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      I stopped in my tracks, looking up at the sign that bore the establishment’s name. Books Knowledge. I had to grin. This was one I had not seen before. But, then again, it was in a part of town I rarely visited.

      “Brian, really? We don’t have time for this,” my friend said in displeasure. “We have people waiting for us at the bar.”

      “I’ll catch up with you later,” I said, turning to Leo. “You’ve got your work friends waiting for you at the bar, and you shouldn’t keep them waiting. Don’t worry about me. I just want to browse the bookstore, savor the ambiance, and take in the scent of the books.”

      Leo scowled. “Why do you even do that? You never buy any of the books!”

      “But the thought that they contained knowledge from years past! There could be books in there from over a hundred years ago! Or even older!” I said excitedly.

      It was a strange thing, but I had a peculiar obsession. It wasn’t anything sexual or taboo; no, it was simply my love for the smell of old bookstores. The aroma of aged paper and ink was like nothing else in the world. To some, it might have smelled of mold, but to me, it was the scent of history and antiquity. I’d always been like that, since I was a kid. It’s what got me into reading books. Even though I normally read some of the older works, I still enjoyed current stuff.

      The older writers weren’t necessarily bad, but it was more exciting to delve into stories about dragons and other fantastical things. Most of the older books were, shall we say, dated. The stories weren’t really that exciting, and to be frank, many times, it was a thesis on this, or that.

      “Fine.” Leo sighed.

      He wasn’t unaware of my obsession since he’s known me since we both were eleven. He rolled his eyes often, but as a good friend, he didn’t belittle it.

      “Just make sure to come before the bar closes, alright?”

      “Yeah yeah,” I said with a grin, already looking at the entrance to the store in anticipation.

      The buildings around me were old and run-down, with faded paint and cracked windows. This store wasn’t any exception. The sign above the door was faded, but I could make out the words “Antique Books available.”

      I couldn’t resist places like this. It was like a drug just for me. I always grinned when I saw places like this. I had always loved old bookstores, with their musty smell and yellowed pages. And this one looked like it had been around for decades.

      As I pushed open the door, a bell jingled overhead. The inside of the store was dimly lit, with shelves upon shelves of books. The air was thick with dust, and I could barely make out the titles of the books in the dim light. Damn, this place was older than I had thought. I would say this has been around since the 1980s.

      An old man sat hunched over the counter, his gnarled fingers holding a book that looked just as ancient as he did. Wispy white hair framed his face, and wrinkles etched deep lines into his skin, telling stories of a long life filled with wisdom and experience.

      His eyes, though faded with age, still held a sharp glint that hinted at a lifetime of knowledge and secrets. As I approached, he looked up from his book, and his eyes met mine with a sense of curiosity and interest. Despite his frail appearance, there was a spark of energy about him, as if he still had much to offer to the world.

      “Do you mind if I just look around?”

      He smiled at me and nodded, and said in a surprisingly deep voice for such a small man, waved around and said, “Go right ahead. If you need anything, let me know. Just be careful with the books. Some of these, I’m sure, are older than your grandfather.”

      I smiled at him and nodded. “Thanks. I’ll be careful.”

      I couldn’t help but feel a sense of reverence as I started to walk around the bookstore. The musty smell of old books surrounded me, and I knew that I was in for a treat. This was a place of knowledge and wonder, and I had always felt drawn to it. Except, sometimes, the stories were, shall we say, stale. It’s not that I had not read any. It’s just I never read one that kept my attention or found some long-forgotten knowledge that I could laugh over.

      It was simply a different time, a different era. I should have been born when these books were first printed, but because of current Fantasy writers, I tended to get lost in their stories.

      As I walked through the aisles, running my fingers along the spines of the books, I couldn’t help but think of the writers of these books. What were they like? What did they love to do with their time other than write? Nowadays, you can go to a writer’s page or blog to find out their thoughts on writing. But, alas, these fine writers, be they men or women, sometimes are never known.

      As I passed a bookshelf, my fingers still running along the spines, taking in deep breaths of the environment, I felt something fall behind me with a loud thud.

      I turned in surprise and some shock and gazed downward.

      One of the old books had fallen from the shelf, which was surprising, as all the books had been pushed into their shelves pretty tightly because of the number of books that the proprietor had shoved into them.

      Looking up, I surveyed the tightly packed shelves, surprised that a book could even fall with how tightly the owner had pushed them into the shelves. The proprietor had truly shoved as many books as possible into the small space, creating a labyrinth of literature that was both fascinating and intimidating.

      “What was that!” I heard the old man shout from the front of the store.

      I turned his way. “Somehow, a book fell off the shelf!” I shouted back.

      “What?” he cried in concern.

      Within seconds, he was coming toward me with a scowl. His back was hunched over, making him shorter than he already was. He looked down at the book that had fallen and at the bookshelf.

      He eyed me suspiciously. “No book can fall by itself. I have them so tightly packed you would need to tug them to get them out!”

      I lifted my hand defensively. “Listen,” I explained. “All I was doing was running my hands along the spines of them, and suddenly I heard a thump behind me, and that book was on the floor.”

      He glared at me. “If it’s damaged. It’s yours.”

      And how the fuck would he know it was me? I mean, most of these books in here were old, and I could see that there were damages on some of them already. Hell, look at that one book on the shelf. The spine was half gone!

      The old man reached down to pick up the fallen book, and I couldn’t help but be drawn to it. It was a thick, leatherbound tome with gold lettering on the spine that had faded with age. The cover was worn and creased, with a few small tears along the edges.

      As the old man handed it to me, I could feel the weight of the book in my hands, the leather soft and supple with years of handling. He pointed to a spot on the book. I noticed there was a fresh tear on the spine, at the bottom of the book, with a jagged line that cut slightly through the leather.

      He was glaring at me. “You’re the proud owner of a torn book.”

      “What?” said, almost dropping the book. “It wasn’t me.”

      “Fine,” he said, with a shrug, still glaring at me. “I guess we call the cops. And don’t think you can run out on me. This might be an old bookstore, but I have cameras.”

      He pointed to the ceiling, and I looked up. I noticed that there was a security camera there.

      “Fine,” I said with a smirk. “Let’s see the footage. Call the cops.”

      The old man glared, but finally, he went to the back of the store, lifted up an old phone, and dialed a number. He pressed three buttons, so I knew he was calling 911.

      “Yes, police, please,” he said, glaring at me the entire time, with the phone to his ear. “Yes. I’m at 234 Junction Street. Yes. I have a young hooligan who damaged one of my books and refuses to pay for it. Yes. I have cameras in the store. Yes. Thank you.”

      The old man hung up the phone with a grin, showing me stained teeth and the fact that he was missing a couple of his teeth. He said to me, “They are on their way.”

      “Fine,” I said with a shrug. “We will see that it wasn’t me who caused the book to drop.”

      Then, within minutes, the door behind me opened, and the little bell over it rang. I turned around in surprise. Jesus! Cops aren’t usually that fast.

      The police officer who walked in was tall and broad-shouldered. He had a mustache and was white. He also had a scowl on his face.

      “Are you the proprietor who called 911?” he asked the old man.

      “I am,” he replied. “This young hooligan damaged a book and refuses to pay for the damages.”

      What is with him calling me a hooligan? I mean, who the hell uses that term anymore?

      The cop turned to me. “Why don’t you want to pay for the damages?”

      “Because I didn’t do it,” I replied, rolling my eyes. “I was walking around the store with my hand touching the books. But, one fell. I may have touched it, but I did not pull it out or pick it up. There is no way it was me, since the damn books are so tightly packed, there was no way unless I had pulled one out. So, I told him to call the cops so we could watch the video footage.”

      “This true?” the cop asked the old man.

      “Of course not,” he snorted at the cop. “I have video that will prove he was the cause of it. If it was on the shelf before he walked by and on the floor after, then it’s his fault. I told him if the book was damaged, it was his. He refused.”

      The cop sighed. “Fine. Is the footage in the back?”

      “Yes,” the old man said with a big grin again. “This way.”

      With that, the old man turned around and headed to the back of the room. I was about to follow, but the cop stopped me with a hand on my chest. “You’re not required for this. It’s up to what I see. Stay here. Don’t try to run away. My partner is outside in the patrol car.”

      “What? What do you mean I can’t see it? I’m the one who is being accused!” I cried out in anger.

      “Do you want him in the back with us?” the cop turned back to the old man and asked him.

      The old man shrugged, but he still had that smug grin on his face. “Sure. Why not.”

      Yeah, well, wait until we see the video feed, you jerk. Then that smile will disappear, and it will be my turn to have a smug smile.

      With that, we all went into the back room. It was tightly packed with boxes, with what I could see were boxes, as some of the boxes were opened, showing their contents. There was a desk there with a monitor, and what I could see there were two live security footage, one on either side of the screen.

      One showed the walkway outside. So the old man wasn’t kidding about that, was he? I also saw the other one, which showed the bookstore itself. Based on the angle of the feed, it was the camera he had pointed out to me.

      The old man sat down, with us looking over his shoulder, worked the mouse and started opening another window. The view of the interior of the store came up, and he hit the rewind button on the control keys that were at the bottom of the feed. It reversed at a fast speed until the old man and I were in the picture. He kept going backward until I came into the store.

      Then, he hit play, and we followed the image of myself, saying something to the old man, but there was no sound. Then, I started walking through the store with my hand on the books, stroking them lovingly, and then, it happened. I touched a book that, according to the video, caused the book to somehow get pulled out and fall to the ground.

      “See!” the old man cried triumphantly, pointing to the screen and turning to look at me haughtily. “I told you he did it.”

      The cop stood up and crossed his arms, and gazed at me. “The choices then are pay for the damages, or I book you for personal property damages.”

      I stared at the screen in shock. How the fuck did my just running my hands against the book cause it to fall like that? That’s a fucking fluke!

      “It was an accident! You can tell I didn't pull it out or anything! I just touched it!” I cried out.

      The cop shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. You still caused the damage. How much is the book?” he said, turning to the bookstore owner.

      “$500!” he cackled.

      Shit! Are you kidding me? $500! That’s nuts! I mean, I know some old books are worth a lot, but $500?

      Groaning, I tell him, “Fine. I only have credit cards.”

      The old man’s glare turned into a grin, and he said, “That’s fine. I can take credit cards.”

      “Let’s go to the front, and he can pay it. Then, I will escort this young man out.”

      “Sounds good,” the old man chuckled.

      He walked out of the back, with me following and the cop last. He then walked back to the counter, got behind it, and took out a card reader with that grin still on his face. Fucking prick.

      Well, I guess I will have to eat the cost of it somehow. What was worse, I had just been laid off from work because my boss was retiring. At least he gave us all a small leaving bonus. There goes that bonus.

      Thankfully, I had money in the bank to survive for three or four months. I was only going out tonight with Leo since he said he’d pay for my meal and drinks. And right now, I think I honestly needed to get shitfaced on his dime.

      The machine beeped after I entered my pin, saying authorized, which made me wince. So much for hoping it would fail and he would kick me out. Or worse, I was sure the cop would simply arrest me if the payment failed. Last thing I needed was to call Leo from jail.

      He pushed the book toward me and said with a large grin, “Enjoy your new purchase.”

      I grimaced in response. “Thanks. Can I get a bag for it, at least?” I asked, not bothering to hide my annoyance.

      “Of course,” he said, his grin still plastered on his face.

      He reached under the counter and retrieved a plain, grey plastic bag. Carefully, he slipped the book into the bag and handed it over to me. I snatched it from his hand, my frustration still palpable. At least he didn’t charge me for the damn bag.

      With the cop behind me, I stepped out of the shop, and I heard the distinct sound of the door locking behind me. Irritation simmered within me as I turned to face the man inside. He was looking at me through the glass door, that annoying smile still present on his face. He even flipped the sign to show that the store was closed.

      “Now, try not to get into any more trouble,” the cop said. “And I don’t want to see you around this store. I will be patrolling.”

      Sighing, I nodded. “That’s fine. I have friends who are at the bar up the road. I assume I can still go there?”

      He nodded. “Sure. Just don’t come back and bother him tonight,” he replied, thumbing behind him.

      Nodding my head in frustration, I turned and followed the path that Leo had taken earlier. The bar was only a few blocks away. I needed a drink.

      Clutching the bag in my hand, I couldn’t help but glare at it as if it was somehow responsible for my current mood.

      “You better have a good fucking story inside you.”
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      My head was pounding, and my mouth tasted as if I had sucked on a sewer hose. I groaned as soon as I opened my eyes, the afternoon light hitting the back of my eyes. I stared up at my ceiling, trying to remember what had happened.

      “Right,” I said, and it came out sounding more like a croak than words.

      Then, making my head pound even more, my phone rang. I looked at the offending device on the night table next to my bed and debated on ignoring it, but it rand a second time, making my head pound even harder.

      I reached for it, my eyes blurry, and swiped it to answer, putting it against my ear.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh, your alive,” Leo’s voice said from the other end. “I thought you were going to die after I brought you home. Dude, I’ve never seen you drink that much! Even at a frat party.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Sorry about that. I’ll send you some money. How much did I end up drinking last night? I feel like shit.”

      “Hmm. Almost 200 bucks worth,” he replied with a chuckle.

      The price almost made me drop my phone. “What!?”

      “Don’t worry,” Leo said with a laugh. “Besides, it lets me finally repay you for hooking me up with Sara last year.”

      Sara was a girl I worked with at my last job before we all got laid off. She was now home as a stay-at-home wife, about to have their first baby. Leo had been down since he had been dumped months prior, which was a good thing in my books since his ex-girlfriend was a freaking insane person. And Sara had just started at the company and didn’t know anyone since she moved from Ohio to Los Angeles. I was dating someone, so while I thought she was cute, I never asked her out.

      Though, if I had known that four months later, I would be dumped by my ex, I might have. Hindsight and all that shit. However, it was a mutual breakup. We liked each other, but the chemistry wasn’t there. Back to Leo, he always felt that he owed me for hooking them both up. Even Sara kept saying she owed me.

      “Leo. I didn’t hook you up with Sara because I expected to mooch booze off you. You were down, and I just felt that the two of you would be perfect.”

      “And in that, you’re right. I never thought I’d be having a kid,” he laughed. “But look at me now. But seriously, Don’t worry about it. Do you need anything? I made sure you had some water last night and some Tylenol. Are you sure you don’t need anything?” he asked, concern coming even through the phone.

      “Yeah,” I said, my mouth feeling like I had cotton in it. “I just need to have some more water or coffee. Lots of coffee.”

      “Good. Oh, by the way. That book you kept calling, and I quote, a fucking piece of shit, is on your kitchen table,” he added with a snicker, the laughter coming through the phone line.

      “Great. And just when I thought I could forget about that blasted book,” I muttered, feeling a twinge of annoyance at my friend’s snickering on the other end of the phone. “You know how much I spent on it, right?”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, you kept telling us the story over and over last night. I even found you telling your story to the bartender.”

      I rolled my eyes, wishing I could smack him through the phone. “Thanks for the reminder. I guess I’ll have to see what kind of shitty book I bought for half a grand.”

      “Well, don’t forget to drink water today. Enjoy our new reading material,” he ended with a chuckle before hanging up.

      I removed the phone from my ear and glared at it as if Leo could see me at the other end and feel it. Sighing after a couple of seconds, I placed the phone back on my night table and debated on just closing my eyes and sleeping the rest of the day, but I had noticed on my phone that it was currently after 2 PM.

      With a groan and feeling like my head would explode, I got up to urinate, grabbed a couple of painkillers, and washed it down with a large glass of water from the bathroom tap. Once that was done, I put some shorts on and went to my kitchen. I needed coffee.

      I lived in a small two-bedroom townhouse that was in a relatively good neighborhood. My neighbors were quiet and never bothered me. Hell, I rarely saw them. All I knew was that on my left was a retired old lady whose husband passed away last year. And on my right, I had a group of young adults, who I assumed were college students and shared a house or just shared the place to have cheaper rent. Either way, I rarely spoke to any of them except to nod our heads when we saw each other if a nod could be considered non-verbal communication.

      As the coffee began to percolate through its filter, filling the kitchen with its rich aroma, I opened the fridge and grabbed a water bottle. I finished it in one gulp before the coffee was even finished brewing.

      Once the coffee was made, I added the right amount of sugar and cream to it, went to the kitchen table, and sat down. That’s when I noticed the piece of shit. As Leo said, I had kept calling it last night. I honestly don’t remember much from last night. But then again, I don’t remember ever drinking over 200 dollars worth of liquor in one night. And something told me it wasn’t beer.

      I glared at the offending book and almost wanted to chuck the damn thing in the garbage, but I had just spent half a grand on that book. I was going to read it.

      I simply glared at it while sipping my coffee, thinking of ways to destroy it once I’d read it.

      I got up and started preparing a second cup of coffee. I needed to be awake to read this thing. Something tells me it will be boring as well. I could add it to my collection of old books I had on my shelf in the living room, but I was so pissed at how much I paid for it. I didn’t want it in my house once I’d perused its pages.

      Once I had the second cup, I took a sip, and reluctantly I picked the book up, feeling the weight of the old tome in my hands. The cover was cracked and worn, the pages yellowed and dog-eared from years of use. The first few pages were filled with intricate illustrations and symbols, which to me, made no sense at all. If anything, they made my headache even worse, which had started to abate some with the painkillers, water, and the first cup of coffee.

      My fingers traced the faded ink of the words, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that this book was old. Like really old.

      I stopped at a page that had only four lines in a flowing cursive script, and I had to really focus on what the words were. It was, from what I could see, on what would be page three of a book. The words weren’t in English but in Latin. I had taken Latin in high school, but I was decent at it. I mean I passed, and that was only thanks to Leo. But, in this, I could make some sense. I snorted at the words.

      I scowled, taking a deep breath before speaking with disdain, fully aware that the book I had just splurged five hundred dollars on was nothing but a ridiculous hoax.

      “Invoco to, malignus spiritus,

      E libris antiquitatis, venite, impius Imp Barthamalunda,

      In hac nocte selenti, mecum adesse,

      Pactum tene, quod consililum mutuun dabitur,” I pronounced.

      Though I was reading it in Latin, I was translating it in my head, “I call upon you, malicious imp Barthamalunda, Fron ancient books, come forth, wicked imp. In this silent night, be with me. Hold the pact, for mutual consel shall be given.”

      In an instant, a blinding flash of light erupted and a thunderous boom, causing me to scream out in agony as the throbbing pain in my head intensified. The deafening blast was so powerful that I couldn’t determine what was more excruciating - my ears or my eyes.

      “What the fuck!” I shouted in fear, not sure what the hell was going on.

      Suddenly, I heard a cultured voice say before me with a sniff of disdain, “Really now? Is that how you mortals are now? Without manners?”

      I blinked, trying to get a look at who the hell just got into my house. I shook my head, trying to clear my hearing, as the voice sounded off. It was high-pitched and squeaky. Shit, am I going to lose my hearing permanently? What the hell just happened? Did that old man sell me an exploding book and someone followed me home to take it?

      Once my vision cleared, I started in shock at what was on my table.

      There, sitting on top of my old, leather-bound book, was a tiny imp. It was only about three feet tall and had horns protruding from its head. Its skin was a deep red color, and its eyes glowed a bright yellow. But what was most surprising was how cultured the imp appeared to be.

      It was dressed in a suit that looked like it was from another time, possibly from Europe over a century ago. The fabric was a deep shade of red, with intricate golden embroidery that glinted in the dim light. Not something you would see from today, in the corporate world. The imp leaned on the cane with a sense of authority, despite his diminutive stature

      I stared at the imp, my mouth hanging open in disbelief. This couldn’t be real. Had that bullshit Latin incantation actually worked? Was this the imp Barthamalunda that I had called forth?

      The imp cleared its throat, drawing my attention back to it. “Good day, sir,” it said in a surprisingly sophisticated though highly squeaky voice. “My name is Barthamalunda, and I am here to serve you. No matter how repugnant that is to one of my position.”

      As it spoke, or I guess he, I couldn’t help but notice the condescending tone in his voice. It was as if he was talking down to me, as if I were nothing more than a mere bug in his eyes. The way he addressed me was dismissive, and it grated on my nerves.

      “Hmm,” I replied, not sure what the fuck was going on.

      I shook my head, trying to clear the fog of disbelief. “Serve me?” I repeated. “Wait. What are you?”

      The imp tilted its head slightly, its tiny horns catching the light. “I am an imp, sir,” it said with a hint of annoyance in its voice, “although I prefer to be called a demon, as it’s a bit more dignified.”

      I couldn’t believe it. I had called forth a demon and not just any demon, but a cultured imp with an attitude. “What can you do?” I asked, trying to make sense of the situation.

      “For you? Nothing currently. But, as you seem to be the owner of this book,” he replied, looking down at the leather-bound book he was standing on and looking back up at me. “I am here to serve. That is my role, even if it is to a low-level Demon Mage such as yourself.”

      “Hold on. A what?” I blurted out.

      The imp let out a frustrated sigh and pinched its nose with two fingers, muttering something under its breath. “I can’t believe I’m now working for such an imbecile,” it grumbled.

      “You know I can hear you? Right?”

      The imp removed his hand from his nose and sighed even deeper. “Obviously. Now. How did you get this book if you are unaware of what a Demon Mage is?”

      “Hmm. It fell on the floor behind me in a bookstore, and I ended up shelling out half a grand for it?”

      The imp stared at me for a couple of seconds and shook his head. “From that narrative, I gathered you somehow came into possession of this book for some kind of sum of money? Though, I’ve never heard of this currency called grand. Was the book given to you?”

      “Well, kind of,” I said, the feeling of bizarreness in talking to a three-foot-tall imp increasing. “I had to buy it because the book got damaged when it fell on the floor behind me, and this old man made me buy it, or he would call the police.”

      “Ah.” The imp nodded. “You got swindled into buying this book.”

      “That’s what I thought!” I cried out, feeling vindicated in knowing that old man in the store had swindled me. I knew it!
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      “Wait, what do you mean swindled?” I asked, clueing into what this diminutive imp just said.

      “Swindled. Duped. Conned. Scammed. Whatever you wish to call it,” it said with a snort. “Now, let’s see what I have to work with.”

      The imp, Barthamalunda, looked me up and down, or what he could see of me standing on my table while I was sitting down.

      “Human. Good frame. Bones seem decent. Not obese, at least. Open your mouth,” he asked me.

      Without thinking, I did precisely as he directed. “Tongue out.”

      “Wait,” I shouted in annoyance. “What are you doing? I’m not some fucking horse up for auction!”

      “No, at least a horse is useful!” he replied in a patronizing tone. “Teeth are good. Tongue shows you aren’t sick. Can you read? Never mind,” he said, forestalling my answer. “You must know how to read since you did call me up. At least you are somewhat educated. What year is this? Earth year, I mean.”

      I frowned at the little shit with his attitude and said, “2023. And what do you mean Earth year?”

      “Hmm. So I have been gone for over 121 years.”

      “What? What do you mean you’ve been gone for 121 years?”

      Sighing again, he pinched his nose once more and said, in a soothing tone, which I think was more for himself them me, “I was once bound to a Demon Mage here on this plane, on this planet called Earth, over 121 years ago.”

      “Wait up. I need information, because just wow. Can you answer questions for me, Bart?”

      The imp glared up at me, and said in clipped words, “The name is Barthamalunda!”

      “Too long to say, so I’m going with Bart. Besides, if you want to keep giving me attitude like that, you’re Bart.”

      The imp glowered at me but didn’t tell me to name him Barthamalunda again. Oh. Wait. Is it because I summoned him, and he has to listen to me? I grinned down at him.

      “You have no choice in what I call you. Do you?”

      The imp’s gleam got even more pronounced, but he answered me as if he had no choice. How did I know he had no choice? I could see him trying to fight the compulsion to answer me.

      “That is correct, sir.”

      “Good,” I told him with a grin. “Now answer me properly, and I might agree to call you by that name.”

      “If you can even say it,” he said under his breath.

      “Oh,” I said with a grin. “I can pronounce Barthamalunda easily enough. I just don’t want to use it if you’re going to be a prick.”

      “I will have you know,” he growled. “I do not have a prick. I don’t fornicate like you beasts.”

      “Good to know… that imps are sexless.”

      “We are not sexless!” it screamed at me, almost bursting a vein that I had noticed appeared on his forehead.

      “Great,” I said, enjoying agitating the imp. “Inform me.”

      “Fine,” he growled. “What do you wish to know?”

      “Well, first off. How the fuck did I call you up?”

      Bart tapped the book under him with his cane and replied, “You used this book to summon me. Only those who have magic in them can do so. Even if a mundane person with no magical energy inside them uttered the words in that book, it would not do anything. You must be first attuned to summoning magic.”

      “And I have that? That magical energy inside me?”

      “Obviously, I would not be here otherwise,” Bart replied, rolling his eyes.

      “Well, Bart,” I said, making sure to elongate my saying his new hated nickname. “Glad you can clear that up.”

      Barthamalunda winced but nodded. “Yes. You do carry energy inside you. Otherwise, you would not have been able to summon me.”

      “And are there other Demon Mages around? Or am I special?”

      Bart got a look on his face, but I guess he didn’t want to push me, and he finally nodded. “Yes. I can feel other energies in this town. Not exact locations, mind you, but I can tell that in this small city that you live in, there are at least another five or six others.”

      I snorted at him. “Small city? There are over four million people living here!”

      “Ah, that is a very small number for that size of a town. Can you tell me where I am?”

      “Sure, you’re in Los Angeles.”

      As if asking the obvious, Bart asked, “Country? Continent?”

      I frowned at him. Right, he mentioned the last time he was here was over 121 years ago.

      “It’s in the United States of America, on the North American continent. Where were you 121 years ago?” I asked lastly at the end, curious.

      “Ah,” he said as if that explained everything. “I was in Russia. Though, I was only called there for about a week before my summoner died a gruesome death.”

      “Was that where this powerful Demon Mage you worked for was from?”

      Bart snorted in derision. “Please. The most powerful Demon Mage I have worked for was over 1000 years ago, and she was not from this plane.”

      “Plane?”

      “Your education on this is very lacking. Are you not taught about planes?”

      I shook my head. “I mean. There are stories that we live alongside parallel universes, but that’s just stories.”

      “Hmm,” Bart said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully, “I don’t know about parallel universes, but you do live alongside planes. Think of them as a step sideways from your current reality. There are currently ten of them. Earth is one of them. And, of course, then there are the Nine Hells.”

      “What? There are Nine Hells and not just one?”

      “Ah,” he replied, nodding. “I had my Russian summoner explain this to me. How amusing. The hell that you are thinking of is nothing but a symbolic image of what you think your hell should look like. Fire. Brimstone. It is described as a place or realm of suffering, punishment, and torment, where the souls of the wicked or those who have committed grave sins are sent after death. It is often seen as the antithesis of Heaven, a place of eternal reward and bliss for the righteous. But, I can tell you it’s a total fabrication.”

      Frowning at him, I asked, “Wait. You’re saying your Nine Hells isn’t like that?”

      “Gods, no,” he replied with a snort. “The Nine Hells are planes just like where Earth resides. The difference is, they aren’t Earth.”

      “Do Earthlings, or I guess humans live there?”

      “Of course. Your plane is the only one that does not have Demons or monsters in large amounts.”

      “Wait. Demons are real? Crap. Never mind, I’m talking to one. I should say, monsters are real? Like what?”

      The imp lifted up a hand, and that’s when I noticed that he had four fingers, not five like a human. Bart held up a finger each time he named one type of monster off, even putting his cane under his arm to give free his other hand.

      “Vampires. Werewolves. Shapeshifters. Silkies. Griffins. Mermaids. Elves, just to name a few. And, of course, your kind. Mages. Witches.”

      “Damn,” I breathed in awe. “What about demons? Are there just you imps?”

      “Of course not,” he said, shaking his head. “We come in many forms. Imps, obviously.” He started waving at himself. “Incubi. Jinn. Nightmares. Poltergeists. Oh, and Succubi.”

      “Holy shit,” I breathed.

      “Ah, as for Holy creatures, there are Angels.”

      “There are Angels? Like Michael, Rafael, and such?”

      At me naming those two off, Bart winces as if in pain. “Please refrain from using their names. They are quite powerful. And while the Angels and the Demons no longer fight each other. There are certain names we do not enjoy hearing.”

      “Oh,” I said, nodding quickly. “Sorry about that. So let me see if reading books has helped any. So Incubi are like the male versions of Succubi? Beautiful men, who suck the life out of women?”

      “Please.” He snorted at me as if I had said the dumbest thing ever. “Neither Incubi nor Succubi sucks the life out of anyone. They are just creatures of sex and can take it somewhat overboard.”

      “Oh,” I said, nodding as if I got it. Which I didn’t. “And so Jinn. Like from a lamp?”

      “Correct. They are quite rare to find. And as such, they are quite powerful. If you ever find one, he will grant you your wish. However, they don’t always give you exactly what you ask for but what you desire the most. At times, they do not coincide.”

