
 
    “Aye, I can. So believe me when I tell you that I will lay you to ruin if you so much as look at any of these people cross.” 
 
    I said, and it laughed at me in an ashy tone that vibrated into my bones. 
 
    “Silly girl, you think you could stand against the infinite?” 
 
    He asked me, and I frowned and said, “I am immortal, so that sounds a bit like the unstoppable force versus the immovable object, if you ask me.”  
 
    I joked, and it blinked its eyes at me.  
 
    “You are strong, and you are defiant. I will break you to show these beings they cannot stand in opposition to my master! I hope you are prepared for your fate, girl. You have come to your final ending.” 
 
    It said, and I moved away from Morgana and held my cutlass in a ready stance.  
 
    “You’re extremely ominous, so I will not hold back on you. I pray you are as much a challenge as you claim to be, or else this will be a rather dull affair.” 
 
    I said, and the thing battered its wings and wing buffeted me back a few steps as I skidded to a stop. The clawed feet purchased deeper into the asphalt, and the large figure launched itself toward me with might violent force. A large twohanded rough grey claymore was produced from behind its back. The blade was riddled with large serrated curves along the entire length.                       
 
               My feet remained firmly rooted in my spot as the being clashed against me. Our blades crossed with a deafening clash of steel and thunder. The snakehead grinned at me with a terrifyingly sinister look. 
 
    “Impressive, you’re more powerful than the average half-breed.” 
 
    It said to me, which made me wonder how many demigods and demi goddesses it had met. The last time I checked, we were not common creatures. The gods and goddesses tended not to squirt out too many half-breeds, given that we were always a deadly possibility waiting to happen. My kind was born with at least half the capacity of divinity as our divine parent and all the emotional damage to unleash our wrath upon the world. Parental neglect was often a major cause of violent personas later in life. 
 
    “I don’t know who you’ve faced before, but I can assure you I will not fall. I have slain gods and avatars of power. You are not even close to that level of lethality.”  
 
    I declared to the beast, and it looked at me in surprise as I pressed forward, and the large beast stumbled back. My upper body strength overpowered the large scaly beast. I could feel Morgana’s shock at the gap in our physical prowess now. She was more powerful than me when first we met, yet I was pulling further ahead of her now.  
 
    “Impossible!” 
 
    It snapped and lashed out and whipped its tail at me. I ducked, and I swung my sword upward on an angle. The blade intercepted the rapid motion of the large grooved sword. The blows of the beast’s attacks were bone-jarring, and I might allow it to appear easy, but the truth was a lot more complicated. The power of the lizard man was something I’d only faced while battling Esus and the fallen avatar that was Devos.  
 
    “I will allow you to retreat if you promise to leave here now.” 
 
    I told it, raising my voice to be heard by his nearby friends. They eyed me as more of the lizardmen began to immerge through the portal. 
 
    “Morgana, we need to seal the rifts quickly. I don’t like the odds of anyone other than you or I fighting these things.” 
 
    I informed her, and she grinned at me.  
 
    “You always say the sweetest things to me, my beloved.” 
 
    Morgana swooned, and I gave her a fleeting flirtatious smile as my sword struggled against the pressing attack of the lizardman.  
 
    “We’re not going anywhere! We are only the first, but this world has already fallen! Nothing can stop the tide of Ragnarok!” 
 
    The beast declared, and Gin seemed to look more concerned now. 
 
    “Mavis, correct me if I’m wrong, but this thing is talking about the end of the human world, is it not?” 
 
    I grunted and pressed with all my might against the brutal sword-wielding lizardman.  
 
    “Aye, but don’t ye worry. We’ve already sorted out a few apocalypses. They are like candies, they come in all flavors, and many of them appear irresistible. That’s not to say they have to be fatal or final.” 
 
    He frowned in confusion.  
 
    “I don’t think you managed to keep that little phrase completely coherent at the end. How are candies supposedly fatal?” 
 
    Morgana snorted loudly and said, “You’ve clearly never been to French court during the dark ages. Or simply any Western country during the olden-days. Many a monarch or heir was felled by an errant candy.”  
 
    Morgana informed him, and I groaned as my sword pushed back, knocking my lizardman away a few paces. He roared at me and blasted out a thunderous burst of magiks from his maw. I raised my blades and crossed them over my mid and deflected the burst of electricity. 
 
    “Mavis, it’s some type of exotic storm caller!” 
 
    Morgana warned, and I grinned at her flashing my fangs.  
 
    “Thanks, I managed to gather that much after the gob full of lightning struck me. How about you lot focus on keeping the shamblers dead, yeah?” 
 
    I asked as the dark event horizon behind the beast kept slowly expanding. As best I could describe, the air felt completely sundered twain between the realms. Some deep cosmic gashes, in reality, had opened the way for these varied enemies, which have begun to step forward.  
 
    “You are a powerful god slayer. You shall bring me great honor once I display your head to my master!” 
 
    It snarled at me in a feral growling tone. I felt my spine shiver as I flashed away in time to evade the lightning-fast strikes of the claymore. I cross-slashed, parried, then reposed the third attack as the beast fought at speeds that most beings could hardly maintain. The style was familiar to me in some ways. It was akin to arts but different in some ways. 
 
    “Since when do the parents bother to teach the half-breeds their secrets?!” 
 
    The beast asked no one in particular. Behind this epic struggle, I could see my friends and my co-workers struggling against a renewed wave of shamblers. I sighed, and I began to call my blood from my veins. Quickly, my body was encasing itself in crimson armor as usual. 
 
    The humans behind me were gawking in shock and horror at how unnatural my powers appeared. To them, I must have looked like a very bloody grim reaper.  
 
    “Blood Goddess…” 
 
    It snapped at me as it realized what I was. 
 
    “Took ye long enough to figure that bit out.” 
 
    I cheekily inserted, and the creature flapped its wings and shot into the sky. I blasted upward with a mighty force of kinetic energy. The wings almost cleared the blast radius, but the beast’s wings were blown apart in the force of my attack, and it plummeted to the street once more.  
 
    I prowled forward and raised my tone as loud as I could. I utilized my power to project my voice. 
 
    “This is the last chance I give to you to flee my world with your lives! I am Mavis Aubrey, and I will lay you all to ruin if you dare to defy my will!” 
 
    I snapped at them, projecting my inner medieval warrior. 
 
    *** 
 
    The things looked at me after my ultimatum. It was naïve of me to believe I could dissuade these powerful beings from their conquest. The beast rose again as it growled loudly. Two of its friends unsheathed large melee weapons, one a large ax and the other a bastard sword. 
 
    “Mavis, I don’t think they’re going to take your offer.” 
 
    Morgana said, and I sighed and blinked my eyes closed for a moment.  
 
    “Well, never let it be said I didn’t try to spare their lives.” 
 
    I said, and the thing growled and spewed a burst of lightning, which I deflected again. I surged with magiks, and I felt as much as I saw the two other’s flank me from either side in a pincer attack.  
 
    I twisted and turned, piercing one in the softness of his belly with my rapier. The second I cleaved through his weapon hand. They roared in agony as blood toxin began to surge into both of their bodies. Without the weights, I could move faster than nearly any being I’d ever seen.  
 
    “Impossible! You’re not a full-blood goddess! This cannot be!” 
 
    I flashed my fangs at the injured beast.  
 
    “I gave you every chance to live, my friend. I might not be powerful enough to stop the apocalypse by myself, but I am not alone. And I am unrelenting in my fury.”  
 
    I told him, and he roared and blasted the third bolt of lightning, and I dodged as he dashed towards me. Our blades crossed in a flurry of slashes and wild swings. His flesh was tough, and my physical blows seemed to barely register with the lizardman. His dense, leathery armor was largely absorbing most of the damage I could cause. It was my enchanted blades and my poison which worked keenly against these beings. If I’d not been here, they would sweep over this planet with minimal resistance. I was certain of that. 
 
    “Mavis, more are coming!” 
 
    Morgana warned me, and I faded back as the lizardman slashed at me. I spun, and I launched my right hand with my rapier piercing the lizardman’s scaly chest. 
 
    “You will still fail….” 
 
    It said as its rough tone trailed off. My poison flowed into the heart of the beast, and it collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut. Blood toxin appeared to be unilaterally fatal to nearly all immortal races, with very few exceptions. Hence why only one or two beings in existence can ever seem to possess this talent at one time. Hells, there had been no blood gods available to poison he hungering when it broke free on my parents’ watch. 
 
    “Mavis, watch out!” 
 
    Morgana screamed, and I launched myself skyward in time to miss the massive scaly figure emerging from the event horizon. This being made the six-plus-foot versions of lizard-men appear as dwarfs.  
 
    It was easily over twelve or thirteen feet tall. The beast towered over me as its claws purchased deep into the asphalt where I’d been standing. Morgana stretched out her arms wide, and her kinetic energy absorbed the impact of the masses of debris flying towards the mortal contingent.  
 
    “Retreat now, Patty, get them all back to NCIS!” 
 
    I commanded, and my eyes fastened to my protégé firmly. This beast was charging towards me with an unrelenting force of power and impressive speed for its behemoth size. His massive, thickly scaled head reminded me more of the basilisk than a snake. I only knew it was a male due to the sense of a Y chromosome in the bloodwork. The species still eluded me completely.  
 
    “What the devils is this thing?!” 
 
    I wondered aloud, and he growled and belched a spew of fire in my direction. I slit the blaze in the middle, and the heatwaves passed by my protective aura with little more than a few singe marks to my blood armor.  
 
    “You are a worthy foe, little demigoddess. Pitty, I cannot keep you for my own. I would implant the most powerful brood of dragonkin inside your little womb.” 
 
    He growled in a rich and titanic tone. His speech was husky, but his English was very crisp.  
 
    “That’s not even the first time today I’ve had a bloke threaten me with impregnation. I’d have to say, that particular threat is getting overplayed and rather creepy!” 
 
    I snapped like the sassy whip I was, despite the dire situation. I landed across the street from the large thing, and I frowned at it.  
 
    “Dragonkin, huh? Can I take it you are a dragon?” 
 
    I asked since I’d never seen a bipedal dragon before. They came in all shapes and sizes depending on the realm they hailed from. The massive red glowing lizard-slit gaze considered me for a moment as if I’d just insulted its mammy.  
 
    “Such an ignorant little welp to possess such raw potency, I can taste the Celtic All-Father’s powers on you. Yes, you are his whelpling.” 
 
    I grinned wickedly, flashing my fangs, which weren’t as impressive as the two rows of razor-sharp fangs protruding from the dragon’s gaping maw.  
 
    “Ignorant, sassy, and proud of it, mate.” 
 
    I winked at the dragon as if this were all a bit of crack. He didn’t immediately lunge at me again, yet. I could sense the hostility mounting. I wasn’t foolish enough to believe it was safe to lower my guard in the slightest. I might have been capable of overpowering the smaller model dragons, but this bloke was clearly brutally powerful. I’d be daft to try to use the force of might against him.  
 
    “Oye, Mavis, what the feck is this thing?!” 
 
    Olaf exclaimed, and I looked at him as he strode up to Morgana’s side.  
 
    “How the feck did you get back here?!” 
 
    I demanded, and my friend grinned wickedly.  
 
    “I wheedled a portal out of yer dad. He said it would be better if I wasn’t around when Aurelia woke up.” 
 
    That elicited a deep snort from me.  
 
    “Olaf, help Patrick evacuate the mortals. This is a bonified dragon, apparently.” 
 
    Olaf gave me a daft expression and said, “Aye, no shite, it’s a fecking dragon! It's been a minute since we saw one of those things in the northlands. I was a wee lad the last time I spotted one on the earth.”  
 
    Olaf explained to me, and I had more questions than time. Even though he was here contrary to my orders, Olaf was a welcome sight. Part of the dynamic between Olaf and me was I wasn’t truly his better, just his friend. He took that to mean my orders were something he could cherry-pick. I’d wanted him to stay in the sanctum in case something kicked off back at the sanguinar home. I was just going to have to trust that Edenshire was keeping Ingrid on her leash for the time being. He seemed particularly bent on preserving the peace between the tribes.  
 
    “Don’t be surprised if you run across Talia and Alice. They are both preparing to come here. Dagda is out of his chambers now. He managed to drain the infection from Aurelia. She’s on the mend now. I am willing to wager she too will try to come her the moment she is awake.” 
 
    Olaf informed me, and I smiled despite the grim situation. Part of me had been squeezed tightly, worried to death for Aurelia’s health. She’d taken some horrible death magiks. 
 
    “Thank heavens she’s ok!” 
 
    I said, and I ducked and rushed across the road as the massive dragon claws lashed out at me in anger. I could safely conclude dragons didn’t like being ignored to have a casual conversation with your oldest mate. 
 
    “Oye, I was going to sort you out!” 
 
    I said in defense as I dodged a second frenzied assault.  
 
    “Olaf, go for it, now! Take Patty with you!” 
 
    I snapped, and I couldn’t spare a moment to glance in his direction. 
 
    “Fine, but I am getting in on this fun after I help the NCIS people return safely. This looks like a load of fun.” 
 
    Olaf said, and I rolled my eyes as I narrowly out-ran the gripping dragon claws as it closed into a fist behind me. I launched myself into the sky and pushed off the opposable thumb. 
 
    “Just focus on not dying for now you bloody oaf!” 
 
    I yelled and he harumphed loudly in protest. I noticed the dragons and the shamblers didn’t seem to attack each other, but they also weren’t in league together. Whatever source the death magiks might be, it wasn’t the dragons.  
 
    “You didn’t say my name right!” 
 
    Olaf snipped at me, and I chortled and said, “Oh, I called ye the right fecking word, ye daft wanker!” 
 
    I yelled as I sailed through the air. Never let it be said I couldn’t multitask. I managed to parry the next massive clawed swipe and the attack sent me higher into the sky. My armor creaked under the fury of the assault. My guts churned as I flew down at a rapid pace. My heart leaped in my chest, as danger flashed through my body.  
 
    I crouched, bending my knees to absorb as much of the fall as possible. I never hit the ground as the dragon swiped me, blasting me through a high-rise building. My lungs burned as all the oxygen I’d had was knocked free in the potent attack. My bones vibrated under the full weight of the dragon’s blow. 
 
    My vision darkened as I flew through walls and into a kitchen. I landed in a refrigerator. The door was bent inward with my armored form packed in like a large red sardine. Lemonade leaked over my head. I felt like a proper wanker now.  
 
    The wake of askes which followed sent me flying along with the melting refrigerator. A bellowing roar with flames and kinetic magiks shot me out the back of the building as if blasted from the barrel of a shotgun.  
 
    Off in the distance, I could hear Morgana screaming my name. My life was flashing before my eyes as I realized just how gravely I’d underrated this dragon’s skill. He wasn’t all brawn. He had a clear intellect and finesse of his magiks. I wasn’t even sure I could handle him now. Much less that fact that these lot keep carrying on about a master of some terrifying sort. 
 
    These beings have not been to earth in about a thousand years if Olaf is accurate. He’s never lied about anything about immortal encounters before. Now I was left to ponder how the hells the Vikings had survived a dragon invasion when I felt like I was about to break after the beginning of my assault.  
 
    I had to wonder why my mother had even bothered to spare me from Esus. She must have seen this coming? How was I supposed to survive this run-in? Besides, I suspect my troubles are only beginning either way. With the mortals now aware of immortal existence, the world will never be the same. Part of me felt like I was fighting a futile battle. Everything appeared to happen regardless of how much of a fight I put up.  
 
    Part of me was terrified at the beasts billowing flames and belching thunder balls. One thing was very clear to me now. If I fell in battle now, the humans were doomed to whatever merciless fate the dragons had in store for this world. Being the final stop-gap between utter chaos and life on earth is not the position a girl desires to find herself in. Yet, here I am, and here are all these lovely razor-sharp-toothed dragons. It’s a shame I can’t interest them in a cuppa and some biscuits. Besides, the last tea party I attended was a rather rumpus affair, so I wasn’t much inclined to a repeat of that either. 
 
    “Mavis!” 
 
    Morgana screamed as she watched me spiral through the air. Smoke pluming around me, and several more dragons emerged from the rift between the worlds. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Twelve: 
 
    Falling to the earth was the all-encompassing sense of my existence. I could feel as Morgana and Olaf moved further from me. Despite the circumstances, I couldn’t have felt more relieved. Holding the full enmity of the massive dragon was no small accomplishment. There was another part of me that couldn’t help but ponder this moment in time, how we’d managed to get here and now.  
 
    My life was one constant war; it seemed Every action was predetermined to advance some bloody battle’s cause. Every step I purchased my loved ones now was one more step towards freedom and safety. Every blood price was mine to pay. Mavis Aubrey was a name synonymous with self-sacrifice. Not that I did everything simply to make some reputation for myself.  
 
    ‘Mavis…’ 
 
    A disembodied voice rang through my ears as the roaring cacophony encompassed the Royal and Bourbon street area. Both roads ran parallel to each other, yet I seemed to be kicked from one to the other consistently now. The most significant problem with fighting a massive dragon was how huge it was. The beast was swift as the wind, yet it had many times my reach. So far, it had the better of me physically. However, magiks wise, I felt none the worse for wear.  
 
    Visions darkened my eyes, ad I saw a massive tree and a slithering figure ripping up roots. The experience seemed to almost pull me out of my reality as I gazed into the mysterious realm of the cosmos. I recognized it as one of the higher planes of existence. A place most beings like me never saw or ventured into.  
 
    “What the feck is all this?!” 
 
    I asked myself as I blocked a lashing tail strike, and my feet skidded in the asphalt down Bourbon Street. 
 
    “You are worthy for such a small being!” 
 
    The dragon declared, and I looked up defiantly through my slight helmet visor.  
 
    “So nice to know the creepy lizard would-be rapist is impressed.” 
 
    I snapped assertively, and The dragon coughed up flames in pillars. My blood expanded around my arms formed a crystalized shield dispersing the fiery burst. I was both the maiden and the knight in this dragon tale.  
 
    “You are a mouthy insolent little whore!” 
 
    He snarled at me, and I smiled.  
 
    “So, when a woman says no, she’s a whore? How does that logic stick, mate?” 
 
    I asked sardonically. He didn’t seem to care because my taunts only seemed to further enrage the massive dragon. 
 
    Pandering humans cowered and ran around me. I held my position, trying to keep the beast from firing anything else in my direction for several more moments. The visions of smoke and flame devouring the massive tree kept playing through my mind as if they were happening now.  
 
    More dragonkin filled the skies around me as they began to spread out throughout New Orleans. I felt utterly helpless to stop the spread of the massive scaley death sweeping over the tide of undead in the city of the dead.  
 
    ‘Mavis…’ 
 
    The voice whispered to me again. My eyes flashed with visions of the massive tree as large as a galaxy. The entire root system made up a network of tunnels and nebulas. The branches reached into different layers of reality. The all-encompassing universal tree was the centralized hub of inter-universal travel.  
 