      “Ok. And Nightmares? Like, in your dreams, or the horses?”

      “They are more of the horse kind. They are the fastest steeds you can get, short of using portals, to travel between the planes. Though, even portals are quite exuberant in cost.”

      “You have to pay to use a portal?”

      Bart nodded. “In magical energy,”

      “Ah. Like how much? I don’t even know how much it cost in this magical energy to summon you. Especially seeing I didn’t even know I had it.”

      “Like everything magical in nature, there is a cost to its use. Now, I will need to place a hand on you to gauge your magical aptitude. Might I?”

      Nervous that he might do some weird shit, I asked him first, “You’re not going to hurt me, are you?”

      Bart sighed and nodded. “As much as I detest working for such a lowly human, I am bound by the summoning. I cannot hurt you. By hurting you, I am hurting myself. The contract that is binding me to this plane is what makes it so I cannot harm you physically, mentally, or financially if that is the case. Though….” He looked around my kitchen. “I think there isn’t any lower you can go.”

      “Hey!” I growled. “This place is my own, and I like it. It might not be a castle, but it’s damn comfortable. And my neighbors are great. When I see them. Besides, I’ve lived in shittier places than this.”

      “I shall take your word for it,” Bart said, looking around the kitchen again as if there were cockroaches everywhere.

      Bart waved me over, and I leaned in, so he could place his four-fingered hand on me. Once he did, he closed his eyes and said in incantation, but to me, it didn’t seem to be Latin at all. It was a lot of guttural words. I felt a wash of heat throughout my body like I had just gotten microwaved for a second, and it was gone instantly.

      Bart opened his eyes, and he had such a comical look on his face that I got worried and asked him, “What?”

      “No,” he breathed out in astonishment, removing his hand away from my chest and stumbling backward.

      He must have forgotten the book was there on the table as he walked into it, tripped, and fell onto his ass, his cane flying off the table with a clatter. He was looking at me the entire time with that same look on his face.

      Worried, I asked, “What? That bad? Is it showing that I barely have any magical energy?”

      Bart swallowed noticeably and shook his head. He got up, brushed himself off, and looked for his cane. I reached down to the floor, grabbed the tiny cane, and passed it to him.

      “Thank you,” he said, and even his voice sounded subdued. “Hmm. Might I ask your name?”

      “Sure,” I said, but then stopped. “Wait. If I give you my real name, can you control me?”

      “No, me knowing your name is simply that. Me knowing your name. I need a name to call you. It need not even be your real name, usually. But in this, I must ask. What is your real name?”

      “Sure,” I said, feeling relieved about that. “My name is Brian Laramie.”

      “Hmm. And did you have a father who was a Demon Mage?”

      I snorted at him. “God, no. My dad was a used car salesman. And before you ask, mom was a stay-at-home mom.”

      “And were you adopted?” he asked, somehow sounding hopeful.

      “Nope. I look like both my parents. Why? What’s going on?”

      Bart frowned and looked confused. He opened his mouth to say something but closed it with a physical snap. He frowned again and mumbled something under his breath, but it was so low and in that same guttural language that I didn’t know what he said.

      “Barthamalunda,” I said, using his real name since I was getting nervous. “What the hell did you see or feel?”

      He looked up at me, and that confusion was still there in his eyes, but also, there was something else I didn’t understand. “I feel a power unlike any I’ve ever felt before, but yet somehow. It’s trapped behind a wall.”

      “What? Trapped? By who?”

      “That’s just it…What you have inside you isn’t possible. The amount of power at your disposal is something other Demon Mages would kill to have. But yet, somehow, your power is behind a barrier that you cannot access.”

      Suddenly, he turned quickly to the book under him on the table that he had just tripped over and, with some difficulty, opened it and pointed to the first page where there was lettering. It was the summoning spell in Latin that I used to call him.

      “Do you see that?” he asked me quickly.

      Confused, I replied, “Well. Yes. It’s what I used to summon you.”

      He flipped to the next page and pointed to a blank page.

      “And this one?”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s blank.”

      “By the Nine Hells,” he breathed out in shock.

      Now really concerned, I asked him, “What is going on, Barthamalunda?”

      His gaze became distant, and he didn’t respond to me for what felt like an eternity. Anxiety crept in, making me worry that there was something wrong with me. Eventually, he lifted his eyes to meet mine and cleared his throat—an unusual sound coming from a creature with such a high-pitched voice.

      “It appears, Master,” the imp said, using the term ‘master’ for the first time since we’d met, which took me by surprise. “That someone has blocked your power. You possess a reservoir of power that is spoken of only in legends.”

      “And what does that imply?” I inquired.

      The imp sighed, seemingly in discomfort. “It may indicate that serving you might not be as unfavorable as I initially believed. However, we will need to unravel this mystery.”
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      “So,” I asked the imp. “What do you think is causing it?”

      Barthamalunda frowned up at me and asked instead. “You’re sure that you don’t have any form of Demon Mage blood in you? An uncle? An aunt? A long lost grandfather that you never knew?”

      I shook my head. “If I did, I would have no idea unless they had told me, right?”

      “This is most particular,” he mumbled, sounding somewhat irritated, staring down at the table’s top.

      I grabbed my cold coffee, went to the microwave, placed my cup inside, and turned it on for 30 seconds. Once it had beeped to tell me it was done, I opened the door, grabbed the mug and turned around, and stopped in my tracks. Bart was staring at me in shock, but his cane was pointing to something behind me. I hadn’t heard him jump down to get his cane.

      “What is that!” he blurted.

      I turned around and looked at what he was pointing at and saw it was the microwave. I frowned at him.

      “It’s a microwave. Oh, right,” I said, remembering he said the last time he was here on Earth was 121 years ago. “You would not have been around. But that’s a machine that reheats food or drink,” I said, lifting my mug of coffee. “My coffee got cold.”

      “You have coffee?” he asked, making coffee sound like a religious term. His gaze had moved from the microwave to my mug.

      “Yeah, want some?” I said, lifting the mug up.

      “You would offer me coffee?” he said, and there was genuine surprise in his tone.

      I frowned at him again. “Dude. It’s just coffee.”

      That got to him since he looked up at me and blinked his bright yellow eyes.

      “Isn’t coffee here a luxury?”

      “What?” I snorted. “Fuck no. Coffee here is a necessity. Why, was coffee hard to get ahold of when you were last on Earth?”

      He scowled and nodded. “Yes. I had some in the three days that I was here before my Demon Mage died. It was a wonderful drink. I had never tasted anything like it in all the Nine Hells. Even back in the Nine Hells since then, I’d never seen anything like it. I have heard from other Demons that have been called to serve after my last service that it was available here as a drink that those who had money drank.”

      “Well,” I answered him. “I mean, there are some places that you will spend a lot on it. But this,” I said, lifting the mug again. “Is just simple coffee with cream and sugar. Nothing else. Though, some people take it black.”

      “Hmm,” he said, lifting himself up to seem taller. “If you insist. I will be happy to take a cup of this coffee.”

      “Dude,” I said with a snort. “Stop acting so fucking stuck up. All right? What is with that?”

      He looked at me and scowled, and I almost saw that he was about to talk down to me; however, I guess he really wanted that coffee since he bit his tongue.

      Instead, he replied with, “Part of it is I am what you call an imp of the highest order. Do you know what that means?” he inquired.

      “Shit, no. I didn’t even know you imps existed until now.”

      He nodded, placing his cane on the table and leaning on it, and started to lecture me.

      “I am what you call the highest level of an imp you can call upon. Not everyone can summon me. That incantation is used for all Demon Mages to call up imps, but the type of imp they get is based on one thing. Energy. Just how much energy is used. Since you somehow have a large amount of it, you were able to call me. In my over 5,000 years as an imp, I have had only three masters. As for my first master, I was with him for over two thousand years. My second master lasted a hundred years, which was torture. And my last master, before you, was a human who died three days after I was called upon. Though, admittedly, he was a moron and died by a whore’s knife blade plunged into his heart for cheating on her.”

      “Damn, who was your master that you were with for 2,000 years?” I asked, impressed.

      Proudly puffing up his chest, he declared, “I was the lead imp in charge of his affairs. His name is Lord Beelzebub.”

      “What?” I cried out in surprise. “Your master was Satan? But wait,” I said with a frown. “Wasn’t he the fallen angel sent to Hell, so wasn’t he technically in charge? Why would he summon an imp? And are you saying that he was a Demon Mage?”

      Bart glared at me. “Of course, he was a Demon Mage. While Angels cannot be Demon Mages, however because he was sent to Hell, he got access to being one. Only mortals can become one. And with his powerful stores of magical energies, he is still powerful.”

      “Wait. Still? You’re saying he’s real?” I said, stunned by this revelation. “But you just said only mortals can be Demon Mages.”

      “Of course. Why would he be dead? And yes, being mortal does not mean he would be dead. He can live for thousands and thousands of years as long as no one kills him.” Bart answered with a frown. “Ah. You must be a catholic, or what they call a new Christian.”

      “Well, I grew up Christian,” I told him. “but I’m not really religious anymore. But wait. If you worked for him for 2,000 years, why aren’t you working for him anymore?” I asked suspiciously. Shit, do I have an imp that got fired?

      “Easy,” he replied with a shrug of his tiny shoulders. “I worked for him so long he felt that I should retire. So, he allowed me to. By releasing me.”

      “But, if you retired, how were you able to come back and be resummoned?” I asked, confused about that.

      “Ah.” He nodded. “It is because I came out of retirement. I was bored.”

      “You were bored?” I just stared at him. “You were bored, so you allowed yourself to be resummoned?”

      Again he shrugged. “While Lord Beelzebub won’t employ me, as he has another imp now, I can only be summoned by powerful Demon Mages, so I knew I would not be called by simpletons. Though,” he said, looking me up and down, and he scowled. “It seems I was wrong.”

      “Listen,” I barked at him. “I didn’t ask for this shit or you. All right? I paid a good amount of money for that book, which I wasn’t even looking for.” I rolled my eyes. “So how about it, Bart?” I asked, making sure to use his shortened name that I knew he hated. “You work with me to figure this shit out. All right?”

      He scowled at me again but said finally, “Fine. Give a cup of that coffee, and we will start from there. Oh, and do you have food, praytell? I’m feeling hungry once more.”

      “Sure,” I said. At least we are getting somewhere. “I have food. What do you want?”

      “Do you have anything still alive?”

      I made a face at him. “Ewww. No! Why the fuck would I have something still alive?”

      “Then where do you get your food from?” he asked with a frown.

      “From the fucking grocery store.”

      He stared at me and finally sighed deeply, almost affronted. “I guess I will need to know what this world is like before I ask any more questions. Please. Anything that is not plant-based, as I am a meat eater, and this coffee.”

      “Coffee is plant-based,” I told him with a grin.

      “Just get me the damn stuff,” he growled.

      I laughed as I turned around and got another mug of black coffee from the coffee maker. I had to look for the smallest mug I could find, but even then, it would be massive for him. As for food, I found some leftover pizza in the fridge, but I doubt he wanted that. But didn’t hurt to ask.

      “What about something that has cheese and meat but also has tomato sauce on it and is on a form of bread?”

      He thought about it for a second and nodded his head. “That is acceptable.”

      Once I had both items, I brought them over and placed the mug, which, even though it was the smallest I had, which was more of a small tea cup, and the plate with the cold pizza on it on front of him. He reached for the teacup, the coffee still hot with wisps of steam coming out of it, and he took a tentative sip.

      His eyes lit up, and he exclaimed, “This is better than the coffee I once had before!”

      “Yeah, and you should see all the different flavors you can get nowadays.”

      “Flavors?” he asked, stunned.

      “Yeah, they have coffees that are sweet. Some taste like caramel, and some even have hints of fruit in them. Then, don’t even get me started on specialty coffees,” I said, snorting. “Not unless you have lots of money. Though, I do splurge on myself now and then and get myself a nice hot caramel macchiato.”

      He looked at me as if I was talking in a different language, which I guess I was. Seeing as he didn’t know a lot about this world now.

      “Try the pizza,” I said, pointing to the food on his plate.

      He looked down at it and made a face. I guess he didn’t like the way it looked.

      “Pizza?”

      “Just try it,” I said with a sigh. “At least try it before you bash it. All right?”

      Almost reluctantly, he placed his teacup down and grabbed the tip of the slice of pizza, which looked enormous in his hands, and bit into the tip of it.

      His eyes got large again, and he looked at me while chewing and, with a mouthful, asked, “What in the Nine Hells is this?”

      “Pizza. I just said what it was.”

      He chewed quickly what he had in his mouth, swallowed it, and took another bite. He actually closed his eyes and made moaning sounds this time.

      “Yeah,” I told him with a laugh. “Pizza is great. It’s even better when it’s piping hot.”

      “Wait?” he said, stopping just before he was about to take a third bite. “You can eat this hot?”

      “Sure. Sec,” I said. “Put it back on the plate.”

      He put it back down, but I could tell he was very hesitant about it. Once it was on the plate, I grabbed it, brought it to the microwave, and hit the pizza option on the panel. Once it beeped again to say it was done, I brought the plate back over and gave it to him. Sitting down, watching him with a grin.

      He touched the pizza and looked up at me. “It’s warm!”

      “Yeah, like I said, microwaves can reheat food or drinks. Go ahead and try it, but don’t burn your tongue.”

      He snorted. “I’m an imp. We are not easily burned.”

      “Sure,” I said, waving away his comment.

      He picked up the hot pizza and bit into it. He closed his eyes once more, and the moaning was even more intense this time. I almost wanted to tell him to get a room, but I didn’t want to offend him. As apparently, his working for me now was offending enough.

      Within two minutes, it was my turn to look at him in surprise. The entire slice was gone, and I have no idea where it went, but also the cup of coffee I had given Bart was gone as well. Bart sat down on the book with a satisfied sigh.

      “I must admit. I did miss food.”

      With a frown, I asked him, “Don’t you eat where you’re from?”

      He shook his head. “No. We Demons live on energy. There is energy in the air in the Nine Hells. That is what we consume to survive.”

      “And drink?”

      “Same. We survive on the energy.”

      “Damn,” I said, amazed by this.

      “Now,” he said. “Explain to me about this world. What is this world like today?”

      “Holy fuck,” I said with a laugh. “You’re not asking for much, are you? Where do I even start.”
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      “So, that’s technically some of the histories since 121 years ago.”

      “What is that thing,” the imp asked, pointing to my phone. “You keep gazing at it as if it’s giving you information.”

      I lifted my smartphone and displayed to him the Google page that I had accessed, or the search engine I had launched in case he had any further inquiries.

      “That’s because I am. It’s a phone.”

      “A phone?” he asked in a puzzling tone.

      “Yeah, a phone. By the way. I meant to ask, how is it you speak perfect English if your last master was from Russia?” I asked the imp.

      “That’s because,” he said, averting his gaze from my smartphone, “I have the ability to automatically comprehend the language at the same level of proficiency as the one who contracts me. Just like you, who appears to know multiple languages, I am also familiar with them. I am proficient in English and have some understanding of Spanish and Latin. Although I had already learned Latin from my previous owner, it appears that you possess greater knowledge of it, and as a result, I have gained more knowledge about it,” he concluded.

      “But,” he continued. “Back this phone. What does it run on?”

      “Here, let me show you this instead. You said that you can understand my language. Does that mean you can read it and write it?”

      “Yes. I have the same understanding of it as you do, both in verbal and written form.”

      I waved for him to follow me. We had been in the living room, sitting on the sofa. Well, he was on the sofa, and I was sitting in my favorite lazyboy. Having a three-foot-tall imp on the couch made him look even smaller than he was. He got off the sofa, not by crawling off like a toddler, but by simply jumping into the air and floating down slowly.

      I stared at him, and he asked, “What?”

      “You can fly?”

      “Of course. I’m an imp.”

      “What else can you do? Magically I mean,” I asked him accusingly.

      “I can cast fireballs, and I can become invisible. Though only for an hour before it drops and I need to recast it. That spell is excessively heavy on magical energy, as you can imagine.”

      “And flying isn’t magically excessive?”

      “Of course not. I almost weigh nothing.”

      “Oh. So you have bones like a bird? Like their hollow, so they are light but fragile?”

      Bart snorted. “Please. You could punch me, and I would not even budge.”

      Disappointed in my possible explanation and with the hope that I would have sounded smart, I said instead, “Oh.”

      I turned back toward the stairs that took us upstairs, and the imp followed, not by walking up the stairs but by simply floating behind me as if he was on one of those magic carpets. I knew because I turned back to see if he was having issues with the stairs at three feet tall. Apparently not.

      Once upstairs, I went to my office door, opened it, and went inside. The inside was essentially exactly what it sounded like. An office. There was a desk with my laptop. An extra monitor was connected to the laptop, and a mouse and keyboard. There were also a couple of filling cabinets with not really in them as I got them thinking I’d use them, but since everything was digital, I never really used them. I think I had stuff in the top of one of the two. I also had my computer chair, which was a big leather one. I wasn’t into gaming chairs. I much preferred my leather one.

      Bart followed me in and looked around curiously. He floated over to the desk, landed on its oak top, and looked around. “I do not see any paper or writing instruments.”

      “That’s because we use that nowadays,” I said, pointing to the computer.

      He frowned at the monitor. On it, I had a screensaver that showed an image of some country setting with fields and cows.

      “A painting?” he asked, turning back to me.

      I laughed. “No. This is a computer. Or, more specifically, a laptop. Now. Let me show you how it works. And how you can search for your own stuff.”

      So, for the next hour, I walked him through it all. From how the laptop was connected to the internet and all that stuff. I spent more time explaining to him what the internet was, but once he figured it was a fountain of knowledge or lots of books in a form that he could view on the monitor, he got excited. Finally, he tentatively took the mouse and keyboard over.

      “What should I search for?” he asked hesitantly.

      “I don’t know. What do you want to know?”

      “Hmm,” he said, thinking it over, and suddenly he got a look on his face. “Can I search for what your world knows about demons?’

      “Of course. Though be ready to be disappointed. A lot of what you will find will be mostly fictional stories. As to us, other than the bible’s version of demons, that’s all we know. And even then, many of us take those stories with a grain of salt.”

      “What does salt have to do with stories?”

      “Sorry. I figured since you knew English so well, you would know what English idioms were.”

      He frowned, and his red face cleared, and he said, “Ah. It seems I can if I search for it mentally through our connection. The same way I learned your languages. Interesting. So you’re saying that anything I see on the internet I should take with, as you say, a grain of salt.”

      “Oh, trust me.” I laughed. “Anything on the internet you take as bullshit until you can confirm it yourself.”

      The imp got a puzzled look on his face. “Then why use it?”

      “Because it’s better than not knowing, but just believe me unless there are sources to back it up. Sorry, unless someone puts something on the internet and has said someone else to back them up, be suspicious, but also, after a while on the internet, you know what sites to trust.”

      I had explained to him about sites, search engines, and all that. It’s like trying to teach a caveman how to drive. Though, admittedly, Bart seems to be much smarter than a caveman.

      “I shall take that information to heart,” he said, nodding but turning back to the keyboard and mouse. He moved the mouse until the cursor was in the search line, and clicked the mouse. Once there, he nodded, and looked down next at the keyboard.

      He slowly tapped the words and looked at the screen. He saw that he had typed his question as one single line, no spaces. He growled, and hit the backspace and retyped it, remembering this time to hit space at the end of each word. He looked up at the question, saw it was good, and nodded in satisfaction. He then hit enter on the keyboard.

      Suddenly, the search engine started giving him results.

      “I’ll leave you to this. I need to take a shower, brush my teeth and rinse out my mouth since it tastes like shit after a night of heavy drinking.”

      He nodded at me absently, already engrossed in his search results. “Yes, please. Your breath smells like a camel died in it.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I said with a scowl, annoyed at him.

      “You’re welcome,” he replied, not noticing my sarcasm.

      I flipped him the bird at his back and left him alone, closing the office door slightly but not closing it completely, as I was sure he would have trouble opening the door or even reaching the door knob. Though, seeing as he can fly, I’m sure he’d be fine.

      Once in the bathroom, I undressed and showered and thought about what my life was like now. Jesus. A real fucking imp! A stuck-up fucking imp but an imp nonetheless! Once the water was hot enough, I hopped in, and tried to even figure out what that meant now. Bart said I was this thing called a Demon Mage. He said in Los Angeles; there were roughly five or six others. So, I am not alone? How come I’ve never heard of Demon Mages before? And if there are roughly five or six here, what about the entire world? Bart said he used to be in Russia 121 years ago. So does that mean Demon Mages have been around a very long time?

      I kept asking him questions, but he said until he was knowledgeable of this world, he felt that his giving me info might be incorrect, or not incorrect, but misleading. I wanted to call bullshit, but admittedly, it would be nice to have him be up to date, so I didn’t need to keep explaining things. And, of course, I thought with sarcasm. What better way to learn about the world than through the internet? Nothing can go wrong. Right?

      I did make him swear that no matter what, in a couple of days’ time, he needed to start telling ME information. I didn’t have a Demon internet to access. Once I was cleaned up, I turned the shower off and toweled myself. Brushed my teeth and used a couple of swings of mouthwash. There, I felt human again. I looked in the mirror and frowned at what I saw.

      I wasn’t movie star attractive, but I wasn’t ugly either. I was five feet eleven, with short black hair. Freshly shaved face. My nose was normal. So were my teeth. At least I had good teeth. That was thanks to my parents paying for braces when I was young, but also my mother forcing me to brush my teeth every time after I ate, and even before bed. She was a stickler for it.

      She still was. Every time I went to see her and stayed with her and dad overnight in Florida, I would always get the Make sure you brush your teeth before you turn off your lights, speech. I smiled at that. I should see how they are doing. I’d been a bad son by not calling them for about a month. Mostly, because every time I talked to mom, she asked me if I got another job yet.

      I hated to tell her that I wasn’t really looking but was still living on my savings and the buyout that we all got. I grabbed my phone, brought up my banking app, and looked at my savings. Oh, I was good. I had enough to pay the mortgage for the next four months and enough money for bills and groceries for a while. Though, I now had an imp to feed. Who apparently loved coffee and pizza. Who was also a meat eater and not a vegan, I thought with a chuckle.

      Once done, I went to the bedroom with my towel around my waist and got dressed. Finished, I put the towel back and went back into the office, and saw that Bart was so engrossed in what he was reading, he didn’t even hear me.

      “Hey. Are you good?” I said, making him jump a foot into the air with a hand on his chest.

      “By the Nine Hells! How did you sneak up on me?” he squeaked.

      I laughed at him. “I didn’t. You just were so mesmerized in whatever it was you were reading.”

      He nodded and looked back at the monitor and back at me. “I must say. This laptop is amazing. The information I can access is beyond anything I’ve ever seen. Even the largest libraries I have seen do not compare to what I seem to have access to here.”

      “Well,” I replied with a chuckle. “A lot of those libraries, their books, I’m sure, might be online, so you can read them from here.”

      He opened his mouth wide in shock, almost looking like a fish. If you had yellow eyes, red skin, and, well, were three feet tall.

      He looked back at the monitor longingly. “Oh my.”

      “So you like knowledge?” I hedged.

      “I am an imp. An imp’s job is to obtain knowledge for their master to make correct and informed decisions. So,” he said, turning back to me and nodding quickly. “Yes. I do love knowledge.”

      “Good. Well, I’ll let you get more knowledge into that head of yours. I’m heading out to get some groceries since I don’t have much here, and now I need to feed you as well.”

      In a hopeful tone that almost made me laugh hilariously, he asked, “Oh! Are you procuring more coffee as well?”

      “Yes, I will make sure you have more coffee,” I replied with a chuckle instead. “I’ll be gone for a couple of hours. Do not leave the house. I don’t need my neighbors seeing a demon. All right?”

      He nodded and said, turning to the laptop while answering me, “That’s fine. I shall be here with this fountain of knowledge.”

      “Right,” I said with a grin.

      This time, I did close the door all the way.
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      Locking the front door, I headed to my car, but before I even got to my door, I heard a voice shout.

      “Brian!”

      I looked over, and it was my neighbor to my right. Mrs. Felder.

      I smiled at her. Mrs. Felder was an amazing woman. Her husband died five years ago, and she was a widow, but she still lived in the same house. I would peg her to be in her late seventies. But she was still active. She even made me cookies and other foodstuffs at times. And every Christmas, I would get a card from her, with a little gift card for some food place. She thinks I don’t eat.

      She had grey hair that hung in front of her shoulders. The thinning strands were woven into a braid, which swung along her left shoulder. She actually looked like one of those old hippies. She was wearing brown pants with a nice white blouse and a nice cardigan, but it wasn’t enough to hide the liver spots on her hands.

      For someone who was in her seventies, she took care of her looks well. She must have come here straight from yoga class or something. Yeah. I can’t imagine, being in my seventies and doing yoga. That was Mrs. Felder. She once tried to get me to come with her, saying it was an excellent place to meet girls. She knew about my breakup with my ex. It wasn’t hard too, since she wasn’t coming around anymore.

      “Hi, Mrs. Felder,” I said with a warm smile.

      In a worried voice, she said, “Listen, Brian. I heard an explosion coming from your place earlier. Is everything all right?”

      Oh crap. So that explosion when I called up Bart was louder than I expected.

      “Yeah, Sorry about that,” I said, lying to this wonderful woman.

      But not like I can say. Yeah. All is good. I called up a Demon imp, and when I did, somehow, it made this loud explosion. All good now, though. He’s in my office reading and browsing through the internet. Yeah. That would go down well if I wanted to be dragged to the loonie bin.

      “I was watching a movie, and I increased the volume just before there was an explosion. I sat on the remote at the wrong time. Sorry!” I improvised.

      “Oh!” She laughed, putting a hand to her chest. “I’m glad that’s all it was. Have you called your parents this month?”

      I actually had the grace to blush, which caused her to laugh. “Make sure to call them Brian!” She laughed. “Anyhow, I’m not going to nag. I’m about to head out to see some friends. You have a good afternoon.”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Felder,” I replied. “You as well.”

      I went back to unlocking my car and got in. It wasn’t much, but it was mine and fully paid for. It got me from point A to point B. That was all I needed. It was an older Dodge Charger. It wasn’t like one of the newer ones, but hey, like I said, it was paid for. Though, the millage on it was crazy high, at over 400,000. This car had been driven a lot. But I also got it for cheap. And it was black. Which to me meant I didn’t have to wash it as much, like if it was light color or, God forbid, a white car.

      It seems like everyone’s driving freaking white cars nowadays.

      Once in, I started the engine, backed out of my driveway, and headed to the local market. I need to figure out what I can make for myself and now Bart, to eat for the week. Though. Can I just unsummon him when it’s mealtime, so I don’t need to feed him? Since he did admit that Demons eat energy when in the Nine Hells. I assume that is where he goes back to when I unsummon him. Right? Fuck, another question to ask. I need to start writing questions down.
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      I had just put away the groceries and went back to the office. I made sure to be loud to let Bart know I was back. I opened the door and looked in.

      Bart was still at the keyboard, and he still hadn’t heard me, even though I stomped up the stairs on purpose.

      I leaned on the doorframe and cleared my throat.

      Bart jumped into the air again and squeaked out, “What the Hells!”

      He turned and saw me. “How the Hells are you doing that?” he growled out.

      I grinned at him. “Hmm. Sorry, but it ain’t me. It’s you. You’re so engrossed you’re not even hearing me when I stomp up the stairs louder just so you know I was back.”

      The imp cleared his throat and scratched the back of his head, embarrassed. “Yes. Well. I’ve never seen a knowledge tool such as this. You must be rich to have such a thing in your possession.”

      I snorted at his comment. “Dude. That there. Almost everyone has one. And then you have this,” I said, taking my smartphone out of my back pocket. “This is just as powerful to use as a search function as that laptop. And almost everyone has one. But also, I can talk to someone from a long distance with it.”

      He looked at the phone. “It’s a communication device as well? How far can you talk to someone with it?”

      “Across the world,” I said with a shrug, and his eyes bugged out. Damn, I love making this pompous imp get flustered. It’s almost becoming a game.

      He looked down at the keyboard, and I said, before he could get into it again, “Come down. I got us supper. I know it’s early, but something tells me you will want to come back up here afterward?”

      He turned away from the laptop, almost as if it pained him but nodded. “Yes. That would be agreeable. Supper, and then I shall come back up here.”

      “Good. Come on. I got something you might like better than pizza. And I got coffee as well, but after meeting you, I needed some beer.”

      “Beer?” he asked, floating off the desk and over toward me.

      Yeah, that isn’t freaky or anything. “Yeah. Beer. Alcoholic drink.”

      “Oh!” he said, with a grin sprouting on his red demonic face. “I can do beer.”

      “Wait. You drink alcohol?”

      He snorted. “Of course. All demons do when we are on this plane.”

      “Do you get drunk?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Some do. Though, I have a good tolerance for what you call wine.”