    Silver energy washed over my mind. Magiks primal, so primal I couldn’t even represent them with an affinity. The color was obvious only because the flash of power blinded me inside my visor. The dragon whipped me with its tail. My body flopped end-over-end as I flew through the second floor of a nearby apartment building.  
 
    Whatever extra sensory perceptions I was receiving, they weren’t helping with my colossal battle. My bones vibrated under the force of the magnum impact. My head was ringing like a bell as I pulled myself up onto my knees. Every bone seemed to ache in my entire skeletal system. My body was a massive bruise.  
 
    “You’re too small to divide your focus, half-breed.” 
 
    The dragon spoke to me as if lecturing a particularly troublesome child. I pushed myself up, and I launched myself out the window as a burst of flames trailed behind me. The entire building exploded with the force of the furious dragon’s fire belch. 
 
    Shrapnel rained on me and around me. Shamblers were thrown all around the street from the force of the explosion. Everything was ashes and death around me. All the mortals were either fleeting or dead and risen. The more time passing, the more I felt I failed New Orleans. As if somehow, I could single-handedly stop the tides of chaos and ravenous desire ravishing the city. 
 
    All around, I felt the world burning, and the tree seemed to break in my mind’s eye. With the vision of some far-off universe tree, I saw the massive serpentine figure emerging from the base of the roots. 
 
    Madness held no bounds or utterance to fully define the beast of chaos. He was infinite, all-encompassing, and his hunger had stoaked over eons of imprisonment.  
 
    What the bloody hell am I seeing?! 
 
    I demanded of myself as if my mind would produce some comprehensible result. My sanity appeared to be called to question. The timing of these visions, such as they were, was far from desirable. This was something more chaotic than even a hungering. This devourer was dragonkin, and he was unstoppable.  
 
    The name rattled around my mind as I remembered the stories of Norse mythology.  
 
    “Nidhogg, that is your master’s name.” 
 
    I said, and the beast stopped mid-swipe as if shocked I’d worked out this much by myself.  
 
    “Interesting that you know him. Nothing so young should truly remember, my lord. Our time was long before the rise of the ape-kind. You’re a constant source of amazement for me, little half-breed. It’s a shame I have to kill you now. You’ve eaten up far too much of my time. I am Lord Nidhogg’s herald. I must prepare the way for my Lord as he brings about Ragnarok to this world! Soon, Asguard and Valhalla will tremble with fear as Midgard falls to ruin at their feet.” 
 
    The dragon decreed to me, and I swore in a lengthy tangent that could have made an Irish sailor blush. 
 
    “You’re a majestic and terrifying creature with such a proud history. It is a shame I must slay you.” 
 
    I said, my tone becoming dispassionate. My mind was clear of all conflict now. I knew the stakes, and I saw the devourer in my mind’s eye. I knew what was coming for the earth—even if I couldn’t explain the why about how I knew.  
 
    The dragon laughed in a hissing fit of laughter and levity at my expense.  
 
    “You, little child of Dagda, perhaps if your father were here!” 
 
    He roared in amusement as a green beam of power began to build in his mouth. I didn’t need to know what element it was; to know whatever this attack was, it wouldn’t be pleasant.  
 
    I flashed down the street as the beam sliced through the city block, and five buildings erupted in flames, and two blew apart under the magnitude of the force of kinetic energy focused with the laser-like burst of raw heat. 
 
    “That’s the one problem when aiming at a mouse; they’re bloody hard to hit when yer chuckin’ stones from on high.” 
 
    I yelled after the dragon, and I flashed around behind the beast, and I pierced through the tip of its tail with my blade. The dragon roared, and I flashed back, letting go of my cutlass in the process. Despite the poison, I didn’t hold out hope that this dragon would fall over dead. Something told me the beast was more resilient than the smaller of its kind.  
 
    I felt a bit like a wanker holding only a rapier in my hand against a thickly scaled dragon. My blood was being utilized extremely defensively. I couldn’t conjure a weapon and armor myself enough to be effective against this being. My options were limited at present, and I wasn’t much a fan of any present scenario circulating through my mind.  
 
    The havoc of the devastating dragon attacks heralded a renewed surge of undead in the area. I could still feel Olaf and Morgana nearby. They were hacking through the undead to retreat to NCIS headquarters. Whatever happened, I was happy they weren’t with me now. As much as I loved them, and I relished their friendships and Morgana’s affections. I would rather my dearest ones get themselves as far from me as possible. I felt like I was at the very epicenter of the world’s largest bomb. 
 
    There was something in my vision of a bomb that gave rise to a crazy thought. Flames purified, they also cauterized. What I needed right now was a way to cauterize the rift in space-time. I suspected that anything strong enough o do that might also take care of the large dragon problem confronting me at present.  
 
    There are a few types of energy that burn, like temporal energy. One happens to be assessable to me with my current level of martial training. Morgana was more the flame expert than I was, but I would have to channel my mate’s imagination for a few moments. 
 
    I erupted with my full might of chi energy. My cascading force of power thrust out, slamming against the dragon. I knew it was physically stronger than me, but I could tell this dragon wasn’t Nidhogg. It wasn’t more powerful than me metaphysically.  
 
    “Struggle more, little girl! You only make this hunt more delectable once I sink my fangs into your skin. It’s been eons since I enjoyed a demigoddess.” 
 
    He roared in laughter as he swept for me again. I flashed around the beast, and I moved close to the event horizon of the portal. I turned my back to the beast and focused only on the portal. I blasted out with pure-white waves of energy, bursting from my fingertips like lightning. The rift flickered under the assault of the power, so I forced more of my energy into the portal. I could see the night beginning to flee from the late afternoon rays still present in the day. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    It roared, and as the dragon rushed me, I let loose all the power my chi could manifest in a single explosive pulse of cauterizing power. I felt my blood fleeing back into my body as I crumpled to my knees. 
 
    Massive segments of leathery dragon bits were discarded around me in heaps of dark-blooded ruin. The beast had black blood and smelled way worse on the inside than it did on the outside. The shock of its final moment was plastered into its dying eyes. 
 
    My eyes drooped, and I saw the swarm of activity around me. I was a dead woman now. I no longer could defend myself. It took everything I had to seal the rift. Everything and then some to slay the massive dragon with nothing but the force of my stubborn life-essence.  
 
    “How interesting you thought to use your chi in such a trite manner.” 
 
    A giggling voice tinkled in my ear. I couldn’t move, but I looked up at the Grey Witch as she stepped down onto the pavement beside me. Her eyes were surveying the carnage of my latest massacre.  
 
    “And, your lot call me a monster!” 
 
    She joked and laughed at the same moment.  
 
    “If yer here to finish me off, just do it all ready. No need to drag this out with your creepy dialogue.” 
 
    I told her, and she looked down and tisked at me loudly.  
 
    “Surprised as you might be to hear this. I’m here to save you, Mavis. This little Nidhogg jailbreak situation, it’s no Bueno for me either.” 
 
    She said, and I looked up at her petulantly. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I was never overly fond of this saying, but we appear to have reached an enemy of my enemy situation, you and I.”  
 
    Sasha, the Grey Witch, told me as she stepped over me. Her large Masamune blade sweeps clean concentric arcs of death through everything that approached us. She spoke so calmly you wouldn’t believe she was standing amid Ragnarok on the earth. 
 
    “I’m not going….” 
 
    I managed to murmur, and she huffed at me with an indignant look.  
 
    “And I’d love nothing more than to scoop out yer brains and feed them to the shamblers. Yet here we are. If you want your planet to survive this little apocalypse, you will allow me to take you out of here. I will even make it a place you feel comfortable.” 
 
    She cajoled, and I expelled a long breath, and I reached up to her now-extended hand. Her touch was cool and powerful.  
 
    “You have improved drastically in such a short time. Your chi explosion was impressive. I even wondered if you might destroy your body in the process, but no, you held your energy in proper balance.” 
 
    Sasha commented casually, which told me she knew a lot about arts. At some point, some poor misguided soul had taught her in my father’s people’s way. Sasha bargained for power constantly. She was notorious for her deal brokering. I couldn’t imagine a situation where a higher-being might set aside their scruples to help her.  
 
    “Just make the portal before I change my mind.” 
 
    I said, and I winced as she yanked me up onto my feet. My body was like jelly. After expelling all my lifeforce, I was left vulnerable. All I could think about right now was the aftermath of the dragon onslaught. I wished to be back on my feet and fighting in the trenches with the mortals struggling desperately for their lives. 
 
    “Someone’s got a real messiah complex. The mortals can fend for themselves for a bit. Besides, they have Morgana to help them out for the time being. She’s rather keen about proving herself these days.” 
 
    I gave Sasha a cross look of aggravation, and she laughed at me. She pulled me tightly to her body, and she made a deeply sensual sound as the portal opened with very little motion from her hand. Her flawless spell-crafting was executed expertly. Whatever I might say about her, Sasha was one of the top casters in existence. She dwarfed both Morgana and me in raw power and spell precision right now. When I was dreaming, I saw her torment, Morgana, with nothing but her precision use of telekinesis. I could still feel that loop of torture she’d placed all of us connected to Morgana on. 
 
    “Buckle up, as the mortals might say.” 
 
    She said, attempting a joke. We moved through the frigid portal, and when we came out, I landed on my couch. We were in my apartment nearby on Royal.  
 
    “The decorum could use with some updates, but this is a fine place you have here.” 
 
    Sasha said as she inspected my living room. She even opened every shelf and drawer. Intelligence was her life’s blood. Everything I did held some meaning to Sasha. Meaning she understood me on a deeper level.  
 
    “Why did you come for me?” 
 
    I asked her in a cross and leery tone. Sasha puffed her lip up and made a sound of pain.  
 
    “Mavis, I thought we just shared a moment! How could you question my intention?” 
 
    She asked, and I gave her an incredulous look. Sasha giggled at me a moment later, her amusement nude for all to see. She slinked around my room and ran her fingers over every surface. Part of it seemed seductive; the other part was pure curiosity. I was watching her fingers for any sign she was utilizing magiks. She noticed my weary inspection.  
 
    “You can sanitize the apartment later, but I have come simply for your assistance. Should you help me, I will find myself indebted. Perhaps I could offer something to help with a certain wyrm problem you’re experiencing.” 
 
    She hedged, and I looked at her with my interest peaked. She grinned wickedly as she noticed she had a captive audience now—literally.  
 
    “What do you want, and how will it help me kill Nidhogg?” 
 
    I asked her, and she made a tisking sound and shook her finger at me, chastening. 
 
    “Now, now, I need your vow to help me, and I will deliver you the instrument of Nidhogg’s destruction. Something I bargained for with a certain Viking War God at some point.” 
 
    She said, and I blinked as I realized what she was offering me.  
 
    “A god slayer?” 
 
    I asked, and she nodded and then turned around and tossed my swords down at my feet.  
 
    “Speaking of, these two come free of charge. You would be out of weapons quick if I wasn’t around to keep picking up your god slayers, Mavis.” 
 
    Sasha said, reminding me of my time in her world.  
 
    “What is the favor?” 
 
    She batted her lashes coyly, and she licked her lips.  
 
    “Thanks in no small part to your little rift in my world. I have a bit of a higher demon problem. This particular demon, let’s just say I have a history with her, and like you, she managed to use geas on me cleverly. You will rid my realm of her presence, and I will give you the lost hammer of the thunder god. If the hammer picture in your mind is coming into focus now, you are thinking of the correct hammer.”  
 
    Sasha grinned, and she spread her hands in a gesture.  
 
    “What say you, Mavis? Put aside that pride of yours for a moment, and you shall come back with the weapon you need to defeat your foe.” 
 
    Sasha asked, and I looked into her eyes, searching my mind for any tricks or loopholes in her wording.  
 
    “Your word that you will also allow me to return to any realm of my choosing unimpeded once this is over.” 
 
    She nodded and said, “Of course, I give you my word. I’m not a monster after all.” 
 
    She laughed at her failed attempt at humor as if it were hilarious. 
 
    “Mavis, don’t li99sten to that harpy for a moment!” 
 
    Morgana insisted ardently, and I looked over as she rushed into the room. Her fiery hands balled into fists. Olaf was standing behind her along with Gin.  
 
    “Friend of yours, Aubrey?” 
 
    Gin asked me, and I shook my head weakly.  
 
    “No, don’t even look at her. She might put a spell on you.” 
 
    Sasha pouted and sullenly asked, “Is that what you think of me now, Mavis?” 
 
    Her tone was filled with flirtation and mischief. 
 
    “You really don’t want me to answer that with guests present, I assure you.” 
 
    I said; my lazy vampiric fanged grin was sinister and devious. I might not be her age, but I could do sinister and spooky grins properly.  
 
    “Mavis, you can’t seriously be considering helping this witch out?!” 
 
    Morgana demanded of me, and I sighed and said, “She is going to hand me Thor’s Hammer if I do. That would go a long way in a battle against Nidhogg.” 
 
    Morgana blinked at me in surprise.  
 
    “Nidhogg?! How do you know he is here? That cannot be true; after all, he is said to be vastly larger than the dragon you fought.” 
 
    I nodded, and I frowned, “I saw visions of him breaking the cosmic tree trapping him. He’s breeching earth via the only openly collapsing afterlife realm we know of at present.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in realization.  
 
    “So, you think Hel’s realm is the point of this invasion?” 
 
    I nodded and said, “Can you think of a better place for a chaos inspiring dragon horde to gather and breech earth? They would have all the privacy they want, considering no higher being will cross into the dying realm of one of their brothers or sisters. It’s the perfect staging area, complete with all you could ever need shamble-wise.” 
 
    Gin frowned at us and said, “I don’t know what any of that means. However, you think you could stop the flood of zombies on earth?” 
 
    I licked my lips and nodded.  
 
    “Aye, I think we could sever the connection. It won’t be easy, but we know where to look now, thanks to the fragments I was shown.” 
 
    Sasha inserted, “You might make it to the dragons, but you lot wouldn’t stand a chance at approaching Nidhogg. The dragons would have fortified the realm against all manners of intruders. It would take an army to occupy the wyrm’s forces.” 
 
    Her words weren’t comforting, but they rang as true.  
 
    “Let me worry about the army part. We can breach Hel’s dimension, and we will put an end to the dragonkin invasion. There is little choice but to work the problem or allow the feckers to ravage this world.” 
 
    I said, and Gin hummed to me.  
 
    “I don’t know about an army, but I can get you a lot of trained humans willing to swing a rifle for this cause.” 
 
    Olaf grinned at me and said, “I can go have a few words with yer father. Perhaps we could leverage some of his kin into helping us?” 
 
    I nodded and said, “I would reach out to the Nordic gods as well. If we agree to exchange the hammer once all is resolved, I am betting we might find a few allies in Odin’s lot.”  
 
    I said, and Gin laughed loudly and cut an apologetic prayer-like gesture. 
 
    “Forgive me, just never imagined I would be plotting to invade an alternate dimension with a former vampire queen, a witch, a literal fiery red-head, and a Viking conqueror.” 
 
    He confessed, and I nodded, and Olaf interjected, “We call this every third Tuesday around here.” 
 
    After a moment, I looked into Gin’s eyes and said, “I don’t expect you to sort all of this out instantly. Most beings lose their minds rather than deal with the more complex nature of the universe.” 
 
    Gin snorted and said, “Aubrey, I was already batshit long before I met you. Too many tours and too many homicide investigations. Let’s just work the problem because I don’t think we have any working alternative.”  
 
    That was sadly true. We couldn’t allow Nidhogg to purchase a single claw on the earth proper.  
 
    “We’re still going to need folks to keep lighting up the metaphorical barbecue pits around here.” 
 
    I said, and Sasha inserted, “How about you approach the Light Fae? Their pyromancers will prove invaluable here.” 
 
    I huffed and remembered I knew one light fae I could potentially task with that favor. Gregor had his rights restored to visit the courts of Fairey now. He could finally return to the Summer Court and bid an audience with the Summer King.  
 
    “Very well; I will see if Gregor and Alice are in the mood for a summer vacation.” 
 
    I said, and I could practically see Alice doing cartwheels around the court now. Part of me was sad I would miss her first appearance in Sumer Court in centuries. 
 
    “You might want to put the question to Alice, then Gregor has no choice but to go along with her.” 
 
    Olaf chuckled deviously as he said this, and Morgana murmured, “Gregor is too whipped not to agree. It’s evil, and I like it!” 
 
    She said, and she glared daggers at Sasha; suddenly, this grand plan was somewhat sullied due to the origin of the suggestion. Part of me kept forgetting that she had once been mated to Morgana. Sasha had been seemingly decent if a power-driven individual at one point. 
 
    “Whatever you do, I am going with you.” 
 
    Morgana put in firmly. I knew there was no brokering arguments with her right now. She was glaring with the full fiery weight of the phoenix fire at present.  
 
    “We’re going to Sasha’s realm again. Are you sure you want to venture back there, my love?” 
 
    I asked her in a carefully crafted statement. She knew I’d not told her she couldn’t come. I’d simply reminded her of all the reasons she had to stay out of this situation.  
 
    “It’s fine Mavis, besides, I can do the heavy lifting there. Save your strength for the fight with Nidhogg.” 
 
    We seemed to reach a silent accord with each other. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Thirteen: 
 
    We were about to disperse to begin our tasks. Olaf was acting as my emissary on Fairey. He was going to speak to my father and Alice. Gin was actively calling in every favor he owned to get human troops to the battlefield. He was believing in us to provide entrance to the afterlife realm of Hel.  
 
    Once Olaf was finished speaking with my father and Alice, Dagda was supposed to contact the Norse Gods. I could believe my father would do as requested on the matter. Hopefully, we could count on some aid. If not, I knew a few other places to look. I suspected Talia would bring some warriors with her. I knew the sanguinar would consider it a grievous insult if I didn’t count them in on this madness.  
 
    Besides the obvious, I was regretful we couldn’t rally the vampyrs. Their help would have proven extremely effective.  
 
    “Just promise me you’ll keep yer head-on. No mucking about or taunting the Norse gods.” 
 
    I demanded of Olaf, and he chortled at me.  
 
    “These are the gods of my birth, Mavis. It’s not like I want to make them angry.” 
 
    I sniffed and murmured, no, but yer bloody spectacular at pissing blokes off.” 
 
    I murmured, and Olaf grinned mischievously at me but not denying my accusation. 
 
    “Don’t worry; this is not Paris all over again for us. We’re older, and well, you’re a little wiser.” 
 
    He said, and I laughed at that.  
 
    “Fair point, Paris was a dark moment for us both. Let’s never mention it again.” 
 
    Morgana rolled her eyes at me and murmured, “Please, we hardly make it a day without one or both of you cracking on about Paris. You sadistic fucks love to relive your greatest hits, even when they almost killed you.”  
 
    She said, and neither of us was in any hurry to refute her accusation since we already knew it was true. Morgana knew me as well as anyone. She’d only been in my life a short time, but she, Anne, and Aurelia all knew me perfectly intimately. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    She said in a teasing tone, and I stuck my tongue out at her. She made vague flirtatious sounds of approval.  
 
    “How will we know when you’re back?” 
 