      “Yeah. Listen,” I said, turning around and heading downstairs with him following me. “Wine and beer are not the same. And if the wine was the shit you might have drunk in Russia over a hundred years ago. Boy, are you in for a surprise.”

      He didn’t say anything but simply followed me. Once downstairs, I headed to the dining room and sat down in my spot. I had a plate there with two beer bottles. I also had an extra place setting, but no beer, as I had not expected him to want one. So I moved one over to his location.

      He landed on the table and looked at the plate and its contents. “What is this?”

      “That,” I said with a smile. “is a burger and fries.”

      “A what?” he asked with a frown.

      “So, it’s a beef patty, which is a cow, with, let’s see. Onions, lettuce, tomato, pickles, and with ketchup, mustard, and relish. Oh, I also had them add cheese. It’s between a piece of bread what we call a hamburger bun. Now, the fries are potatoes that are deep fried in oil and seasoned with salt.”

      He looked at me and glared. “I said I did not want a plant-based meal. I am a meat eater.”

      “Did you like the pizza?” I asked instead.

      He frowned at me and slowly answered, “Yes.”

      “Then just shut the fuck up and try it. Here, let me open your beer for you.”

      I reached over, grabbed the beer bottle and twisted the top off, and placed the cap on the table and the bottle back.

      He looked at the bottle, but instead, I had to give him credit; he went to the burger, sniffed it disdainfully, and took a careful bite.

      As I watched the imp chomp down on the cheeseburger, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of curiosity. The little creature seemed to be thoroughly enjoying the experience, and I found myself wondering what it was like for him.

      Suddenly, his gaze snapped towards me, and with a mouthful of food, he exclaimed in disbelief, “What? How can something with vegetables in it taste this amazing?” His eyes widened as he spoke, and I could see a glimmer of wonder in them.

      He paused for a moment, savoring the flavors of the burger, before continuing his exclamation with fervor. “Oh, by the Gods! The flavors! It’s as if there was an explosion of tastes in my mouth.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle at his enthusiasm, realizing that this was likely the imp’s first experience with the divine combination of a juicy burger and crisp vegetables. As I watched him devour the cheeseburger with delight, I couldn’t help but feel grateful for the simple pleasures in life and the joy that they could bring even to the most unexpected of beings. While the imp might be a demon, I didn’t have to treat him like shit. Like how he was with me.

      What was the expression, kill them with kindness? Maybe, in this case, I can win him to my side so that I can get as much information about this demon stuff as possible.

      “Now. Try the fries,” I said, taking a bite of my own burger.

      He looked down at the fries and, without a complaint, took one up, sniffed it curiously, and bit into it. Even from here, I could hear the crispness of the fry. Then, before I knew it, he was stuffing his face with fry after fry, moaning in pleasure.

      “Oh, wait,” I said with a laugh.

      He stopped and looked at me. “Wha?” he asked with a mouthful.

      “You need to try the fries with this now.” I reached for the bottle of ketchup and squirted some on his plate. “It’s made of tomatoes. It’s called ketchup. Dip your fry into it and eat it. Well. Swallow what’s in your mouth first.”

      He frowned at the red blob on his place and swallowed what he had in his mouth. “Tomatoes?” he asked, with some hesitation. Like what you said was in this burger?”

      “Trust me.” I grinned at him.

      Sighing as if he was about the pranked, he grabbed a fry, dipped it into the ketchup, and slowly brought it to his mouth. He closed his mouth at the last second as if it was going to taste like crap. But, the minute he bit into it, his eyes snapped open, and he looked down at the ketchup as if he had just seen the Holy Grail.

      “How is this possible?” he said in an awed voice.

      “Let’s just say that food today compared to even 100 years ago is not the same.”

      So, for the next ten minutes, we eat in silence, with me watching Bart eat and almost closing his eyes at times to enjoy it better. I didn’t know where the imp put it all, but he ate the entire cheeseburger and the fries. This wasn’t fast food, either. I had stopped at a local joint I loved to get my burgers from and ordered from them. This was an honest-to-goodness decent burger, the kind that you ate only the one, and you were full.

      Once done, I took a sip of my beer and sighed contentedly. Bart saw me take a sip of my beer, and he reached over, grabbed the bottle, which in his hands looked big and clumsy, and he took a sip.

      Then he was coughing. Without thinking, I started slapping him on his little back, but not too hard, until he was able to breathe once more.

      “By the Nine Hells,” he whispered, his voice hoarse, which for someone who had a high-pitched voice was interesting.

      He was looking at the bottle in his hand. “I expected it to be…”

      “Flat?” I laughed.

      “Well. Yes. Isn’t that how alcohol is?”

      “Nope. So, beer has some carbonation or that fizzy feeling you just felt. There are other alcoholic drinks out there that have it. Wine doesn’t. Well, unless you’re drinking a spritzer. But most beers are like that. But they taste great.”

      He looked at me as if I was daft but brought the bottle back to his lips and retook a sip, but I saw he was swishing it around in his mouth. He tilted his head sideways and swallowed it. He looked up at me.

      “It has a distinctive and unique taste. Once I’m not choking on it, it actually tastes very refreshing.”

      With that, he tipped the bottle back and emptied to bottle’s contents within seconds without taking a breath.

      He removed the bottle from his lips, placed the bottle on the table, and looked at me with a smile, showing me for the first time tiny sharp teeth that were white. But suddenly, his face contorted, and he let out such a large and long burp that I couldn’t help but laugh my ass off.
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      It was two days ago that my life changed. Or more like I got a new house guest in the way of an imp. The entire time, Bart stayed in my office. He barely came down except when I called him for meals. I had even introduced him to pancakes with real maple syrup. I pretty much sat downstairs either reading a book, which so happened to involve vampires, or watching movies on my television.

      It was almost supper time, and I heard a throat clearing. I turned, and Bart was floating there, and he looked so haggard I blurted out. “What the hell! You look like shit.”

      He rubbed his tiny red face, closing his eyes. “I feel like shit. My Gods. I did not think I could ever get so much knowledge that in two days that I would feel like my head is about to explode.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Did you get any sleep?”

      “I am a demon. I don’t require sleep,” he answered in an uppity tone.

      “So demons don’t sleep?”

      He hesitantly answered back, “While it’s helpful, I do not require it.”

      I snorted at him. “Based on how you look, I think you do.”

      He opened his mouth, most likely to give me some form of quip, but he closed his mouth and sighed instead. He floated over until he was sitting in the corner of the sofa.

      “So, learned what you needed?” I asked him, putting my book down, making sure I didn’t lose its place by using a bookmark.

      “I did not think, master, that I would ever willingly walk away from learning knowledge, but what is on the internet is unlike anything I’ve ever seen in my being alive for over 5,000 years. I even saw the great library of Alexandria.”

      “Are all imps like you? I mean, not stick up their asses pricks, but I mean, in wanting to learn knowledge and all that?”

      He glared at me, but whenever he would answer me in his usual tone, I would give back just as much. This was a reminder to him to be careful how to answer.

      “No. There are different stages of imps. I am at the highest stage. I am what you would call a royal imp. Hence my color. When imps are first born, we are grey in color. Then, when we evolve to the next level, we turn green. Followed by blue and finally, this red. The red imps, such as myself, are exceedingly rare. We are only able to be called up by powerful Demon Mages. Such as Lord Beelzebub.”

      “Or me,” I reminded him with a grin.

      He scowled but nodded. “Or you. But, as we found out, you seem to have a pool of magical energy that is, for lack of a better word, unique.”

      “Was Satan’s large?”

      “Lord Beelzebub’s compared to yours? You are like a puddle in an ocean. A tiny puddle.”

      “Damn,” I whistled in appreciation. “I guess that’s a fallen angel for you.”

      Curious, I asked him, “What about this master you had in Russia?”

      “I would say he had about five percent, or less, of what you have.”

      “Man, I wish there was a way to tell how much of this magical energy I had. But, I guess that’s like asking to be in a game.”

      “A game?” he frowned.

      I waved the question away. “So, it’s been two days. Ready to start answering questions?”

      He sighed and nodded. “I think it would be a good distraction from all this information in my head. How do you remember it all?”

      I looked at him and suddenly laughed so hard I ended up with tears in my eyes. “Oh, my God. You don’t think we remember all that information, do you?”

      “You don’t?” he asked with what looked between a frown and a glare.

      “Oh, man. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to laugh. Well, I do. But no. We don’t remember all that information. If we need something, that’s why we search the internet. Yes, it might have made us dumber in remembering things, but our knowledge of things in even the last 100 years has climbed sharply. But also,” I reminded him holding my smartphone up. “If I need something, I can just search for it.”

      “How would one go about getting a device like that?” he asked, looking at the smartphone greedily.

      “You get a job to get money. Fill out an application in a store and get one. But,” I said, lifting my eyebrow at him and pointing at him. “I doubt as an imp, you can just apply for it. Besides, you don’t have money, do you?”

      “Money. I assume you mean something like gold?” the tiny imp asked.

      “Here in this world now, we use money. Cash. Dollars. I’m not sure what your master used in Russia 121 years ago, but here in the USA, we use the American dollar.”

      Bart scowled at me. “I do not know. I never saw my master purchase anything since I was only with him for three days.”

      “Ah. Well. Sorry to say. One of these is out of the question since I would need to pay for it, and right now, money is tight, as I got laid off months ago. So, no extra things, like smartphones. Already, I’m having to feed an extra mouth.”

      Sighing, he nodded. “I will have to research how to get one myself, then. Without human intervention.”

      With a snort of laughter, I said, “Yeah, good luck with that. Now. Where to start? What exactly is a Demon Mage?”

      He nodded. “A Demon Mage is a person, not simply human, who can call up a demon and form a contract with them. They do so with their inner magical energy. If they have enough of it, they can call up different types of demons, even how many they can call up at once. Most Demon Mages can call up a  couple of grey imps. Some, even a blue one. But, a red one, such as myself, is only for the most powerful Demon Mage.”

      “So, can demons be Demon Mages?”

      “No,” he said, shaking his red head. “We are creatures who do not have inner magical energy such as you Demon Mages. We use the energy that is in the air. When I float or call up a fireball, I use two types of energy. Because of our contract, because you summoned me, I can use some of your pool. As well as the ambient magical energy that is everywhere and in everything.”

      “Wait. You use my magical energy pool?” I asked, astounded.

      I thought that Bart had his own pool, so he was obtaining it from there. However, it seems I was wrong. Then again, all this shit was new to me. Other than what I’d read in stories or watched in movies, which I was pretty sure wasn’t real, this was all new to me.

      “Of course,” he stated as if it was apparent.

      “Ok, good to know. Will I ever run out?” I asked him the next question.

      “No. You might get low, but you will regenerate it over time. Admittedly, you will need to use quite a lot of your magical energy to run out.”

      “Speaking of. What else can I cast?” I asked with a hopeful grin.

      “You can summon, for now. And then only me.”

      I felt let down. “That’s it? I can only summon you?”

      “For now. As I said, there is a block to your abilities, so while that grimoire has more than one spell. You are limited to the single summoning of me.”

      “That’s a pretty fucking downer,” I growled.

      “So what kind of other spells can other Demon Mages do?”

      “Levitate. Fireballs. Farsight. Invisibility. Eldritch blast. Minor and Major Illusion, Shadow Cloak, Shadow Strike. Poison trap. Just to name a few. There are hundreds of spells, but some are more difficult to learn. It’s not just about magical energy, but how much learning you put into it.”

      I lifted an eyebrow at the list of spells. Jesus fucking hell! I wanted those!

      “So, I remember you said that I could call up a Succubus from a long list you mentioned. Think we can work on that?” I asked with a grin.

      From all the stories I’d read. They were like sex demons. Who loved to fuck. Though, in some of them, they would fuck you to death.

      With a sneer, Bart answered me with, “Why would you want a Succubus?”

      “Why not?” I said defensively. “I mean. All I have right now is an uptight prick sometimes. You seem to be mellowing out some, but there are times that you still annoy the fuck out of me.”

      Instead of answering me back angrily, he sighed. “I am sorry. I will admit now, with the knowledge I am gaining thanks to the use of your laptop, that working for you might not be all that bad.”

      “Oh, thanks,” I answered sarcastically.

      “What I meant was…” I could hear the frustration in his voice. “That I’m sorry for the way I acted. I just expected you to be some low-life human with barely any skill or power, and you somehow called me up by accident.”

      “And now?”

      “And now, I think you ended up getting that book, not by accident, but by design. You mentioned this bookstore. Can we go to it tomorrow? I am curious about this person who sold you this book.”

      My mind struggled to grasp the possibility of what I had just heard, and without thinking, the words tumbled out of my mouth in disbelief.

      “Hold on, are you suggesting that the old man deliberately sold me the book?” The idea seemed preposterous to me.

      How was the old man to know I was going to be walking there that day? I’d never been in that part of town ever. The only reason I went in the area was because the bar that Leo picked was in that part of town. Even Leo had never been to that part of town. It was Sara who knew about the bar.

      The imp nodded. “It’s the only possible factor. You have a book that is quite powerful. You said that the book was damaged. Correct? Can you get me the book again?”

      “Sure,” I said, frowning.

      I got up from my lazyboy and headed to the kitchen, where the book still was, I grabbed it, brought it out to the living room, and went to pass it to him, but he shook his head.

      He pointed a tiny finger to the book instead. “Where’s the damage?”

      “What? It’s right here,” I said, turning so I could see the spine, and my eyes opened wide in shock.

      “Mother fucker!” I whispered in amazement.

      “Precisely. As you said, mother fucker. Grimoires cannot be damaged. They self-repair. You cannot even burn it. The magic inside it makes it indestructible. When you said that someone made you pay for its damage, that is why I felt you had been swindled.”

      I frowned, looking down at the book I was holding. It was totally repaired. There was no damage at all. It looked old, but it did not look like it had been damaged at any time. So, is Bart saying that the old man sold it to me on purpose? But fucking hell. Did he have to charge me half a grand for it? That was almost half my month’s mortgage.

      “So, you think that the old man sold me this on purpose? Who was he?”

      The imp shrugged his shoulders. “I do not know. But I would like to visit this store.”

      “Hmm. How? People will see you. Not like I can walk around with a three-foot-tall red imp in broad daylight. ”

      Instead of answering me, he snapped his fingers, and suddenly, the imp was gone.

      Then, his voice came from where he had been sitting, “I will simply use invisibility.”

      “Holy shit,” I breathed out. “That’s fucking amazing!”

      I heard a snap again, and he reappeared. “Now. What’s for supper? I’m starving.”

      “You know you eat a lot, right?” I growled at him in annoyance.
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      We enjoyed a delicious supper, which Bart claimed was even better than the mouth-watering burgers we had earlier. Those were no slouch either - just a couple of juicy steaks grilled on the BBQ out back. After we cleaned up, we made our way to the old bookstore.

      Thankfully, I still had the address of the bar in my GPS app, so I was able to easily find it again.

      “So, no one can see you?” I whispered on the side of my mouth.

      “No one shall see me,” Barthamalunda’s voice came from my right, near my ear. “And you don’t need to whisper.”

      I scowled but looked straight ahead. “Easy for you today. Otherwise, people will think I’m talking to myself.”

      “Then speak to me telepathically then,” Bart proposed.

      I was so shocked by what he just suggested that I stopped dead in my tracks and stared at him or, technically, the space where I thought he was.

      “What?”

      “Simply speak to me telepathically,” he started but stopped before he started over with a, “Ah. Right. So, close your eyes, and think of connecting with me. Imagine there is a link between the two of us.”

      I glared at him, or the street I was looking at, and saw that across the street, a man was there. He looked over at me, saw me glaring, and gave me the finger, but kept waking. Oops.

      “I can telepathically talk to you? Why the fuck did you never tell me that before?”

      “Because it never came up,” he said, and I can imagine the little shit shrugging his shoulders. I pinched my nose and took a deep breath. Then, I closed my eyes and did as he proposed; I imagined in my head a link between the two of us.

      But then, a curious thought entered my mind. What would it be like to communicate telepathically with the imp? Without another thought, I focused on the link I had envisioned between us. In my mind’s eye, I could see a faint thread of light connecting us, pulsating with a mysterious energy. As I poured more thought and attention on this link, I could feel a sense of connection growing between us, as if a bridge was being built between our minds.

      Abruptly, the imp’s voice entered my mind, clear and distinct, and I realized that he was speaking to me through the telepathic link we had established.

      “Connection has been established. I must say, that was much quicker than I had expected,” came Bart’s voice in my head clear as day.

      “Holy shit,” I said, but I had blurted it out loud because I was so amazed. “How do I do it?”

      “Think your thoughts to me, and I will hear them.”

      “Wait. Can you now read my mind?” I asked nervously.

      “No. The fact that you watch that kind of mind power porn on your laptop is safe,” Bart said with a hint of sarcasm in his voice, even though the link. “I just know it from your browser history. Now that I know how to use a computer properly. But to answer your question. No, I cannot read your mind, just as you cannot read mine. ”

      “I fucking hate you,” I growled at him. I took a deep breath and instead did as instructed and imagined in my head talking to the little shit.

      “Can you hear me?”

      “Loud and clear,” he replied. “Now, shall we head to this store? You said it was just two blocks from here?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      With that, I continued our walk toward the bookstore. It was about 8 PM, but I remember the sign on the door had said it was open until 9 PM. So we had time.

      “So what’s the distance on this link? Like, can I tell where you are with it?”

      I could hear the reluctance in his answer, “Yes. The distance is based on your power level, and since you have such a deep pool of magical energy, I would speculate yours is at least five miles. And as for if you can use it to find me, yes. I can also do the same though that limit is lower. I would say a mile? Most Demon Mages can tell the location of their demons within a fifty-foot radius.”

      “Listen, Barthamalunda. If this,” I said, waving between the two of us, “Whatever this is is going to work. I need you to be upfront with me with information. Shit like that makes me just want to unsummon you and figure my own way to cast for another demon.”

      I heard him sigh, and not telepathically. “I am sorry, master. It’s hard having a master with so much power but with so little knowledge.”

      Man, sometimes Bart can be can be a decent guy, imp, or whatever. But sometimes, his douchebaggery comes out. In spades. I always thought, well, according to books and games I’ve played, that demons that are summoned had to listen to you one hundred percent. Like, if you asked them something or told them to do something, they were compelled to do so. However, Bart sure ain’t fucking acting the part.

      Then, before we knew it, we were standing in front of the storefront.

      “What the hell!” I cried out in shock.

      As I stood before the building that once housed the old bookstore, a sense of shock and disbelief washed over me. The structure still stood, but the entire store was gone. There were no shelves, no books, no sign that it had ever existed in the first place. It was as if the store had been erased from existence.

      The interior was empty, barren, and desolate, like a long-abandoned building. A thick layer of dust and grime covered the surfaces, and the only light came from the flickering streetlamp outside. The sign that had displayed the name of the bookstore was gone, leaving behind nothing but a blank space.

      “Are you sure this is the place?” Bart asked me, sounding as if I was maybe standing in front of the wrong building.

      “Yes!” I shouted in annoyance, forgoing using the link to talk. “I mean, the store next to it is the same tailor shop. Even that fucking yellow-painted fire hydrant is the same.

      “Let me check something,” he replied out loud as well, but his voice came from the doorway of the old store or where the old store was, but it was low to the ground.

      I looked down, and the red imp suddenly appeared.

      I whispered, “What are you doing! People will see you.”

      “I made sure no one was looking before I dropped my invisibility.”

      “Dude. There might be cameras around, and there are other buildings around.”

      “It will be quick,” he said, and I watched him place his hand on the door of the shop and close his eyes. Just as suddenly, he disappeared again.

      “Sorry. I needed to drop invisibility to see if there was any magical signature, and there is. So, whoever sold you that book, was a powerful Demon Mage. He was able to hide his energy quite well, but I’ve been around a very long time, so I know all the tricks. And you’re sure you don’t have a parent who is or was a Demon Mage?” he asked through our link once more, as I noticed more people were starting to show up on the street, and I could imagine him looking my way.

      “Dude. My parents are as vanilla as they come. I’d never heard of that term until now. Hell, I didn’t know that demons were real except in the biblical sense.”

      “Let’s head back to your motor vehicle and head back to your house. We need to figure something out.”

      “My car. It’s just called a car,” I said and nodded but sighed. “So much for that lead,” I mumbled under my breath.
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      We were back at my place, sitting at the kitchen table, where I had first called up the imp. I had a beer in my hand, and so did the imp. Well, it was beside him, as the bottle was too large for him to hold properly, but yet somehow, he still had the strength to lift it. Just how strong were imps?

      “So, “ he said thoughtfully. “We know that whoever gave you that book did it intentionally. We know that they are powerful. But we don’t know why.”

      “Can you? I don’t know. Cast a spell to figure out who that guy is?”

      He shook his red head. “No. While I am a powerful imp. I cannot cast divination.”

      “Oh. Who can?”

      “A Witch,” he replied. “And they are more rare than Demon Mages. There is maybe one Witch for every 10,000 Demon Mages.”

      With interest, I questioned him, “So, are they like old, cackle a lot and things like that? Hover over a bubbling pot making potions?”

      Bart looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “Where do you pick up this stuff?”

      “It’s how they are portrayed in books and movies,” I replied with a shrug.

      “Trust me. You do not want to get on the wrong side of a Witch. Where Demon Mages can call up Demons, witches can call up spirits. And on a one-on-one fight between a Demon Mage and a Witch, the Witches will win every single time.”

      “Damn,” I breathed. “So note to self. Don’t fuck with Witches. Can you detect a Witch in the city?”

      He snorted. “If I could detect a Witch, I would be the most sought-after imp. Even Lord Beelzebub would forcibly take me away from you.”

      “Oh. So do Witches and Demon Mages hate each other?”

      He shook his head, “No. They just respect each other enough to leave each other alone.”

      “So, what exactly do Demon Mages do? Other than call up Demons?”

      Bart took a swig of his beer before answering me, “Whatever they wish. Demon Mages are powerful. But, you need to understand, you’re not immortal. You can die. While if I die while under contract for you, I simply return to my hold space, and once you can resummon me, I return. That is if you’re alive.”

      “You don’t return to the Nine Hells?”

      He shook his head. “Not while I am under contract. While under contract, I disappear into a place of nothingness. I do not feel or need for anything. The contract time is of my choosing. For this one, I decided to do it for 100 years. Which is usually about the length of a Demon Mage’s life once they gain power.”

      Jesus! 100 years? That’s nuts!

      “So. How does that work anyhow? Is a demon randomly picked from the Nine Hells when a Demon Mage summons them?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “Those demons that you can summon, they decide that they wish to be more powerful in the Nine Hells. While demons can fight each other, kill other demons, and gain power to increase their strength, there is another way. Contract Binding. With a Contract Binding, they gain power faster by being useful to a Demon Mage. However, there are more demons who wish a Contract Binding than there are Demon Mages.”

      “A lot more?” I asked curiously.

      “There is probably one Demon Mage for every 100,000 demons wanting a Contract Binding.”

      “Holy crap. So it’s random who I call up?”

      “Yes and no. Do you remember how I said that when you called me up, it was only those who have large power pools which can?” he asked me.

      “Yeah,” I nodded, taking a swig of my beer. “You mentioned something like that. How based on the color of an imp was based on the power pool of magical energy that a Demon Mage has?”

      “Correct. Now. I am a red imp. As such, my odds of getting called up are higher. Though, that is because there are not many red imps. But,” he said, holding up a finger to the sky. “The number of Demon Mages who can call me up also is diminished because there are not many Demon Mages with enough power to call me.”

      “Ok, I think I get it,” I said with a frown. “So. What is the Nine Hells like?”

      “Hmm,” Bart said, thinking it over. “I guess you could say it’s a brutal place. We have homes. Families. But no technology. Think of it like medieval times, based on what I’ve read on your internet, but with demons living there. We fight with weapons. But, also, we do have our own arts and industry. We have our own rulers. We do not eat or drink food as you humans do, but we consume the energy in the air to live. So we don’t have farming and such.”

      I frowned. “Wait. You have a family?”

      He nodded and smiled proudly, his little chest puffing out. “I do. I have nine children and four wives.”

      “Damn! And you did a Contract Binding? Don’t you miss them?”

      He frowned at me, his yellow eyes looking at me keenly. “Of course not. I will do my 100 years and return to my family. To them, it’s only 100 years.”

      “Wait, how long do you live for?”

      “Since I am a red imp, probably 10,000 years? My wives are blue imps, so they do Contract Bindings at times so they can get powerful as well. One of my wives is currently with a powerful Demon Mage right now and might turn into a red imp within the century.”

      “And it’s all from Demon Mages on Earth?”

      A burst of laughter escaped him, laced with amusement as if I had made the most ridiculous statement. “Of course not! There are multiple universes with other Earths. This is just one of them.”

      “What!!?” I cried out in surprise.
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      “You’re saying there are like other Earths? Like parallel timelines?”

      Holy shit. So is the multiverse real? So all those movies, shows, and books I’ve read how it talked about a different timeline, where someone like me lives but like they are different?

      “Not as you know it. Think of it as a different universe, but with an Earth, which might be just as different as here. But humans still live there.”

      “So, is there, like, another me living in this other universe on this Earth?”

      He frowned at me. “No. Why would there be another you somewhere else if you are here?”

      “Oh,” I said, disappointed.

      So much for that. “So what are these Earths like?”

      “Some could be more magical in nature or more technological. Though I must admit, in my over 5,000 years as an imp and on multiple Contract Bindings with masters from different universes, this universe seems to have a higher technological level. And admittedly, the best food and drink,” he added, pointing to his beer.

      “So, is there a spell to visit these other Earths? Or even the Nine Hells?”

      He barked another laugh. “Of course not. Only demons of the Nine Hells can travel to those realms and only those who have been summoned. You would need to be a very powerful Demon Mage to open a portal,” he started but then stopped and snorted. “Nevermind. You might be able to do it one day. As for you going to the Nine Hells? No.”

      “Why can’t I travel to the Nine Hells, but I might be able to go to these other Earths?” I asked, annoyed at him laughing at me.

      He shrugged. “It simply is. The Nine Hells as been around for millions of years. It’s always been that way.”

      “And no Demon Mage has tried?”

      “Some do. But they die,” he said with a shrug of his small shoulders. “They cannot transfer themselves to the Nine Hells. Even our own demon scholars have no idea.”

      “You have scholars?” I blurted out without thinking.

      “Of course we do,” he barked in annoyance. “What do you think we are savages and simply live like animals?”

      “Sorry,” I said, holding my hands up defensively. “This is all new to me, alright? Maybe that book,” I said, pointing to the damn thing on the kitchen table, “has all that information, but remember? To me, it’s all blank, except the one page that was what I used to summon you.”

      Sighing, he nodded reluctantly. “Yes. I am sorry, and you are correct. The grimoire isn’t only spells, but some of the demon history. I keep forgetting you don’t know anything.”

      “So, what can we do to let me see more of that book?”

      Instead of answering, he picked up his beer bottle and drank the rest of it, which was three-quarters full. He placed the bottle down and looked at mine, and without pause, I passed it over. It was half full. He took it and finished that off before he placed that bottle down and sighed. Damn, what is wrong here?

      “I can see no way other than to help you call up a Succubus.”

      “What do you have against Succubi?” I asked, using the plural form since I doubted there was only one. If there was more than one imp, it made sense there would be more than Succubus as well.”

      “There’s nothing inherently wrong with them,” he began, his voice thoughtful as he considered his words. “It’s just that when it comes to demons you can summon, there’s always competition. And imps and succubi are some of the most competitive of all of the demons in the Nine Hells,” he added, pausing for a moment to frown in contemplation.

      I frown back at him. All right. So they love to compete. Nothing wrong with competition.

      “So, they compete against what?”

      He sighed, “Our Master’s attention.”

      “What? But that won’t be an issue with you. Since, well, you fucking hate me.”

      “It’s not that I don’t hate you,” he said, rolling his yellow eyes. “It’s that I am not used to a master that is as strong as you but has no idea what they are doing.”

      “Then teach me, damn it! How else am I supposed to learn?” I snapped in frustration, my annoyance getting the better of me.

      “Because as an imp, it’s not my job!” he shouted back. “Imp are supposed to serve!”

      “So, you’re saying for all the masters you’ve had, you have never once helped them learn?”

      He went to open his mouth but shut it with an audible snap.

      “So you have!” I glowered. “So what technically does an imp do for a Demon Mage?”

      He didn’t answer right away but looked away from me. Sighing, he finally turned back to me and said, “We are there to defend and help our masters increase in power, which increases our own growth.”

      Still glaring at him, I questioned, “And so that doesn’t include giving your master information for them to get stronger? You mentioned that you gathered information for them earlier. Don’t they use that information to learn?”

      “Fine! I get it. I was wrong,” he glared at me. “I will help you gain knowledge to read that book,” he almost shouted, pointing to the offending book in question.

      I grinned triumphantly. “See? That wasn’t so hard, was it?” I exclaimed, feeling a sense of satisfaction at having finally gotten through to the imp.

      But to my disappointment, the little creature simply continued to glare at me, his expression unchanged. I couldn’t help but feel frustrated at his stubbornness. Were all demons like this? I wondered, feeling a sense of disillusionment at the tales of obedient, meek creatures that I had heard before. It seemed that the reality was far different from what I had imagined.

      Finally, he said, in clipped words. “Fine. We need to first get you to learn the incantation for summoning a Succubus. While I would rather you never called one up, we need one.”

      “Why?” I asked curiously. And I added quickly so he wouldn’t snap at me his answer. “Remember, I have no idea.”

      He nodded, an indication he had been about to do exactly that. “The reason is a Succubus has a special ability that allows Demon Mages to read through them.”

      “Hmm. That makes no sense,” I told him truthfully. “Read through them?”

      “So, one thing a Succubus does is impart knowledge to you. I think the reason that you cannot read that grimoire is that there is a block. I believe that if we get her to have sex with you, impart even a page from that grimoire; it will unblock whatever is blocking you since I feel it’s a magical block.”

      Hesitantly, I asked him, “You want me to have sex with a Succubus? Don’t you die after having sex with them?”

      He snorted but then said, “Sorry. No. As her master, you will not die. Others, if they do, will. But, also, as a Succubus, they gain power when they have sex with their masters.”

      “Damn. All right. But how am I going to learn how to call one up if the rest of that book is blank?”

      “That’s where it’s going to get tricky,” he said slowly. “I will need to do it. But I need something from you.”

      “Ewww!” I cried out in revulsion. “I’m not doing anything with you!”

      “What?” he asked, puzzled at first, but then he must have figured out what I was saying, and he glared at me. “Oh, that’s gross! Why would I want that?”

      “I don’t know! You just said you needed something from me, and we were just talking about a Succubus and sex!”

      “Oh, my Gods! You humans are disgusting at times,” he said, with a grimace on his face. “No. What I need from you is a large amount of magical energy and some blood.”

      “Oh!” I replied, relieved. “Wait, blood? How much blood?” I asked him suspiciously.

      Here, he looked away from me. “Hmm. A lot.”

      “How much is a lot? And how do you plan to get this blood?”

      “Well,” he said, without looking at me and pointing to the kitchen counter. “I saw some knives over there.”

      I looked over at my cutting block and almost blanched. “You want to cut me with a fucking knife?”

      “I mean, I only need enough for the spell.”

      “And you still haven’t answered me how much,” I cried at him.

      “Master,” he said, finally looking at me. And the fact that he called me master means he is up to something. Something that I won’t like. “I would not let you die. I technically can’t harm you.”

      “You’re harming me by scaring the shit out of me right now! You won’t even tell me how much blood you need,” I barked at him. Was this his way to get rid of me? Get out of his Contract Binding.

      “That’s because I honestly don’t know,” he replied, gritting his teeth. “I won’t know until we start the spell. However, I do know I won’t kill you. I will only take what I need. And if it was as easy as killing a Demon Mage to get out of a Contract Binding, there would be no reason for Demon Mages to call us up for fear of death,” he finished with a sour expression.

      “Even if we end up being called up by a master who is, as you used the term, a dick head. We cannot get out of it. Trust me,” he glared. “I have had a master I would have willingly slit their throat in their sleep if I could have. We demons are bound in a magical contract that we cannot harm our masters in any way, shape, or form. Be it physical, mental, financial, or any other way you can be harmed.”

      “So you being a dickhead at me isn’t mental harm?”

      “I’ve noticed you’re giving back just as much as I’m giving it.”

      I was about to hurl an insult at him, but I hesitated. As much as I hated to admit it, he had a point. I had been bad-mouthing him just as much as he had been with me. And if I was being honest with myself, I had to admit that I was actually enjoying our little back-and-forth banter. Not that I was going to admit that to him.

      Instead, I replied, “Fine. So, when did you want to do this spell thing?”

      “I will need some time to prepare. So say in an hour?”

      I looked outside, and it was already getting dark out. “You didn’t want to wait until morning?”

      Bart looked over at the window as well and shook his head. “No. The faster we get this done, the faster we can get you to be able to study that book,” he said, pointing at what I started to consider a pain in the ass and not worth it.

      I can’t believe I won’t be getting my five hundred dollars back. But, also, where the fuck, or more to the point, where in the fuck did that bookstore go? How does a bookstore with what had to be hundreds, if not thousands, of old books, suddenly disappear overnight? And how do you make it so that you make the place look like it had not been entered or used in years? That grime and dirt I saw wasn’t something you could just fake by throwing some dirt around. That looked real. I’m tempted to call the cops and see if they remembered going there for that 911 call.

      “Sounds good. I’m going to check my email and shit,” I said. “Maybe see what jobs are out there. I guess I need to start looking for work now that I might have three mouths to feed. I assume that all demons like to eat while here on Earth?”

      “Pretty much,” he nodded with a grin.

      “Where did you want to do this thing?” I asked, waving around the kitchen. “Here?”

      Bart shook his head. “No. I would say if you have a basement that is dark and private?”

      “I do,” I said. Great. Thanks for giving me horror vibes, dude. “So, an hour?”

      He nodded, and I got up, grabbed the two empty bottles, recycled them, and grabbed another one from the fridge before I headed upstairs. I didn’t get Bart one because if he wanted a beer, he could go grab his own. And if he couldn’t open the fridge door? That’s not my issue.

      Once in my office, I pulled my chair out, sat down, and booted up the laptop. Now. Let’s see what kinds of jobs are out there. It was hard since Los Angeles right now was in a hiring slump. And that’s not the only issue. While I did pass high school and got some college, I dropped out because I preferred to have fun with my friends. So that meant the kind of jobs I could get were sparse.

      It wasn’t that I was an idiot. I was actually pretty intelligent. I finished high school with the highest marks in my class. I went to university on a scholarship in science. Specifically, biochemistry and chemical engineering. I did a year. But in my second year, I found it dull. So, I dropped out and got a job in tech.

      My last job, where I worked with Sara, was a startup that worked on programming learning. While I wasn’t good enough to program, like Sara, I was a good coder. So, trying to find a job now in QA work, or quality assurance, was not as easy as I thought it would be when I took the severance package. I thought it would be easy to find work afterward. Yeah. Apparently not. I twisted the top of my beer off, sighed, and opened a browser to browse the job sites.
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      After the hour was up, I went downstairs. I saw that Bart was sitting at the table with the book open, and I saw he had a beer bottle next to him. Guess the fucker can get into my fridge.

      As I came in, he turned and looked at me. He wasn’t sitting in the chair, as he was too short. But also, he wasn’t wearing his purplish suit. I stopped in my tracks and stared at him. He looked over and saw me looking at him in surprise.

      “What?” he asked.

      He was dressed in a pair of sleek slacks and a crisp blue polo shirt, completing the look with a pair of black sneakers that had white trim and laces. From afar, he could easily pass as an ordinary man if not for his bright red skin, piercing yellow eyes, and the tiny black horns that protruded from his forehead. Oh, and the fact that he was only three feet tall!

      I couldn’t help but stare at him in disbelief, taking in his unexpected fashion sense. “Where on earth did you get those clothes?” I blurted out, unable to contain my bewilderment.

      Glancing down at himself, he let out a mischievous grin, revealing a set of teeth that were far from human. They were small and razor-sharp, almost reminiscent of a piranha’s. He might talk like a human, but he for sure ain’t one.

      “Do you like it? I saw it on some websites. I forget which one.”

      “Ok, weird. I mean, it looks great on you. But here the hell did you get them!”

      He frowned at me. “I made them.”

      He snapped his fingers, and suddenly the stylish clothing was gone, and in its place was the suit I had first seen him with, including the cane. He snapped his fingers again, and the suit was gone, and his stylish clothing was back.

      “Ok,” I said, shaking my head. “That’s actually a pretty cool magic trick. So, are they real?”

      “Yes. I create them using my own magic. It’s a spell that is part of me. It’s part of an illusion spell, but that is tangible.”

      “Can I do that?” I asked with a hopeful grin.

      “No,” he replied, dashing my hopes of not to have to ever buy clothing again. “You can do the illusion, but you would be naked under that illusion spell.”

      “That’s not fair,” I replied, but I held my hand up to stop him from commenting. “But, since I’ve never had magical abilities before. I’m not about to complain. So. Ready for the preparations?”

      He nodded and stood up. Even on the table, he barely came to my chest. “I am. I was simply going over the spell once more.”

      “And you want to do this in the basement?” I asked him hesitantly. “Why the basement?”

      “Because it is the lowest point near the earth. While you can cast summoning spells anywhere, including a tower that is 200 feet in the air, the further away you are from the earth, the more it costs in magical energy. And since I will have to borrow some of yours, I am limited in how much of that I can borrow. So, the closer to the earth we are, the better.”

      I shrugged. That made sense, sort of.

      “All right. Well, the door to the basement is there,” I said, pointing to the door in the kitchen that led to the basement.

      Bart nodded and floated into the air. “Can you grab the book? Also, hmm,” he said, floating towards the kitchen counter and landing on it.

      He walked over to the block of wood that had all my kitchen knives and started taking them out one by one. He first took out the large Chef’s knife but shook his head and put it back. He then took out the bread knife and snorted, placing that one back as well. He then took out the honing steel, frowned at it, and looked at me questioningly.

      I explained to him. “It’s used to sharpen the knives. It’s a honing steel.

      “Ah.” He nodded in understanding.

      He replaced it into its slot and took out a small boning knife, and he slashed it back and forth, almost like a sword. Which let’s be fair, in his hand, it looked like a cross between a short sword and a long sword.

      “Here we go.”

      I looked at the boning knife. The handle itself was smooth and sleek, with a slightly curved shape that fit comfortably in your hand. Having used it often, I could vouch for that. The blade was long and slim, tapering to a sharp point that made it ideal for removing bones from meat and poultry. The handle was made of a durable plastic material, with a slightly textured surface that provided a comfortable and secure grip.

      There were no intricate designs or fancy embellishments on this knife, just the bare essentials needed to get the job done. Yet, in its simplicity, there was a certain beauty to the knife, a utilitarian elegance that spoke of its purpose and functionality. I knew people could buy knives out there that cost thousands of dollars, but I wasn’t made of money. So I had a cheap set, but I still kept them sharp.

      Now nervous about this spell he was going to try, I asked, “You’re going to use that to get the blood? Are you about to freaking cut my hand off or something?”

      “What? No. I need to just nick you. But the sharper the blade, the better it will heal afterward. You don’t want to use a dull knife for this. Also, grab that,” he said, pointing to the dishcloth that was hanging on my stove’s handle.

      With a frown, I asked, “What for?”

      “To stop the bleeding,” he stated, as if evident.

      “Dude,” I growled. “You’re not using my dishcloth my mom gave me. I have clean rags we can use. Or even a first aid kit.”

      “What’s a first aid kit?” he asked, puzzled.

      So, I explained to him what a first aid kit was. “Oh! That might be handy. Bring that.”

      Letting out a sigh, I made my way over to the wall adjacent to the fridge and retrieved the first aid kit I kept there for emergencies. After all, most accidents tended to happen in the kitchen, and it made little sense to keep the kit upstairs if a cut or scrape occurred downstairs. My dad had always warned me about this, going on and on about how one could bleed out by the time they made it up the stairs.

      Once I had it, I turned back to Bart, and he was already floating to the doorway with the boning knife in his hand. Once he got close to the door, he waved his free hand, and the door opened on its own.

      That fucker. That’s how he got access to the beer. He didn’t need to use his hands to open it. Neat trick, though. I followed him until we were downstairs. The basement wasn’t much. It was finished, at least. He frowned.

      “Is there a room that is not like this?”

      “You mean more like a cave?” I snorted at him. “Most houses are built like this. The best I could show you is the laundry room. But it still has a cement floor.”

      Annoyed, he replied, “Show me.”

      I opened one of the doors in the room and walked into the laundry room. He looked around curiously.

      The space was small, with just enough room for the washing machine and dryer. The walls were bare and painted a bland beige color, giving the room a sterile feel. The cement floor was scuffed and chipped in places, evidence of years of use. The washing machine and dryer were pushed up against one another against one wall. The room was dimly lit, with a single fluorescent light casting a white glow over everything.

      Landing on the basement cement floor, he nodded in satisfaction. “This will do. Now, lie down on the ground.”

      “Dude, the floor is freaking cold! You want me to lie down?” I cried out, annoyed now.

      “You won’t feel it,” he said, now annoyed himself. “I will be using a spell to keep you warm.”

      “Fine,” I replied, his eyes rolling in exasperation. “Now, lie down, please,” he added, almost as an afterthought, as if reminding me of my place as his master. But if I was honest with myself, I didn’t feel like much of a master at all. I felt more like a lost child, completely out of my depth and struggling to make sense of what was happening.

      Lying down, feeling the cold floor on my back, I stared up at him, or more like I was almost eye level with him, sort of. Come on. Three feet tall isn’t that tall. I had my hands on my stomach.

      He said, “Spead our arms out. Yes, like that. Now, look up at the ceiling.”

      I did, and all I saw was the unfinished ceiling of my basement. Oh, there were cobwebs. I should clean them out afterward.

      “Now, I will place my hand on your chest, and you will feel a tugging as if coming from your inner self. Let it. Don’t fight it.”

      As his small hand made contact with my chest, even through my t-shirt, I couldn’t help but notice the warmth emanating from it. In fact, it wasn’t just warm. It was hot, though not enough to cause any discomfort or pain. So, are all demons body’s temperatures like that? Interesting. I didn’t feel that last time he placed his hand on my chest.

      Then, I felt that tugging he was talking about. But it was an odd feeling. It was as if something inside me, something I’d never felt before, was being yanked, but not hard. Just a slight tug every couple of seconds. I frowned and tried to let that tugging happen, and just like that, I felt that tugging change to a flow, leaving me. It wasn’t a torrent, it was slow, and it felt warm. It felt unlike anything I’d ever felt before.

      I looked over to ask Bart a question, but he had his eyes closed. I guessed I would ask him later. He kept his hand on me for what felt like thirty minutes before I felt his hand move away. I looked at him, and he was blinking.

      “By the Nine Hells, it’s been a long time since I’ve seen magical energy that pure.” Then, he moved away and almost stumbled, almost like he was drunk. He caught himself and looked embarrassed.

      “Sorry. I have so much power bursting inside me, and it’s making me dizzy. All right. Now, the next part. For this, open that first aid kit of yours, and take out one of those gauze bandages you were talking about and that medical tape.”

      I nodded, turned over, and did as he said. I placed the items on the open lid of the first aid kit. Just in case he didn’t know how to use it. I ripped the tape into short lengths that he could use. I ripped four of them. But I saw he was watching me, so I figured if he needed more, he could rip more himself. Once done, I lay back down on my back, looking at him.

      “All right. Now for the next part,” Bart said, lifting the boning knife.

      I had to admit. I almost had second thoughts there. Come on! This is how horror movies start! Call up a demon. Said demon takes you to your basement and makes a blood sacrifice before eating your heart out and taking you over as a changeling. Right? Am I right?

      I felt a hand on my chest again, and I looked over, and Bart was looking at me with support in his yellow eyes. “Trust me, Brian. Master. I’m not going to kill you.”

      Taking a deep breath and feeling foolish, I nodded. “All right. Let’s get this part over with fast.”

      He nodded, removed his hand, and walked over to my outstretched left arm until he was at my wrist. Oh fuck me. I cringed. The wrist? Really? But, instead, he kept going, and he stopped at my hand. Then, before I knew it, he sliced down with the boning knife, cutting the side of my pointing finger, on the side between thumb and finger, and since it was so sharp, I barely felt it at first until there was a burning sensation. I looked away and stared back up at my ceiling and the offensive cobwebs.

      After what felt like ten minutes, I lay there with a small trickle of blood leaving me and went to look over at what was going on, but without warning, my eyesight darkened, and somehow all I remember was Bart saying soothingly, “It’s all right. This is supposed to happen. See you in the morning.”

      Morning? What? That was my last thought before the darkness consumed me.
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      I woke up dazed and confused. Why am I staring at my basement ceiling? Why am I even lying on my cold basement floor? No, wait, it actually wasn’t cold. It warm. That’s odd. Typically, my basement floor was freezing, even in the summer. I placed my hand down on the floor and lifted it quickly. What the fuck? It was cold. But how come my back and legs were warm? Even my heels that had no socks were warm.

      Oh right! Bart. I got up on my elbows quickly and looked around. No one. I was alone. I looked at my elbow, and it was warm. Frowning, I placed the palm of my hand on the ground, and yep. It was cold. I turned my hand over and placed the back of my hand against the floor. It was warm. What fucking kind of magic was this?

      That was when I noticed the bandage on my finger. It was gauze with tape around it. Though, I could see that Bart went overboard with the tape. Hell, better than bleeding out. I got up slowly, in case I was dizzy because I had no idea how much blood I had lost. Once I was standing, I headed to the door to head into the room with the stairs. Once I was upstairs, I opened the door and looked into the kitchen. No Bart.

      But I did see that the grimoire was there. I guess he’s upstairs in the office. I grabbed a bottle of orange juice from the fridge to see if I could help replenish the blood loss. I also grabbed an apple from the counter. Biting into the apple, I headed upstairs. My office door was open, and I saw that Bart was sitting on the desk in front of my keyboard, typing away.

      This time he heard me, as he turned around and grinned. “Feeling better?”

      “I will once I finish these,” I told him, holding up the apple and the bottle of orange juice. “By the way. That trick to keep me warm was interesting. What was that?”

      “Oh,” he said, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s a small conjuring that allowed me to place some heat on something. I only did it on your backside, so it used less power.”

      “Neat trick. Something I could learn?” I continued, walking into the office and grabbing my office chair, and sitting on it slightly to the side of the desk.

      He shook his head. “No. It’s a spell that we demons have since we are fire attuned. But, you will get a spell similar eventually.”

      Taking a bite of my apple, I asked him with my mouth full, “Speaking of spells. Did it work?”

      “You didn’t check your book downstairs?” he asked instead with a raised eyebrow, which was odd since he had, well, no eyebrows. What would that be? A raised half forehead?

      “No. I just grabbed these things and came right up.”

      “Well. It did.” He grinned, showing his tiny sharp teeth. “I had to admit. I wasn’t sure it would. But that energy of yours is pretty pure, and the amount you were able to pass to me was something I’ve never experienced before.”

      “That stumbling part?” I laughed.

      “Yes. When we take in energy, specifically magical energy from our masters to do certain tasks, most masters have a limit they can pass on. Well….” Here he snorted. “You are the exception. I got so much of it I almost felt drunk. Any more, and I’m sure I would have been too drunk on magical energy to do the spell I was attempting to do. But.” He nodded. “It was a success. You now have access to the spell to call up a Succubus.”

      “Nice!” I said, throwing my finished apple into the office’s waste basket.

      He continued with a scowl, “As much as I wish we didn’t have to call up a Succubus, we need her. Otherwise, you will be limited as a Demon Mage.”

      “Well, I think I need a shower. What are you searching for this time?” I pointed to the computer screen.

      “I’m actually reading up on some information on how to use certain programming languages. Quite fascinating.”

      “Wait,” I blurted out in surprise. “Your learning to code?” I might have said that last part incredulously.

      He nodded as if that was normal. “We imps are quite smart. Well, we red imps are. I have a very high intelligence. I figured if I could learn to program, I could figure out things on this internet that you humans use.”

      I just stared at him. Was he saying he was trying to learn how to program to learn how to hack into systems? Should I tell him I can code as well?

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Are you saying you’re trying to learn how to hack?”

      “That seems to be the term that you use here. Before computers, we would call it information stealing. As an imp that now works for you, that is one of my jobs. Gather information so that you can become powerful.”

      “Whatever,” I said with a laugh getting up. “Just don’t get caught. Or, more specifically, don’t get caught doing that from my house. Otherwise, I’m the one going to jail, not you.”

      “I shall be careful. I am only learning for now. I’ve already signed up for a couple of what they call grey hacking courses that were free.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle at his comment as I made my way to my room. Once there, I finished my orange juice and put the bottle on the night table to bring down after and put it in the recycle bin. I stripped and went into my master bedroom bathroom to jump into the shower. I was eager to take a relaxing shower in my luxurious master bathroom. This bathroom was one of the reasons I bought the place. It wasn’t just the large Jacuzzi that could easily fit two people, as I’d used it quite often with my ex. The bath had drawn me to this place, but the impressive shower stall had sold me on it.

      The shower stall was a sight to behold. It was made of elegant glass walls, adding a touch of class and sophistication to the room. The rain shower head hanging above was a true masterpiece, its sleek and modern design fitting in perfectly with the overall aesthetic of the bathroom. It had one of those rain shower heads. But it had three showerheads. Overkill, but the pressure it gave out was unlike any place I’d ever stayed at, including hotels.

      The stall itself was huge, easily able to accommodate up to four people. Its size alone made me feel pampered and luxurious. The tiles on the floor were heated, and the water pressure was strong, making for an enjoyable and comfortable shower experience.

      But then, I stopped dead in my tracks once I was in the bathroom. There was a large mirror as soon as you walked in over the counter. However, that wasn’t what made me stop in my tracks. It was what was on my chest. Something that I know for a fact that had not been there before. I know because this was something I’d never had gotten.

      “Barthamalunda!” I shouted at the top of my lungs.

      Within seconds, I heard Bart’s voice behind me, but I had seen him float into my room and then the bathroom. “Yes?”

      “What the fuck is that!” I shouted at him in the mirror, pointing to my chest.

      On my chest was a fucking tattoo. Not just any tattoo, but a tattoo of a fucking pentagram. It was on my left pectoral. It wasn’t large. It was the size of a stamp. Roughly an inch high and an inch wide. It was red in color.

      “When the fuck did you give me a fucking tattoo?”

      “What?” he asked, confused. “I didn’t give you a tattoo.”

      “Then what in the fuck is that thing!” I bellowed at him.

      “It’s your Mark.”

      “My what?” I growled at him, still pissed I got a tattoo. It’s not that I don’t like them. I love them. I have one on my arm. It’s a wolf. I also had a dragon on my back. It was the fact that I didn’t ask or agree to this one!

      “Your Mark,” he said patiently. “All Demon Mages have them. It indicates how powerful you are. Honestly, I’m surprised you have one already. I would assume it’s because of your large pool of magical energy. That’s what that first teardrop there indicates.”

      Until he mentioned it, I had not noticed that over one of the corners, the bottom right, of the pentagram’s corner, I noticed there was, as he said, a tiny teardrop. It was also red, like the pentagram. I placed my finger next to the teardrop and tried to rub it out, but it stayed. Yep, that’s a fucking tattoo. I glared at him.

      “And I’m stuck with this? What if I had wanted to get a tattoo there?”

      He shrugged. “No clue. It’s your magic that puts it there, over your human heart.”

      “So, I will eventually get all five teardrops as I gain power?”

      Bart snorted. “The only Demon Mage to ever get all five was Lord Beelzebub. No other Demon Mage has come close. You average Demon Mages might get one, but rarely two.”

      “Can we just call him Satan? Hard enough to say that name. Hell, I can’t even spell it unless I open Google. So, I’m stuck with this?”

      He nodded. “But do not worry. Only you can see it unless you allow someone else to see it.”

      “Wait,” I said, turning to him quickly. “it’s invisible? Then how can you see it?”

      “I am one of your demons,” he said as if stating the obvious. “All of your demons will be able to see it.”

      “Then what’s the point of only me seeing it?”

      “It’s to gauge your strength,” he said patiently, just floating there. “As a Demon Mage, you will encounter others who will wish to harm you. Especially now that you have that grimoire. This will let you know just how powerful you get as you do more powerful spells, call up more Demons, and even fight in battles and kill either other demons or even people. You will gain power, thus gaining more teardrops. Currently, you are in the Tear of Awakening stage.”

      “Wait! Kill people?” I said, my mouth open in surprise.

      “Of course. Other Demon Mages are people. Humans. One of the things you Demon Mages do is clean up your planet.”

      I frowned at him. “What. What do you mean by clean up? Like, kill demons on Earth?”

      He shook his head. “No. Clean up your world of monsters. That is why Demon Mages were given powers. To make their world safe.”

      “Then why would other Demon Mages,” I asked, frowning, “be coming after me? Shouldn’t they be going after these monsters?”

      Barthamalunda’s expression twisted into a sneer as he answered, “Some humans crave power above all else, and they'll do whatever it takes to get it. They're not any better than the monsters they're supposed to be fighting.”

      “So, wait. So Demon Mages are supposed to go out there and kill monsters to make it safe for other humans?”

      Bart nodded at my question. “Correct, with the help of us demons.”

      “I'm curious," I asked, “why haven't I ever heard of these monsters? They've never been mentioned on the news or in any other media.”

      Instead of providing an answer, he responded with a question of his own. “I have access to your internet, and I did some research. Do you know how many people disappear or die under mysterious circumstances every year?”

      I raised an eyebrow skeptically. “Are you suggesting that all those deaths and disappearances are the result of monsters?”

      “I am not suggesting that at all. It is a known fact among Demon Mages and their demons.”

      “Holy shit,” I said, sitting down on the toilet seat, and that’s when I noticed I was buck naked, talking to a floating red imp.

      “If that is all for now. Shall I let you finish your shower, and we can talk about it more afterward?”

      “Yeah,” I said with a deep breath. “That might be a good idea.”

      “Then enjoy your shower. I shall go back to my studies. We can discuss it after you are done.”

      “Yeah. Yeah.” I said absently, trying to understand and process the information he had just given me. Holy shit.
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      Holy shit, I thought to myself, for I had no idea how many times now. This was deep. I know that the imp had mentioned all these other races, like Vampires and Werewolves, Shapeshifters, Silkies, Griffins, Mermaids, and even Elves. Does that mean we are meant to go after them? Or does he mean other monsters?

      Or are there other monsters out there? When he talked about monsters, he mentioned those. But wait. Aren’t Mermaids sweet? Wait. No, I doubt Bart meant the Mermaids like in those kids’ movies. I think he meant the real Mermaids, who would lure sailors to their deaths. And, well, Vampires too? I doubt these will be the “sparkling” kind.

      But wait! He said Elves too! Does that mean Elves are monsters? No Legolas? Are they evil?

      I let the hot water flow over my body, trying to relax my tensed-up muscles. Just what in the hell did that bookstore owner get me into? After a good 20 minutes shower, I turned off the water and dried myself off. I stared at myself in the mirror. I was in pretty good shape. I tried to go to the gym at least twice a week, and I also ran some. Since I had been fired months ago, I went more often, mostly to get rid of the monotony.

      I wasn’t tall like my dad, who was over six feet, but I wasn’t short either. I stood at five feet eleven. My dark brown hair was cut short currently, and I was clean-shaven. I had cut my long hair years ago and had gotten rid of the beard as well. I wasn’t what you called handsome, but I wasn’t butt ugly, either. I was able to get dates fine. It’s just I hated doing the bar scene, and never mind all those dating apps.

      I met my ex actually by accident. I was flying to my parents in Florida and hit it off with my good looking fellow row passenger. It was only a four-hour flight, but in that time, we hit it off. We started talking over text messages and then on the phone. We hooked up a couple of times in the months that followed. Me, when I flew there to Florida to see my parents and her, when she flew here for work.

      Little did I know that it would be short-lived. She was here in Los Angeles, and we were at her hotel that her work paid for, and at about two in the morning, there was a loud banging on her hotel door. So, being manly, I went and answered the door. The man who was there looked pissed. He was shorter than me, probably five-five, and he was also overweight and had a receding hairline, and looked to be in his late thirties. The first thing out of his mouth was, “Where the fuck is my wife?” He stormed in, saw her naked on the bed, and they started arguing. That was my cue to get the fuck out of there. I had even asked her if she was married when we talked on the plane, and she said no. She even held up her hand to show no ring on her finger.

      When I told Leo what had happened, he shook his head and asked me if there were any signs. I told him nope. Thankfully we had only been seeing each other for a couple of months, and while the sex was amazing, there wasn’t that close bond yet. I mean, don’t get me wrong. It did kind of hurt, but after hearing her screaming at her husband while I was getting dressed, I might have dodged a bullet.

      My parents kept hounding me to go look for work, but I still had money from the severance package. I get it, but I like this lazy, free life. However, I would need to start to look for work in a couple of months now that I’m feeding that damn imp who eats like a horse and now a possible Succubus. What will she eat?

      I stared at the tattoo or whatever it was on my chest and shook my head. At least no one else could see it if I could trust what the imp said. I needed to ask him what he meant by Tear of Awakening. Is that like a level? So, technically, I’m on level one of five? What’s the next Tear called?

      I went into my room, grabbed some clothes, and got dressed. Once done, I headed to the office, but Barthamalunda wasn’t there. He must be downstairs. I went downstairs, and he was in the living room with a plate with some food on it. Fucking hell, he’s going to cost me an arm and a leg for sure.

      “Is that all you do is eat?” I growled at him, sitting in my Lazyboy.