    Gin asked, and I placed a drop of my blood on his palm. He looked a bit leery at the blood drop at first.  
 
    “That will act like a beacon to lure me back to you.” 
 
    Sasha shook her head and vehemently said, “You’re not using that haphazard dimensional travel spell again! Not in my realm, thanks! I will deposit you back at Gin’s location free of charge. I will consider that a great favor to my world, you crazy blood magus demigoddess.”  
 
    She said, and I grinned, enjoying her slightly bitchy tone. Sasha being sweet creeped me out. I preferred it when she was behaving like her self-absorbed self. I shrugged and said, “As long as you deposit both of us back free of charge and safe, I will agree to it. However, I am leaving the blood tracker, just in case you find a loophole I have missed.” 
 
    Sasha sighed at me and flicked her fingers in a vague manner of agreement.  
 
    “Fine, fine, just don’t sully my realm with any more of your utter chaos. It’s like having the magiks demolition derby on my world.” 
 
    She murmured sarcastically, and I grinned at her and gave her a glare that could have paralyzed a lesser foe. 
 
    “You know, I could ask my father if we might borrow some Celtic god slayers. That might do the trick just as keenly, without the added risk of doing you a favor.” 
 
    I hedged, and Sasha narrowed her eyes to slits at me.  
 
    “You wouldn’t seriously leave that shrew in my world, would you? We have an agreement in place.” 
 
    She said, and I smirked at her and made no commitment in either direction. She sighed and threw up her hands.  
 
    “Fine, I will behave myself, just get rid of that fecking demon shrew!” 
 
    I’d not even asked her name. All the major players were known by some name or another.  
 
    “What name will I know her by?” 
 
    I asked, and Sasha grinned at me cunningly.  
 
    “Her name’s Eve. I’d worry more about her deception than her raw powers.” 
 
    Sasha warned me, and Morgana groaned in complaint.  
 
    “Eve, AKA, the wife from the Bible. Great, now we’re just going on your greatest hits tour!”    
 
    Morgana complained, and I frowned at her in confusion. 
 
    “She was unfaithful to me with that demon bitch. Her only excuse at the time was that she assumed archdemons didn’t mind a spot of cheating!”  
 
    (Despite what you might think. It is possible to be unfaithful even when you are polyamorous. I’ve not taken a single lover outside the fold of my mates and our agreed-upon practices.) 
 
    “So, we’re going to sort out an old lover’s tiff? Is that the extent of it?” 
 
    I asked Sasha, and she looked down and away in an apparent concession of guilt.  
 
    “Call it whatever you want, as long as you get her the feck off my world!” 
 
    She snapped at us, and Morgana crossed her arms over her chest.  
 
    “A bit more gratitude from you wouldn’t go unappreciated. I am confident Mavis could find another way to fight Nidhogg if we are forced to.” 
 
    Morgana snapped, and Sasha’s eyes told me she believed that possible as well. The truth was the hammer was only a method by which to shorten the process of procuring the means to fight Nidhogg. Also, it worked as leverage for the Norse gods. 
 
    “Thank you, my precious.” 
 
    Sasha silkily purred to Morgana. My mate’s hairs rose, as did her heckles. Even if they had once been lovers and mates, Morgana ferociously distrusted Sasha now.  
 
    “I thought the Eve from the Bible was a human wife of Adam.” 
 
    Gin asked me, and Olaf said, “Mate, the beings alluded to are often misrepresented when humans finally hear the stories. Besides, the famous Eve is not the same as the wife named Eve,” 
 
    His explanation seemed to do nothing to quell Gin’s confusion or his apprehension. 
 
    “There were two of them, one mortal, one demonic. It’s really not all that complicated if you ask me.” 
 
    Sasha said in a sultry tone. Morgana seemed bothered by something, but I didn’t dare ask her while we were near her loathed ex.  
 
    “How about we just focus on the tasks at hand now, yeah? Grand, let’s get to crackin’.” 
 
    I said to the group, and Sasha made a very grand display of bowing at the waist.  
 
    “One portal to my world coming right up.” 
 
    She said, and the amount of effort it took for her to produce a proper rift between two points was disturbingly lower than it would be for me. Some of her cracks about my clumsiness were true. I was not all that knowledgeable in the higher-realms or higher arts, yet.  
 
    “Keen, we just have to deal with a former demon lover and then grab a hammer. That sounds like every second Friday in our bedroom role-play, darling.” 
 
    I jested to Morgana, and she narrowly managed a smile for my troubles. I stroked soothing circles into her slender back and murmured affectionately to her, “Come my dove, we’re going to get this business over with. Then I will rub you down all over and tuck you into our bed tonight.” 
 
    I said to her, and she leaned on my shoulder and closed her eyes. She breathed in my scent and sighed.  
 
    “I’m going to hold you to that, plus one pint of Chunky Monkey.” 
 
    I murmured to her, “Love, I would get you a chunky one or a skinny one if it makes you smile.” 
 
    Morgana smiled brightly at me. 
 
    “Mavis, it’s an ice cream brand. Not an actual monkey!” 
 
    Her giggle was like tinkling bells to my ears. Also, my misunderstanding served to drag her out of her state of funk. I nibbled on her ear, and Morgana bit down on her lip and murmured to herself in delight.  
 
    “Ok, now we’re just being cruel!”  
 
    Sasha complained, and We nodded, then we followed the Grey Witch through the portal to her realm. When last we were here, Morgana and I fought for our lives. She was tormented alone, and I was forced to fight a world’s worth of demons and various nasties. To say we had our fair share of PTSD was putting it mildly.  
 
    We were brought to the edge of the pitch-black forest, where an emerald barrier was erected.  
 
    “This is as far as I can go without breaking the geas.” 
 
    She said in a tone that told me how much this situation annoyed her. Sasha was accustomed to being in perfect control of every element and every being in this world. She was the puppet mistress. We’d all fallen prey to her dark puppeteering while here recently. Anne had even played a twisted version of a mortal TV show game while we were forced to watch her fight for her life. Knowing now that she’s pregnant only seems to inflame the situation further.  
 
    “Any more basilisks I should worry about?” 
 
    I asked, and Sasha gave me a sour look of annoyance.  
 
    “It wasn’t easy to find that pair. If I had another set, I’d certainly not allow them to reveal themselves to you lot.” 
 
    Sasha said, and I was almost certain that meant she had another set. She was selfish enough to steal any number of beings for her little puppet world.  
 
    “Just so we’re clear, I will not be held responsible for any pets I am forced to kill while I am looking for your errant demoness?” 
 
    I asked, and Sasha sighed and said, “Just try not to blunderbuss the way through this request. That would be great!”  
 
    Her smile was all sweetness and light, but no one was fooled. Morgana was clinging to my side fiercely. I could guess she was beginning to have memories of her last trip here. Her flesh could possibly still burn with the torment of Sasha’s previous encounter. One day I hoped to rectify the situation on Morgana’s behalf, even though she’s never needed me to fight her battles for her before.  
 
    “How exactly are we supposed to get into this energy field?” 
 
    I demanded, and I turned, but Sasha had disappeared. I could hear her disembodied tone respond, “Use the Force.”  
 
    Morgana grunted and rolled her eyes.  
 
    “She never was very good with the cheeseball humor, though she thinks she is.” 
 
    I smiled at my mate and leaned up into her lips, slowly drinking her in. 
 
    “Don’t worry about all that, dove. We’re going to get all this business sorted.” 
 
    She stared off into the energy field and murmured, “I do sense some darkness behind the field. Something I haven’t felt since my mother’s demise.” 
 
    Morgana had not just lost her first mate to madness. Sasha had killed and siphoned off Morgana’s mother’s archdemon powers. She’d also destroyed the Arthurian city of Camelot and drained Morgana’s half-brother, Author of Camelot. Her shared history with Sasha was prolific and terrible. I’d seen a glimpse of the nightmare of her discovery in Camelot. Morgana has blamed herself for their deaths all these years hence why she’s been too guilt-laden to explain what truly happened. 
 
    “We’ll face whatever it is, together. Then we will be back in time for some tea before we’re off to face down Nidhogg.” 
 
    I said in a very proper-sounding high-born tone. Morgana chortled at the sudden fanciful manner with which I was speaking. She could understand my jokes, even when they were extremely outdated to the times. 
 
    “Mavis, how did you even know this was all Nidhogg? Just because the crisis is dragon-related does not make Nidhogg the most logical conclusion. If anything, he would be at the bottom of the pile for the rest of us. Seeing as he has been pinned under the universe tree for eons.” 
 
    Morgana said, and I bit my lip and looked around.  
 
    “I’m not certain the mechanics of the vision, only that I began to see flashes of Nidhogg breaking free. I was overcome with a clarity of the task at hand.” 
 
    Part of me wanted to tell her about the ghostly voice I heard calling my name, but that felt wrong. I wasn’t crazy, I hoped. Whatever this phenomenon might be, I am going to try to discover more about it before I share it with others.  
 
    “I’ve never heard of anything like that. I have heard of precogs, and I have met a few clairvoyants. This is not the same. Could it be some latent gift your mother passed along?” 
 
    I shrugged and murmured, “I didn’t know much about my mum. Not nearly as much as I would like to have thought I knew.”  
 
    Nothing could cut the bitterness from my tone. Mum had layered mysteries in her life. Everything about her seemed to be a false story. Her age, birth rank in the vampyr court, and time spent warring against the fallen god were all veiled in mystery. Her time with me as a small child was the one absolute thing I had in my life. Now, I wasn’t sure I ever knew a single thing about Clare Aubrey. So, I was especially uncertain of what I saw now.  
 
    “Well, that is a possibility, right?” 
 
    Morgana said, and I could hear the hopefulness in her tone. She could tell I didn’t require more mysteries in my existence currently.  
 
    “It’s possible, but it didn’t feel like it was so much me as it was a shared experience.”  
 
    I murmured aloud, and Morgana frowned deeply at me.  
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense, Mavis.” 
 
    I grumbled in agreement and swiftly dropped the topic. 
 
    “Along with being back here. I never dreamt I would come back to this world of my own will. Much less, so soon after our previous expedition here.” 
 
    I said, and Morgana murmured in agreement.  
 
    “Aye, I’d hoped never to see this place again. Though, I didn’t really see all that much of it last time.” 
 
    She seemed to recall the myriad of injuries she’d suffered. Every time I recalled her suffering, I had to clamp down on my desire for retribution. Neither of our memories of this world was keen. This world was an endless extension of the brutality of its mistress.  
 
    “You didn’t even get to see this lovely snack of a jungle. Spoiler alert, it makes the Dark Forest of Fairey appear positively bright and tame.”  
 
    I informed Morgana, and she grinned at me and gave me a thumbs-up in response.  
 
    “I say bring it on then. A fat lot of good that will do with the pair of us together.” 
 
    She said, and I bit my lip and nodded. Our shared powers and experiences were more than enough to tackle nearly any being I could conceive of.  
 
    “Any clue how we’re supposed to break into the forest?” 
 
    I asked Morgana, and her fingers played over the energy field around the teeming jungle.  
 
    “This is some rather advanced demonic energy. I didn’t remember Eve being this powerful.” 
 
    Morgana murmured to herself, and she played along the entrance.  
 
    “You’ve met the demon in question before?” 
 
    Morgana shot me a sassy look and chastising stated, “My mum was one of the prime archdemons. I know all manner of demons and creatures of neither-realms. I’ve even lived in realms controlled by demons for spells of time.” 
 
    She said, and I touched her shoulder gently. She seemed to stir from her most profound, darkest memories.  
 
    “How did you manage to stay so sweet and so selfless?” 
 
    I marveled in a whispered tone, and Morgana answered in a hushed tone, “My dad hid me from mum most of my life. He took me and ran once he realized what she intended to do with me.” 
 
    Morgana said, her tears came unbidden. Most only saw the flame and the hardened woman she displayed for all the universe. I saw beneath that, to the woman inside of Morgana. The creature beneath the layers of cosmic persona and posturing. I was convinced that no matter how long our lives are. Beneath it all, we are still soft beings with an endless array of formulated experiences from our formative years. We are the combination of our nature and our nurture. In Morgana’s case, she behaved more in line with the druids of her father’s people. Part of her forever seemed to be a small girl on the run from a terrifying mum. This was all a new layer of my love I’d never explored before.  
 
    “So, when you saw her slain in Camelot?” 
 
    I asked gently; Morgana sighed and closed her eyes in a wistful-looking manner.  
 
    “Part of me was deeply sad, grieving her loss. But the rest of me felt guilty for feeling relieved that she couldn’t ever hurt me again. I also felt relieved that my little brother couldn’t become the tyrant she’d envisioned him to become. This isn’t the first world they have built a Camelot on. The archdemons have ruined many civilizations across the universe through programming and controlled breeding. It’s sickening, and I feel utterly disgusted to be genetically connected to such atrocities.” 
 
    Morgana was deeply reflecting. I was almost shocked at how open she was with me now. Morgana had defensive layers built upon her defensive layers. She seemed to be changing ever since her run-in with Sasha. Almost like she finally decided she could begin to share her sorted past openly with me. As if she’d been terrified of being judged this entire time. Morgana seemed to love from a slight distance. Now, she was becoming more open and closer to each of her mates.  
 
    “I can appreciate that, considering I am related to a Celtic pantheon of gods and goddesses. Not all of them are fuzzy, cuddly beings. We are all born of the darkness of the past. You, however, are the light in the night, my beloved.” 
 
    I told Morgana, and she seemed to swoon before me now. I leaned in and stood on my tiptoes, and kissed her lips softly. The energy field around the entrance sizzled for a moment; then a small path opened before us. 
 
    Morgana and I shared a perplexed look. Her look was more vexed than anything.  
 
    “I’m going to safely assume that means Eve has detected our presence.” 
 
    Morgana stated, and I hummed and asked, “Why would she willingly allow in an archdemon who is powerful enough to slay her?” 
 
    Morgana sighed and seemed to sag slightly.  
 
    “Because she’s Sasha’s little piece of ass on the side. Or at least she was, back when I was mated to Sasha. Unlike you and I, Sasha and I were exclusive with no other mates. So, when I discovered Eve in my bed, you could imagine how I felt. Eve always was obsessed with me. She only grew close to Sasha to be nearer to me. Because I am my mother’s daughter.”  
 
    Even though I didn’t agree with Morgana’s personal assessment of herself, I didn’t know how to verbalize that to her. I saw much of Quinn in my mate. She was a lot like her father. She was selfless to a fault. She was unafraid to sacrifice everything upon the pyre of her dedication to others.  
 
    “That seems a rather round-about manner of gaining access to the object of your obsession.” 
 
    Morgana grumbled, “Don’t count demonic thought as logic. It is a twistedness which contorts and skews.”  
 
    She said bitterly, and I could tell she felt deeply related to this topic on more levels than she wished to be. Her worldview was framed by her experiences and the loving education Quinn provided her. Morgana loathed herself because she was a half-blood demon. She appeared to be forever fearful of the other half rearing its ugly head.  
 
    “I see, so you expect trouble?” 
 
    Morgana gave me a blithe look and murmured, “She’s invaded a powerful malevolent being’s home. I couldn’t imagine she’s here for any positive reason.” 
 
    I sniffed and nodded in concession.  
 
    “This could be her perverse version of a vacation?” 
 
    I offered, and Morgana seemed unconvinced of anything.  
 
    “Just keep up your guard. Let me do the fighting. You need to recuperate. You shouldn’t even be standing right now!” 
 
    Morgana said to me; her worried tone spoke volumes about how concerned she was. I was too tired to even use my weights right now. Morgana appeared to have disconnected her weights as well. Which told me she was out for blood.  
 
    “I’m fine, just a wee bit exhausted, but since when does that ever stop me from crackin’ on?”  
 
    I asked her rhetorically, but her sassy eyes answered with more heat than any words ever could.  
 
    “Mavis, one of these days, I am worried you are going to actually throw your body on a live grenade. I mean, you’re basically doing that every time trouble strikes.” 
 
    I shrugged and inserted, “A grenade wouldn’t do anything to me. My armor would absorb the damage.” 
 
    She sighed and murmured, “Your logic is about as twisted as a demon when it comes to your personal welfare.” 
 
    That was something I’d not expected to hear. However, I couldn’t speak to the accuracy since I’d never met a full-blood higher demon. They tended to avoid the “civilized” world where strong immortals resided. Demons were far more inclined to enjoy the more homely and less advanced realms ripe with primitive mortals to manipulate.  
 
    “I’ll bear that in mind, my love.” 
 
    I said, unwilling to turn this trip into a spat between lovers. Morgana was opening to me now. That was something I’d been hoping for since we first made love.  
 
    “This place is fecking dense!” 
 
    Morgana marveled as we began to step into the jungle proper. The steep scent of blood captured my full attention. This world always seemed almost ripe with lifeblood. We were barely twenty feet into the jungle now, but we could hardly see a thing.  
 
    “Should I make some light?” 
 
    Morgana asked, and I shook my head and touched her hand gently.  
 
    “No, my love, that will attract all manners of monsters. Unless you want to go find Alice and pull her into this mess, I advise we do this the more difficult way.” 
 
    Morgana chortled at this and said, “I just can’t believe she was giggling while basilisks were chasing you.” 
 
    She murmured in amazement, and I groaned.  
 
    “This is Alice we’re talking about. She’s a few chips short of a full basket.” 
 
    Morgana hummed in agreement as we expanded our senses to “see” further into the darkness. My eyes were keen in the dark, but even that didn’t help me overly much on this jungle planet.  
 
    “On the other hand, at least she didn’t set up shop in that active arse volcano.”  
 
    Morgana inserted, and I snorted at her as we moved deeper into the thicket.  
 
    “Babe, I feel something powerful to the southwest of our location.” 
 
    Morgana hummed in agreement once more and said, “That should be relatively opposite of the direction towards Sasha’s home. That tracks with what one might expect of an invader setting up their personal environment in the wilds of a rival’s world.” 
 
    Her assessment made sense, and we were moving deeper into the dark heart of teeming death and misery. A thick jungle was so ripe with predators that death was forever a constant in the ecosystem.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Fourteen: 
 
    Blood sense was completely useless in this thicket. We navigated via the sense of infernal magiks. Demon powers stood out in a living environment devoid of corruption. Say all I might say about the Grey Witch, but her world was as natural as the Galapagos Islands. 
 
    “Eve is nearly upon us if my senses are any indicator.” 
 
    Morgana hummed vaguely in agreement.  
 
    “Is that a cavern ahead of us?” 
 
    Morgana asked me, and I hummed in agreement.  
 
    “Aye, looks like some type of refuge. We can probably risk using light once we seal the entrance.” 
 
    I informed Morgana, and we moved steadily closer to the entrance. My heart pumped rapidly as I unsheathed my cutlass.  
 
    “How are we planning to seal the entrance?” 
 
    I fumbled one-handedly into my knapsack and said, “I have a blanket in here.” 
 
    Morgana seemed to catch my meaning.  
 
    “I see; we don’t need a seal, just to blot out as much light escaping as possible.” 
 
    I hummed in agreement. We couldn’t see one another very well, so nodding seemed ludicrous right now.  
 
    “Morgana, she must know we’re here. I’m not exactly a subtle being these days.” 
 
    I said, and Morgana snorted in amusement.  
 
    “That, and my abyssal flames are like catnip to demons.” 
 
    I murmured, “Explains why Sasha kept you to herself the first time we were here. She didn’t want you kicking off around all the imps, making them obey you.” 
 
    Morgana sniffed and said, “It’d take a lot more than simple flames to make a demon change their allegiance. They usually serve the master or mistress who provides the most havoc and death. Demons are beings in unadulterated chaos.” 
 
    She informed me, and I knew this from my studies. However, Morgana’s knowledge was all first-hand and far more informed. She was not simply reciting factoids in a textbook; she lived it every day. Much to her supreme ignorance, Morgana was a lot more like her father than she ever cared to imagine. Quinn was a being of pure light and goodness. His love had overridden the chaos which should have devoured Morgana whole.  
 
    “Any idea how we go about dealing with this one?” 
 
    Morgana growled, “Hack and slash until she stops breathing, then hack and slash some more just because.” 
 
    Her words were bitten out in a bitter tone which spoke to the depths of her loathing for Eve.  
 
    “Ok, so just let me know well in advance if you don’t want me to bring another virgin into our metaphorical bed, yeah?” 
 
    I joked because I recently took a young sanguinar woman for a ride in the hot springs. 
 
    “Mavis, you are never dishonest, and I find your appreciation of female flesh rather refreshing. I like that we have all our games, and we can be as sexual as we desire with everyone, and no one is hurt or jealous. Also, we have two very amazing mates.” 
 
    Morgana said, and I felt like I was beginning to understand her logic.  
 
    “Help me pin this up with the climbing spikes.” 
 
    I told her, and she frowned and said, “Why the feck do we have climbing spikes? I can fly, and you can climb barehanded.” 
 
    I snorted and said, “Anne packed this for me. She was worried I wouldn’t have everything I needed when our next adventure found me.” 
 
    Morgana chuckled lightly and murmured, “That sounds like her. She’s still thinking far too mortal-like to be immortal and now pregnant with an immortal child.” 
 
    I hummed again and said, “Her daughter is not completely vampyr. She is also human, like Anne. Some combination of the pair.” 
 
    Morgana seemed shocked, even in this very pitch-black environment.  
 
    “You’re telling me human traits survived the genetic process of selection in a vampyr-human mixed child?!” 
 
    Morgana asked; her shock was as deep as mine.  
 
    “Aye, that’s precisely what I’m telling you.” 
 
    I said, and Morgana seemed to think deeply for a long moment.  
 
    “This child is going to be special, despite who her father is.” 
 
    Morgana stated factually, and I sniffed mildly in amusement.  
 
    “Aye, and we’re all going to have to protect her because there will be haters. She’s going to be the first known dhampir. Something we’ve had a word for, for millennia, but never a true case to represent.” 
 
    I told Morgana, and I was hesitant to explain the intricacies to Anne. Not while she was carrying her daughter. 
 
    “She’s going to need to hear this soon.” 
 
    Morgana stated, and I sighed and felt like the entire weight of the universe was resting on my soul.  
 
    “Aye, but not while she’s got so much time to stress the unsolvable problems before us all. Besides, it cannot be healthy for her to worry a lot. All women are vulnerable when pregnant, and you know this better than me.” 
 
    Morgana frowned and murmured, “How is it I know this better than a mother of two girls?” 
 
    Morgana asked incredulously, and I smirked at her as we finished sealing the tunnel. Her small fire danced above our heads. I looked up into her perfect visage. 
 
    “I was referring to the pure age difference between the pair of us, my love.” 
 
    Morgana’s nostrils flared, and she huffed at me.  
 
    “So, now I’m old, am I?!” 
 
    She asked tersely, and I shook my head widely and stated, “Of course not, dove! Ye don’t appear a mite over four-thousand to me!” 
 
    I said, and she smacked my stomach firmly. I snorted and rolled my eyes at her.  
 
    “Come now, we both appear like a pair of high schoolers to all the rest of the world!” 
 
    Morgana’s lips twitched in amusement and inserted, “You mean the rest of the earth? Which is not the world we’re in right now.” 
 
    She reminded me, and I murmured in a dispassionate agreement with her. 
 
    “Then you don’t look a moment older than any other immortal on this god-forsaken rock. Is that any better, my lass?” 
 
    I purred to her, and she gave me another crack in the gut. I rubbed my stomach and sulked like a scalded cat.  
 
    “What the devils was that one for?!” 
 
    I asked her, and Morgana grinned slightly and winked, “Just so you don’t forget that you stuck your foot down yer throat, that’s all.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the grin splitting my features now. After a long life of timid women, I didn’t mind my ladies being a bit rough with me. Most immortals were too fearful of me to be assertive. Morgana, Anne, and Aurelia all considered me a mate first, not a demigoddess. This was only further expansion upon my love for them. 
 
    “Yes, do continue.” 
 
    A voice sounded ahead of us, and Morgana stiffened noticeably. There was a sinister presence that approached us. The figure was slowly becoming visible to the light of the flame dancing over Morgana’s head. She wore nearly nothing but a loin-like cloth and a small animal skin over her breasts. She looked almost like a grey-tinted elven giantess. She was about seven feet tall and delectably gorgeous. Her inky black hair was almost dark blue. It was so midnight in appearance. 
 
    “Eve, I presume?” 
 
    The demoness raked her gaze over me. She licked her lips and purred out, “I don’t believe we’ve met before. How might you know my name?” 
 
    She asked, and I didn’t blink as I held my black and crimson steel at the ready. She didn’t appear at all hindered by the sight of my steel.  
 
    “I’m Mavis Aubrey, daughter of Dagda and Clare Aubrey.” 
 
    She licked her lips more slowly, this time as if to draw my eyes into her thick lips. Everything about this tall elven creature screamed of sex personified. I felt my libido rapidly increasing to a crescendo. 
 
    “A demigoddess, that explains a lot. Even the god slayer you’re wielding. What it doesn’t explain is your choice in bedmates.” 
 
    Eve said, her tone was full of curiosity. I smiled ferally at her, but otherwise, I didn’t let her know how annoying I found her to be. 
 
    “Morgana is a most desirable choice of bedmates. She gets along swimmingly with my dad.” 
 
    I said, and I shrugged casually. I felt a sudden pressure building on my mind. The creature before me pressured my mind. It was like the effects of a strangulating hand or a vice squashing my melon. Her psychic prowess was daunting and terrifying. I felt almost helpless at the presence of her mind. She kept pressuring my thoughts, trying to squeeze them free against my volition.  
 
    She laughed darkly as she enjoyed the agony etched on my features. Naked pain danced along my body like flames. I managed to push her willpower back enough to hold my mental barrier. 
 
    “You’re a lot stronger than the average demi. I’d dare say you have actually slain a god with this power.”  
 
    She murmured as she surprised me by reaching inside her loincloth. The petite clothing item gave a minor illusion to what she was doing.  
 
    “Enough!” 
 
    Morgana snapped, and her flames leaped along her skin from head to toe. Eve eyed my mate and licked her lips again. She made a moaning sound as she kept touching her sex.  
 
    “Yes, that’s the side of you I’ve longed to see! Such fire, such chaos!” 
 
    Eve purred out, and she moaned several long bursts of pure pleasure.  
 
    “One of these days, I knew I would see you unleash the powers you’ve held under such rigid care. You are the destroyer’s child, after all.” 
 
    (Not to be mistaken with Cali’s mother, who was the goddess of destruction.) 
 
    Eve taunted Morgana, relishing the reactions she elicited from my mate.  
 
    “Morgana, she’s just baiting you, you know it.” 
 
    I said, and her mind pounded against mine once more.  
 
    “Share your intimate secrets with me, daughter of Dagda.” 
 
    She purred out, and her voice was silken and rich as the most succulent of wines.  
 
    “A blood goddess, yes! Your lot is very endearing to my people!” 
 
    She giggled, and I grit my teeth as my fangs grew to their full length. 
 
    “I’m nothing like Esus! It is his blood you will find on my blade!” 
 
    I snapped at her. The demon had a knack for hitting folks in their weak spots. Morgana might be an archdemon child, but she was nurtured as a druid. That difference in upbringing is ecliptical. Morgana is the light of the dawn, and this being is the absolute terror of the witching hour.  
 
    “Yes, a god slayer and a powerful blood goddess! I think you and I will become great friends!” 
 
    She laughed as the timbre of her tone shifted. She spoke with two sultry voices as one. Her pitch was smokey and also higher-pitched mixed together. I couldn’t figure out how she managed the dual cadences of her tone. Demon biology is not my forte. I know Morgana is not very different from a vampyr or a druid, physically speaking, but there are subtle differences. 
 
    “Why’d you come here? I thought you said Sasha no longer held any interest to you after you slept with her?” 
 
    Morgana asked, and Eve licked her lips.  
 
    “I came because I knew that silly Witch simply couldn’t resist asking for help removing me. She is unable to lift a single finger against me unless I actively attempt to harm her.” 
 
    This caused Eve to throw back her head and laugh deviously.  
 
    “I see, and you figured she would find me and bargain for me to rid her of you?” 
 
    Morgana quickly concluded, and the demon nodded vigorously. She was proud of her elaborate planning. 
 
    “Well, it worked, didn’t it? Here you stand, with your delicious little dish of a demigoddess. A pair of ripe gingers just waiting for me to fuck them.” 
 
    She moved closer, not afraid of the sword ahead of her path.  
 
    She waved her hand, and my sword flew from my grip. I was shocked at the sheer force of raw kinetic power she manifested. Eve was every bit as powerful as Sasha. However, she seemed like she was not interested in a fight to the death, or so my instincts told me. 
 
    *** 
 
    Eve strolled forward, and she seemed to purr like a cat. 
 
    “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since the last time we met all those years ago, Morgana La Fay.” 
 
    Eve seemed to sizzle with passion for my mate. Her gaze was like saucers of pure lust. All her focus was on Morgana’s curves and contours. Her powers were still firmly pinning my weapon into the cavern ceiling. Her split focus was impressive and a bit terrifying.  
 
    Part of me felt suddenly defensive of Morgana, which was illogical. She was far older and just about as strong as me. I’d still yet to even experience the full power of her phoenix form. The only time she ever revealed it to me was when I needed rapid healing. I was in no position to remember much of anything. Morgana was something special. Like me, she walked two opposing worlds of bloodlines. Also, like me, she was one of the most powerful of her species. 
 
    “Release my mate, now!” 
 
    Morgana snapped out, and her fiery hand shot out like a whip. She slammed the demoness against the side of the cavern wall. Eve laughed as she gagged. Flames sizzled around the demon’s flesh. Eve appeared to enjoy this violent woman-handling. 
 
    “Yes, that’s the very image of the phoenix I’ve longed to possess!” 
 
    Eve’s legs opened more expansive, and she attempted to hook Morgana’s leg. I could see the demon was not playing at the sexual chemistry. Her desires appeared to mirror actions. I couldn’t understand why Eve had been involved with Sasha if she desired Morgana this much. Nothing about this situation made loads of sense.  
 
    “Enough from you!” 
 
    Morgana snapped, and she battered the demon against the wall. Eve wasn’t being overpowered, just compliant in this bit of sorted kinky play—at least that appeared to be her logic. Something inside me told me that Eve could still overpower Morgana if she so desired. Thie being was infinitely older than either of us. There was a quality of power that came with age. A capacity not easily replicated. Even through all the hard work and training two younger immortals, like us, had done.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am, may I have another?!” 
 
    Eve purred like a sultry kitten, and she twisted her hips as best she could. Part of me didn’t know what to make of the bazaar behavior. I’d never had reason to spend much time with higher demons before. Their individual or cultural perversions tended to blow right past me.  
 
    “Shut it! We have a fecking myriad of world-ending problems going on right now. Instead of sorting them out, I am here, cleaning up your fecking mess again!”  
 
    Morgana snapped bitterly and growled. Her flames singed the demoness, but she didn’t wine in pain once. If anything, she only seemed to become further aroused. 
 
    “How about a small trade, and I will leave this realm without incident. All you have to do is allow me to bed you one time.” 
 
    Eve purred, and Morgana hissed at her, and Morgana’s flames raised and thickened around her body. 
 
    “I should burn you to ashes for all you have done!” 
 
    Morgana snapped in a harsh tone that reflected more of her archdemon heritage. She’d dealt with these beings before. Morgana knew how their minds worked. Chills played throughout my guts as I felt a surge of power unlike any I’d ever felt in Morgana. Every time I think I’ve closed the gap between our capabilities, I am humbled by the hidden depths of my mate. Sometimes I genuinely am dim enough to believe I can simply train a bit to catch up to her many thousands of years of life. 
 
    “Yes, burn me more!” 
 
    Eve pleaded as she gagged in Morgana’s crushing grip.  
 
    “Enough, we can resolve this.” 
 
    I said, and Morgana snarled as she looked into Eve’s sexually taunting gaze. Never had I been bothered by a mere leer in my existence. Eve was perverse beyond all reckoning. Something inside her mind seemed broken. Yet, part of me felt hesitant to kill a being that could invade Sasha’s realm with impunity.  
 
    With consideration to everything, we’d already experienced with Sash. I didn’t much relish our odds of continued peace with her in the future.    
 
     “Morgana, wait, perhaps we can reason with her?” 
 
    I asked, and Morgana tightened her grip and snapped, “Mavis, are you barking mad?! There is no reasoning with a feck-all higher demon!”  
 
    In my defense, I’ve never really had many dealings with demons. They were just a theoretical concept as far as I was concerned. Also, it seemed illogical to believe they couldn’t be reasonable since Morgana was half archdemon herself. 
 
    “She’s a bit like a cat in heat. I’ll grant ye that, but I don’t see anything making her proper loony.” 
 
    Morgana inclined her head at Eve, who was rubbing against her.  
 
    “Mavis, I know sanity is a rather liberally defines term for us, but this is fecking bonkers!” 
 
    Morgana said, and Eve pouted at Morgana.  
 
    “You’re hurting my demonic feelings, my lovely lady.”  
 
    She said, and Morgana clamped harder on her throat. Eve choked and moaned, almost in one breathless sound. It wasn’t lost on me that Eve didn’t even attempt to resist Morgana. The demoness was truly placing her immortal life in Morgana’s hands. 
 
    “I don’t understand why you’re surrendering your will to Morgana. You literally caused a higher-being to send for help ridding herself of you. Is Morgana right? Are you beyond reason?” 
 
    Eve looked to me and croaked out, “The plan was always to end up in Morgana’s loving embrace.” 
 
    She gagged again as Morgana closed off her airway. I was feeling conflicted about this since I logically knew most demons did horrible things. This one was helpless, so my mind was having trouble making peace with the violence. As a general rule of thumb, I never harmed anything that wasn’t actively a threat to me or mine. 
 
    “Yer not helpin’ yer fecking cause by further taunting her.” 
 
    I told Eve, and Morgana relented on her throat enough to allow Eve to breathe appropriately. Despite the slight display of mercy at my behest, Morgana’s ferocious look bespoke her willingness to snuff out Eve.  
 
    “Mavis, what do you suggest then?” 
 
    Morgana asked me; she was always willing to listen to me and our mates. I hummed and scratched my cheek with my free hand and said, “Just thinking we ask her what it would take to get her to agree to return to her realm in peace.” 
 
    Morgana looked at Eve and snapped, “Well, answer her.” 
 
    Eve licked her lips and purred out in a hoarse dual-tone, “I’ll go back and not bother your half-elf mistress if you allow me to fuck you, Morgana La Fay.” 
 
    Morgana snapped and threw her into the wall harshly. The rocks shattered around her.  
 
    “I told you it was pointless! She’s fecking mad and obsessed with me!” 
 
    I blinked and said, “She’s never going to accept you into her body, Eve. I recommend you suggest something else that you desire.” 
 
    Eve seemed to consider her options for a while. The singing flames seemed not to bother her, even though I could see Morgana’s magiks were penetrating what flame resistance the demon had. After several long moments of contemplation, Eve looked to me and sized me up like a piece of meat. She seemed to be plotting something new. There was a slight sense of trepidation in my body now.  
 
    “You fuck her, and I will watch. I’ve longed to see you being entered and exited since I first met you nearly five millennia ago. Five thousand years is a long time to burn, for one thing, Morgana.” 
 
    Eve pouted against her. Morgana’s nostrils flared. I blinked and shrugged, “I’ve never minded voyeurs during sex.” 
 
    Morgana seemed to look at me as if I grew another head.  
 
    “You want me to have sex with her here?!” 
 
    Morgana asked; the tone was utterly incredulous. I shrugged and said, “I’ve never known you to have performance anxiety in front of others.” 
 
    Morgana narrowed her gaze upon me and murmured, “That’s with non-psycho demon stalkers who fucked my exes!” 
 
    Morgana said in her defense, and I waved my hand about and said, “My love, if she promises not to get too close and not to touch, will you consider it? That would allow us a peaceful way to resolve this problem. (And, it will allow me to use Eve as a card in my back pocket against Sasha someday in the future.) Like my mum, I plan for the future. Every move I make is a chess move with twenty moves thought out in advance. All the possibilities for the future told me we might want someone with fewer scruples to use against Sasha. 
 
    “I promise, I’ll keep my mittens to myself. Just allow me to watch and savor her deliciousness!” 
 
    Morgana bit out, “You’re not tasting any part of me!” 
 
    Eve conceded, “I guess you are still a demoness in some part, to spot that loophole.”  
 
    She grinned unapologetically at Morgana. Morgana sighed and said, “You will watch form no closer than eight yards, and you will never at any point touch any part of our bodies. You will not attack, and you will not attempt to leave this cave. Once our performance has concluded, you will leave of your own accord, or a portion of your demonic essence will revert to me as a toll.” 
 
    Morgana said I’d never heard a bargain like this before. I knew the gest of it. Only a demon or part demon could bargain for portions of infernal or abyssal powers. 
 
    “You’re also forbidden from performing any geas on us.” 
 
    I added, recalling the trouble the Grey Witch had with Eve, to begin with, in this situation. Eve looked cross with me for mentioning geas.  
 
    “Your mate is rather thorough in her negotiation.” 
 
    Eve said in a neutral tone. I could see some embers of annoyance playing up in her expression. Something whispered in my mind that I might live to regret calling her attention upon me later. 
 
    “Yes, what she said, no geas as well.”  
 
    Morgana said, and Eve sighed and took one long look at Morgana’s fully clothed figure.  
 
    “You’re worth any price, my lovely arch demoness.” 
 
    Eve decreed to Morgana, who didn’t look at all pleased with her high praise. She also didn’t much relish being called an archdemon. Morgana loathed half of her DNA, it appeared. She was deeply divided about her identity and the heritage from which she was born. 
 
    “Very well, we have a deal. You must leave after Mavis, and I are finished.” 
 