      He looked up at me, and I saw that he had a phone in his lap. And it wasn’t mine since mine was in my back pocket. “And where the fuck did you get that?”

      He replied in his nasally high-pitched voice, “I will have you know, I did not eat last night because trying to get that spell done for you. But also, this,” he said, tapping the phone in his lap, “I just got delivered this morning.”

      “And whose money did you use for that? You better not have gotten into my wallet and taken my fucking credit cards!” I glared at him.

      He lifted his nose up, like a fucking aristocrat, and said, “I did not! I was able to procure some money and created myself a persona online. I purchased that item, as you would say, legally.”

      “Dude, what the fuck is up with your attitude again? And seriously, if I get in trouble with the law because you sent that phone here, I swear to God I will unsummon you and burn that fucking book.”

      Bart glared at me. “I will not get you in trouble. I need this in order to facilitate my being useful to you. Though,” he said in a sneering tone, “Not that someone like you would understand.”

      “That’s it,” I cried at him. “I’m done. Fuck this shit. You know what, you little pissant. I don’t let folks talk to me like that at work. And I am as hell not going to take it from some three-foot red little shit. You know what? Get out.”

      “What?” he said slackjawed, suddenly looking at me in shock at my outburst.

      “You heard me,” I growled at him, pointing to my front doorway. “get the fuck out of my life. I want you gone!”

      And, before I knew it, he disappeared in a puff of white smoke. The phone that had been in his lap fell to the sofa, and the plate that he had had in his hand fell as well, the cheese and crackers he had left on it tumbling over.

      I stared at the spot where Bart had been, with just the same expression he just had, I was sure. Damn, is that all it takes to dispel him?

      Still angry, I picked up his plate and the food, and his phone and went to the kitchen. I placed the plate on the counter and sat down at my kitchen table. The grimoire was still there. So I guess my getting rid of Bart didn’t get rid of the book. Made sense since I used the book to summon him. I looked down at the phone. It was a better model than mine. What in the actual fuck, dude. I tried to open it, but it was locked, and I didn’t know the passcode. I slammed the phone down, not caring if I broke his phone. I glared at the grimoire that started all this crap.

      I was almost tempted to burn the fucking thing like I said I would. This thing, all it’s given me, is an imp with a stick so far up its ass that I wanted to drive up further to poke through his head. I got up and grabbed a beer, not caring that it was in before ten in the morning. I opened it and took a swig, slamming the bottle down.

      “Who the fuck does he think he is, talking to me like that,” I shouted at no one. “I don’t need crap like that from him!” I took another angry swig of my beer, turning to glare at the book.

      I knew I should not be angry at the book since it didn’t do anything to me. No, wait, it did. It made me call up that snotty imp. That fucking incantation. I pulled the book closer and opened it, slamming the front cover on the table, not caring if I ripped the spine off or not. The first page I saw was the Latin incantation to call up Bart. I turned to the next page, expecting it to be blank, as it was the last time I had looked at it, but I was in for a surprise.

      It had text in flowing cursive and diagrams. But it wasn’t in Latin. It was in actual English. The text was information on what I needed to prepare and how to prepare it. It had a list of items that was odd. It had things like chalk, candles, and incense. It told me what to say, although that was in Latin, in order to call up a demon. Specifically, a demon succubus. I turned the page, and it had more information. I turned the pages until I counted five pages of information. There were added pages in there now. I guess Bart had the ability to add more pages?

      Holy hell! Was this what Bart had been working on overnight? I’d give him credit if this was him. He might be a little shit, but he was a thorough little shit. This had precise instructions. It had step-by-step instructions that were so detailed that there was no way even a six-year-old could fuck it up. As long as this kid didn’t mind calling up a demon, that was. Unlike Barthamalunda’s summoning spell, which was just Latin words on the page. This was a full-on fucking ceremony. It even mentioned how I should stand and how I should be facing North.

      Was this what he was working with my blood and my magical energy? He was creating this detailed spell with what I needed to do? I almost felt bad for banishing, or whatever it was I did. Almost. I still thought he was a fucking asshole.

      Should I even attempt it? I looked at the list of items, and yeah. I didn’t have half of them. I did have incense, only because I got it as a gift from a co-worker one year as a secret Santa gift. I wasn’t much into stuff like that. As soon as I got it, even though it was supposed to be a secret, I knew who had sent it to me. It was Sharon. She was into all that supernatural stuff. I didn’t have chalk. It asked for white chalk. I doubt using the pink chalk I see kids use on the sidewalk would work, I thought with a chuckle.

      I looked at the time and saw it was still early, but I knew that the stores would be open already as it was a weekday. Deciding to try it and see what all the work that snotty imp worked on, I took out my phone and made a grocery list. I went throughout the house trying to find items that the spell said I needed, and once I found that I didn’t have them, I added them to my list.

      Then, lastly, on the list, I added more beer and a bottle of wine or two. And I think this deserves some hard liquor. So I added a bottle of rum. Because if this isn’t going to work, I think I need a night to get drunk. I knew I got drunk with Leo days ago, but I should be frank. Hi, I’m Frank. My world is not ordinary anymore. It’s not every day that you call a demon imp into your life. And now? Now, I’m about to attempt to call up a Succubus.
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      It took me longer than I thought to get all the items. Mainly because some items that I thought would be easy weren’t. How was I to know that buying liquid silver wasn’t easy? I checked all over until I finally gave up and found out using my good old phone and a search engine that it was called colloidal silver, which consisted of tiny silver particles in a liquid. Is that what the spell needed, or real liquid silver?

      When I stopped at a jeweler to ask if they sold it, they gave me a strange look. They said the only time silver is liquid is if you heat it to over 1650 Fahrenheit. But looking down at my phone list, I thought I had everything. Some items were easy to find. The herbs were odd. Some asked for dry, but I couldn’t find them all, but I found a place that would dry them out overnight. They had some system using dehydrators. As long as I was able to get it dried out quickly, that was what counted, and for the extra cost, I damn well hoped this spell worked. All the ingredients combined cost me over 200 dollars.

      That’s why I was standing in my room now with my curtains drawn shut. The only light from the candles I had placed all over the room. The last thing I need is to attract my neighbors to the fact that I was casting a spell. Oh, hey, look, folks. I’m a devil worshiper! Well, more like a demon summoner.

      I had the circle drawn on the hardwood floors of my bedroom, and around it were arrayed as many candles as I could find. I even found a couple of tacky candelabras at one of the spiritual stores I went to, getting some crystals I needed. It allowed me to add an extra five candles at once. I even had some scented candles, and I hoped it wasn’t going to affect the spell. The list in the grimoire just stated candles.

      The only out-of-place item was my large four-poster bed with a canopy overhead. Blame my dad for that. When I bought the house, he wanted to get me something nice, and when I said I’d love a bed frame, he bought this as a joke. Quite an expensive joke, but to be honest, I loved the damn thing. I wished it had like those old beds I would see in movies where there were curtains. It would be so useful to block out the morning sun. All I’d be missing was the butler, I thought with a chuckle, to wake me up in the morning with a cup of coffee.

      I looked down at myself and frowned. The spell also asked that I wear as least amount of clothing as possible, so I was also standing in my room in just my underwear. I was sure they meant for me to go naked, but I reread that spell over and over and it never said once in English or in Latin that I needed to be naked. It said to remove as much clothing as possible. And to me. This was just as much as I was willing to possible it.

      I grabbed the book from my night table, making sure everything was prepped, where it needed to be, and even checking that the candles were all lit and not about to go out. I took a deep breath. Here goes nothing.

      I fixed the book so it was on the palm of one hand, with the book opened to the spell in question. I lifted my other hand and imagined magical energy flowing from my feet, through my legs, and into my core, which according to what that imp wrote, would be under my chest and above my stomach. I didn’t feel anything at first, so I closed my eyes, trying to visualize it.

      After what felt like a couple of minutes, I felt a warmth inside me, so softly it felt like a warm breeze, but then the intensity of it, and even the warmth of that energy, seemed to skyrocket until it almost felt uncomfortable. No, not uncomfortable, just foreign. This is a feeling I’d never had before. The last time I used magic was to call up Barthamalunda, and it happened so fast that I never had time to reflect on it. But, I remembered now that when I had done that spell, I had felt warmth.

      Then, when I felt the energy was reaching a crescendo, or that I felt as if I was full, I opened my eyes, focused on the circle, or more precisely, the center of the circle, and with a confidence I did not feel, I uttered the incantation that was written in Latin in my book.

      “Ad terram noctis, veni succuba, sub aspectu meo tu servies. Sicut frigus noctis, sicut aura tenebrarum, sicut tenebrae silentis, veni et audi clamorem meum!”

      Which in English loosely translated as to the land of the night, come forth Succubus, under my gaze you shall serve. Like the cold of the night, like the breath of darkness, like the stillness of the shadows, come and hear my cry!

      I felt the energy in the room shift with my words, and a strong gust of wind swept through the room, even though my windows were closed. I felt my power and control of the situation increase, and soon I could sense a presence within the circle. I closed my eyes, focusing on my intention, and spoke the words once more from memory.

      I felt a presence looking at me, and I opened my eyes. Slowly a figure appeared at the center of the circle, shrouded in darkness. A female shape slowly materialized, her eyes glowing a deep red as they met mine.

      The rest of her began to emerge from the shadows. Her hair was a deep blue, which looked natural –even though I’d seen some really unique dye jobs. Her skin was paler than anyone I’d encountered, and then my gaze drifted lower...her breasts were massive, easily filling a J-cup. Two pieces of white fabric climbed up her chest to meet at a golden ring. Above the circle was a brooch that resembled a flame with its yellow and red hues.

      Once I looked past her beauty, I noticed two large gray horns protruding from the top of her head just above her ears. They resembled bull horns but weren’t quite the same. She also had two wings of a similar gray-black color that appeared to imitate those of a bat.

      My eyes were drawn to the tattoo on her body, located just above her belly button and beneath where her bikini top barely contained her assets. She had it partially covered with a tiny piece of fabric that was barely large enough to be called a sarong.

      She had not taken her gaze off of mine the entire time, but now, once I felt the energy in the room dissipate, the spell done, she smiled, stood up, and stretched her arms over her head, giving me an amazing view of her breasts as she did so. She yawned, looked at me, and sauntered closer, stepping to the circle’s edge, but she stopped before she could step over it.

      That was the reason for the summoning circle. To stop any demon from leaving it if I called something evil. Not all summons were good. That’s one thing that Barthamalunda left as a side note, and he explained why I needed this circle. While most who came had a Binding Contract, there was that slight, minimal chance to call up what he called a wild Demon.

      She smiled, and I could feel my cock twitch with that smile. Damn. It seemed to invite me to think anything I wanted of her. I shook my head and cleared it. I cleared my throat and spoke the words I needed to speak now.

      “Do you come to serve me?”

      The Succubus licked her lips and nodded, that smile still on her face. In a voice that was deeper and richer than I expected from a beauty like this, she said, “I do, Master. I appeared for the contract as requested. Are you up to the task, Master?”

      I put a hand to my nose and pinched it. “Just fucking great. I got another demon with an attitude like Barthamalunda

      “Wait. You know Barthamalunda?” the Succubus cried out in a tone of surprise.

      I looked up at the demon I had just called forth and nodded. “I do. And if you’re coming here to be prissy as he is, we can end this now.”

      “Wait!” she cried, lifting her hands up and out. “Wait! I didn’t mean it. I just, well. I just didn’t expect to be called up for a long time. Not that it hasn’t been a long time already,” she muttered under her breath.

      I frowned at her. “What are you talking about?”

      She asked me with puzzlement in her voice, “You don’t know who I am?”

      “Hmm. You’re a Succubus?”

      “But you don’t know my name? My demon name?” she said, enunciating her words as if it should matter.

      Now it was my turn to be puzzled and confused. “Hmm. No. The spell when I called up Barthamalunda had his name in it. Yours didn’t.”

      She opened her mouth in shock, her eyes wide. “You called me using a spell that did not include my name, and yet you still were able to summon me?”

      “Yeah,” I said, now confused. “Am I missing something”

      She frowned and looked down at her feet. No, not her feet, the circle’s edge. She looked back up at me. “Might I come in, Master?”

      “Hmm. How about first you answer what you meant by the name thing? What do you mean, do I know who you are?”

      “You truly do not know?” she said, amazed.

      “No,” I said, now getting impatient. “Can you just tell me who the hell you are?”

      “I am named Lilith,” she said in a tone that would somehow clear things up.

      I just stared at her, uncomprehending her. “All right, Lilith. Hmm. Is that name supposed to mean anything?”

      “By the gods, just how many years has it been? I am on Earth, correct. You are human?”

      “Yes?” I replied, now bewildered.

      “Your people believe in the one God? Born from the loins of Adam and Eve?”

      “Hmm. Sure. I mean, I guess some people believe in the bible.”

      “What do you know of Eve?” Lilith asked me with a frown.

      “That she was Adam’s wife and that they started the human race.”

      “That’s all you know of Eve?”

      “Oh, and that she made Adam eat the apple from the tree of knowledge and that we got kicked out of the Garden of Eden or something like that.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, like it was her damn fault,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “Come again?”

      “I’m Lilith, and I was Adam’s first wife. Though, as we were created equal in the eyes of God, he felt differently. So, I ran away from the Garden of Eden. Well, thanks to Adam, God cast me out and made me into what I am today. A Succubus. But not just any Succubus; I am the first Succubus,” Lilith explained. I could see how proud she was about that. About being the first Succubus, probably not the being cast out part.

      “Now,” she went on. “I am here to serve you, Master. As it seems, you do have the power to do so. It has been a long time since I’ve been called up. How can I be of service?” she asked with a knowing grin.
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      “Well, I’m not sure. Barthamalunda was the one who wrote the spell out for me to cast to summon a Succubus.”

      “What do you mean that Barthamalunda wrote the spell out for you,” she asked, but even though she was frowning, it did not take away from your beauty. “Why would he write you a spell if you already have your grimoire?” she asked, pointing to the book still in my hand, but it was closed and on the side of my leg.

      I held up the book. “Oh, it’s because I can’t see any of the spells in the book. That was the reason he felt that I should call up a Succubus.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Barthamalunda? Small imp? Red? Annoying as hell? He asked you to call me? a Succubus?”

      “Yes. Though at the start, he felt I didn’t need to call up any Succubus.”

      She snorted. “I have to agree, though in this case, I think calling up an imp is useless.”

      “Well, I needed you for a specific reason. It seems that while I have lots of magical energy and a grimoire that I somehow ended up being tricked into buying, I can’t see any of the spells, except for that one spell that was to conjure Bart.”

      She frowned even harder at me and looked at the circle’s edge again. “I cannot help you if I cannot be allowed to leave the circle.”

      “Do you swear on your demon name not to harm me,” I said, remembering what I had to ask before I let her out of the circle.

      A demon could kill a summoner, which is why the spells were done a certain way with certain items. One thing that Barthamalunda made sure to put extra exclamations next to was that little bit of information.

      The Succubus Lilith sighed and said, with a hand over her chest, where her heart would be, “I so swear under my demon name Lilith that I solemnly swear not to harm you.”

      “Either physically, emotionally, or financially,” I added.

      She raised an eyebrow at that but continued, “Either physically, emotionally, or financially. Good enough?”

      I nodded, reached down for a kitchen knife that was at my feet, stood up, sliced my thumb slighting, making me wince, and flicked my hand so that the blood went into the circle. But before it even got there, it hit a wall of some sort, like a force field, but then blood was absorbed, and there was a red flash around the entire circle that went from floor to ceiling.

      “I will say that little imp gave you good information,” she purred, walked across the circle, and sauntered to me. That’s when I noticed that I was taller than her. I pegged her to be five feet five. But, even though she was shorter, she exuded power.

      “Now,” she said, approaching me and looking up at me with a smile. “Can I place my hand on you, master?”

      “Hmm. Why?” I asked her, my brain trying to ignore the fact that I had a beautiful creature in front of me who threw off not just power but sex appeal like it was a beacon.

      With a smile, she replied, “You mentioned that you could not read the spells in your grimoire. I wish to ascertain why.”

      I nodded to her. She reached out and placed her hand on my chest, and closed her eyes. Unlike when Bart touched me, her hand wasn’t hot. It felt normal.

      While her eyes were closed, I gazed at her, and I could not get over just how gorgeous she was. Her blue hair just made her more alluring. And let’s not forget her body. It was perfection. Especially those tits of hers.

      Then, she opened her eyes and nodded. “It seems someone has blocked your ability to read it. It’s quite strong,” she replied with a frown. “Do you know who did it?”

      I shook my head. “Not really. Until a couple of days ago, I didn’t even know I had magic inside me or that you demons even were real, except in the biblical sense.”

      “Hmm,” she nodded. “Well. We can fix it. By us having sex, I will be able to impart the knowledge from your grimoire to you. Barthamalunda was correct in calling me up.

      “And sex is the only way,” I asked, nervous that here was a beautiful Succubus about to have sex with me. It’s not been that long since I broke up with my ex, but sex is sex. But this was a damn Succubus! Could I trust Bart that he wasn’t trying to kill me? Could I trust this Lilith?

      She nodded. “Yes. If we want to get that block removed and gain the knowledge of that book for you, this is the only way.”

      “Now,” she said with a mischievous grin.

      She grabbed my hand and dragged me toward the front of my bed. Then, she turned me around and, with that smile still on her face, let go of my hand and put hers on my chest and started to push me until the back of my legs hit the bed frame. Then, she shoved me harder so that I fell on my back on my bed. I leaned up to look at her.

      Slowly, the beautiful Succubus crawled into my lap, pushing me down until I was lying down flat on my back. She smiled at me, her lips revealed in a devilish grin, her red eyes framed by her hair of blue dancing shadows. Her need was like an unspoken command; she wanted to take me then and there. 

      “What shall I do with you, Master?” she purred.

      “Hmm. Whatever you want.”

      She grinned at my answer, and somehow, she no longer had her top on.

      She had a body to kill for. Her tits were round and full, with small, hardened nipples like berries that begged to be loved and worshipped. They rested on the swell of her supple breasts and pulled me in towards the well-rounded bounty of her chest. The gentle curves of her hips flared out gently before tapering down into a soft curve in her lower back.

      The two horns adorning the top of her head did not distract from her beauty, instead making her even more alluring. I found myself almost wanting to touch them.

      Upon her lower abdomen, just above where I could imagine her pussy was, was an odd-shaped pink tattoo that looked like it was filled with swirling designs. A pattern almost hidden by the crevices and folds of this fleshy paradise. The tattoo started somewhere below the slight dip in her lower abdomen, leaving little hint as to what it actually looked like or if it was even done yet. Then it curled around the sides in a flurry of lines and dots until it disappeared from sight below the sarong she wore.

      Smiling, she grabbed each side of my shorts and tugged them down with one swift movement. My penis sprang up as if it had been waiting all along, standing upright in her presence. She looked at it intensely, almost as if she was craving it.

      “Oh, Master,” she purred, her dark eyes flashing. “It’s been eons since I’ve had something delicious like this.”

      Before I knew it, her head dropped, and she engulfed my stiff member. The heat of her mouth sent a shock through me as her tongue curled around me. She bobbed up and down with each stroke.

      My mind raced as I felt her lips and tongue wrap around me, sending me to a place of pure pleasure. It was as if she was born to do this, with expert precision and skill. Her soft hands explored my body, caressing me as she worked my shaft up and down.

      I grabbed onto the bed sheets, trying to control the sensations running through me. I couldn’t take much more of this pleasure before I would cum in her mouth.

      Suddenly she pulled away from me, leaving me feeling empty and wanting more. She stood up in front of me and started to undress. She stepped out of her sarong, threw it over her shoulder without a care, and revealed a pair of dark lips on either side of an inviting-looking pussy that begged for attention. She stood over me, and I could see her chest was heaving as if she was holding herself back.

      She moved up until she was over my cock, and slowly, staring into my eyes, lowered herself until the tip of my cock touched her pussy. I could feel the heat of her love canal, even if I was barely touching her with nothing but the tip.

      She closed her eyes and let out a moan of pleasure as she started to ride me, slowly lowering herself onto my cock, letting it sink deeper and deeper into her. She moaned louder and louder as she rode me, the pleasure washing over her body with each movement.

      Her movements started to speed up as I felt myself getting closer and closer to the edge. I grabbed onto her hips, pushing her down harder onto me. The sensations were almost unbearable.

      Suddenly she threw her head back, seemingly enjoying the ride. I reached up and started to play with her tits, pinching the nipples slightly and causing her to groan even louder. Her pussy squeezed me even harder, not bringing me to the edge, but just making it all the more pleasurable. Damn, she’s hot, and I don’t mean in her looks. But her pussy was hot. It was hotter than any woman, human woman, I’d ever had sex with before.

      We moved in a fast and passionate rhythm, my hips thrusting against hers as we both explored heights of pleasure unlike any I’d ever experienced before. Time seemed to stand still as we moved together in perfect harmony until finally, I felt my own climax fast approaching. By this time, we were both sweating, even though I had AC.

      Her cries of pleasure rose louder and louder, and I prayed that the walls of my house were thick enough to muffle our session in case my neighbors heard us. My ex was relatively silent, but compared to her, she made a different kind of noise during sex. A more vocal expression.

      I’d never been with such a vocal lover before, and while at first, it threw me off, as she kept at it, I had to admit, I loved it. It gave me feedback on how well she was enjoying herself.

      I closed my eyes and enjoyed the sensation of her pussy slowly going up and down my cock, tingles of pleasure rippling through my body. Her wetness felt like silk wrapped around my shaft, forming a tight seal that stimulated every nerve ending inside me. The slow pulses did not allow me to relax or resist, but rather spurred me onward toward an unknown destination where I would be suffused with pure pleasure.

      She suddenly bent down until her hands I could feel they were on either side of my chest, and her hair fell down into my chest. Even with my eyes closed, I could imagine the animalistic look on her face.

      All of a sudden, her whispers were heard. She repeated the same mantra over and over, “Oh, Master. Oh, Gods. This is incredible.”

      As she rose and fell with my cock inside of her, I could feel her sweet breasts rub against my chest as her breath brushed my cheek. Her hips rotated in circles around me as her wet pussy glistened and swallowed my shaft.

      Then, suddenly, I grabbed onto her hips, pushing myself deeper and harder into her as I felt my orgasm approach. As she moaned louder, I released a mix of moans and screams – a perfect harmony that echoed around us. We kept moving together until finally, with one last thrust, I let out an animalistic scream as I felt myself come inside her.

      After my orgasm, it seemed to be the trigger for her as she suddenly screamed at the top of her lungs, and I could feel it reverberate through the walls. Her legs shook uncontrollably as she kept pushing harder and deeper into me as if seeking an even better orgasm.

      With one last gasp and a few final deep thrusts, she finally came even harder, and I could feel a wetness engulf my cock. Exhausted from the ride, we both lay there for several minutes until our breathing returned to normal.

      We lay there afterward, my arms now wrapped around her tight. Still breathing heavily, she suddenly said, “Gods. That Master was...wow.”

      I chuckled, still slightly out of breath myself. “You were pretty good yourself.”

      She smiled and snuggled closer to me. I heard a contented sigh pass through her lips, and I smiled in return. We lay like that for a long time, not saying anything, but both feeling very satisfied with the experience we just shared together.

      Though I had only just met her, it felt like I had known her for a lifetime. Every inch of her body was familiar to me; as if we had been lovers for years. I delicately ran my finger along one of her horns and heard her moan in ecstasy.

      “If you keep teasing me like that, Master, it’s only a matter of time before we need to go again.” She whispered the words into my ear, but the lust in her voice was unmistakable.

      I laughed at her but stopped, causing her to pout.

      “Maybe we can for another round after we shower. I don’t know you, but I’m sweaty, and I could use a nice shower.”

      “Shower?” she asked, puzzled, lifting her head slightly to gaze into my eyes.

      I asked her in disbelief, “Wait, You don’t have showers where you’re from?”
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      Lilith looked around the bathroom curiously. I was walking behind her, so I got to enjoy the view of her ass.

      “What’s this?” she asked, pointing to the toilet.

      Awkwardly, I explained, “Hmm. That’s a toilet. It’s here, you hmm. Not sure if you demons do it, but we humans urinate and defecate on it. Well, not on it,”  I amended quickly. “But in it.”

      She turned to me with a lifted eyebrow. “Remember. I once was human. So how does it work? And to answer your question. I do require to do it. Unlike those imps and other demons. My physiology is different. Especially as the first Succubus.”

      So, even more awkwardly, I explained how to lift the lid and use it and how to flush afterward. She clapped her hands joyfully.

      “That is so ingenious! And humans created this?”

      “Hmm. Yeah.”

      She smiled and pointed to the shower stall. “What’s that?”

      “That,” I said, grateful for a change in subject. “Is the shower.”

      I moved around her and went to the shower, opened the glass door, reached in, and turned on the shower making sure to put it where I knew it was a good spot for the perfect temperature. Well, for me.

      When the water started to pour out of the shower head, she squealed in joy.

      “It’s like it’s raining in there!” she laughed, walking into the shower, but suddenly screamed and backed out of the shower stall.

      “That’s cold!” she cried accusingly at me.

      “That’s because you need to wait until the temperature is good,” I laughed. “Give it a couple of seconds.”

      She pouted, but she waited a couple of seconds and placed her hand tentatively under the water. She laughed and turned to me.

      “It’s warm!” she cried and returned under the spray.

      I couldn’t help but simply stare at this Succubus who was in my shower, with water cascading down her amazing naked body. I could so stand here and watch her for hours. You know what? As much as I think Bart was a dick, I’m glad he let up in allowed me to call up a Succubus because, damn, she was so worth it.

      I got in with her, and while I had my hands all over her and hers were all over mine, we didn’t resume our sex but instead washed. Luckily, I still had some of the shampoo and soap from my ex. I had not thrown them out yet, so I showed Lilith how to use them. She found them intriguing.

      “So,” I asked once we were done and were drying off with towels. “Did it work?”

      She nodded and smiled at me, a towel wrapped around her head. For someone who apparently never used a towel like this before, she sure knew how to use one. She stood there naked, in all her glory.

      “It did. The knowledge, though, will take a bit to appear in your mind. It’s not instant.”

      “Damn,” I replied with a laugh. “I just figured all that knowledge would suddenly appear in my head.”

      She shook her head, almost losing the towel, but she caught it just in time before the entire thing unraveled. She redid it tighter.

      “No. What I did wasn’t really give you access to all your spells in your book. What I did was give you one, and from there, we can see if it will remove that block.”

      “Oh, what spell did you give me?

      “As you are,” she said, pointing to the tattoo on my chest, “In the Tear of Awakening level, I gave you one spell. Shadow Cloak.”

      “Shadow Cloak? Bart mentioned that spell. What does it do?”

      “Hmm,” she said, thinking over. Then she replied, “It’s a spell that a Demon Mage envelops themselves in shadows, making them harder to see and harder to hit. This spell can be cast instantly and requires no preparation, making it ideal for emergencies. The strength and duration of the cloak depend on the teardrop level used to cast the spell.”

      “Oh wow! So if I was a higher level Tear level, I would be able be more powerful?”

      “Correct,” she answered with a smile.

      Curious about what other spells I could cast, I quickly asked her, “What are the other spells in this Tear of Awakening level?”

      “Let’s see. Other than your summoning spells, which right now are your Imp and Succubus ones, you will be able to do two offensive and two defensive spells. Defensive is Shadow Cloak and Ward of the Abyss. And Offensive ones are Hellfire Burst and Shadow Strike.”

      My eyes widened at the names. They sounded so freaking awesome.

      “So what do they do?” I asked, passing her a second towel to wrap around her body, which was too bad since it was nice to look at. But I didn’t want to seem to be leering at her.

      “So your other defensive one, Ward of the Abyss, creates a protective barrier around you that absorbs incoming attacks. Same as your other spell, based on how many Tears you have, it will denote how strong of an incoming attack you can absorb. Hellfire Burst unleashes a burst of hellfire that damages enemies within a small area. This spell can be cast quickly and can deal significant damage to a group of enemies.”

      “And your last spell in Tear of Awakening is Shadow Strike. It teleports you behind an enemy and delivers a devastating strike with whatever bladed weapon you use. Any weapon that can pierce, really. The strike is enhanced with dark magic, causing additional damage and potentially stunning the enemy. The distance teleported, and the strength of the strike depends yet again on the teardrop level used to cast the spell.”

      I breathed in awe. “Fucking hell!”

      “Yeah,” she laughed. “They are pretty strong. But, as you gain Teardrops, you will gain more spells that are more powerful.”

      “And the summoning spells are not part of these Teardrop levels?” I asked her.

      She shook her head. “No. The summoning spells are what all Demon Mages get.”

      “So, hmm. Can I cast any of those spells yet?”

      “No,” she laughed. “You need to look at the grimoire. If what we did worked, which I know it did, it will impart the knowledge to you directly into your mind and body.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Wait. Your saying that I won’t have to do what I did to call you up? All that preparation and stuff? It will just what? Pop into my head?”