    Eve nodded and said, “Of course, precious!” 
 
    Morgana squeezed her throat one last time, and then she dropped Eve to the ground. 
 
    “Yes, finally!” 
 
    Eve chirped in her multi-toned voice. I was still bothered by Eve’s immense powers, but not enough to change my mind about this peaceful and honestly simple-to-execute agreement for me. When the universe doesn’t push Morgana and me into constant battles, I am perfectly content to be inside her and, or our other mates constantly.  
 
    “Don’t worry, my beautiful lass. You need only look into my eyes. I love you so very much, Morgana.” 
 
    I murmured against her, and I could see the demoness was already perched on a nearby rock and her fingers appeared to be inside herself already. That didn’t bother me bother to me. I have had voyeurs of all sexual orientations before now. 
 
    I was going to block out the horny demoness watching the show. I could savor my beloved half-druid anywhere in this universe. Every act of sex was a display of my constant sexual devotion to my mates.  
 
    “Just relax, and let’s have a spot of fun, my love.” 
 
    I told Morgana, and she arched her head as my hand stroked over her soft cheek. I pulled her in for a kiss. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Fifteen: 
 
    Her nerves were frazzled, and her body was stiff. Morgana was tense as I kissed along her neck and unfastened her jeans. I traced my other hand over her hard albs and savored the feel of each ripple of her muscular form. My beloved was as deeply ripped as any body-building female. Her nude figure deserved to be etched in marble to showcase for all the generations of the realms to come. 
 
    She was sexual perfection in the soft but femininely rugged flesh. She was capable of both girlish softness and glorious battle prowess. Even now, she smelled of war and blood—a welcome cocktail to a half-vampyr like me.  
 
    Morgana dropped her blanket to the ground behind us. She seemed to resist my sexual temptation. I took this as a challenge to my womanly prowess as a mate and lover. Despite the circumstances, I believed I could make passionate love to my beloved, regardless of our surroundings. Complete devotion to her womanly prowess and whole worship to her sexual perfection were the pillars of my existence. 
 
    The smell and taste of Morgana were sweet and milky to my tongue. I could never be saited with the greedy nature of my hunger for her flesh. The flavor of her nectar was like a fine wine to my tongue. I was burning with sexual appetite, just thinking about what I planned to do to my love. I ached to taste, to feel, to experience our passion further.  
 
    Constant war weighed on my need for love. Any chance to stop and devour Morgana was welcome in my book.  
 
    “Let’s get rid of these clothes, my dove.” 
 
    I murmured against her neck, and I kissed her several more time. She was hesitant at first, but her eyes closed involuntarily as I tenderly ministered my affections along her sensitive neck. My hands pulled her jeans down, and Morgana wiggled her hips in assistance.  
 
    Morgana made a few minor sounds as she seemed to attempt to repress her satisfaction. Roaming hands roughly gripped inside her thighs as I felt a bursting, loin-searing need to capture her core. The feel of nude legs as silken smooth as if she just saved pleased my tactile sense. Nothing matched the feeling of discovering and plundering a lady’s perfect soft body.  
 
    Morgana’s thick muscular toned legs only amplified the sense of urgency in my passionate fire. I knew she could feel every ounce of my fire burning via our mate bond. Morgana managed to suppress the whimper I felt as she shivered under my deeply scrutinous gaze. 
 
    Eve was plunging her long fingers inside her body. She was not quiet about her delight in the show thus far. Morgana only narrowly managed to keep her attention on me as she heard the demoness moaning. 
 
    “Don’t ye dare ignore me, ye cheeky little brat!” 
 
    I said against her ear, eliciting a deep shiver through Morgana. I pushed her panties down as I desperately tried to tether my mind to sanity. My need to claim every inch of her body was about to tare me to bits.  
 
    I smacked Morgana's ass firmly, causing a loud clapping noise. The demoness whimpered and vigorously pleasured herself. She was a fan of me disciplining my bratty mate. 
 
    “Be a good girl and lay down fer me.” 
 
    I murmured to Morgana, and she bit her lip and looked at me shyly. I leaned in, and I captured her lips. Morgana seemed to lose her breath as I traced my thumb over her wet folds for the first time. My hand moved languishingly slow, savoring her ripe flower. The moist nectar of her fruit overflowed, showcasing her need. Desire seemed to win out against hesitance at every agonizingly pleasurable battle for her sex.  
 
    I gripped Morgana’s upper-thighs and pulled her until we both lowered to the blanket. Morgana’s magiks flame expanded above us as I spread her fully. Her legs were wide, granting me full access to her sex. She looked at me with a gaze that bespoke her nervous readiness to proceed.  
 
    “I need to hear the words, my love.” 
 
    My tone was buttery-soft to Morgana, and she leaned into my touch as my palm traced along her cheek. My dominant left hand slid inside her left thigh slowly. She was well aware of the final destination of my hand. There was a joy to be discovered in prolonging the journey to my hand’s goal. 
 
    “I’ll not fuck you in the slightest until you beg me for it.” 
 
    I told Morgana, and she arched her back, and her flesh seemed to ripple with goosebumps. I moved my right hand and began to tug at her shirt, working it up. Morgana relented to my hands, allowing me to undress her top slowly. My left hand still crept up her inner thigh, teasing her. She knew I was extremely close to her sex, yet I was miles away from her entrance.  
 
    Every mile my fingers crept, Morgana was forced to imagine what I might do. She knew my fingers well. She knew my exact size and my precise thrusting power. Every iota of my being was focused on Morgana’s pleasure. 
 
    “Please, my darling! I want ye to fuck me stupid, and I don’t care who’s watching!”  
 
    Morgana said in an ardent tone. I could almost hear a whine or pleading pitch in her voice. Our guest was thoroughly enjoying herself as Morgana lay nude for me. I pulled my shirt over my head, and then I leaned down into my lady. My mouth fell upon her thick breast. Her nipples were rock hard with her prolific arousal. Morgana gasped as My left hand moved to her molten folds.  
 
    There was something divine in the act of making love to my mate. I looked into her eyes as I licked her right nipple. I teased the tender flesh with a nip of my fangs. She shuddered out several orgasmic breaths as my fingers coaxed her thick fluid along them to gain further depths of purchase.  
 
    Her body was ripe and ready for me. Morgana seemed to almost force my fingers inside her as I finally penetrated her tight entry. My universe was reduced to the fog of orgasmic sexual arousal of Morgana’s body. All I could smell or taste were the various flavors of her sex. She was tight even after the numerous times we’ve made love. My fingers found their way to the upper side of her inside. I played along the ribbed ridges of her clit.  
 
    My strokes were fast and focused on the sensitive nerve cluster. A lady need not use broad strokes for everything. Sometimes a precision rapid coaxing touch can elicit more exacting pleasure. 
 
    Morgana moaned, and her body gushed in response to the rapid strokes of my two fingertips. Her eyes rolled back as I forced her sanity to vacate the premises. I leaned in as I continued my micro-rapid-strokes of her clit, and I bit her left nipple softly. She gushed again as she seemed overwhelmed with the assault of euphoria on her body.  
 
    Her red hair framed us both, and mine covered her middle. I could hear the demon whining, and I could guess the source of distress was the hair coverage. I quickly pulled my long hair over my shoulder and to the side. With our guest satisfied once more, I continued my sexual machinations for Morgana’s continued ravishment. 
 
    My teeth sank into her left breast, and I tasted Morgana’s lifeblood. She arched her back in a bow shape. Her mind seemed to buckle under the endorphins assaulting her. She raked her nails along my back, clawing savagely into my tender flesh. The pain converted to pleasure as it mixed in twine with the vigorous nature of my sexual assault upon her person. Our guest seemed extremely satisfied with the light bloodplay incorporated into our sexual ritual. How often did higher demons witness mates making passionate love like this? 
 
    “Mav… you’re killing me!” 
 
    Morgana whined ad my micro-strokes vibrated faster still in her sex. Her eyes rolled until I saw only whites as I pushed her over the edge with thousands of micro-strokes of my fingers. 
 
    “Sit up, and we’re not finished yet, beautiful half-breed.”  
 
    I murmured commandingly to Morgana, and she obeyed me as I turned her over on her knees. She crouched, and I spread her legs wide and approached her from behind. I Buried my head into her moist sex, and I intoxicated myself with her orgasmic fumes. Her body chemistry was perfection to my senses. I couldn’t have been happier or more contented with my lot in this universe. My soft but course tongue traced her opening and her slits. I relished tasting the thick oozing flavor of her multiple orgasms on my tongue.  
 
    I Smacked her ass, looking up long enough to enjoy the thick cheeks of her perfectly proportioned rear ripple like waves on the sea. She was splendor in the flesh to me. My fierce command of her body only excited her on a deeper level. She was not accustomed to submitting her flesh to anyone before me. Morgana was a rogue immortal for thousands of years, yet she was willing to be my submissive in bed. I loved her so much, and our trust only grew deeper with every passing day. 
 
    “What does my good girl want?” 
 
    I asked her, and she rasped out, “You, inside me!” 
 
    She almost screamed this as I licked along the folds. My fingers slid inside her beneath my lapping tongue. Her dancing flames roared larger, threatening to consume the world above our heads. I didn’t know what our guest was doing, but I could hear her frantic state of affairs as I lapped and savored my mate’s sex. My fingers thrust vigorously inside my girl. In-out-in repeatedly, as my tasting, slurping tongue worked the opening of her sex thoroughly. 
 
    Morgana screamed, and I pushed my fingers to the very hilt inside her sexual sheath. The cascade of pleasure and desire spilled out until her rupturing bliss sprayed across my face. She screamed and shook as her body expelled all the sexual ecstasy and all her hydration at once. 
 
    Morgana was weak, ruins and utterly helpless in front of me. I took deep pleasure in each painfully orgasmic stroke inside her tiny body, as she was already beyond all sanity. There is a high like no other in driving your mate to sexual insanity. She whimpered weakly, and she couldn’t physically move, but I felt as the pleasure kept building. The echoes of joy and madness ripped through her. 
 
    After she finished secreting her liquid bliss on me, I pulled her up against me, and I held her rigidly against my breast as she rolled on top of me and sleepily nodded off. I looked to the ravenous-looking demoness, who was greedily lapping up every image of Morgana’s nude form.  
 
    “We have fairly dealt with you, Eve. Remember this and go in peace.” 
 
    I told her, and she kept staring at Morgana, and she murmured, “You’re not too bad at making her scream in pleasure. Call me if you ever feel like consorting with a demoness sometime, demigoddess.” 
 
    She giggled in her dual-tone, and I managed not to shiver in fear. Her sinister sound was enough to strike terror into the hearts of anyone she spoke to, within reason. 
 
    “I’ll keep that bit in mind for the future,” 
 
    I said in a vague, non-committal tone. I was deeply relieved that we didn’t have to fight to perform this favor for Sasha. If only more of the universe’s problems could be resolved with some fantastic girl-on-girl fun. 
 
    I allowed my thoughts to drift as I sensed the demoness open a portal and exit the realm promptly. We stole a few moments of respite and rest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sixteen: 
 
    “You let her escape?!” 
 
    Sasha wasn’t a fan of our solution to her houseguest—to say the least. We stood on the lawn of her cozy-looking mansion. Her garden dwarves were working to tend the fields nearby.  
 
    “Mum, you need some help with them?” 
 
    The avatar bounced up with a bored look in her eyes.  
 
    “Diana, go watch over the dwarves. Make sure they don’t screw anything up this time.” 
 
    Sasha commanded, and her daughter, and avatar, sighed. Despite the appearance of rebellion playing on her features, Diana skipped off towards the dwarves.  
 
    “Look, your deal was to get rid of the problem. You didn’t ever specify how we were to accomplish the task.” 
 
    I reminded Sasha, and she made a derisive sound in her throat and murmured, “That should have gone without needing to be spelled out! This is what I get for hiring out from the white-hat convention for my labor.” 
 
    Sasha fumed, and she finally threw up her hands and said, “Fine, fine, you handled your end of the bargain. Just next time, kill the bitch, yeah?! There will be a next time, Morgana.”  
 
    The Grey Witch informed her, and I crossed my arms over my chest.  
 
    “I believe you owe us one hammer of Thor and a portal back to NCIS.” 
 
    Sasha waved her hand, and both the massive silver hammer and a rift appeared in front of us. The booming thunder of the weapon lit the sky overhead as I curled my fingers around the grip. Power resonated through my body. I could feel some level of power amplification upon connecting with the hammer. Part of me felt like I was borrowing a small portion of Thor’s primal might now.  
 
    Sash helped us, despite everything. This tripe was one I was loathed to take amid a shamble outbreak, but it was fruitful. Morgana seemed to be even more surprised than me but kept her gob shut. I assumed she was trying to get free of the second unwanted female from her past before any damage was done.  
 
    “Do feel free to stop by.” 
 
    She said, directing her voice to Morgana, who pranced through the portal quickly as if to avoid attempting a cordial dialogue. I didn’t blame her, considering Sasha tortured her the last time she was here. 
 
    “I’m rooting for you to find it in you to slay the dragon, Mavis.” 
 
    Sasha said, winking at me playfully. I rolled my eyes and stepped into the portal. The icy expanse of darkness engulfed me for a moment. When I stepped out, I was standing amid a circle of very confused and armed humans.  
 
    “Hold your load there, Anne Oakley!” 
 
    Gin said in a richly humorous tone. Olaf and Talia were present, and Morgana was sitting on the top of the desk beside me. 
 
    “looks like the cow came through for a change.” 
 
    Morgana mused, and I shrugged.  
 
    “Aye, and honestly, I think my odds of living have gone up from impossible to improbable.” 
 
    James Teagan inspected the hammer and furrowed his brows deeply.  
 
    “It looks like a mega-sized version of what’s in my toolbox.” 
 
    As if it heard him, the hammer sizzled as his fingers drew close to the metal.  
 
    “Don’t touch this, mate. Not sure how bad it will blast a human. I’m just going to assume, bad enough to require a pine box, yeah?” 
 
    I said, and he gave me a dubious look which told me he thought I was trying to tease or trick him. The concept of the wee lass being the one protecting the big strapping lad was a reversal of James’ typical operating environment.  
 
    “Come on. It’s just a hunk of metal!” 
 
    James protested, and the hammer flashed with sparks. I grinned at him and winked playfully.  
 
    “Ye care to make that potentially fatal wager, mate? I’ll be sure to comfort yer widow fer ye.” 
 
    He gave me a terse look of masculine objection.  
 
    “How about we leave the wife out of the jokes, Mavis?” 
 
    James asked, and I giggled, “Worried she might take me up on it?” 
 
    He gave me another stern look, and Gin came over and to us. He clapped me on the shoulder.  
 
    “How about you stop twisting James’ balls, ok?” 
 
    I flashed a fanged grin and said, “He hasn’t even said our safe word yet, mate!” 
 
    Gin chuckled at that, unable to help himself.  
 
    “Heaven only knows how we manage to get anything done down here. Mavis, are we prepared to go to wherever it is you’re taking us?” 
 
    I nodded, and Talia strode up to me and said, “Dagda told me to tell you to create a portal to the edge of Mekka City. We are staging there.” 
 
    That elicited a few blinks of surprise from me.  
 
    “No offense, but I am somewhat relieved we’re on neutral land. Yer mum has been a mite unpredictable lately.”  
 
    Talia hummed in agreement, and I could practically feel her mind flashing back to Alice’s back. 
 
    “Dagda has raised the willing gods and goddesses. We also have a few factions of fae who are sending troops. The Summer fae was dispatched to earth entirely due to the fire magiks. The Winter and the Iron will face the dragons and the undead horde in the afterlife realm.” 
 
    I blinked a few times in surprise.  
 
    “I see you lot have been busy.” 
 
    I commented, and Talia added, “The rift you sealed has begun to leak again. The fae here will hold the lines while we push back the true culprits and fuse the veil between realms closed once more. We have plenty of gods and goddesses to help close all the rips in space-time.”  
 
    I grunted and reached out, ruffling Talia’s hair affectionately.  
 
    “My daughter, what is there left for me to do? With you leading the charge, I am all but useless.” 
 
    She snorted and rolled her eyes and added, “Please, there is still the matter of the big freakin’ dragon to sort. I’m just going to leave that one for you since I love living, and I wanna be alive to see Lexi’s baby born.” 
 
    Talia said, her eyes gleamed with excitement. Our human friends were a bit lost now. I would have to explain the complexities of my interpersonal connections at a later time. 
 
    “Let’s get this wagon rolling, people.” 
 
    I said, and that was received with a load of confused looks from the humans.  
 
    “You’re going to have to be kind to her use of English. She was locked in a coffin for two centuries, folks.” 
 
    Talia said, and I crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
    “Why the devils do you lot feel the need to tell everyone that!” 
 
    Talia grinned at me and her eyes danced with levity.  
 
    “Better the truth than the crazy they are conjuring win their minds. Or do you prefer everyone thinks you’re proper-mental?” 
 
    Talia asked me, and I shrugged and winked, “Donno, kinda like having everyone on their toes. I guess with the cat being out of the bag now. I might want to er on the side of caution, huh?” 
 
    Talia gave me a smirk and a roll of her eyes.  
 
    “Ok, off with ye. Let’s make that portal to Mekka City now.” 
 
    She said, and I grunted, and we moved to the center of the room. All around us, men carried cases of ammunition and large automatic rifles. We had about fifty bodies crammed down here. I’m not sure how Gin managed to muster so many people in such a short time. He was swamped while we were gone. 
 
    “Stand back as best you can, you lot.” 
 
    I told everyone in a stern tone.  
 
    “Don’t panic. The portal travel is extremely safe. The realms have been freely navigated throughout time by all manners of species.” 
 
    I said by way of explanation to the room full of humans.  
 
    I began to channel my magiks, and I focused on the point in Fairey now available inside the Iron Fae Kingdom. Mekka used to be closed off to all travel via runes and barriers. Now, creating a portal was as easy as pie. That was amusing to me, considering how much effort I spent to reach Mekka the first time.  
 
    I connected the two points, and I opened the swirling portal. The images of iron fae looking back at us told me I’d connected successfully to Mekka. 
 
    “What the hell are those?!”
One of the officers asked, and I snorted at him.  
 
    “Those are iron fae. We will be working with the Iron Fae and the Winter Fae to fight the dragons. Once we are in Mekka, we will begin a battle preparation planning session before we penetrate the world currently connecting to the earth.” 
 
    I said, and Gin grunted and added, “You’re all soldiers, so just listen up and prepare to shoot at the hostiles.” 
 
    Gin was looking over the humans as they began to step up to the portal. I stood back and allowed the people to enter the rift first. I would stand here until everyone else was ready to go.  
 
    “So, your father is a Celtic God?” 
 
    Gin asked me, and I gave him a suspicious look. 
 
    “What’s that have to do with anything?” 
 
    He shrugged and coughed.  
 
    “It’s just wild to hear about someone who has permitted me to bark orders at her. You’re clearly not a grunt, yet you played the part for my benefit.”  
 
    I grinned and shrugged at him casually.  
 
    “This is your world, and I am just living in it, policing the immortals who step out of line.” 
 
    He seemed to hold a profound respect for me unless I was severely mistaken.  
 
    “What do you think the odds are that we’ll make it back?” 
 
    His question caught me off guard. I blinked and cleared my throat, “The truth is, I have no idea how strong Nidhogg will be. He was imprisoned under the roots of the universe tree since the beginning of time. I’m not too fond of the odds of him being weak, considering the amount of effort the gods of old put into holding him at bay.” 
 
    Gin grunted in agreement, and he looked at the large hammer in my hand. 
 
    “So, the hammer of Thor, huh? Even I have heard of this thing. Crazy and wild to see it in person.” 
 
    I bit my lip and nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Aye, that makes two of us. Even by my standards, it is larger-than-life to step into the realm of the mythical gods.” 
 
    I looked as the humans kept filing into the rift. It only took a few minutes for everyone to make the trip. They could have filed in much more tightly, but I didn’t want them to risk trampling one another on the other side.  
 
    After the last of the mortals cleared, I nodded to Gin and waved him through.  
 
    “After you, sir. I will keep this link open. I will also hold a connection in Mekka City to the afterlife world. That way, you can have people running between worlds, should you feel the need.” 
 
    Gin grunted and said, “The Army is about to deploy troops and tanks into the breach.” 
 
    I blinked and swore vividly.  
 
    “We’d better hurry then since I’d like to stop this if possible and save loads of wasted mortal lives. They wouldn’t even stand a chance without immortal support.” 
 
    Gin seemed to consider my statement, but I could see he didn’t like the truth. 
 
    “Let’s go now.” 
 
    I said, and Gin followed me through the portal.  
 
    All manners of strange mechanical fae creatures watched us curiously as we appeared on Fairey. Several of the humans were extremely tense and contemplating raising their weapons in fear. This mess of an apocalypse had thrown back the curtain to all the mortals in a horrifyingly rapid manner.  
 
    “Ok, I’m sold on the fae support, after all.” 
 
    Gin murmured to me, and I snorted at him as he surveyed the large array of Iron Fae roaming in the teeming Mekka city metropolis. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dagda took another ten minutes to appear through his rift. Aurelia, Anne, Lexi, and Abi all appeared at the head of the contingent of sanguinar, fully prepared for war. Lord Axel was with them, and he smiled as our eyes met across the metallic city. You’d almost expect we were off to a vacation retreat from the looks the sanguinar were shooting.  
 
    “This is all very different and amazing.” 
 
    Gin said as he studied the structures of alien architecture. Mekka City was queer to the human eye. Even though it featured more technology than the rest of Fairey, this city was still very fae-like in its logic and order. 
 
    A large metallic-augmented Sidhe noble prowled to me. His red eyes were unnatural to the rest of his species. At least, they would have been in the other two Courts of the Fae. He was tanned, and his lips were studded with piercings. His hair was buzzed on one side and flowing to his shoulder on the right side. He stood over six-and-a-half feet tall. 
 
    “Lady Mavis Aubrey, I am Duke of Mekka, the acting leader of the Iron Fae. You may call me Vantus Rin.” 
 
    He said, and I nodded cordially to him and extended my hand. He took it and pressed it to his lips in a polite courtly kiss.  
 
    “You may call me Mavis if you like.” 
 
    I said, and he nodded to me.  
 
    “Lady Mavis, you are most welcome in our metropolis. I hope you will find time to enjoy the pleasures of our fair city, presuming this dragon doesn’t destroy the entire lot of us.” 
 
    I gave him a mischievous smile and said, “Careful; you’re likely to cause a jinx on us.” 
 
    I warned him, and he snorted in amusement.  
 
    “You are funny. That is interesting to discover in one’s liberator.”  
 
    The statement was strange to hear, considering his people had been shooting and slashing at me until recently. 
 
    “I’ve certainly been called worse by folks far more closely aligned to my original court.” 
 
    He smiled in mischief, and I saw his eyes dance with levity.  Vantus Rin looked beside me to Gin, and he extended his hand in greeting. Gin clasped it without hesitation. (Gin was forever thinking on his feet and acting in the best interest of all his people.) 
 
    “Greetings, this is the first time we’ve ever hosted a mortal contingent here in Mekka City. Our former ruler was not precisely a fan of your species.” 
 
    Vantus Rin looked between us, and Gin quickly asked, “What happened to him?” 
 
    I snorted and looked away as if suddenly interested by the metallic gardens near the border.  
 
    “Lady Mavis defeated him in single combat. It was a spectacle, to say the very least. We were repairing the city for months after her previous visit.” 
 
    I hummed as if wholly isolated from this conversation—no one needed to hear how destructive I could be, especially not a paranoid human investigator. 
 
    “It sounds like I should hear much more of this.” 
 
    Vantus Rin grinned wickedly and said, “We have digital copies of her battle. It felt logical to keep them, considering it marked the first free moment in our existence as a race.” 
 
    I hummed vaguely and nodded to Vantus Rin politely.  
 
    “Excuse me; I need to speak to my father and see if he needs anything further.” 
 
    Vantus Rin bobbed his uneven head in understanding.  
 
    “Of course, I will introduce myself to Lord Dagda at a later time. It is an honor to host the Celtic and the Nordic Gods and some of their offspring. This event will truly attest that Mekka City has arrived as a nation of its own.” 
 
    Vantus Rin said, his passion for his people was naked to see. Gin pumped his hand once more, and then he followed me as I walked towards the nearly eight-foot-tall giant that was my father. Dagda could appear slightly shorter, but he seemed to be slowly swelling in size in preparations for war. His hardened eyes softened a shade as he settled upon my visage.  
 
    “Sweetheart! Glad to see you’re no worse for wear now that you’ve returned from Sasha’s realm again.” 
 
    Dagda said, and I bit my lip and nodded to my father.  
 
    “Hey ya, dad. This is my boss from NCIS, Gin Fields. He’s in command of the human contingent here.” 
 
    Dagda turned and extended his massive hand to Gin. 
 
    “A deep pleasure and an honor, mortal warrior! You are one of the bravest of your current generation, my boy.” 
 
    Dagda said, speaking to knowledge which no mortal possessed. Gin seemed to take this praise better than expected. He studied my father as he pumped his hand in greeting.  
 
    “I don’t even know what to say to a God.” 
 
    Gin confessed, and Dagda laughed in a joyous cadence of masculine amusement.  
 
    “Say whatever you like. I’ve been cracking fun with the best of them in Dublin since the foundation of the city.”  
 
    He winked mischievously to Gin, who snorted. 
 
    “Very way, Lord Dagda, I am grateful to have you here. Your presence cannot hurt our cause.” 
 
    Gin said. I could tell he was mostly trying to figure out how to sound diplomatic while addressing a god.  
 
    “I’ve brought your mortals a gift. I forged special bullets which will fit your weapons. The Duke of Mekka’s nephew was most helpful in helping me with all the specs for your automatic and side-arm weapons.” 
 
    Dagda said, and he waved his hand, and crates of ammo magazines appeared. There were enough rounds to supply a much larger force for a much larger siege. 
 
    “I soaked them in the blood of Esus. He was the blood god before Mavis. These enchanted rounds will pierce armor, and they will equalize the fight versus powerful immortals. They also have an explosive spell incased so that you can have a magiks hollow-point effect with your rounds.” 
 
    Dagda explained, and Gin looked at the crates with open wonderment.  
 
    “How did you know what models we were bringing?” 
 
    Gin asked curiously as he opened a crate and studied the clip of ammo. He finally seemed to consider it safe enough o attempt to load. He slipped the clip free from his rifle, and he slapped the magiks clip home, locking and loading. 
 
    “Give it a few test shots. The recoil should be the same as your normal rounds. I have tested the explosive effects. They don’t detonate until they hit a target.” 
 
    Dagda explained further, as more humans began to watch as Dagda set up a straw man. This was a side of my father I’d not seen lately. He was an inventor and a magiks pioneer. He’d not been feeling himself since my mother’s final death. 
 
    “Ok, don’t mind if I do.” 
 
    Gin murmured, and he raised his rifle and trained his gaze down the scope. He squeezed off a single test shot between breaths, and the target blew apart in the chest cavity. Many of the mortals gaped in awe at the power of the specialty ammo.  
 
    “That’s freakin’ awesome!” 
 
    Gin exclaimed, and he whooped before thinking better of breaking free of the more stoic nature of his job in leadership. My father bobbed his head and grinned cunningly.  
 
    “My gift to your men. I hope this will help ensure more survival. This battle we are all about to enter will not be for the faint of heart.” 
 
    Dagda said, and he swept his gaze over the mortals listening raptly. My father knew how to draw in an audience when he wanted to. He was an exceptionally charismatic person.  
 
    “Valhalla awaits, my friend!” 
 
    A massive greying bearded man approached on an impossibly large ivory steed.  
 
    “Odin, my old friend! Well met!” 
 
    Dagda roared with girth to his joyous greeting. The two all-father beings of separate cultures met in a friendly greeting. Odin swung his large leg over his steed and stepped down with a deftly agile foot. His gaze turned to me as he clapped my father’s hand and pumped it. 
 
    “This one with my son’s hammer is your daughter, is she not?” 
 
    Odin asked, and Dagda bobbed his head and inclined his head towards me.  
 
    “Mavis, Odin, Odin, Mavis Aubrey, the former Queen of the Irish Vampyr Tribe, and my only daughter.” 
 
    Odin scrutinized me with his one working eye. The other hole seemed to glow with a yellow light in the socket. He noticed my eyes studying the light.  
 
    “Interesting, she is ahead of the curve for her cosmic development. I can undoubtedly see why the hammer is allowing her to wield it now. That hammer will not allow anyone to swing it who is unworthy. Hence the reason Sasha never used Thor’s hammer against any of us.” 
 
    He laughed richly, and he cut his eyes over my body.  
 
    “So, I picked up a potentially lethal hammer?” 
 
    Odin grinned and nodded.  
 
    “It would have struck you down if it deemed you unworthy.”  
 
    I swore in a tangent as I realized why Sasha had been willing to part with the bloody thing in the first place! She’d been hoping in part that I might get slain by the hammer. That explained the weird looks I noticed from her when I successfully held the hammer. 
 
    “That’s just bloody brilliant!” 
 
    I swore to myself in a vivid string. Aurelia stalked over to me, and she looked at Odin.  
 
    “Lord Odin, greetings on behalf of the Lycanthropes of North America.” 
 
    She said in an even tone. Odin studied her, and said, “Impressive, a Lycan who can cheat death it’s due. You are a worthy young one.” 
 
    He said, and he clasped her hand, and then he offered his hand to me.  
 
    “My Lady, I pray we can speak more freely at another time. You are a welcome addition to our ranks.”  
 
    He winked playfully as if imparting some secret in his statement.  
 
    “Mavis, I’m going to get ammo distributions going around the ranks.” 
 
    Gin informed me, and I nodded to him.  
 
    “Aye, find me before we’re ready to disembark. I’d like to stay near your men for as long as possible.” 
 
    I said, and Gin seemed to gather my meaning. I wished to physically defend the mortal troops from as much adverse danger as possible. They were about to go into the very heart of darkness and despair. 
 
    “Mavis, I have confirmations that the portals are ripping open on earth again. The US Army is pushing into the rift, heading off the shamblers at the pass.” 
 
    That was the Duke of Mekka, as he passed me by quickly. I nodded to him and said, “We’re making final preparations. Can you have some transport arranged for these crates of ammo? We cannot possibly carry it all.” 
 
    He gave me a cordial half-bow and moved off to make arrangements.  
 
    “My people are coming through the rift from Asguard now.” 
 
    Odin said, without bothering to look away from me, as the portal opened moments later. His precision was said to be absolute. His skills with his spear Gunginr were legendary. 
 
    I spotted the sizeable blonde youth who looked about my physical aged. I could quickly ascertain he was Thor due to the power he shared with the hammer in my possession. His eyes fell upon the hammer, and he grinned widely at me.  
 
    “Mavis Aubrey, I presume?” 
 
    The large blonde man asked, and I extended my hand to him. He towered over me, nearly as tall as Olaf. Thunder pulsed in the hammer as Thor clasped my hand in greeting.  
 
    “Aye, a pleasure to make yer acquaintance.”  
 
    Mjollnir rumbled in my hand as her master connected with me.  
 
    “You can understand my anticipation to hold her again. Let us slay this bloody beast and make our trade!” 
 
    Thor said. He was a bit reckless, as was common with Viking men of the age he was born. 
 
    “Aye, let’s get this done, then I can introduce yer lot to proper Irish ale.” 
 
    I said in a joking but serious tone. Thor’s eyes danced with mischief at the mention of strong ale. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Seventeen: 
 
    Assembling a war party was no smoother than two centuries ago. The havoc of war radiated through the jittery soldiers preparing to face down horrors and death. Such foreboding settled upon my heart as we finalized our efforts.  
 
    The US Army had been engaging the dragonkin and the shamblers for over half an hour now. I was restless to get us into the thick of things sooner so that we could relieve the stress from the mortal army.  
 
    “Mavis, my people are locked n loaded.” 
 
    Gin informed me, and I bobbed as I looked over to Thor, who was chatting with my favorite Viking. 
 
    “Good, I’ll check and see if Dagda is prepared to open the portal to Hel’s realm. You will need to have your men prepared for what they will see upon arriving. This realm is an afterlife. It will house things no mortal will feel comfortable witnessing. We will need some discretion on when to fire and ignore things that appear horrifying. Can’t have the lads blowing their load on the wrong targets.” 
 
    I said, and Gin frowned and nodded to me.  
 
    “I suggest we have a supernatural buddy system for the men. One of the immortals mixed in the ranks evenly spaced throughout the full battle contingent. That should help quell such problems.” 
 
    Gin explained, and I nodded in agreement.  
 
    “We’ll go with that strategy.” 
 
    I said, and I turned and walked over to my father. The metallic guards from Mekka City were loading the final crates onto large metallic carriages behind us. Several massive metal centars had been hitched to each wagon. These beings had an arm with a fully automatic magiks machine gun attached to their left arms. Dagda appeared to have offered a few minor tweaks to the Iron Fae designs, modernizing them more. Something particularly amusing, considering how far from modernized Dagda was at present. 
 
    “Abi, Lexi, you lasses should be at home now!” 
 
    My eyes cut to Anne, with a precision look that said that applied doubly to her. Lexi huffed and crossed her arms over her growing belly.  
 
    “Great, I get a wee bit knocked up, and now I’m sidelined! That’s sexiest!” 
 
    She complained, and I rolled my eyes at my daughter. I gently pulled her into a bear hug. The scent of my two living children, and my grandchild, gave me clarity of purpose.  
 
    “Would that ye were coming with me. You are a ferocious warrior, my child.” 
 
    I said to Lexi, and I looked at Abi and said, “Please, stay with your sister and guard the sanctum. We cannot afford to lose any more of our hidden places.” 
 
    I said, and Abi seemed to be cross with me, but she nodded.  
 
    “Ditto what she said, but I’m not even preggo! However, I get why you want us back at the sanctum.” 
 
    Abi huffed, and I could tell the rift between the girls was still present. They were acting brilliantly for my benefit at present. Once the baby came, I hoped they would get over themselves and invest that energy into loving the child. However, that remained to be seen.  
 
    “We came to see you off. Anne insisted on coming out to kiss you goodbye. I think her nerves are flustered due to the elevated hormones. I can sympathize with her.” 
 
    Lexi said, and I kissed her temple. I pulled back, and I grabbed Abi, pulling her to a bear hug. I felt her tension slowly fading under the might of my maternal devotion to her. These twins were my beating heart split two ways.  
 
    “You lot guard the fort and keep each other safe. I will never again assume our homes are safe simply because the visible enemy is vanquished.” 
 
    I said, referring to the vampyr court coupe. Lexi’s eyes flashed with crimson power.  
 
    “Don’t worry, if anything comes for us, it will wish it was never spawned.” 
 
    She grinned mischievously, and Abi seemed to smile at her sister for a moment, but then she looked off in the distance. 
 
    “Mavis, what yah doin’?” 
 
    Anne asked rhetorically as she approached me. Her blue eyes were gleaming in the evening lights of Mekka. Anne looked around, marveling at the fae city. This wasn’t her first trip to a fairy capital city, but she was no less impressed than she was with Tren Na Nogg. 
 
    “Hello precious, what are you two doing?” 
 
    I asked her, and she smiled wickedly at me.  
 
    “Craving burritos at the moment, but I’m going to have to wait until all this shit dies down.” 
 
    Anne said, and I nodded and input, “I will find you the best Mexican restaurant once this is over.” 
 
    Olaf watched her but didn’t come any closer. Part of me wondered if Aurelia was still tormenting him. Though, he seemed mainly focused on respecting the strange boundaries in this situation. Perhaps he and Abi could start a supernatural support group for uncommon immortal conceptions? The worlds we straddled were not nearly as straightforward as the ones the mortals occupied. 
 
    “Mavis, we’re about to open the portal. How about we get all the non-combatants clear of the path?” 
 
    Dagda asked me, and I nodded and looked back to Anne and my twins.  
 
    “It’s time fer you lot to go to the sanctum.” 
 
    I told them, and I slowly approached Anne, and I pulled her to my body and captured her lips. My hands roved over her shapely behind, and I squeezed down firmly. I needed a few handfuls of her lovely lumps to remember before I marched off to war. Anne’s murmured pleasantly as she reciprocated the kiss. Her tongue invaded my mouth with a thirsty vengeance. 
 
    “You really know how to make a girl go crazy, Mav.” 
 
    Anne murmured against my lips as I held her to my body. I closed my eyes and basked in the scent of my mate. Anne had that strangely tangy extra-spicey human flavor of immortal. She was heady and delicious, and now I, too, was craving burritos!  
 
    “We’ll be back soon, my beloved. Take care of the lass until we’re home. Lexi and Abi will keep a good eye on ye.” 
 
    I said, looking at each of my girls in turn, impressing upon them the ardent demand which was unspoken. They nodded and moved closer to Anne.  
 
    “Let’s get back before they open a potentially dragon-infested portal connection.”  
 
    Abi said, and Anne seemed like she wanted to protest, but she nodded.  
 
    “Fine, fine, just make sure you protect that pretty little ass of yours. I have big plans for it after this is all resolved.” 
 
    Anne told me, and I felt my skin break out in gooseflesh under the assault of her promise. She was more ferocious than any other human I’d ever made love with before. Her promises were laden with thick desire.  
 
    “One more fer the road, “ I murmured to her, and I pulled her to my lips again. Anne deeply kissed me, and she wrapped her arms around my back. I felt like I was blanketed with her love. I would carry this feeling of warmth and devotion into battle with me. Hopefully, this could help keep me fortified against the scant odds of facing a malicious dragon as reputable as Nidhogg. 
 
    “You stay safe, and no unnecessary heroics!” 
 
    Anne told me, and Olaf approached and snorted.  
 
    “You might as well have just told her to be straight for all the good that statement would do her.” 
 