      She grinned and nodded, causing her towel to fall off and her wet hair to fall over her face and making her growl. “Oh, this is so annoying!”

      She snapped her fingers, and suddenly, her blue hair, which had been wet, was dry. Even the droplets of water that were on her shoulders dried up too.

      “Jesus!” I said. “That’s a neat trick!”

      She grinned. “All part of being a demon. We are fire attuned.”

      “Yeah, Bart said he was fire attuned. But I noticed that you weren’t as hot as him when you touched me, or hell, when I touched you all over,” I said with a grin of my own.

      “That’s because I have better control than an imp. Even a red imp.”

      “Yeah. You said that you were the first Succubus,” I said, walking out of the washroom and her following me. “What does that mean exactly?”

      She also followed me into the room, and once inside, she began collecting her clothes, the few garments there were, and started getting dressed. I did the same, picking up a new pair of jeans and a shirt, but putting on the shorts she had forcefully taken off me.

      “As I said, I was kicked out of the Garden of Eden for thinking,” she said with a scowl, “that Adam and I were created equal. It seems I was wrong. So, because of that, I was not only kicked out, I was made into the first Succubus. As such, I am the most powerful one.”

      “So, what precisely does a Succubus do?”

      “We do many things for our masters,” she said. “Though, admittedly, I have only been the Succubus for one Lord, and he and I, shall we say, don’t get along.” That last part, she said with a heavy scowl, which even on her looked sexy.

      Curious if it was the same one, I asked her, “Hmm. Would that happen to be the same Lord that Bart served?”

      She nodded. “Bart had been serving him for a long time. I came near the end of his tenure. Let’s just say it was not pleasurable.”

      “Can I ask why?” But I put my hands up right away. “But you don’t need to tell me if you don’t want to. I don’t know if because I called you up if you have no choice but to tell me. I know with Bart. It was like that.”

      She laughed, and her laugh was musical. For a demon, I figured it would have been deeper, I don’t know, because she was a demon.

      “No, as the first Succubus, it’s different for me. So you might as well know now if I do something for you,” she said, coming up to me and pushing her chest, now covered with clothing, against me. Which, to be honest, was a feeling I could enjoy getting used to. “Is only for you. And, I have to admit, I like you. You seem like you will be a good master to serve.”

      “Hmm,” I replied, coughing to clear my throat. “Yeah. I hope I can be.”

      She smiled and nodded. “Now. As for powers. I have spells and abilities.” She looked around. “Do you have something to drink? That sex made me thirsty.”

      “Oh. Yeah, Bart said that demons who come here drink and eat. Did you survive on energy back in the Nine Hells?”

      She snorted. “I didn’t live in the Nine Hells. I was in put in limbo by God. As a form of punishment, as he figured no one would be powerful enough to create a Bonding Contract with. Let’s just say I’m a different sort of demon.”

      “Follow me,” I replied. “I have stuff downstairs.”

      I looked around the room. “I guess I need to clean all this up afterward, too.”

      I then headed out of my room with Lilith following me. Once downstairs, she looked around curiously. I went into the kitchen, opened the fridge, and turned to her. She was looking around with large eyes.

      “This is so fascinating! What is that?” She was pointing to the fridge.

      “It’s a fridge. It keeps stuff cold. What did you want to drink? I have beer, wine, and if that doesn’t work. I also have harder alcohol.”

      “Beer?” she frowned.

      “Think of it like ale.”

      She grinned. “I will take this beer then.”

      I nodded, grabbed two bottles out of the fridge, closed it, and went to the kitchen table. She followed me and sat down as I did after I pulled a chair out for her. She smiled.

      I opened one of the bottles for her and gave it to her. I opened mine and took a sip. I watched her take her first sip of beer. Her eyes widened.

      “This is soo good! But it feels odd on my tongue,” she said, looking at the bottle.

      “Yeah,” I laughed. “That would be the carbonation. It’s how beer is made. Was the ale you used to drink flat?”

      “Yes. And tasted like piss most of the time. But this? This is amazing!” She followed that up by taking another sip.

      “Now. My spells and abilities. Let’s start with my spells. I have four of them. Seduction is the first one. That allows me to use my charms and allures to seduce an enemy and render them helpless. I can use it to distract them, make them drop their guard, or even gain information from them. Though, if they have a strong will, it’s harder.”

      “Then, I have Drain Life. With that spell, I can drain the life of anyone I wish, weakening them and transferring their vitality to me.”

      I took another sip of my beer. “Do you have to have sex with them?”

      She shook her head. “No. I need but touch them. So this works on both males and females. Though I can’t do it often, as while it transfers vitality to me, it uses up my magic. Unlike an imp or other demons who use your power or the magic in the air, I have my own magical pool.”

      “Oh, that’s interesting. So you have power like me?”

      She nodded. “Sort of. While I have a pool of power, it’s nothing compared to you,” she added with a raised eyebrow. “You’re pretty powerful.”

      I scowled, “So I’ve been told. But I have no magical powers to my name.”

      She laughed. “Yet. We will check your grimoire after. Now, my third spell is a nasty one. It’s called Hellfire Kiss. It lets me kiss someone and burn them from the inside out.”

      “Oh, that’s nasty!”

      “But effective in killing your target.” She shrugged, not offended by my comment. “And the last one is Enthrall. This one allows me to make someone my obedient servant, to do your bidding, of course. I can make them do anything.”

      “Anything?”

      “Anything. They will even fight to the death. Though, again, this one uses a lot of magical power.”

      “Damn,” I said in awe. And I was awed. Those spells were better than mine! Not that I would want Hellfire Kiss. The thought of burning someone from the inside out sounded gruesome.

      “Can I get another one of these?” Lilith asked me, lifting her empty bottle up and looking at me hopefully.

      “Sure,” I said with a chuckle and finished my own beer. “And you can tell me about your abilities.”
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      I passed Lilith her beer, and she smiled appreciatively. Somehow, I didn’t find it odd that I was sitting in my kitchen with a half-naked Succubus who had blue electric-colored hair, horns, and tits the size of watermelons. Her tits were firm, though, and even without a bra, were perky. Her irises were also piercingly red, but the rest of her eyes were white like mine.

      “So, Abilities?”

      She took a quick sip of her beer and nodded. “Abilities. Those I have more of. Those I have eight of them.”

      “Holy crap! Eight?”

      She nodded and smiled. “Yes. So, let’s see,” she said, lifting a single finger. “First is Dream Manipulation. Followed by,” and she lifted another finger. “Emotion Manipulation. Seductive Aura. That’s almost like my Enthral, but not as powerful. Unlike Enthral, where I have to be touching the person, with Seductive Aura, it’s for someone standing close to me.”

      She lifted a fourth finger. “Then there is Energy Drain. This is where if I have sex with someone who isn’t my master, I can drain them of their lifeforce. Then, there is Illusion Casting. This lets me change the way I look.”

      “Oh! So you can change to look human, like me? Just in female form?”

      “Correct,” she grinned. “As I’m sure me walking around like this would cause issues?”

      I laughed. “You could say that.”

      She lifted a sixth finger. “Then, we have Telepathic Bonding. This allows me to talk to you telepathically.”

      “Damn. What’s the distance?” I asked, taking a sip of my second beer.

      “Not far,” she scowled. “It’s like twenty feet?”

      “Still. A handy skill to have.”

      She lifted up a seventh finger. “Shape Shifting. This lets me look like someone. For example,” she said, and suddenly her body started to change, causing me to gawk, and suddenly my beautiful Succubus was gone, and instead, I was staring at myself.

      “This is what Shape Shifting can do,” she said, or more like I said. It came out sounding exactly like me. Then, before my eyes, she morphed again, and Lilith was back.

      “Shit,” I breathed. “That was freaky as fuck!”

      “Yeah.” She laughed. “It can be disconcerting seeing yourself like that, right? Then,” she said, lifting up an eight finger. “I have Enhanced Charisma. This makes me sexy to everyone, be they female or male.” She laughed at the amazed look on my face.

      “I can vouch for that,” I replied with a hearty laugh.

      She shook her head and smiled reassuringly. “All those abilities won’t work on you. As my master, I cannot use them on you.”

      Something occurred to me. I felt like I should be freaking out, but instead, I was taking it all in stride.

      “So, how come I’m not freaking out more than I am with all this demon shit?”

      “That’s because, as a Demon Mage, one of the things that happens is your mental fortitude gets a boost. If it wasn’t for that, I’m sure you would be, as you said, freaking out.”

      “Wait, it changes me?” I blurted out, concerned. Crap! Was I going to grow horns too?

      “Of course,” she said as if it was obvious. “Your body and your mind go through changes. Didn’t Barthamalunda explain that?”

      “No,” I scowled. “Let’s just say Bart doesn’t exactly like me.”

      She frowned at that. “Yet, he wrote out the spell to summon me?”

      Sighing, I nodded. “Only because he felt it was the only way to get that block removed for me to be able to use my grimoire for something other than just summoning him. He feels I am below his, shall we say, standards as a Demon Mage.”

      She laughed, putting a hand on mine. “Don’t be offended. Barthamalunda is considered the top imp in all of the Nine Hells. He is, shall we say, egotistical because he has worked to get to that position. While he’s only worked for a small number of mages, he has worked for a couple of the most powerful Demon Mages.” Then she scowled. “Including one mutual Demon Lord.”

      “I heard his last master before me was a Russian, who lasted all of three days. He apparently got stabbed by and, I quote, a whore’s knife. He did mention that he had only three masters. But his second was he was with them for a hundred years, but it was torture. He never said anything else.”

      “Yes. He gained his status when he worked for our mutual master.” She nodded. “I don’t know who his second master would have been since I was in limbo.”

      I took a deep breath. “Man, this is a lot to take in. I mean, imps, Succubi. Magic? What exactly am I supposed to do? Bart said I could do whatever I wanted. But he said to get more powerful, could kill monsters?”

      Lilith nodded, removing her hand from mine, which was a shame since her hands were soft. She picked up her bottle and took a sip.

      “Yes. Each Teardrop you get is because you’ve killed monsters. Or have fought other Demon Mages, or more to the point, protect yourself against them. I assume you’re not wanting to go out and hunt Demon Mages to increase your power?” she asked me pointedly.

      “Fuck no,” I blurted out. “I don’t want to kill someone. Hell, I’m not even sure about killing monsters! I’ve never killed anything in my life, if you don’t include bugs and the occasional accidental rat. I did kill a deer once, but that was because it ran in front of my parent’s car and died. I felt bad for weeks about that.”

      “And honestly, if all you want to do is enjoy life as a quiet Demon Mage, you can,” she replied with a comforting smile. “You would not be the first to do so.”

      “So, I can just, what? Walk around with demons with me?”

      She shrugged. “If that is what you wish. Just know, master. That you might wish for a life of peace and quiet, but others might not wish that. Did Barthamalunda explain to you about the planes?”

      I frowned, trying to remember what he said. I nodded at Lilith. “Yes. He mentioned that they are like a step side from this one? So what exactly is there?”

      “So, there are multiple planes where other monsters and beings live,” she started, but I stopped her.

      “Whoa. Whoah. Time out. Bart never said anything about other beings! He said monsters. And that there were some monsters here, on Earth. Or, I guess, this plane?”

      She shook her head sadly. “Barthamalunda has been lacking in his educating you. Even though you could not read your grimoire, he should have explained some basics. Let me see if I could impart that knowledge instead.”

      “Thanks,” I said with a scowl. “Yeah. Bart was not exactly forthcoming with knowledge. Though, he was fine taking it from me. I guess I will have to show you how to use a laptop and also to access the internet.”

      “No need,” she replied. “Us having sex did two things. It allowed me to open your block to access the grimoire, but it also gave me knowledge that you know.”

      “Wait! What?” I cried out in horror. “You know all my secrets?”

      She laughed. “No. I don’t have knowledge of your secrets that you have. It’s more the basic knowledge you know I now or will know over time. It’s a lot to take in. Which is why I asked what that thing was,” she said, pointing to the fridge. “In a week’s time, I will know everything you’ve known. But, I don’t gain your secrets. That is part of the bonding with a Succubus. It allows us to be better at what we do. If a Demon Mage had to teach their Succubi about their world, Succubi would be doing that for their entire Binding Contract.”

      “Damn, that’s a pretty handy thing. What about Bart? Does he have a skill like that?”

      “No.” She laughed. “And I doubt you would have to have sex with an imp.”

      “Yeah, no thanks,” I said in disgust.

      Lilith laughed at my comment. “Nonetheless imps, especially red imps, are quite intelligent.”

      “Yeah, I know. That little fucker somehow hacked the internet, got himself a cell phone, and who knows what else. I was so pissed at him that I told him to fuck off, and he did. He disappeared in a puff of smoke.”

      Lilith laughed again. “I’m not sure what a cell phone is, yet, or what the internet is, but I’m sure it must have been frustrating. You need to understand where Barthamalunda comes from. He is your imp, and his job is to be your….” She closed her eyes and, after a couple of seconds, opened them again and said, “Your intelligence officer. Sorry, I had to look up the information from what I got from you.”

      “Wait, you can look up stuff?”

      “I can. But as I said, in a week’s time, I will know all that you know. But I wanted to see if I could search for something that you would understand. Bart means well. While we demons, especially imps, and Succubi, don’t get along well, I know the value of a good imp.”

      I noticed that she had shortened his name as well. I wonder how he will take that from her. I got the impression that he truly hated Succubi. I wonder if that will change if he knows it’s Lilith. Someone he’s worked with before.

      I took the two empty bottles from the table and put them in the recycling bin under the sink. I turned to her and said, “So, this Illusion Casting? Can you do it anytime?”

      “Of course. Why?” she asked, looking at me curiously.

      “Well, care to see what the outside world looks like?”

      Her eyes widened, she stood up fast, and she grinned. “I would love to! What should I look like?”

      I looked her up and down, “Hmm. Well, can you simply remove your horns, make your eyes more human-like, and maybe I don’t know, remove that tail?” I said, pointing behind her.

      She nodded, closed her eyes, and her body started morphing. Her horns slowly disappeared into her head. Her tail slowly did the same, somehow being absorbed into her back. And when she opened her eyes, her eyes were normal human ones. They were blue, like her hair.

      “What about my hair?” she said, holding a handful up.

      “That’s fine. Your hair is beautiful,” I reassured her. “People in my world dye their hair all the time, even that color. But damn, we need to get different clothing for you. If you walk around like that, you will get arrested.”

      She looked down at herself. She was wearing the same thing as when I first summoned her. She looked amazing. Sexy even, but yeah. Not proper to be wearing that around.

      She nodded, closed her eyes, and after ten seconds this time, opened them. She snapped her fingers, and instead of the outfit from before, she was wearing a nice summer dress with flowers on them. She even had a large white hat on her head and a pair of sunglasses. She looked like a fucking movie star.

      She twirled in place and, with a smile, asked, “Is this all right?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, that is perfect.”

      “So, where are we going?”

      “I figured we could go eat at a restaurant.”

      “Oh! Food! Yes, please!! As soon as you said restaurant, I got an image of what it is! I have not eaten food in a long time!”

      “Then, let’s make it a special place. Just not too expensive,” I winced. “I’m not working right now, so money is tight.”

      She walked up to me, grabbed my arm with her two hands, placed it between her massive breasts, and laughed. “I am good with whatever you want.”

      I nodded, trying not to get a boner then and there, and said. “I know the perfect spot. Come on.”

      Holding my hand, she followed me to the garage and my car.
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      Once the car was parked, I got out. Lilith did as well. Her eyes were still wide in awe. She was unsure when I opened the door for her to get into my car, but she got in hesitantly. Then, I had to show her how to put on her seatbelt. Thankfully, I guess the knowledge I imparted to her through our sex helped since I only had to show her once.

      “That was so exhilarating! I cannot believe you have wagons that can move like this without any animals. Your world, master, is amazing.”

      I winced, looking around to make sure no one heard. Thankfully we were the only ones in the parking lot. “How about you call me Brian? I don’t think folks will take well to you calling me master.”

      She frowned. “Why? That’s what you are.”

      “Yes. But folks don’t go calling others master. Unless they have a sexual kink.”

      She closed her eyes, telling me she was looking for information. Then her eyes opened wide in shock. “Is that a thing?”

      “Yeah,” I said, embarrassed. Thankfully, I didn’t blurt out that I had tried that when I was younger with a couple of lovers. So I guess she just has the knowledge, not the secrets I have. There was nothing wrong with it. It was an exciting kink at the time. Hell, I kind of like it when she calls me master. But having her do that in public might be too much.

      “Shall we go in?” I said, pointing to the restaurant I had parked at. She turned around and looked at the building in question.

      “What is a Lonestar?” she asked.

      “I think it’s something from a place called Texas. But this is the name of the restaurant. They serve amazing food here. And I wanted to introduce you to food. You said you have not eaten in a long time. Oh shit. Wait. Do you eat meat, or do you only eat vegetables?” I said, stopping in my tracks.

      She laughed. “Don’t worry, Brian,” she said, using my name instead of master as I had asked. “I do eat meat. Unlike imps, I also eat vegetables.”

      I laughed, relieved. “Actually. I got Bart to eat veggies, and he loved them.”

      She looked at me, surprised. “Are you kidding?”

      “Nope.” I grinned. “But I think what you think are veggies and what I think are veggies might be two different things. Come on. I’ll show you.”

      Again, she grabbed my hand as we walked to the doors of the Lonestar. I opened the door and walked in. I immediately noticed the hosting station at the entrance. A young lady was standing there with a warm smile, welcoming me to the establishment. The aroma of freshly cooked food wafted through the air, making my stomach growl with hunger.

      When she saw Lilith, even if she was in her human form, her eyes widened in surprise. Yeah. I think I’m going to have to get used to that.

      I approached the young lady, and she stammered, “How many in your party?”

      I smiled at her in a friendly way. “Just the two of us, please.”

      She nodded quickly, grabbed two menus, and said, “This way,” after looking down at her station, where a map of the place was, most likely.

      I looked around. I’d been here often with Leo. I took in the surroundings. The restaurant had a cozy, rustic feel, with dark wood and warm lighting. The chatter of other diners filled the air, and I could hear sizzling sounds coming from the kitchen.

      The hostess brought us to a booth, and I waved Lilith in. Her head was swinging back and forth, looking at everything like a tourist. Her eyes were just as wide as when the hostess laid eyes on her. Once I was settled, the hostess gave us our menus. Lilith looked at the girl and nodded slightly as if what she was supposed to do came to her, and took it.

      “Your server will be with you shortly,” the young hostess said, but I noticed she was staring at Lilith and not really speaking to me.

      With a smile, I said, “Thank you.”

      That caused her to look at me and blush. She nodded and left us alone.

      “This place is amazing!” Lilith said, leaning toward me. “And it smells divine!”

      “Wait until you taste it.” I laughed. “Want me to order for you? Or did you want to see what’s on the menu?”

      She looked down at the menu and frowned. “Honestly?” she replied. “I have no clue what’s what. Can you order for me?”

      “Sure,” I laughed. “I know the perfect thing.”

      Just then, our server came up. “Evening, folks. My name is Dave. I’ll be your server tonight,” said the young man. He turned to look at Lilith, and suddenly, he lost the ability to speak, as his following words were, “Hmm. I. Hmm. We have. I mean. Can I start with drinks for you, ma’am?”

      I almost wanted to laugh out loud at the poor man. He was young, probably in his twenties. He was slim, almost athletic, with short dark hair and a goatee. He was staring at Lilith like openly.

      I cleared my throat. As the hostess had, he turned to me and blushed. I saw him open his mouth as if to apologize, but he closed it, and his eyes blinked a couple of times.

      “Can I start you off with drinks?” he repeated, though this time it was directed at me.

      I smiled at him. I can’t blame him, really, as Lilith was kind of drop-dead gorgeous.

      “Yes. I’ll have a beer on tap. Whatever, surprise me. Just nothing dark. And for the lady, can I get a glass of white?

      “But I want a beer too!” Lilith pouted.

      “Trust me. You will like the wine too,” I soothingly told her.

      “If you’re sure,” she nodded with a smile. She looked up at the young man. “Like he said, a glass of white wine.”

      “Sure,” he stammered. The young man just stood there, staring at her.

      “Is there anything else?” I asked him.

      He shook himself and shook his head. “I’ll get you those drinks.”

      Once the young man was gone, I chuckled. “Do you always have an effect like that on people?”

      Lilith giggled. “Pretty much. It’s what I am.” She shrugged. “While I’m not using Enthrall, Seductive Aura, my Enhanced Charisma ability is always on. But I can suppress it slightly if you wish?”

      I laughed. “Yeah. It might be a good idea. Since otherwise, you will have every server in here trying to bring us stuff to just look at you.”

      Lilith laughed and nodded. She closed her eyes and, within seconds, reopened them. “Done.”

      “This place is amazing,” she repeated. She closed her eyes and sniffed a deep breath through her nose. “And the smells!”

      Just then, the server returned. That had to have been the fastest drink order in the world. What did he do? Jump behind the bar and get it himself?

      He placed a large beer mug in front of me, and in front of Lilith he placed a glass of white wine.

      “Are you ready to order?” he asked, looking at the two of us, but his gaze to me was like a microsecond.

      Lilith pointed to me. “He’s going to order for us.”

      “Hmm. Sure,” he replied, almost looking crestfallen in not being able to talk to her. Damn, and this is with her suppressing her ability? I almost felt bad for the poor guy.

      I smiled at him and said, “We are going to both have the ribeye steak. 12 ounces. Medium rare. With a loaded baked potato. Sour cream on the side. What’s the veggie tonight?”

      “Tonight, it’s honey-glazed carrots.”

      “Oh, nice, that sounds good. Yeah, so we will go with that. And also, do you have your steak sauce? I don’t see any on the table,” I said, pointing to the wall where normally there were sauces. I saw salt, pepper, and such, but not sauce unless you count ketchup as a sauce. But who the fuck puts ketchup on steak? That’s fucking desecration. I wanted Lilith to try her steak with and without the sauce.

      “Sure,” he said, writing it down on his little paper pad. “did you want to start with a side?”

      “Oh,” I said with a grin. “Bring us a blooming onion.”

      “Good choice,” he said with a smile. Once he had our order, he left.

      “What’s a blooming onion?” Lilith asked curiosity in her voice.

      “You’ll see.”

      I grabbed my large mug of beer, took a sip, and made smacking noises. Damn, that was nice and cold. Lilith picked up her wine glass, sniffed it, and took a tentative sip. Her eyes widen in amazement.

      “This is unlike anything I’ve ever tasted! This can’t be made from grapes.”

      I laughed at her. “It’s from grapes.”

      Her mouth opened in a large O. “As in grapes that grow on a vine?”

      “Yes. They turn them into wine, but I guess the wine you’re used to and this is different. You should have that information in your head somewhere.”

      She closed her eyes, and they opened back up almost instantly. “Oh wow!”

      Then, for the next ten minutes, Lilith just simply looked around, her head spinning around. I almost wanted to laugh at her actions, but I had to remind myself she wasn’t human and probably never saw anything like this. I wonder what the place she goes to when she’s not summoned is like.

      She finished her wine, but just then, the server, Dave, returned with a large plate, and on it was the blooming onion. Lilith stared at it, unsure what to make of it.

      “Thanks,” I told our server.

      “You’re welcome. Your steaks should be out in about ten minutes or so.”

      “Perfect. This will be gone long before that.” I laughed, pointing to the onion dish.

      He nodded and walked away, heading toward another table of people that had just been seated.

      I reached out, grabbed some of the onion, dipped it into the small bowl of sauce that was there, and shoved it into my mouth.

      Lilith imitated my actions, and once the onion was in her mouth, she uttered her mouth full, “Holy shit! This is so good!”

      And she was right. It was. I loved blooming onions. It was gone almost within minutes. The plate empty except for crumbs. Even those Lilith had been picking at. I sat back with a satisfied sigh, taking a sip of my beer, which was almost half gone. I noticed that her wine was gone already.

      “What did you think of that?” I asked, pointing to the now empty plate.

      “That,” she said, shaking her head. “Was amazing. I’ve never had anything like it!”

      “I meant to ask. Since you worked for hmm,” I said, looking around to make sure no one was looking. “That Demon Lord. What did you eat?”

      She made a face. “Let’s just say that since I was living in the Nine Hells at the time with him, he would try to make me eat raw meat. I had to cook it myself. It was disgusting. And never mind wine or beer. I had water or watered-down ale that he would give me. On special occasions, he would give me a cup of ale.”

      “I thought they didn’t need food there. Demons, I mean?”

      “They don’t.” She nodded. “However, he and I are unique. What do you know about him?

      “Well, that he was a fallen Angel and was thrown into hell for something he did?”

      “Partly right. But, as an Angel, he needs to eat. Though, what he ate was disgusting. I at least wanted mine cooked. He ate his raw. As for drinking, he would get some drinks from this plane.”

      Shocked at that news, I said, “He can come here?”

      “Not anymore. He did something to piss off God, and now he can’t even come here at all. Though, he has tried. He sends some of his demons at times to get stuff. Or he did thousands of years ago. Not sure what’s his status now.”

      “Damn,” I breathed out.

      Just then, Dave came back with our main meal. He placed the plates in front of us and said, “Can I get you another beer? Another wine for the lady?”

      I shook my head since I already had two beers at home and this one, and looked at Lilith. She was grinning and nodding her head vigorously.

      I laughed. “Yes. The young lady will take another glass of wine. Did you want to try red this time?”

      Her eyes widened again, and she nodded even harder.

      “Let’s change it to red.”

      Dave nodded and said he would be back with another glass, but red this time.

      “Now, dig in,” I told Lilith with an expectant grin. Something tells me she will love the steak, loaded baked potato, and the honey-glazed carrots.
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      With a contented exhalation, Lilith leaned back in the booth.

      “Mas. I mean, Brian. That has to be the best meal I’ve ever eaten in my entire life. And remember, I’ve eaten fruit from the Garden of Eden.”

      I chuckled. “Too bad I can’t tell the cooks that. That’s probably the best compliment they could have gotten. To be honest, while this place has great food. There are places out there that if you ate their food, you’d think this food seemed like crap.”

      “No way!” she cried, leaning on the table, her chest resting on it and giving me a nice view. “Is that possible?’

      I nodded, laughing at her. “One day, if I have the money, I’ll take you to one of those restaurant. Just right now, I can’t afford that.”

      She frowned, and on her beautiful face, it still looked good on her. “Based on some of the knowledge I’m starting to get. You use not gold or jewels, or even barter, to trade here, but money? Something called US Greenback. Or American dollars. Is that right?”

      I nodded. “That’s right.”

      “And if I got this right, you usually work a job to make this money. I assume that is what you will be using to pay for this meal?”

      “Sort of,” I replied, taking my wallet out and taking out a credit card and showing it to her. “I’m paying with this, and I then transfer money over from my bank account.”

      She sighed and shook her head. “Your world is unlike any I’ve ever been to.”

      Puzzled, I asked, “I thought you said you went into limbo when you’re not around?”

      “I do, but when I was under contract with that Demon Lord, I got to travel to different planes.”

      “Interesting. And Bart said I could travel to these planes? How does that work? Do I get a spell to open a portal? Bart never finished explaining. He asked to see how much magical energy I had, and when he found out I had a ton, he totally forgot my question about that.”

      She nodded her blue-haired head. “So, to open a portal, it’s done with a demon and the master. It’s a spell that requires the two of us working together.”

      “Why does it have to be the two working together? Doesn’t that mean that a Demon Mage could never cast it on his own?”

      “Correct,” she smiled. “But it’s done that way with a purpose. Once a portal is opened, and you step through it, you don’t know what you will be jumping into. It could be a simple world with no wars, or you could be walking into a battle. That is the reason you go with a Demon.”

      I cringed at the thought of walking into a battle alone. “Yeah. I can see why it’s like that. So, who decided that?”

      She shrugged. “I have no clue where Demon Mage’s spells or even demon spells come from. We have them innately. We are born with them, and as we get stronger, the only thing for us that we gain is access to more magical power. You Demon Mages are required to learn them from a grimoire.”

      I shook my head in wonder. To this that this underworld was here all along. That other Demon Mages were walking among us, able to call up demons. What else is there? I know that the imp talked about monsters. He even mentioned Elves! But are they monsters? I can imagine a vampire being a monster, but an Elf?

      Dave, our server, was suddenly at our table with a smile, though I noticed it was directed more at Lilith than myself. I chuckled internally. Yeah. She’s something else. So, can’t blame him for acting the way he was since Lilith was a Succubus.

      “Everything good here?” he asked.

      Both of our plates were empty of any kind of food. Even the bread basket that he had brought over with our meal was emptied. Twice, by Lilith alone.

      “Yeah, that was amazing,” I answered him with a smile. “Tell the cooks that steak was pure heaven.”

      He grinned and nodded, knowing that he would be getting a bigger tip because of the excellent food. “I’ll let them know. Can I interest you in dessert?”

      I looked at the time on my phone and shook my head. “No. Not tonight. Just the bill.”