    Anne giggled and winked at him.  
 
    “Ain’t none of us straight, not even you sweet-cheeks. Drag night on Thursday this week!” 
 
    Anne told him, and I laughed at her casual teasing.  
 
    “Says the lass full of my child!” 
 
    Olaf murmured and skulked off, brooding as if we’d bitten him.  
 
    “That one should have known better than to expect you to be some faithful doe-eyed lass for him.” 
 
    Anne pat her belly and said, “Yeah, a baby does not a Barbie, make!”  
 
    That caused a surge of laughter from my daughters, and I barely managed to understand the strange modern joke. 
 
    “I swear, each new generation gets even more confounding to my ears!” 
 
    I exclaimed to no one in particular. After several more moments filled with longing and procrastination, Anne and my daughters moved off to Dagda’s portal to the sanctum. Part of me was terrified that Emalia might find a way into the sanctum. However, I knew she was physically and magically less potent than my children. I still didn’t know how her magiks worked, nor had I possessed a single free moment to research her origins.  
 
    “It never gets easier to leave your loved ones behind. I’m over thirty-thousand years old now, and it’s still not easy.” 
 
    Thor said as he came to a stop beside me. I nodded in agreement.  
 
    “I suggest we fight at each other’s side since you are wielding my hammer. Mjoyllinr will work far better in closer proximity to its master. Nidhogg will be a formidable foe to test our valor against.” 
 
    Thor declared to me, and I nodded in agreement. My chest expanded with the pre-battle anticipation. 
 
    “Sounds like a keen plan, Thor. How about I give you something of mine to use for this battle.” 
 
    I said, and I unsheathed my black and red cutlass. Thor gripped the handle, receiving the offered blade. He studied it with rapt interest.  
 
    “A worthy god slayer. Twice forged by your father, I see.” 
 
    He said, and I nodded in confirmation.  
 
    “This blade might offer you some minor protection.” 
 
    Thor was no prideful fool. He replaced his castle forged steel with my sword on his belt. 
 
    “I guess we’re going all weapon Freaky Friday on this shit.” 
 
    Thor said, and I gave him a confused look.  
 
    “Sorry mate, you lost me there when you went all post-modern on me.” 
 
    Olaf came up and snorted in my ear.  
 
    “This one still has a lot of movies watching to do to catch up on her pop-culture references.” 
 
    I gave him a cross look, and he simply shrugged. My unapologetic Viking was the same essential man he’d been the day I spared his life.  
 
    “Careful you might decide to give ye a pre-battle crack in the head,” I warned him, and Olaf chuckled vibrantly, as did Thor. 
 
    “Son, we’re ready; prepare to disembark.” 
 
    Odin said in a craggy tone. His eye darted to me, and Odin smiled. 
 
    “Good hunting to you both,” 
 
    He said, his tone was full of smokey mysteries. I was also deathly curious about his glowing yellow socket.  
 
    “Good hunting to you, Odin.” 
 
    I said, almost surreal to address the Odin. Even with my long history of experiences, I felt slightly star-struck. Most girls would be more excited to meet Persephone or Aphrodite. I was thrilled to switch weapons with Thor and to meet the tactical genius that was his father. 
 
    “Guess we might want to skip the usually Viking tradition of feasting and drinking before battle this time, huh?” 
 
    Thor joked, and Olaf snorted derisively.  
 
    “Not sure, My Lord, that sounds rather brilliant to me.” 
 
    I murmured, “Figures….” 
 
    Thor and Olaf shared a chuckle of insider humor. Lucky for them both, I wasn’t a petty or insecure woman.  
 
    “Everyone gather into the divisions you’ve been placed. Watch the being to the left and to the right of you. This battle will test the very limits of all our battle prowess! Valhalla awaits you all!” 
 
    Odin roared, and Dagda raised his massive cudgel over his head.  
 
    “Off to war! If we live, the drinks are on me, lads!”  
 
    That won him about a thousand fans. I couldn’t believe the dauntless numbers of eight hundred warriors. Nearly one hundred of them are human. For the first time in history, this war was like the truly united nations of the universe meeting since the dawn of time.  
 
    *** 
 
    Humans and immortals began to file into the portal as Dagda stepped aside. The dark event horizon seemed to pulse with terror and malice from the afterlife. 
 
    “Just when you think you're out, they pull your right back in!” 
 
    Olaf said beside me, and Thor chuckled in amusement. I was beginning to dread battling with the pair of them.  
 
    “Dear God, they’ve already begun the sausage roast together!”  
 
    Aurelia stated as she moved over and grabbed my head. She pulled me into a ferocious kiss, and then she strode off.  
 
    “I’d dare wager Mavis gets more action with the ladies than the pair of us combined.” 
 
    Thor said in keen observation. Olaf grunted noncommittally.  
 
    “I’m up for the challenge. Just don’t set the contest in France, and we’re good!” 
 
    Olaf joked as we stepped closer to the event horizon. Gin moved in behind us with a company of mixed troops. Morgana was aiding the folks with the longest-range weapons. She was also acting as the physical buffer between them and harm. 
 
    Dagda was sitting atop a horse equally as imposing to Odin’s. I was aware he had a dimension just for his stables. I’d never been there myself, but he promised to take me someday. Dagda spotted my curious observation, and he winked at me playfully. I felt giddy and excited, despite the insanity waiting for us. 
 
    “Ok, everyone, file in now!” 
 
    Odin snapped, and more troops began to pour through the rift. I stepped up with Thor and Olaf. I spared a single glance to the lads and nodded, then we all stepped into the rift. 
 
    As the world darkened around us, the heat of the afterlife pelted my flesh. Darkness and devastation availed themselves before me. Screams echoed around us as a cacophony of disasters vied for my attention. 
 
    Dragons, undead, and many other manifestations of horror threw themselves upon the invasion force. Automatic weapons were rapid-firing around us in response. Flashes of explosive ammo lit the darkness. 
 
    The only positive thing was my father’s magiks seemed to pierce all forms of horror equally well. The mighty mace roared with crackling lightning as I intercepted the first six-foot-tall dragonkin bipedal beast-man. His large spear shaft crashed against the hammer and snapped in two as the thundering mace charred him with thunderous waves. 
 
    Olaf whistled, even as he leaped high into the darkened sky and slammed down amidst seven undead. He swept his ax in lethal arcs of unbridled murder. Gin and his platoon opened up behind us, firing over our heads. 
 
    The dunes we landed on were burning with the arid heat of death. I recognized the region as the one leading to the portal which would bring us to the shattered garden of Hel. 
 
    “This place didn’t look soo bloody sandy last time I was here.” 
 
    I informed Olaf and Thor as they both battled nearby. Off in the distance, I spotted Aurelia in her third-form on two legs sweeping her claws across the ranks of the undead. She was in the thick of the fray, fearless, even after near-death. 
 
    Soldiers followed behind Lycans, clearing the path of the rushing masses of dead thralled beings. Overhead, roaring shattered the world around us as a massive leathery figure soared low, swooping down. I ducked down, and reached to my waist, and drew my forty-five. I fired at the giant beast as the twelve-foot-long dragon swept past. 
 
    Flames spewed out as the beast made a pass over the body of the troops. Screams echoed around us as people and immortals alike were injured or slain. This was the latest horror of the latest battlefield. However, all wars seemed to bleed together a lot in terms of field experience.  
 
    “We’d better hurry. They appear to have plenty of welcome to the party troops waiting here!”  
 
    Dagda shouted, and Odin followed beside him as they trampled beasts and undead alike. Their loyal compatriots of many different sects of immortals followed in their wake. Dragonkin threw themselves upon the gods, but Dagda’s cudgel swung, slaying them with a single blow as he passed by each one. Dagda’s brutal physical power was almost incomprehensible for my mind. My father was brutally stronger than any being I had ever experienced. I preened with daughterly pride at the sight of him in the thick of his fury.  
 
    Odin was more of a precision fighter. His every lance thrust was exacting. He seemed to follow the heart and strike just as the beasts exposed their vulnerable points to his lance tip. The assortment of knights and Vikings following them used all manners of talents and magiks in their combat abilities. 
 
    “Yeeee!” 
 
    A squeal nearly shattered my eardrums as I witnessed my best friend Alice sweeping through the contingent of the undead. Her cyclones of deathly winds ripping apart dozens at a time. Her icy blade swept concentric circles of death. She giggled like a maniac, and Talia rushed over to reinforce her cousin. (Which was wise, considering how often Alice manages to goad entire fields of foes at once.) 
 
    “Sorry, we’re late. It was murder finding a parking spot in this muck.” 
 
    Alice giggled at her cheesy joke as she attended to the next dozen beings rushing towards her. More enormous leathery beasts began to rise from the dunes, and fire began to rain down on us. 
 
    “Batshit fairy, watch yer fecking death winds!” 
 
    Olaf complained, and Alice turned and winked at him. She flash-froze everything around her in a burst of a wintery storm. Gregor was rushing to catch up to Alice, swearing to himself the entire time. I could once more only presume the sex was worth the crazy. 
 
    “Sorry, not sorry. Learn how to pay attention to my casting, dude!” 
 
    Alice taunted Olaf and stuck her tongue out to accentuate her point.  
 
    “I swear, I see her in taverns and killing fields. I am beginning to worry about our dear Alice.” 
 
    Olaf mused darkly to himself, and I found the entire exchange invigorating. It helped remind me of the friendships and the connections I was fighting to preserve. Waves of endless foes poured over the dunes. The glassy dunes burned as dragons spread out, belching fiery bursts all around us. 
 
    Dragons of all shapes and sizes swarmed like angry hornets.  
 
    “I knew I should have worn my snakeskin boots for good luck!” 
 
    Olaf said, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “What, fancy some turn-coating?” 
 
    I asked him, and he grinned at me mischievously.  
 
    “Feck, no woman, these are the odds I live for!” 
 
    He decreed earnestly beside me. I smashed the hammer against the next two undead in my path and opened fire on a small wyrm dragon flying close to my position. Much to my surprise, the thing’s armor couldn’t stop the bullets, and it flashed with a series of internal explosions thanks to my father’s magiks bullets.  
 
    “Better hope you don’t need those back. I don’t see the mortals relinquishing a single shot of these clips.” 
 
    Thor told me, and I shrugged and murmured, “Let us just hope they don’t turn them against us, and it will be keen.” 
 
    I said, and he swatted a smaller lizard-man from the air as it plunged towards us. He opened the being, and blood showered all around us. I pulled the pooling blood into a thick shield as another dragon flew low and belched flames at the pair of us. 
 
    Olaf ducked under the arc of blood covering us. Several soldiers ducked in as well before the flames could devour them.  
 
    “Talk about kicking up the hornet’s nest!” 
 
    Gin exclaimed nearby as he and a platoon focused on holding the enormous dragons from getting too close.  
 
    “Thor, we need to cover about a mile of ground quickly. We’re going to lose the war of attrition long before we find Nidhogg.” 
 
    I told him, and he grudgingly nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Aye, I’m not entirely sure when our fathers both rode off. They were determined to find something, it seemed.” 
 
    Thor said, and I ducked low as another battering of dragon’s flames pelted my make-shift shield.  
 
    “I think I’m going to lose the shield after one more pass. This blood is weakening quickly.” 
 
    I said, and everyone seemed concerned with that announcement.  
 
    “We have to keep marching north-east of here, about one mile.” 
 
    I told them, and everyone nodded their understanding.  
 
    “Crazy Vikings, I need help disrupting these assaults. We’re sitting ducks on these dunes!” 
 
    Olaf and Thor both spread mischievous grins which mirrored one another. 
 
    “I think I can pull one more daft display of athletic genius out of me arse.” 
 
    Olaf said to me, and I managed not to laugh in his face.  
 
    “Just don’t go throwing about the word genius too often unless it is about yer miraculous offspring growing inside Anne.”  
 
    I said, and Olaf made a dubious noise in faux-offense.  
 
    “EVERYONE, DON’T SHOOT AT THE BIG BURNING BIRD, YOU SEE!” 
 
    Morgana shouted in a voice so loud it made Alice’s lunatic entrance seem positively tame by comparison.  
 
    “Thor, once the firebird comes out to play, everyone needs to make a break for the portal. Follow me, and don’t get in Morgana’s path.”  
 
    Thor gave a grunt and a nod. 
 
    “I need to make sure all the humans are on the same page with us.” 
 
    Gin gave me a thumbs-up as he walked by with his troops.  
 
    Another blast of dragon’s flames battered the blood shield, and the dark substance began to dry and crack. I swore, and I discarded the large ashy shield. 
 
    “Everyone, start running now!” 
 
    I said, and Morgana’s figure rose into the sky, glowing with molten hellfire. She let loose a bellowing shriek of primal disaster. All around her, white-hot flames engulfed the sky. Many dragons were battered in shock as they were greeted with one of the only winged adversaries as lethal as they were. 
 
    “Wasn’t that the girl you were kissing?!” 
 
    One of the soldiers asked me, and I broke a wide-fanged grin on my features. 
 
    “Aye, lad, that one is mine. Proper fiery ginger if I do say so meself.” 
 
    I joked, and he seemed to bob his head absently as he drank in the sight of Morgana in pure flaming form. She was nearly twice her human size as a firebird, her full length over twelve feet tall. Her fires pulsed out all around her. Magiks poured over the dunes, blasting molten debris in every direction. 
 
    Like it or not, the massive swarm of dragons was now forced to handle her. It seemed to take all of her considerable restraint to avoid burning the mortals and immortals around me. Morgana was not keen to use this form for an excellent reason. She was the hellfire that could scorch an entire planet to ashes if she desired. Such absolute power was terrifying to any sane being which respects life.  
 
    “The Lycans seem to be focusing their hunting prowess on clearing the path ahead of us.” 
 
    Thor observed aloud, and I turned and noticed Aurelia had cut ahead of us. She and her Lycans were fighting in front of an entire platoon of magiks equipped humans. For the moment, we won the momentum to pursue our goal. 
 
    All of the ranks followed as I charged towards the direction of the pulsing portal. I could feel it throbbing ahead of us. Hel’s hot energy still roiled from the vortex. 
 
    “Werewolves by land, and firebird by the sky.” 
 
    Gin whistled, and I was mildly cross that I knew he would feel obliged to report every power we possessed. I highly doubted the government would feel keen about an archdemon who could incinerate aircraft at will. They didn’t know Morgana or me, for that matter. To all the rest of humanity, we were terrifying creatures out of the mythical textbooks. Even if we saved the earth, there was no promise for the future.  
 
    “Keep moving, quickly now!” 
 
    I implored them on, as I couldn’t relent my steady jog. I reached down, and I snapped the weights on my thighs, freeing myself. I knew Nidhogg would be ahead of me, just on the other side of this event horizon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eighteen: 
 
    The darkness lifted from my eyes like a veil. Barely manifest on this end of the portal, and danger played through my senses. I swung the hammer blindly, and Mjoyllinr roared with crackling lightning. Flashes of brutal and pure energy coursed through the hammer.  
 
    Flashes of bright lightning advertised my arrival. The massive garden was a broken husk of its former hellscape beauty. The gigantic figure at the middle of the garden amidst the host of dragonkin loomed in sinister observation.  
 
    He was only protruding part-way now, but the reality around us was shuttering to house his fury. The behemoth dragon made me feel like an insect.  
 
    “Bugger, think we’re going to need a bigger fecking hammer.” 
 
    I murmured in dark humor as the massive glowing gaze followed me. Dragonkin flooded towards us as the humans, and various other immortals began to materialize in the garden. Dozens of rifle bursts erupted all around, lighting up the sky. 
 
    Savage energy surged around me as Nidhogg’s ire seemed to seek a target. He was still breaking through this realm, sending his minions as advanced scouts ahead of him. Thousands of various types of dragons flocked to his dark leathery banners. Nidhogg was at least forty feet tall, and that was just what I could see of the massive wyrm-serpentine-like dragon. His figure was more in line with the Chinese serpent-like dragon in their mythology. 
 
    “Jesus, no wonder the earth is flooded with these fucking things!” 
 
    Gin said, and I stepped ahead of him, greeting a sizeable reptilian humanoid. Lightning blew the lizardman back. The creature sizzled on the ground, instantly slain by the thundering assault of Mjoyllinr.  
 
    Thor and Olaf came out of the portal with their weapons flashing. My blood blade severed two dragonkin in a single sweep. I jerked the spewing blood-free, and I formed another dome around the large cluster of humans firing upon the many flying figures. Fireblasts battered the entire courtyard. I pulled blood from every dead being in the square, and I erected a mighty barrier against the fiery ranged assault.  
 
    “They’ll have to funnel into the ground now. The dragons won’t be able to break that shield as quickly as the other.” 
 
    I informed the others around me. Even with the barrier over the sky above, our numbers seemed to plummet by the moment. I could hear men screaming and pleading for mercy all around me. Fear danced throughout my body, echoing through me.  
 
    Nidhogg looked at me as if recognizing me. 
 
    “I see the newest steward of the cosmos has been spat out. I won’t return to that prison! The damnable tree will not survive me a second time!” 
 
    Nidhogg spoke in a tone that vibrated through me with power. Thor looked at me and said, “I’d like to say he’s more bark than bite, but I’m afraid that would be a lie. Know that I will follow you to victory or death, my new friend.” 
 
    I gave him a wicked fanged-grin. My amusement danced in my expression as I sighed.  
 
    “Here we are then, victory or damnation.” 
 
    Aurelia howled as if to punctuate her arrival. Her battle cry rallied the troops with genuine strength and vigor. Lycanthropes savagely lunged upon the leathery dragonkin around us.  
 
    “I don’t suppose this fecker has a loose scale or something I can exploit?” 
 
    I asked Thor, more joking than serious. He shook his head as he defended and sliced into another dragonkin. Several more humanoid figures rushed at us, and I swung around with the massive crackling mace. The thunder rained upon the four closes beings. Thor seemed to enjoy watching me clumsily wield his majestic weapon.  
 
    “I’ll keep an eye out for one, now that you’ve mentioned it, however.” 
 
    Thor said in response to my previous question.  
 
    Olaf jumped over us and intercepted two prominent lizard-like men as they swung pole-axes in our general direction. 
 
    “Do you think I will ignore your feeble barrier, girl?” 
 
    Nidhogg asked me, and his tone sounded rocky.  
 
    “Shit, Mavis, fortify the barrier, now!” 
 
    Thor roared as he blasted a beam of pure lightning ahead of us. A massive green burst of energy shot from Nidhogg’s mouth. The blast nearly shattered my blood barrier upon contact. Thor’s lightning magiks were the only thing defusing the power enough to preserve the barrier. 
 
    The ground quaked, and the land buckled around us. Nidhogg haphazardly blasted dragons in the path of his destructive beam. Nother was as terrifying as an enemy commander willing to massacre his troops in battle.  
 
    “We won’t survive another round of that crack!” 
 
    I shouted above the rumbling. Thor grunted in agreement, and we rushed out past the barrier. Several dragons spotted us instantly, opening fire on our general location. Without the weights on my legs, I could outrun the fireblasts.  
 