      “I’ll get that for you. Let me clear your plates.”

      Once the plates were cleared and the bill paid, Lilith and I headed toward my Charger. I opened the door for her, but once I got into my side, I noticed she had already put on her seat belt.

      “The information has started to come easier,” she replied at my look. “It might not take the week for me to know all the information you know.”

      I shook my head, “I still can’t believe you can do that. Just suck all that out of me with sex.”

      “It’s convenient for us to know what are Demon Mage knows. It facilitates things.”

      “So what happens when we go to another plane? Do you demons already know about it?”

      She shrugged. “We learn together. Each plane is different.”

      “So, what’s the point of a Demon Mage? I know Bart said to do whatever I want. But, I’m gathering that to gain another Teardrop, I need to kill monsters? And by doing that, I increase in power, or what I like to call level? Like, why were we Demon Mages created? I assume we were created?”

      She laughed at my rapid quire questions. “Let me see if I can give you some history.”

      I started the car after buckling up, and she continued. “Now, the reason for Demon Mages is eons ago, even before I was around.”

      “Wait,” I said, interrupting her. “So demons aren’t evil?”

      She snorted. “Demons are just that. Demons. They are like you humans in the Nine Hells. They have families and such. The only difference is they live off energy instead of food and water. They have families. Go to school. Have friends. Additionally, demons can enter a Binding Contract with a Demon Mage to help them fight this evil. In the process, we both gain from it. Demons gain power and get stronger, and the Demon Mage gains in power as well. Something they could not do as well alone. You remember the list of spells I said you will have access to for this Teardrop?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, remembering them. Hard not to.

      “Well, imagine if you had to increase your power by staying on this plane? You have to understand that while some planes have lots of monsters and evil things to fight, some have none. Those Demon Mages who live on planes with nothing to fight would not gain power.”

      “So, I assume that I can’t kill a fellow human and gain power by that comment?”

      “That is correct. If Demon Mages could earn power in killing their fellow man and woman, they would be slaughtered just to gain power. Only those who are Demon Mages can you gain power from.”

      I gave some thought to that as I drove back to my place. Imagine if a Demon Mage could gain power by killing indiscriminately. Would they? I snorted internally. If some humans knew that even killing their own mother would increase their power, they would. We, humans, aren’t good to our own. Hell, we aren’t good even to animals, the environment, or hell, pick something we aren’t slowly killing off. I’m surprised as a race that we haven’t killed each other off yet.

      “How come Demon Mages don’t try to make the world a better place?” I said, thinking out loud.

      “Some do,” Lilith replied, pulling me from my thoughts.

      Surprised at that, I blurted out, “They do?”

      “Not everyone is a bad person.” Lilith laughed. “Many Demon Mages fight monsters and help other humans. I don’t know your planet well enough yet to make a decision on that. However, Demon Mages were created to fight evil, as I said.”

      “So, I could be one of the good guys?” I inquired even more interested now about Demon Mages.

      “Sure,” She nodded, which I saw in the corner of my eye. “Many do. Even my last master, the Demon Lord, he helped other humans in his own way.”

      “Wait. But isn’t this Demon Lord you’re talking about Lucifer? Or, as Bart called him, Lord Beelzebub? Isn’t he a fallen Angel, and so is evil?” I asked, confused now.

      She laughed. “Lucifer, Lord Beelzebub, Satan, Iblis, Mephistopheles, just to name a few of the names he goes by. There are others that you would never have heard of. On other planes, he is called many other names. But no, he is not evil. Am I evil since I got kicked out of the Garden of Eden?”

      I snorted. “You might be a demon, but I don’t get an evil vibe from you.”

      She laughed musically. “Precisely. But, remember, I was not born demon. So, in his own way, he has tried to help humanity in many planes. He has no reason to destroy you. He was my master for a very long time, and trust me. He loves humans. He simply has his personal views that do not agree with God’s. Which is one of the reasons he was banished from Heaven.”

      My voice might have sounded slightly skeptical when I questioned her, “So you’re telling me God is real? The God in the Bible?”

      “Very much so. He was the one who threw me out of the Garden and made me into this Succubus.”

      “Damn.” I whistled. “That’s a lot to take it. So, now what?”

      “Now,” she said as I pulled into my driveway. “We see if that book is now accessible to you.”

      I grinned at her as I turned off the car. “I like that idea. I hope that it worked.”

      She grinned sensually back at me. “If not, even try to see if I can bring it out of you.”

      I laughed. “I would not say no to that.”

      Once in the house, I locked the door so that we were not interrupted. Not that anyone has ever walked into my house unannounced. Most of my friends call first. Once that was done, I headed to the kitchen. On the table was the grimoire. It was unchanged. Meaning the damaged part that somehow restored itself was still whole.

      I sat down at the table, pulled the book toward me, and looked up at Lilith, who was standing next to me, looking at me patiently. She smiled encouragingly.

      I slowly opened the book, and the first page with a spell was the one that I used to call up Bart. Then, I flipped the pages and saw the contents of what Bart had written to call up Lilith. I held the page before turning it to a new page and took a deep breath. Here goes nothing.

      Once the page was opened, and it was staring at me, I got a grin.

      “It worked!” I cried out. “This is just the incantation to call you up! So I assume now I don’t need to do all that extra work,” I asked, looking up at her. “When I summon you?”

      She laughed. “That is correct. Now you need but call me using that incantation. So, we know this part works. Now, let’s see if the next part works.”

      “The next part?” I frowned.

      She nodded energetically. “If it worked completely, you should have access to your four spells.”

      “Oh shit! Right!” I cried out enthusiastically.

      With both nervousness and enthusiasm, I flipped to the next page. Each page on the left was filled out with a spell, and the page on the right was empty. It seems that the right page had been empty unless it was stuff written by Bart. Can I write in there as well? For notes? That’s a damn waste of space!

      Once the page was in front of me, I frowned. It wasn’t blank, but the words were in a language I’d never seen before.

      “I don’t think,” I started, but suddenly, I was blasted with a massive head pounding that it made me put both of my hands on the sides of my head and yell out in pain.

      Lilith screamed my name in concern, and I could feel her hands on my shoulders.
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      When I came too, I was lying with my face down in something that was soft and squishy, and smelled good. I lifted my head, winced, and looked at Lilith, who was looking at me with a huge grin. I had been lying face down on her chest. I blinked.

      “It worked!” she shouted, making me wince a gain. “Oops, sorry,” she said quieter. “It looks like it worked. What do you remember from that page.”

      “Nothing, the letters were all jumbled,” I told her and looked down at the opened book once more.

      I couldn’t believe it. One moment the letters on the page of the grimoire were a jumbled mess, and the next, it was like a veil had been lifted from my eyes. I could see the hidden patterns and meanings in the words, and I understood the true power they held. The knowledge on how to cast Shadow Cloak was somehow something I knew. It felt somehow as if I had always known it, but was locked behind some shadowy door in my head.

      I looked up at Lilith with a grin. “I know how to cast Shadow Cloak!”

      “Yay,” she cried, jumping up and down and causing her massive chest to heave upward and downward with her action. I couldn’t help but grin at that sight, remembering what she looked like in bed, naked, with her on top of me.

      “Now, do the same for the next page. It should be your next spell,” she told me excitedly.

      I nodded and stopped before turning the page. “Hmm. Will it hurt like that again?”

      She shook her head. “No. I think that was us taking that block off of your magical powers. I think.”

      Nervously, I asked her, “You think? You’re not sure?”

      She shook her head anxiously. “To be fair. I’ve never seen a block like this on any Demon Mage or have even heard of it being possible.”

      I nodded and took a deep breath. I flipped over the page, readying to wince and grab my head in pain, but instead, I was flooded once more with knowledge, but this time it felt like a balm to my soul.

      I looked up at her with a grin. “That was so much easier! And now I know how to cast Ward of the Abyss. Should I go to the next one?”

      She was grinning and nodded quickly.

      I grabbed the page on the right and flipped it over, and as before, my mind was flooded with knowledge. I now knew how to cast Hellfire Burst. Not waiting, I turned to the next page, and once more, my brain suddenly knew how to cast Shadow Strike.

      “Damn, that was freaking amazing!” I almost shouted in excitement. “Talk about a rush! Is this how most Demon Mages learn?”

      She nodded. “Yes. Once they gain access to a grimoire and their power, they can learn the spells. The only spells that you don’t learn this way are the incantations.”

      “Nice,” I said, looking back down at the book. “So, once I get new spells, I just need to flip to that page, and I will learn it?” I asked, doing precisely that, going to the next page, that should be blank.

      But, somehow, I got flooded with more knowledge, and I suddenly gained a spell. Dark Shield.

      I looked up at Lilith in shock, who was staring at me with just as much shock.

      “What just happened?” I asked her. “I thought you said I would get four spells? You said each Teardrop level. I would get two defensive and two offensive spells?”

      She now looked at me, unsure. “I don’t know. Flip the page quickly to see if you get another one.”

      I did just that, and suddenly, I was flooded once more. This time, it was how to cast Shadow Form.

      Lilith was looking at me with open-mouthed surprise. “Master! That’s not possible! Those are spells from the second Teardrop, the Tear of Ascension!”

      I quickly pulled my shirt collar down until I could see my tattoo, but it was only showing one tear drop, the same as last time.

      Almost hesitantly, she told me. “Try the next page. Those two spells are the defensive spells. You should also have two offensive spells.”

      I looked at her as if to ask, "What the fuck is going on?” I nodded slowly, looked back down at the grimoire, and almost reluctantly flipped the page.

      Again, bam! I was stuffed with knowledge. This time, the spell was called Inferno Strike. Without a pause, I quickly flipped to the next page. And again. Open Sesame! I was flooded with the knowledge of how to cast, this time, Demonic Swarm.

      Now feeling like a kid on Christmas morning, I flipped to the next page, only to be disappointed as it was blank.

      I looked at Lilith, puzzled about what was going on. “What does this mean?”

      “I,” she started but shook her head. “I honestly do not know. The only being who’s ever had the spells show up this fast was Satan when he first became a Demon Lord. Or that is what he has told me. He said he was kicked out of Heaven and turned into a mortal. Once he gained access to a grimoire, he became a Demon Mage, though, in his case, he got all the Teardrop levels at once and got all his spells at once as well. That is why he is so powerful.”

      “Wow,” I uttered. “That’s nuts! Think Bart would know?”

      She put a finger to her lips, thinking about it, and she finally slowly nodded. “Yes. He might have knowledge of something like this. Go ahead and call him up.”

      I nodded, and holding my hand out over the table, next to the book, I uttered the incantation to call him up.

      “Invoco to, malignus spiritus,

      E libris antiquitatis, venite, impius Imp Barthamalunda,

      In hac nocte selenti, mecum adesse,

      Pactum tene, quod consililum mutuun dabitur,”

      This time, there was no flash of bright light or an explosion of sound that I would need to explain to my neighbor once again. One instant, the table only had the book and my napkin holder, and the next, Bart was standing there, looking at me and blinking. Then his face got an angry look.

      He scowled. “Nice of you to call me back.”

      “Listen,” I started, but Lilith put a hand on my shoulder.

      The imp saw the hand and looked up. When he saw Lilith, his eyes opened large as saucers.

      “Lilith!” He cried out joyfully, throwing himself off the table and somehow wrapping his small arms around her neck. I saw that he was standing on her chest. I growled internally. Wait. Am I getting jealous of an imp?

      “I missed you!” he cried into her neck. “It’s been too long! Wait. Why are you here?” he said, pulling away and looking at her.

      She pointed to me and explained, “That spell you gave him to call up a Succubus? He called me.”

      “What?” he shouted in amazement. Did I detect some consternation?

      He looked over at me and pointed at me, “Him?” Yeah, I was right. Consternation.

      “But, that’s not the only amazing thing. Tell him,” Lilith said to me.

      “So. Whatever Lilith did, it worked. I can now gain spells. However, there’s just one thing I only have the first Teardrop level,” I said, showing him my tattoo for him to see the single drop. “But somehow, I’ve gained not only four spells but eight.”

      He frowned at me as if I was lying to him. “Which ones?”

      I replied, “Shadow Cloak, Ward of the Abyss, Hellfire Burst, Shadow Strike, and the four extras are Dark Shield, Shadow Form, Inferno Strike, and Demonic Swarm.”

      As I was naming the last four, he stared at me with disbelief. “But those are Tear of Ascension spells!”

      “That’s what I told him!” Lilith cried as well. “But we don’t know why he got them if he isn’t in Tear of Ascension yet! We were hoping you would have an idea.”

      The little imp looked at her and slowly shook his head, a dumbfounded look on his face.

      “I need a beer for this,” he finally sighed. He looked at me. “Can I get a beer? Please, Master?”

      We’re back to Master now, are we? I nodded instead of ribbing him and went to the fridge and opened it. I grabbed three bottles. I think I needed one for this too, and I know Lilith wouldn’t say no to one. I returned to the table, put the bottles on the table, and opened each one, passing one first to Lilith. Ladies first, always. I then passed one to the diminutive imp and kept the last one for myself.

      Bart didn’t say anything for a bit, just drank his beer with a puzzled look on his face, but also a frown of concentration. Once his beer was half done, he finally said something.

      “This makes no sense!” he practically shouted.

      “So you’ve never seen this before?” Lilith asked him hesitantly.

      “No! The only being I know who’s ever obtained extra spells instantly was Lord Beelzebub. And he was given all the Teardrop levels and became a Demon Lord. But this? This makes no sense. He is only in Tear of Awakening! Yet somehow, he has also gained the next Teardrop level’s spells? Wait! Could it be because of his massive power pool?” he suddenly shot a look at Lilith.

      “I was wondering about that. It isn’t close to what Satan, as he prefers to call him Lord Beelzebub, has, but he has more power than any other Demon Mage I’ve met. By a wide margin.”

      Bart shook his head and asked the question even I had in my head. “Just who was it that gave him that grimoire and blocked his access to it? This makes no sense!” he said, looking at me accusingly as if I was the one to blame.

      I held up both hands. “Don’t look at me. This is all new to me.”

      “I need to see your parents,” he suddenly said. “They must have something to do with your being a Demon Mage.”

      “I’m telling you,” I replied with a sigh. “My parents are normal. Nothing amazing about them. I doubt they are Demon Mages.”

      He imp shook his tiny head, glowering at me still. “Doesn’t matter. I must ascertain this for sure. Otherwise, we are at an impasse on how you are so powerful and are getting spells you should not even have access to.”

      “I’m sorry,” I shook my head. “But I don’t have money to just hop on a plane to go see my parents in Florida.”

      Bart snorted. “If that’s all is the issue. Give me back my phone.”

      I glared at him. “We still need to discuss that. I don’t know how you did it. But you could get me into damn trouble!”

      “I didn’t steal it,” the little guy shrilled out. “I got it lawfully, or as lawfully as human rules go. I did not do anything,” he said patiently as if talking to a child; his angry outburst gone. “That would get you in trouble. Do you keep forgetting how I said that demons who are called up with a Binding Contract, cannot harm you.”

      “Then where the fuck did you get the damn money!” I growled.

      “I got it by making money on the Internet. I was able to create a persona. I was even able to open a bank account. Which I currently have funds in it.”

      “Wait. You did what?” I was so amazed at what he had just said that my anger disappeared. “You created an identity?”

      “Yes,” he replied, as if suffering through fools. Even going as far as pinching his nose, as he did the first time we met. Which, I guess, I might be if I really looked at it. If he was trying to help me, as my imp, maybe this is what they do?

      Sighing, I got up, went to one of the kitchen drawers, opened it, and got the phone that I had chucked in there after I had dismissed him. I had been so angry. I had almost thrown it into the garbage.

      I went back to the kitchen table, sat down and gave him back his phone. He grinned, took it, and frowned. “It’s dead!”

      I shook my head. “No, I turned it off out of habit to save the battery.”

      “Ah,” he said, his tiny red face clearing up. He pressed the side button, and his phone was, within seconds, on. “Now. Let’s see. We will need three tickets,” he said. “Where do your parents live?”

      I told him, and he started punching something in his phone. “Why three? You’re not taking a plane like that,” I told him, pointing to his current, well, look.

      He looked down and nodded. He jumped off the table, landing easily, and he snapped his fingers, and suddenly, in front of me, the tinny red imp was gone, and instead was an older gentleman dressed in a business suit. Gone was the imp with the slacks and the polo shirt, with the nice runners.

      He had a gray goatee, with short black hair, with salt and pepper in it. He was shorter than me, at around five feet six. He was also slim, and his eyes projected confidence and intelligence.

      “What the actual fuck? You can do that?” I exclaimed in amazement.
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      He looked at me and frowned. “Of course. All we demons have the ability to change our looks to blend in. You saw me do it with my clothing.”

      “That was clothing! You never said you could look human!” I said. “What else can you do?” I asked him suspiciously.

      I noticed that not only had he physically changed, but even his voice had changed. Now it was a cultured British voice. What the hell?

      “I can open a portal with you,” he said, thinking it over. “But I already told you the spells I can do. And this ability,” he answered waving a hand up and down his body.

      “What about, like, how Lilith has like eight abilities? Do you have more than just this one,” I said, waving my hand up and down his human-shaped body as he had just done.

      No.” He started shaking his head stopped suddenly. “There is my ability where I kept your body warm on that cold basement floor. As well as some mild telekinesis. Though, that is very limited.”

      “Such as opening my fridge door to drink my beer.” I scowled.

      “Exactly.” He nodded.

      “And that’s it? Nothing else? Invisibility?”

      He blinked and nodded again. “Ah, my bad. Yes. And that.”

      I looked at him distrustfully. I’m sure he has more, but he either isn’t saying it, which, as he’s bound to me, he can’t lie to me, or he really is being honest. I guess I should trust him.

      As if he was reading my mind, Bart said, “Master. I think we got off to a bad start.” He took a deep breath and continued. “I am truly sorry for misjudging you. As I once saw on your internet, the saying Don’t judge a book by its cover comes to mind. And I did exactly that.” He bowed at the waist. “I shall endeavor to show you that I am worth keeping around.”

      I nodded at his apology. “Just try not being a dick? All right?”

      He went to open his mouth to reply back, but Lilith interrupted, “So, you think seeing his parents will help?”

      He closed his mouth and looked at her before answering. “I do. There has to be a reason why Master here is so powerful. It would make sense that it would be from his bloodline.”

      “I don’t sense anything from him. I just sense his immense power. And now, with the fact that he has gotten not just the spells for the Tear of Awakening, but also the Tear of Ascension, that makes him truly different than any other Demon Mage I’ve ever heard of.”

      “Now, I will,” Bart spoke, holding up his cell phone, “get us three tickets to visit your parents.”

      “Should I let them know that we are coming?” I asked, looking between Bart and Lilith.

      Bart shook his head. “No. I wish to test them without their knowledge. If this gift was from your parents, and they are aware, they might try to hide it. So, I wish to catch them unaware.”

      Worriedly I asked him, “You’re not going to hurt them, are you?”

      He sighed and pinched his nose before answering, “As I keep saying, I cannot harm you. That includes harming your parents, as that would harm you mentally. That is unless you hate your parents?”

      “No! I love my parents! I don’t want them harmed.”

      “Then, they shall come to no harm.”

      Scratching the back of my head, I replied, “Then, sure. Go ahead, though, I doubt you will find anything from them.”

      Bart nodded and went back to his phone. I looked over at Lilith. “So. Demons can fly in planes?”

      She frowned and said, “I have no idea what a plane is.”

      “Nothing from the knowledge transfer from me?”

      She shook her head and closed her eyes. Then, after ten seconds, she opened them in astonishment.

      “By the Nine Hells? You fly in large metal containers? Is that even safe?”

      I chuckled. “It is. Mostly. I mean, there are some accidents at times, but they are mostly safe.”

      “If you’re sure,” Lilith told me, sounding unsure.

      There,” Bart said. “Done. Though now, I need to create fake IDs for Lilith and myself. I will be right back. I need to use your laptop for this.”

      Seriously, I hope he does not get me into trouble with all this. I mean, he wants to create two fake IDs, and I’m pretty sure that is illegal. No. I’m one hundred percent sure it is. But, I have to trust he knows what he is doing, since the whole not harm me thing. I’m pretty sure my going to jail for who knows how long would be harmful to my mental state.

      Bart headed out of the kitchen and headed upstairs. I looked over at Lilith.

      “Want another beer while we wait?”

      She grinned and nodded. “I won’t say no.”
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      Four hours later, we were on the red eye for Florida. Bart wasn’t fucking around. I had figured he would be getting us tickets for, say, tomorrow or within the next couple of days. But nope. He got us the last fight that night.

      I got an Uber for us instead of parking my car at the airport. It was much cheaper. Once we got to the airport, Lilith was flabbergasted at the size of the airport. Even Bart showed some awe, but he shook it off quickly. But every now and then, in his English butler persona, as I called it, his head would whiplash to something. I almost wanted to laugh at it all.

      However, it was too surreal. Here I was, walking into an airport with two demons. One who was a Succubus disguised as a blue-haired beauty with a body to kill for and tits that most men would fall over themselves to motorboat in. And an imp who was disguised as an older gentleman in a suit with a British accent. Why British? No fucking clue.

      Then, getting on the plane was even more of an experience for the two of them. I had told them what to expect, but apparently, even the knowledge transfer that Lilith got from me and what Bart looked up on his phone didn’t match. They were wide-eyed. Then the experience of the flight was even more. I almost wanted to laugh at the two of them. We ended up getting a row to ourselves on the right side of the plane. Bart had the window seat, and I had the aisle seat, with Lilith between us. When the plane had taken off, Lilith had grabbed my hand and squeezed it. Hard. I almost had to tell her not to squeeze so hard, or that entire don’t harm me thing was going to happen. She’s fucking strong!

      When Bart found out that he could get internet on the plane, he grinned. Somehow he gained access to it. I didn’t want to know anymore. I had to just remind myself that he was doing it for my benefit as my imp. After that, Bart was so engrossed in his phone and the internet that the rest of the flight for him was a blur, I was sure.

      The landing was the same. As we landed, Lilith grabbed my hand but thankfully didn’t try to break it. Once landed, out of the plane and in the airport, we headed toward the exit. I only had an overnight bag. Bart and Lilith said they didn’t need any since they could just conjure clothing. Gee, how lucky of them, I thought sarcastically.

      I had already opened my app and gotten us another Uber. This one was going to cost more since my parents lived 35 minutes from the airport. Unfortunately, it was early in the morning in Florida. We left Los Angeles just before midnight, and now it was just after six in the morning. So I was sure we would hit traffic.

      The ride was quiet to my parents house, or more correctly, an address close to them. We didn’t want to arrive at their house and them see us, so we headed for an address that was just around the corner, and a couple of blocks away. We didn’t say much on the ride because we didn’t want to talk about demon stuff in front of a total stranger. The last thing I need is for someone to think we are crazy in the head.

      I had tried to sleep on the plane, but that didn’t happen. I can rarely sleep on planes, even if I am bone tired. When I whispered the question to Lilith if demons slept, she nodded her head and whispered back that some do and some don’t. Imps, she said, never sleep, but Succubi do require it.

      Once the Uber driver dropped us off and I thanked him, I looked at Bart. “So you want to wait or go check out my parents now?”

      He nodded at my question. “Show me the house, and I will take care of the rest.”

      I nodded as well and headed toward the corner to head down my parent’s street. The neighborhood was quiet. My parents lived in their own home and had been there since I was born. It was the house I grew up in. The street had some newer homes, but mostly the houses were the originals from when this neighborhood had been built. The newer homes were where they had torn down the original homes and rebuilt.

      Once I was about a hundred feet from my parent’s place, I told Bart, “All right. Now see that house with the green mailbox on the other side of the street?” I asked him.

      He looked and replied, “Yes. Is that it?”

      “Yes. How are you going to sneak,” I started to ask, but Bart lifted a hand and snapped his finger. Without warning, he was gone.

      “Fucking hell, Bart,” I whispered, looking around quickly. “You can’t just do that in public! What if someone saw you?”

      “Sorry,” he said, and I doubted he meant it. “I shall be more careful in the future. Now, wait here, and I will return.”

      “Wait,” I said. “We can’t be just standing here in the middle of a neighborhood. Folks will think we are casing out the place.”

      “Casing?” Bart’s voice asked, coming from out of the air.

      “Casing. Like, looking a place over so you can burglarize it.”

      “Why would we want to do that?” Lilith asked, puzzled.

      “No. I mean, that’s what someone might think we are doing. If we just stand here, someone might call the cops.”

      “Ah,” Bart intoned. “Did you wish to head back to where we got out of that vehicle? There’s that store across the street. Maybe you can go inside and purchase something to throw them off?”

      “Do you mean that fast food joint? Sure. That works. I can grab breakfast. They made decent coffee.”

      “Coffee?” Bart cried out. “Get me one!”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I replied with a laugh. “Come on, Lilith. Let’s get some breakfast.”

      She took my hand, and we headed back the way we had just come. Once around the corner, we crossed the street and headed to the golden arches. This place was only built about five years ago. I remembered how my parents said it would ruin the neighborhood. However, my dad was a regular there. He would go every couple of days around ten in the morning and grab a coffee and a breakfast sandwich while reading a book. Mom loved it since it gave her some quiet time at home too.

      I ordered food for the three of us since I knew Bart would want food too. Fucking imp will be the death of my bank account. I might have to hit him up for a damn loan since he seems to have money now and more than me if he can afford three damn plane tickets.

      Lilith ate her entire breakfast and even longingly looked at Bart’s until I told her that I could get her more. She looked at me with love in her eyes as if I was her savior. Fucking hell yeah. Demons are going to eat me out of my savings. But how can I say no to her?
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      Not even twenty minutes later, Barthamalunda was back. He walked through the doors. Thank God he didn’t just appear in front of us. The place had started to get busy.

      He sat down, looked at his food, and grinned. “Ah. Coffee,” he said, grabbing the cup and taking a sip. He frowned. “It’s cold.”

      “Sorry.” I shrugged. “You were gone for almost twenty minutes.”

      “All good,” he said with a wave of his hand. Suddenly, the cup had steam coming out of the coffee lid’s opening.

      “How the fuck?” I said, but then lifted my hand. “Nevermind,” I finished with a sigh.

      “What did you find out?” I asked him instead as he took a second sip.

      “Much better,” he said, smacking his human lips in appreciation. “Your parents are as normal as any other human. I don’t even detect any magical signature from them.” He frowned. “Which makes no sense. How can you be a De—,” he started to say, but I hushed him.

      “Shhh. Not in here.” I looked around. “It’s getting busy in here. Eat up, and we can go elsewhere.”

      He nodded, opened the wrapper to his food, and within seconds had devoured it, and like Lilith, he looked around as if there would be more. I sighed and did the same for him as I had done with Lilith. I got him another breakfast sandwich. Once that was one devoured, we headed outside. Once outside, we moved away from the building some.

      “You were saying?”

      The imp in human disguise nodded and reiterated, “I don’t understand how you could be a Demon Mage.”

      I interrupted him. “So Demon Mage is a hereditary thing?”

      “No.” Bart frowned. “But for someone with your power, yes.”

      “Think of it this way,” Lilith chimed in. “You can become a Demon Mage. But, when two Demon Mages marry and have a child, that child, when they grow up, can become a Demon Mage, a very powerful one, if they are given the gift.”

      I frowned at that. “So, my getting or becoming a Demon Mage was a gift? From who?”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “Who do you think?”

      I opened my mouth to answer her, but nothing came out. I closed my mouth. Wait. Was she saying that God gave this gift? However, she had said that some Demon Mages weren’t exactly the good guys. Bart even said that as a Demon Mage, I can do whatever I wanted. I don’t even need to kill monsters. Though, I would not level up in my Teardrops. I’d end up staying at the Tear of Awakening level, even though it seems I can access the spells from the next level.

      Suddenly my thoughts were interrupted as a body slammed into me, causing me to slam into one of the parked cars that was next to the curb. Then I heard the gunshots.

      Stay down!” I heard Lilith shout at me. She was the one who had slammed into me.

      She got up quickly, but then threw herself back down again, as another couple of gunshots rang out.

      “Shit,” she said. “Gunshots.” She had a puzzled look on her face, but then it cleared. “That’s a real weapon?” she asked me, horror on her face.

      “Yeah,” I scowled. But then it dawned on me. I’ve just been shot at! “Why are they shooting at us!”

      I looked around quickly for Bart, but I could not see him anywhere. “Shit. Is Bart alright?”

      “Yes,” Lilith replied. She had an angry look on her face now. “I will kill those fuckers for trying to shoot you.”

      The way she said it, I didn’t think she was making a useless threat.

      “What do we do?” I asked quickly. “What about the other people around?”

      I noticed up the streets on both sides of me, or what I could see on this side of the street, folks were hiding behind cars too. They had their cell phones out and had them to their ears. Most likely calling the cops.

      She looked as well and shook her head. “We can’t do anything for them. And my job is to protect you, master,” she answered.