    “What’s the plan?” 
 
    Thor asked, and I shrugged one shoulder as I bobbed and weaved around the broken garden.  
 
    “Not sure yet, just trying to give them something else to focus their attention. Thor, any idea how we deal with the thousands of dragons between Nidhogg and us?” 
 
    He shrugged and said, not a bloody clue.  
 
    “That is what we’re here to do, lads.” 
 
    Odin answered as he appeared. His voice was like the roaring thunder in the sky. I recognized another imposing presence beside my father as he appeared. The Morrigan stood over six feet tall. She was long raven-headed. Her beauty was matched by her lethal Celtic armor and her large serrated bastard sword. Her grey eyes wandered to me for a moment in assessment. 
 
    “Everyone move in further, prepare for massive arrivals!” 
 
    Odin roared across the battlefield. The men and women pushed further into the land, and I tried to keep my barrier active as long as possible. However, most of them had already begun to immerge from the edge of the barrier. 
 
    Massive steel constructs began to pour through the open rift. Long circular tubes erupted with huge bursts of fire as the tanks loosed their opening salvo. 
 
    “I guess they went to get the US Army.” 
 
    Thor mused beside me as we both kept running as fast as we could. Our feet were forever being pelted with flames as we narrowly avoided dragon fire. 
 
    “You’d better not slack off now, young goddess!” 
 
    Cali said by way of greeting as she appeared beside me. She was still bloody terrifyingly fast. Even after all my current training, I could barely track her at top speed.  
 
    “Cali, I thought you were staying in the sanctum?” 
 
    She shed her disguise, and three arms holding blades at the ready on either side of her body was as unusual for the mortals here as anything else present. 
 
    “Sanctum is heavily guarded. The rest of the sanguinar should be arriving now.” 
 
    She said, and I felt the surging blood mages and the golems as they exited the portal. The two forces clashed against the dragonkin. More soldiers steadily poured through the portal. Overhead, sonic booms roared in the sky as aircrafts circled the dragons.  
 
    “Guess that should be called a dragon fight, not a dog fight.”  
 
    Thor mused to himself. 
 
    “Mavis, we will divide Nidhogg’s focus. Strike fast, but stay on your heels. This is a fight of endurance.” 
 
    Nidhogg roared in laughter as he reared back and blasted the ground beneath us. I allowed my blood to encase me in red armor. I fired my last few shots at his scales, observing the effect of the magiks. The shots came short of his scales and exploded against an invisible barrier. 
 
    “Mavis, keep moving. I am going to focus on denting his shielding. Northman, come with me; we’ll battle together while the ladies seek for an opening in the defense.” 
 
    Thor snapped, looking back at Olaf, who bashed in the skull of his four-legged adversary with the large war-ax.  
 
    “Mavis, this dragon is way before my time. I haven’t the foggiest how my mother assisted in dealing with this beast.” 
 
    Cali told me, and I felt deeply regretful I couldn’t pop around to peek in my archives. No one seemed to know what to do with Nidhogg. Thor was bloody old, and even he seemed only to have a fundamental grasp of the primal dragon’s capabilities. Wearing down its barrier was a great idea, but the issue was how much magiks that likely required. 
 
    Dragons shrieked in the air as aircraft and ground fire blanketed the sky. 
 
    “Morgana would be helpful right now!” 
 
    Cali murmured, and I said, “She’s the only reason we made it into the portal. She’s going primal flaming bird on the undead in the layer above us.” 
 
    I explained briefly for her, and Cali nodded. Nidhogg fired a blinding beam of green energy at the pair of us, and I narrowly felt my left arm being caught in the blast. I escaped with minor burns, thankfully.              
 
          Thor’s first massive burst of thunder rocked the sky, and lightning flashed around us. Forked bursts of pure natural energy licked at the barrier. Nidhogg narrowed his eyes at us, and I spotted as he opened his mother again, this time targeting Thor.  
 
    “Oye, he’s going to fecking fire again!” 
 
    I shouted to the pair of Vikings. Thor grinned, and he hurled a couple of blue lightning bolts as he rushed around the base of the dragon’s massive protrusion. He roared in pain, and I noticed his barrier fell while he attacked us.  
 
    “You saw it too, didn’t you?” 
 
    Cali asked me, and I nodded, “Aye, if yer referring to him not being able to shield and blast at the same time. My first guess would be that he is utilizing his power actively to block attacks. When he is on offense, it redirects his energy, therefore rendering him vulnerable.” 
 
    Thor whistled nearby. 
 
    “So, we’re going to have to be hit with magiks to throw magiks at him.” 
 
    Thor concluded, and I grumbled in agreement. Olaf was focused on bashing and hacking apart anything that came too close to his new Viking bromance. 
 
    “Not precisely an ideal solution to our dragon-slaying problem.” 
 
    I murmured darkly. 
 
    All around us, the afterlife was burning to the ground: every tree, every being. Dragons were overrunning the reality. 
 
    “This is untenable, and if we fail here, Nidhogg will make his way to earth within hours!” 
 
    I exclaimed, and the giant Wyrm laughed at me. Several missiles erupted across Nidhogg’s scales. His shield absorbed them the same as the magiks. His roar vibrated the air around him, causing both aircraft to swerve off course. 
 
    Dragons flapped furiously after the stray aircraft, heading them off. The tide of leathery dragons and dragonkin was resurging around the garden. Even with the constant stream of troops arriving, we were severely outnumbered. 
 
    “Bloody hell, they’re so many of them for me to play with!” 
 
    Alice squeaked out and clapped her hands excitedly as she came through the portal with some minor burn wounds along her right side. Gregor began to redirect flames as they passed near him. 
 
    “Gregor, go camp yer arse out near the largest group of mortal troops. Be their guardian pyromancer!” 
 
    I yelled to him across the battlefield, and Alice pointed to herself and said, “What do you need me to do, Mavis?” 
 
    I grinned at her conspiratorially and said, “Alice, you just play with the fecking dragons all you want. If they’re sane at all, they might actually retreat.” 
 
    She made a gleeful sound, and deathly winds roared around her as she began to channel massive levels of Winter magiks. 
 
    “It’s time to fight fire with wind and ice!” 
 
    She cheered as if this were a musical performance at one of the venues my daughters drug me to see. Two moments of Alice was enough havoc to cause dozens of dragons to refocus their ire upon the slender Winter fairy.  
 
    ***  
 
    The pair of gigantic figures on horseback raced through the garden. Nidhogg bucked and roared. Soundwaves battered the entire area around him in a cone. My body locked up for a moment as I fought to hold my ground. The roaring dragon looked down and laughed as it flew towards me.  
 
    The massive maw eclipsed the world around me. My heart galloped in my chest as I realized what was happening.  
 
    “Mavis!” 
 
    Olaf snapped above the savage roars of triumph.  
 
    Nidhogg’s inside completely shut out the afterlife around me. His mouth sucked me in as if via some massive vacuum.  
 
    He laughed, and I heard his words rumbling through me.  
 
    “Join all those who came before you. This is what befalls they who defy the devourer!”  
 
    I managed to propel myself in faster, dodging his crashing and impaling maw. The only issue now, I was falling down his throat into the literal belly of the beast. I had moments to find some solution because I realized his stomach was in a much darker place than even this realm.  
 
    I didn’t think; I reacted. My armor became bladed with all manners of sharp instruments. I grappled at the slick wall as I held fast to the hammer. Nidhogg roared in pain as I clung desperately to his esophagus. 
 
    “Great, I am really going to revisit my life choices if I make it out of this!” 
 
    Musing darkly, I clung to the side of his throat. The dragon gyrated his head violently. My feet kicked against the throat violently. I formed spikes along with my boots.  
 
    “I swear to god, I am going to give you the worst case of indigestion!” 
 
    I swung Mjoyllinr against the thick, soft esophagus. Lightning crackled, and I surged my chi through the hammer, fueling the energy further. Suddenly, the inside of the dragon was like one shocking electronic dance party. (Not sure if I said that right, but points for effort, yeah?) 
 
    “Best gift from an adversary, ever!” 
 
    I murmured in amusement as I beat the side of the dragon’s throat violently. The hammer surged with Thor’s lightning. I soon realized that it was overflowing with my lightning. My chi was being converted to pure thunder.  
 
    Electrocuting the dragon from the inside out was more amusing than I imagined possible.  
 
    “Open up, you bloody lizard!” 
 
    I snapped, and I pelted the dragon again as the lightning forked out around me. The energy was mine, so the element seemed to pass me harmlessly.  
 
    Nidhogg howled in pure coalescing pain.  
 
    “I’ll show you!” 
 
    Nidhogg growled to me. I felt the world tumbling around me. I felt him suddenly plunging into the earth, and everything quaked around me. Suddenly, an endless litany of rocks and metal battered against my body. I felt my grip weakening on the side of his throat. 
 
    “Mavis!” 
 
    Thor flew down the dragon’s gullet, and I reached out, gripping his hand firmly. His weight nearly yanked me from the side of the beast. 
 
    “What the devils are you doing in here?! You bloody mental arse Viking god!” 
 
    My exclamation was completely understandable, given the situation. Thor grinned at me, and he said, “I could feel Mjoyllinr causing havoc on the dragon from within. I figured, who better than the god of lightning to delivered the fatal blow.” 
 
    I snorted, and I narrowed my eyes at him. 
 
    “You sure this isn’t some insane bid for your hammer? How did you even get him to swallow you?” 
 
    I asked, and Thor shrugged and said, “I might have traded places with your Viking friend. Nidhogg thought he was swallowing one pesky vampyr.” 
 
    Thor laughed mischievously, and I thought that he suddenly seemed loads like his brother Loki. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll hand it over, but we’re finishing this battle together. I want my bloody sword back as well, so don’t drop it down this creature’s belly.” 
 
    Thor chuckled darkly, and amusement flashed in his eyes. I pulled him up to me, and I extended my other hand with Mjoyllinr. The hammer rippled to life as it felt the thunder god’s powers for the first time in ages. 
 
    “I’m once more whole!” 
 
    Thor shouted joyously, and despite the situation, I suddenly felt hope rekindled. Lightning expanded around us, crackling and savagely splintering the flesh of the dragon. Everything touching Thor—mainly me—appeared the only thing unmolested by the blasts of electric energy. The fields of pure forking bursts of lightning expanded as they cascaded down the dragon’s entire length. 
 
    The dragon’s screams finally ceased, and the world seemed to turn sideways. I felt the quaking impact was my world was disoriented.  
 
    “Did it sound like he fell to you?” 
 
    Thor asked me, and I gave him a skeptical look.  
 
    “Aye, but don’t expect me to bloody loosen my grip on this throat. It could be a trick.”  
 
    Thor snorted and let go of my hand, and he began to walk up the dragon’s open throat tenuously. 
 
    “Mavis, hurry up; I am pretty sure the beast is stunned. This might be our only chance to escape before he regains his witts.” 
 
    Thor implored me, and I finally loosened my hold on the wall of Nidhogg’s throat, and I rushed to catch up to my Norse friend. 
 
    “How the devils do you plan to pry its gob open?” 
 
    I asked, and Thor swung his mighty hammer, shattering one massive ivory tooth. 
 
    “Ok, that was easy enough, I suppose.” 
 
    The hammer sizzled and the dragon spasmed in pain. 
 
    “Mavis!” 
 
    I saw furry hands with massive claws prying at the maw of the beast. Aurelia managed to push open the haw enough for Thor and me to slink through the broken tooth’s gap. 
 
    “Crazy freakin’ demigoddess! You let a dragon swallow you!” 
 
    Aurelia reprimanded me as Odin and Dagda rode up to us. 
 
    “Quickly, everyone with celestial powers. We must bind the beast while it’s still stunned. It’s by dumb luck that little charade of yours worked.”  
 
    Odin said, clearly unhappy with the pair of us for being eaten.  
 
    “In my defense, I didn’t do it on purpose!” 
 
    I exclaimed to the Nordic All-Father. 
 
    Thor crossed his arms over his barrel chest and grumbled, “It fecking worked, old man!” 
 
    Odin’s left socket flashed with bright yellows and gold.  
 
    “Quickly, we must bind the beast. Dagda, we’re going to have to take it back to the depths of the hellscapes. I’ve brought something special just for this.” 
 
    Odin grinned as he snapped his fingers, and a massive chain nearly as large as the length of the exposed prime dragon on the ground dropped to the discombobulated soil. 
 
    “The chain of Fenrir, I am guessing?” 
 
    Odin nodded to confirm my inquiry as Thor quickly began to work the first length of the chain over Nidhogg. 
 
    “Do I want to know why this chain isn’t holding Fenrir?” 
 
    I asked, and Odin sighed and shook his head. 
 
    “That’s tomorrow’s problem, I am afraid, lass. Many things appear to have been loosed purposefully in this apocalyptic attempt to force Ragnarok. The sly wolf is hunting me now, girl. I can feel him in the darkness waiting to strike his bloody vengeance upon me.” 
 
    Odin’s ominous explanation was unsettling. The more significant implications that something designed to create the apocalypse prematurely was further disturbing.  
 
    “We need to hurry; the mortals are struggling to keep the dragons at bay.” 
 
    I implored them as Dagda helped Thor bind the chain around Nidhogg. My father grew to his largest possible form, and he hefted the massive wyrm off the ground long enough for Thor to finish fastening the chain around it.  
 
    The beast began to struggle weakly against my father’s grip.  
 
    “Quickly, boy, strike it again!” 
 
    Dagda shouted to Thor, who hurled Mjoyllinr at the head of the dragon. Thunder flashed with crashing fury. Nidhogg groaned in agony, and Oden looked over at me.  
 
    “He will be contained now. I fear that is all we can manage to do now. I will take him someplace no intruder shall discover.” 
 
    Odin said as he and my father shook the chasm opening into the netherworlds below. I watched breathlessly as they fell into the void with the massive wyrm.  
 
    “I will come for you again, child of Dagda!” 
 
    Nidhogg’s nightmarish promise echoed through my bones, even as he disappeared into the absolute void of terror below. 
 
    “Will they be able to escape that place?” 
 
    I asked Thor, and he smirked at me. 
 
    “Don’t worry; it’s not their first trip into the abyss together. It might take a while, but they will come back safely. The all-fathers are not easy to kill. In their absence, I predict our workloads will only grow.” 
 
    Thor said to me, and I felt my eyes widen.  
 
    “We have to help the others.” 
 
    Thor hummed in agreement, and he rose into the sky, his hammer crackling with the forks of lightning so expansive that dragons all around him fell to the land like birds plucked from the sky. 
 
    “Retreat!” 
 
    I shouted, using my powers to project my voice for everyone present.  
 
    “Rally the survivors. We’ve won the day!” 
 
    I screamed out to them again. 
 
    Cali came to my side and gave me a curious look.  
 
    “You need me to carry you back, Mavis?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and stood firm, and I shot off at lightning speed, too stubborn to be carried off the battlefield. 
 
    “I think I’ll manage to make it back on me own.” 
 
    I called her, and we reached out to Aurelia’s wolf jockeying for first place in this post-apocalyptic derby. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue: 
 
    Earth was far from perfect when we returned. Dragons seemed to be fleeting the darkness of the collapsing afterlife at a steady pace. The Morrigan was working to help seal all the open rifts, but we were already receiving reports worldwide. Dragons were invading in mass around the globe. 
 
    Undead were still a problem. The shamble death infection was too easy to spread, to completely snuff out. There seemed no putting the undead genie back in the bottle now. 
 
    Humans were living in a world invaded by a myriad of nightmares. It was up to me to figure out how to mitigate the disasters the mortals were facing.  
 
    I spent most of my time in the following days in NCIS. Several significant people traveled to New Orleans to speak to Thor and me despite all the dangers surrounding us. 
 
    We were also held for forty-eight hours by the CIA. Their questions ranged from mundane to borderline stalkerish. They even attempted to extract every name of every lass I ever bedded. I think they gave up after I began listing off my Parisian partners centuries ago. 
 
    After we were deemed not to be a current threat, we even greeted the President. Granted, it was from afar, and we were at constant gunpoint. A lesser girl would have taken offense. 
 
    Thor seemed annoyed with the constant dog and pony show. We were trying to protect our sects of peoples and keep the peace in this disastrous post-discovery world. The sanguinar were spending a lot of time on earth. Blood golems were proving very effective at defending against both shamblers and dragonkin. Also, it gave a nice melee buffer for rifle-toting troops.  
 
    At this time, the vampyrs of North America seemed to be quiet and withdrawn. My daughters played the agonizing waiting game. Lexi had other more pressing issues to occupy her mind. 
 
    Thor was dividing his time between New Orleans and his homeland. His mother was perfectly content to reign over Asguard in Odin’s absence. Thor warned me his brother Loki was interested in visiting. I suppose that tends to happen when you get swallowed by a prime dragon and live to tell the tale.  
 
    “They didn’t close drag night this time!” 
 
    Alice clapped excitedly as we walked down Royal Street. We were eagerly awaiting the pair of Vikings. Thor was more than comfortable enough with his sexuality to join in our little post-war tradition of an LGBTQ night on the town. 
 
    “Ladies, may I introduce the lovely blonde bearded lady!” 
 
    Olaf said as Thor strut up in a deep purple dress and natural diamonds around his neck. He was shaved bear on his legs, but he’s not touched his thick bearded mane. That was simply groomed to a glossy sheen. 
 
    Olaf was wearing a green number and four-inch emerald heels. 
 
    “Abi, let me borrow these emeralds for the outfit.” 
 
    Olaf said as he struck a pose, and I snorted.  
 
    “Aye, leave it to that young one to go along with our tradition. You look lovely tonight, madam!” 
 
    I said seriously to Olaf. He preened and stroked his silky-smooth cheeks.  
 
    “I shaved, went all out this time.” 
 
    I snorted and winked at him. 
 
    “Now, remember, no slur words towards other people of various alternate lifestyles. You were not raised in a barn!” 
 
    I reminded him, and then I thought better of that sentence. 
 
    “You know what I mean, stop looking at me like that!”  
 
    “Ladies, I believe you owe me some proper bitter Irish ale, My Lady.” 
 
    Thor said, and I grinned wickedly at him and inserted, “Yer gonna have to work on yer voice.”  
 
    I said, teasingly to Thor, as we walked towards the large tavern called Queens. 
 
    “You’ll find that I have made considerable donations to this fine establishment’s ale and liquor stocks. Let’s drink until our feathers float!” 
 
    I followed the two cross-dressing men and my lunatic cheering Winter fae friend. Our worlds were crashing into each other now, but we were bent to make the best of our time while we could. Peace was constantly looking to be broken. 
 
    Until the All-Father’s return, it is up to their children to maintain the peace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading. I hope you enjoyed this story!  
 
    Please share these books with a friend if you like them. Also, follow me on social media for updates and new releases. 
 
    Twitter: @Ariastorm3 
 
    https://www.tumblr.com/blog/view/ariastormauthor  
 
    Coming By November, “World Ablaze” Blood and Darkness Book Seven! 
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