      Suddenly, there was a loud scream of pain. It came from where the gunman was. I didn’t see if they had stopped in a car or were just standing on the other side of the street. Lilith had slammed me so fast that I didn’t notice. And I wasn’t about to stick my head up like Lilith had. She ducked down so fast, that it was inhuman. Which, I guess, she isn’t.

      “It’s safe,” I heard Bart’s British voice shout.

      I carefully got up and looked over the car’s hood. Lilith had already gotten up and rushed out from behind the car toward Bart. My mouth opened in surprise. Bart was next to a car where the car door had been, well, torn off. The door was next to the vehicle. And he was holding a male in an iron grip.

      The man, who appeared to be in his forties, wore jeans and a checkered shirt. He had short black hair and a clean-shaven face, and his piercing blue eyes conveyed the discomfort he was experiencing.

      “Let go of me!” he cried out at Bart.

      “Why were you shooting at us?” Bart asked him threateningly.

      “I know what you are,” he growled at Bart. “My master won’t take kindly to a low imp like you touching me.”

      Bart lifted an eyebrow. “Your master?”

      “My master is very powerful. If you let go of me now,” the man said with a smile. “I am sure I can make it so that he doesn’t hurt you.”

      Suddenly the man yelled out in pain, as Bart, instead of answering the man, twisted his arm at a different angle until the man was bent over.

      Bart bent down and said in the man’s ear. “Your master will, will he? Who is your master?”

      The man, pain etched on his face, shook his head. Without warning, Bart’s fist slammed into the side of the man’s head, knocking him out. Once he was on the roadway flat out, Bart reached into the man’s back pocket and took the wallet that was there. He pocketed it.

      Just then, we heard sirens. The cops. Good. They can figure things out. I mean, this guy shot at us in broad daylight! And there are lots of witnesses.

      “Come on,” Bart said. “We need to leave this place.”

      “But wait!” I exclaimed. “What about the shooting? Don’t we need to stay for the cops and tell them what happened?”

      “Bart is right,” Lilith said. Bart glared at her use of the name I used for him. “But we need to make sure folks don’t tell the cops about us.”

      She closed her eyes, and suddenly, a pulse of something went out from her. It wasn’t so much seen as felt. It felt magical in nature, and how I knew that I had no clue.

      “What was that?” I asked her.

      She opened her eyes. “That was Enhanced Charisma. Give me a moment.”

      She looked around and yelled out, “Everyone! You did not see us here. You only saw this man, who is on the ground shooting at the car over there. The car door was open, and you saw another man on a motorcycle hit the man with his motorcycle and slam him into the door, causing the door to fly off and the knock the gunman out. Your savior then fled the scene. It happened so fast that you cannot remember what the man who saved you looked like.”

      She then turned to me. I looked around, and I noticed that everyone had a look of slackness on their faces. Then, within seconds it cleared up, and I noticed some nod as if agreeing. Some still looked scared. Most likely from being in a crossfire of a shooting.

      “Now we can go,” she said.

      Bart nodded, grabbed my arm, and dragged me away from the scene. Once we were a good six or seven blocks from the shooting, Bart stopped.

      “So what was that?” I turned to Lilith.

      “As I said, Enhanced Charisma. It allowed me to charm others. I simply used it for a large group.” She scowled. “I hate using it like that since it uses so much power. But…” She grinned. “With you, it’s like I can keep using it repeatedly.”

      “Noticed that, did you?” Bart snorted. “I think Brian as our master will be quite interesting. Now then,” he said, taking the wallet he had stolen from the man. He opened it, took out the driver’s license, held it up, and looked at it.

      “Let’s see. A mister John R. Abbot. Wish I had your laptop here. I could check who he is.”

      “He had said his master. Does that mean he’s a demon?”

      Both demons snorted at my question.

      “No.” Bart shook his head. “He smelled human. If he had been a demon, we would have known. I know, is there a computer store around here? I can buy a laptop and use that. The phone will take to long for all the typing. We need to find a place to stay.”

      “Can’t we stay with my parents? They have extra rooms,” I offered.

      He lifted an eyebrow at me. “You wish to stay with your parents, knowing someone just tried to shoot you in broad daylight?”

      “Oh,” I replied sheepishly. “Right.”

      Bart put the card back in the wallet, placed it back in his pocket, and took his cell phone out of the other one. He started typing something, and he nodded happily.

      “There is a store that is five miles from here. Call us an Uber, and we can go there. On the way there, I can find us a hotel to stay at.”

      I nodded and did as he asked. “Ok, it will be here in three minutes. Shouldn’t I be more concerned that I was just shot at?”

      “Remember that mental fortitude I explained to you?” Lilith reminded me.

      “Yeah, but that was in learning about being a Demon Mage and finding out demons were real. This was me getting shot at!”

      “Same thing,” she replied with a shrug. “It will take a lot more than that to, as you would say, freak you out.”

      I laughed nervously. “Yeah. I’m not sure I want to have more than that happen to me. Getting shot at at any time is nerve-wracking enough. I can’t imagine what could be worse.”

      Lilith grinned at me. “Give it time. You’re a Demon Mage. I’m sure you will see a lot more interesting things in your life now.”

      I blinked at her and sighed. “Great. Just great.”

      Bart laughed and slapped my back. “It’s not all bad.”

      “It isn’t?” I turned to him.

      “Of course not,” he replied. “You have two of the most powerful demons taking care of you. I still have no idea how you got Lilith, but we can figure that out another time.”

      He pointed, and our Uber ride had just shown up. I sighed, opened the door once the car stopped, and let Lilith in. Bart went around the vehicle and got in. I got in after Lilith. And as promised on the ride to the computer store, Bart got us a hotel. He said he got two rooms. He never asked if Lilith and I wanted our own room, but I guess her being a Succubus, specifically mine, he knew what our answer would be. And he’s right. I do want her with me tonight, I thought with a grin.

      We weren’t at the store long. Bart got his laptop and some other items in under thirty minutes. Once done, we caught another Uber and once at the stop, we got out and I stopped in my tracks, looking at the hotel that Bart had gotten for us. I turned to him in disbelief.

      “You got us rooms here?”

      “Yes? Is that a problem? Did you wish to go elsewhere? I can see if I could find something better.”

      “Dude!” I cried out. “This place costs a fortune to stay here! It’s the fucking Le Meridien! I mean, the elite stay here!”

      “Oh. Good. Then I got a good place,” he replied and headed to the hotel’s entrance.

      I turned to Lilith. “How the fuck can that imp afford this?”

      She patted my cheek and laughed sweetly. “As I said. Imps are there to help you. And Bart is the best. Come. I cannot wait to see what the inside looks like!”

      Glancing back at the hotel, I shook my head in exasperation. Bart’s unpredictable behavior still caught me off guard, despite my attempts to mentally brace myself. I know I should just accept his help, as Lilith advised, it was still difficult to let go of my skepticism toward him. I guess, in a way, I’m still pissed at his original attitude toward me. Though, I’ve noticed it’s lessened.

      “Come on,” I told Lilith. “Might as well see what the place looks like since Bart is paying for it.”
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      It wasn’t long before we got our rooms. We were currently in Bart’s room. It seemed that we were able to get the rooms while not next to each other, were across from each other.

      I stepped into the room, following Bart. I was immediately struck by the grandeur of the space. The tall ceilings and large windows gave the room an open and airy feel, while the neutral color scheme created a warm and inviting atmosphere.

      Looking around, I noticed the plush king-sized bed in the center of the room, with its crisp white linens and soft pillows. The bed was flanked by two elegant bedside tables, each adorned with a classic lamp and tasteful decor.

      To the right of the bed, there was a comfortable armchair with a small side table and a reading lamp. The perfect spot to relax with a book or enjoy a cup of coffee.

      Opposite the bed, there was a writing desk with a comfortable chair, which would be a great place to catch up on some work if you were a business person traveling. Which to be honest, a regular business person would not be staying here. Not unless you owned your business. The prices that they gave Bart when we checked in almost made me have a heart attack!

      The decor was tasteful and sophisticated, with ornate crown molding and elegant light fixtures. The room also featured modern amenities such as a flat-screen TV, high-speed internet access, and a charging docking station.

      As I continued to explore the room, I noticed an en-suite bathroom. The marble countertops, deep soaking tub, and separate glass-enclosed shower were all features that added to the luxurious feel of the space. Soft, fluffy towels and premium toiletries were provided for my comfort. I walked back into the main room, where Bart was setting up his laptop on the desk there.

      “This place is amazing! I can’t wait to see our room later,” I told them both. “I never thought I would see the inside of this place! And I’m pretty sure I saw someone famous downstairs.” I shook my head. “I don’t know how you’re getting the money for this Barthamalunda,” I told him, using his full name as a sign of respect. “However you’re doing it. Keep doing it. Just don’t get us in trouble.”

      He turned to me with a smile and nodded, and he said in his cultured British voice, “I won’t, master. Aren’t you glad I’m around?”

      I scratched the back of my neck awkwardly. “I have to admit. We didn’t get along at first, seeing as you were a big dick. But now? I think you’ve mellowed some.”

      He winced. “Yes. Looking back on my actions, I have to admit I was a dick to you. I’m truly sorry for that. I just…” He sighed. “I just never expected someone who looked like you would be so powerful. Now, then,” he said, turning back to his laptop. “Give me about an hour to update this thing and find out what I can about our Mr. John R. Abbot.”

      “Sounds good. I wonder if they do room service here,” I said, going to the phone.

      “Oooo!” exclaimed Lilith with excitement. “I would absolutely love to have something delicious to eat.”

      Bart, without turning around, said, “I’d not say no to a nice beer or two.”

      I picked up the phone and asked if they did room service. When I was informed they did, I asked them if they could send up six beers. I opened the book quickly that the girl on the phone told me contained a menu, and I ordered us some food as well. I didn’t succeed in not wincing. Jesus, the prices! Glad it’s on Bart’s dime.

      Once that was done, I sat on the room’s sofa and turned on the television, with Lilith coming to snuggle next to me with a grin.

      “This world is so amazing,” she uttered. “I can’t get over what humans today have accomplished.”

      “It’s not all good,” I replied with a sigh. “We have also done terrible things as humans. To our own kind and to the world in general.”

      “I know,” she said sadly. “I have some of that information in my head now that I got from you.”

      Until the food came, I just watched sports. Once the food arrived, I got it, thanked the worker, even tipped her a twenty, and didn’t wince. Or tried not to. I might have to take a loan from Bart. I placed the food on the table and handed out the beers. The others I put in the small fridge in the room. Then, I passed around the food. They were in paper containers.

      “What’s that? It smells delicious,” Bart asked.

      “I got us some burgers.”

      “Oh! I can’t wait to try them,” Lilith cooed.

      I handed out the boxes, and we all bit into our burgers almost at the same time. Oh my god, the flavors! I can see why this is almost a forty-dollar burger.

      Lilith was making groaning sounds that were better kept for the bedroom. Even Bart was making noises to show he was loving it.

      He turned around from his computer and said, “I have to admit. The food this time around is the best I’ve ever eaten here on this plane. Please don’t send me away, master,” he said with a sad look. “I want to be able to eat like this every day.”

      I laughed. “That’s fine. Don’t be a dick, and I won’t have to send you away.”

      Got to admit, I’m starting to like Bart. Now that’s he’s not trying to insult me or talk down to me. We all went back to our burgers. Bart’s was gone first. I don’t think he even chewed. Lilith was slower, enjoying it and her beer.

      Once done, Lilith and I went back to watching television, and Bart did whatever he was doing on his new laptop. About an hour later, he finally turned around.

      “Got it. Well, sort of. Our Mr. Abbot is a fake ID. But, since the cops took him. I was able to get into their security cameras and see what transpired. He was picked up by another gentleman in a suit. I was able to get his license plate, as the idiot parked out front near the police station.”

      “Fake ID? And the cops didn’t keep him. Oh, right.” I slapped my forehead. “We have his ID.”

      Bart nodded and held up the fake driver’s license. “Correct. However, I got a hit with the license plate. Talk about hiding their trail. So, the car is owned by a dummy corporation, which is then owned by another one. I counted nine of them before I finally found something.”

      He looked at me expectantly, and I groaned, knowing what he wanted.

      “And what did you find?”

      “The entire thing is owned by a man by the name of Leon Fernando the Third.”

      I frowned at that name. I was vaguely familiar with it. I just couldn’t place it. I brought out my phone instead of asking Bart. I looked up the name on my search engine, and when the information popped up, I almost dropped my phone.

      “What the hell! That’s the oil tycoon! He owns tons of oil fields in Texas! He also owns half the shares in a large shopping company that is worldwide! Why would he be trying to kill me?”

      “That’s what I want to know as well,” Bart replied with a slow nod. “Something tells me that this man is not who is seems to be.”

      “You think he’s another Demon Mage like me?”

      “It’s the only thing I can think of. He might be after that grimoire of yours.”

      Frowning, I asked him, “What’s so special about my grimoire?”

      “You didn’t tell him?” Lilith asked Bart accusingly.

      Bart blushed. “I didn’t really have time.”

      “You had lots of time!” she shouted at him judgmentally. “I know for a fact that you spent days with Brian, learning the internet and things. You never thought of telling him?”

      Confused, I asked, “Tell me what?”

      Sighing, Lilith turned back to me. “So each grimoire is different. Even though all Demon Mages come into contact with a grimoire, not all are, as your saying would go, created equally. They are not just tomes of knowledge. They are also powerful tools. In the right hands, they can increase a Demon Mage’s power.” She frowned at me. “That isn’t an issue with you. You already have a shit ton of power. Your power pool is unlike any I’ve ever seen before. But I digress. If this man, Leon, whatever the Third, gets ahold of your book, he will become even more powerful than he is. I don’t know how powerful he is, but with your grimoire, it will increase his power pool, most likely four or even five times.”

      My mouth hung open in astonishment. “What? Why will my grimoire do that?”

      “Because yours is the First Grimoire.”

      “The first?” I blinked at that. “Wasn’t Satan like the first Demon Mage? Are you saying I have his book?!?” I was almost shouting at the end, in concern. “Did I steal his book?”

      Lilith was shaking her head vehemently. “Yes and no. You didn’t not steal his book. And yes, it is his book. But, as a Demon Lord, he no longer needed it, so the book disappeared until it was needed one day by another Demon Mage. Although the legend was that it being the First Grimoire, it would never be seen again. Now we know that is not true, as you have it. I have a feeling it’s because of the power you have. I never mentioned it.” She glared at Bart again before turning back to me. “Because I thought Bart had.”

      “I am truly sorry for that,” Bart said apologetically. “When you first summoned me, I thought it was a mistake and that the book was somehow given to you by accident. But when you mentioned that you got it from that bookstore and that man, I was skeptical. Then, when we went to that bookstore, nothing was there anymore except for some well-hidden magical signature of someone, I figured it was given to you by a powerful Demon Mage. Now. Now I’m not so sure.”

      “What do you mean?” Lilith asked him, now a puzzled frown on her face.

      “I think, and this is just conjecture, that this book was given to him by God. We don’t know how every Demon Mage gets their books. We do know that God was the one that created Demon Mages. Even we demons, who serve Demon Mages, have no clue how it happens. Lord, sorry, Satan, when I served him, we would have late-night discussions on this. One theory he had was that God was the one handing them out.”

      “What? God?” I blurted out. “That old man I spoke to was God?”

      He shook his head, but I could see the look in his eyes that said yes, he did believe that. “I’m not one hundred percent sure.”

      I looked over at Lilith for some help, but she had a thoughtful look on her face. “It would make sense.” She was slowly nodding her head as she was speaking. “Even I’ve always wondered how Demon Mages got their grimoires. It makes sense actually since God was the one who created both Demon Mages and the grimoires. He was even the one that created demons. Hell, he was the one who created everything. Why not?”

      I looked at the two of them dumbfounded. Are they saying that the old man who made me buy that book for five hundred bucks and grinned at me through the window as I left was God? Why the fuck would God do that?

      As if reading my mind, Bart said, “But why would God do that? Give Brian the First Grimoire?”

      “His power pool?” Lilith speculated.

      Bart shook his head. “His is pretty high, but he has no knowledge of demons or such. And what about that block on his ability to even read it? I had to write down the ceremony for him to call up a Succubus in order to try to remove or get passed it by imparting it through you and sex. Though, again, I never expected him to call you up, Lilith.”

      She snorted. “Trust me. I didn’t expect to be called again after I finished working with Satan. I figured I would be in limbo until the Apocalypse.”

      “Wait. That’s a real thing?” I asked. “Jesus, all this stuff I’m learning! Wait. Should I stop swearing to Jesus?”

      “Of course,” both of them said at the same time.

      “Damn. All right. So what do we do about this Leon character?”

      “We find him and eliminate him,” Bart replied matter of factly.

      “What? You want to kill him?” I almost screeched.

      “Absolutely,” declared Lilith with conviction. Her eyes sparkled with an intense emotion. “He tried to kill you. There’s no way he can be forgiven for such a heinous act.”

      She came up to me and put a hand on my cheek. “You need to understand. He will not stop. He wants that book, and today proved that he does not care how. He had a man shoot you in broad daylight with bystanders who could have been killed around.”

      Sighing, I nodded. I knew she was right. If he wanted that First Grimoire that badly, he would not stop at anything to get it. And she was right. If he was willing to send someone to shoot me on a crowded street, he would not stop.

      Then something hit me. “Wait. How did he know I was here in Florida? We just flew down from California?”

      Both Lilith and Bart looked at each other and then blurted out at the same time.

      “Scrying.”
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      “Scrying?”

      “It’s the only way,” Lilith said, nodding her head slowly. “It would make sense on how he found out or his hired hitman did on the first day we are in town here.”

      “Ok, so how do we stop it? Is there a spell?”

      Both of the demons looked at each other and then at me.

      “No,” Bart said.

      “So there’s a spell that Demon Mages can do to scry? Or what? See in the future?”

      Bart shook his head. “No. He would have called up a demon to do it. Unlike imps and Succubi, there are other demons who are just normal demons, but with other abilities and innate spells. He would have most likely called up a demon like Aamon.”

      I looked at him blankly.

      “So Aamon is a demon who is a Great Marquis, and his ability is to reveal hidden knowledge and secrets. Though, he isn’t all seeing. Well, his children have that ability as well. Though, Aamon cannot be summoned. Satan did that once, and afterward, God forbade it. Something about Aamon looking in on God,” Bart said. “Or that is the story. But, his children can be called upon.”

      I swore, “Shit, so there’s no way to stop him from looking in on me?”

      “Oh, I didn’t say that.” Bart laughed. “We just need a different kind of demon. We need a demon who is like Flauros.”

      Again I gave him that blank look. He snorted but held up his hand. “Sorry. I’m trying.”

      I nodded at his apology.

      “So, Flauros is a powerful Great Duke in the Nine Hells. Like Aamon, he has the opposite ability to hide things, be they objects or people. It was him that God went to hide his son, so he would not break some rule.”

      Hide Jesus? What the hell? I sat down heavily on the sofa. “What in the hell did I get myself into?” I asked, looking at them both.

      Both of them laughed at my reaction.

      Lilith came and sat down next to me and patted my arm. “I know it’s a lot to take in,” she said softly. “But that’s why we are here. We are here to help you on this learning journey. And Bart is right. We need you to call up one of Flauros’s children.”

      I turned and looked at her. “So Flauros is not summonable either?”

      “No,” Bart said. “For the same reason. He is too powerful. Though…” He frowned. “I would not be surprised if you could handle him because of your power pool. But Lilith is right. We need to summon a child of Flauros’.

      “And how do I go about doing that?” I asked, turning to each of them in turn, hoping for an answer.

      “You brought your grimoire?”

      “Yeah, it’s in my overnight bag,” I said, pointing to the door. It was propped up against the wall. It was a bit scuffed, I noticed from when Lilith had thrown me down from the hail of bullets.

      Lilith went over, opened the bag, and took the grimoire out. She came back and handed it to me. I took it, but instead of opening it, I asked her, “And there’s a summoning spell in there for one of his children?”

      She nodded. “Now that we removed that block. You can summon many demons. Most Demon Mages are limited, but with your power pool, I’m pretty sure you can summon every single one in there. Check the back of the book, there should be an appendix.”

      Bart mumbled under his breath, but I was sure I wasn’t meant to hear it this time, “All at the same time, I’m sure.”

      I ignored him and instead asked her, “Just how many demons are there to summon?”

      She laughed. “I do not know. But there are demons you can summon, normal demons that have certain abilities. You just need to know which one to call upon. Sometimes, even Satan found that out. It’s trial and error.”

      “So we do that here?”

      “Better now so he doesn’t find it. We can also find out from that demon if Leon has found you again,” she nodded.

      “All right,” I said, opening the book. I stopped and looked up. “Hmm. How do I know what page it’s on.”

      “Here,” Bart said. “Bring your book to the table here and place your hand on it.”

      I frowned but did as instructed. I closed the book, went to the table, placed it flat on it, and placed my hand on it.

      “Now, think of the demon you want. You know we want a child of Flauros. So in your head, think that.”

      “Ooook,” I said, unsure.

      Closing my eyes to concentrate, I envisioned summoning a demon that was a child of Flauros. At first, I felt nothing, but after repeating my request in my mind for twenty seconds, I sensed a sudden shift in the energy around me. Then, without warning, my hand on the book was abruptly thrown off, and I opened my eyes in surprise.

      To my astonishment, the book was now open, and its pages were rapidly flipping through on their own. I realized that it was the book’s cover that had struck my hand when it had suddenly opened. The sight of the book moving on its own was both awesome and unnerving.

      I looked down at the spell that was there. I read it twice to make sure I understood it. It was in Latin, again.

      “I think I got it,” I said, grimacing down at the words. “I really need to brush up on my Latin.”

      Lilith looked at the page and nodded after reading it. “Yep, that’s it.”

      Bart looked as well, and he nodded affirmatively too. “Looks good.”

      “So I just say it? No circle?”

      “No, the circle was because of the way you called up Lilith,” Bart reminded me.

      Feeling weird because I had a crowd now watching me say stuff in Latin and try to summon a demon, I nodded and lifted my hand, and placed it over the book. Why I did that, no clue, but it felt right.

      Ad Fladros, de sanguine Flauros,

      Sanguine tuo, tuum iugulabo.

      Adesto mihi, daemon!

      Adesto mihi, exaudi vocem meam!

      Venias, Fladros, demoni Flauros,

      Subservias, me, nunc!

      In my head, it translated to “To Fladros, of Flauros’ blood, By your blood, I shall call you forth. Hear me, Fladros! Hear me, and heed my voice! Come forth, demon, child of Flauros, Serve me now, as I command!”

      There was a flash of light that made me blink and my eyes water. Fucking hell, is that going to happen all the time? At least there wasn’t a loud explosion of sound. That would have been hard to explain to the hotel staff. Once I could see again, I noticed there was a demon, a new demon standing on the table. I opened my eyes in surprise.

      The demon looked almost human, except for the black horns on its head. Oh, and the fact that it had red skin like Bart in his demon form. Except it was smaller than Bart. This demon stood only a foot tall. It was dressed in some kind of toga? The toga thing, though, wasn’t quite like one, but close enough, and it was black in color instead of white.

      “You have summoned me, Fladros, son of Flauros, oh master?” it said in a deep male voice that was so low that it would put Barry White to shame.

      Suddenly the small demon looked at both Bart and Lilith in disbelief and cried out, “Barthamalunda? Lilith?”

      “Fladros!” Both of them cried out and laughed.

      “You know him?” I asked, puzzled.

      “Yes.” Lilith laughed. “By the Nine Hells. You called up a direct descendant of Flauros! The last time I saw him, Satan had called him up. Well, after God denied Flauros from being summoned.”

      “So does that mean he’s powerful?”

      Bart snorted. “You could say that. He is just as powerful as his father, though God hasn’t denied him being summoned. Hey, Fladros. Long time no see. How’s the wife?”

      Fladros turned to him and nodded. “She’s good. On her fifth pregnancy.” He scowled. “I guess we aren’t finishing increasing out family.”

      “Ouch.” Bart winced. “Sorry, I wasn’t there for child four, by the way.”

      “All good,” the demon said, waving a hand dismissively. “I know that you were busy with one of your wives and her advancement. How is she doing?”

      “Pinia? Good,” Bart said with a happy grin. “She might actually hit red in, say, under a century.”

      The demon whistled in admiration. “Wow. That’s great. I wish my wife would stop having babies and go Contract Binding, but she finds it too boring. She did it once and said it wasn’t her thing,” he said with a shrug.

      Bart lay a hand on the demon’s shoulders, or more like he wrapped his hand around the demon’s back in sympathy.

      “But,” Fladros said, looking up at me. “I assume, master, you did not call me here to reunite with friends. I am sorry for being so informal. If you wish to punish me, go ahead.”

      “Brian isn’t like that,” Bart answered quickly. “He’s a good master.”

      “Oh,” Fladros said, relieved. “Then. How can I be of service, master?”

      “Bart and Lilith said that you can hide me? There’s a Demon Mage out there who’s using scrying to find me.”

      “Ah,” he said, nodding quickly. “That I can do. I am quite strong in that ability.”

      I looked at Lilith and Bart. “Will he need to be around us all the for it to stay on me, whatever it is he does?”

      “No,” Lilith replied. “Once he has cast it on you, you can let him go. Unlike most imps and Succubi, he gains power by casting the spell on you.”

      “Oh, that’s neat.” I turned back to the little demon, who was watching us with curiosity. “Can you also check to see if he’s somehow watching me now or knows where I am?”

      “Of course,” he replied, nodding his head. “I will just need to use some of your own power. It won’t be much.”

      I nodded at his request. “How do I do that?”

      “Just place your hand on my head, and I will take what I need.”

      Nodding, I approached the table and reached out to gently place my hand on the little demon’s head. As soon as my hand made contact, I could feel the heat emanating from his body. I also felt the two small bumps of his horns pressing against my skin.

      His skin was smooth to the touch, but it had a distinct texture that was unlike anything I had felt before. It was warm and pliable, almost like touching a hot rubber ball.

      “By the Nine Hells! Just how much power do you have, master?” Fladros cried out in astonishment, causing Lilith and Bart to guffaw.

      I looked down, and the little demon was looking at me wide-eyed from under my hand.

      “Apparently, a lot.” I scowled at Lilith and Bart at their outburst.

      “A lot, he says, like it’s nothing,” Fladros mumbled under his breath. “Very well. I got what I needed, master.”

      I nodded and removed my hand from his head.

      The little demon closed his eyes and held out his hands toward me. I looked at Bart as if to ask if I should grab his hands. He shook his head.

      I turned back to the demon, and he said in a deep voice, the words unknown to me. But Lilith and Bart were nodding along as if in agreement with what he said.

      “Nethari vondur. Ralzor skyrax. Thraex vithral kaldor Malthyr hashrax.”

      He then opened his eyes, and they were glowing. He looked me up and down, and finally, the light in his eyes faded away, and he nodded.

      “You have not been found, master.”

      With a puzzled look, I asked him, “What was that that you said?”

      He tilted his head sideways and replied, “It was an incantation in my demonic language, master.”

      “Oh, that’s so freaking neat! Can I learn it?”

      All three demons in the room looked at me in surprise.

      “What?” I asked awkwardly, looking at all three.

      “It’s just. No one has ever expressed interest, or at least a human hasn’t, to learn it,” Lilith responded.

      Crestfallen that they probably would not want to teach it to me, I nodded, “Oh, too bad. It sounded neat. I guess you don’t teach it to us Demon Mages.”

      Lilith laughed. “It’s not that we don’t want to teach it. We are more than happy to share that with you, Brian. If you are serious, I can tell you the words he uses. They meant Hidden night. Fallen sky. Reveal to me if sight has been used to reveal my master.”

      “Oh wow! That’s freaking awesome. How do you say it again? Or will that use power again since you mentioned it was an incantation.”

      The little demon laughed at my question, shaking his head. “No, master. The words themselves are just words. It’s only when power is thrown into them that they become magic. So the words I used were Nethari vondur. Ralzor skyrax. Thraex vithral kaldor Malthyr hashrax.”

      I looked around for a pad of paper to write this down. “Thanks. I wonder if I can write that down so I don’t forget it.”

      Lilith giggled at me. “You’re so funny, Brian. You have a phone. Why not just record it there?”

      I slapped my forehead. “Of course!” I grabbed my phone and brought it out. I opened the document app and stopped.

      “Shit. I don’t even know how to spell those words.”

      Bart snorted and put his hand out. I gave him my phone, and he started to type something down. Once he was done, he passed me back my phone. I looked words he had typed. Were the words in demonish? Demonic? Whatever. The words were there in demonish, and under that were the English words. I counted the words and noticed that they had the same number. Nine for English and nine for Demonish. I guess, like English, it would be capitalized.

      “Now, I will need more power in order to hide you from future scrying. Though, I would suggest you call me once a week,” he said, looking at Bart and Lilith, who nodded. “Call me back once a week, and I can recast it if you need it.”

      I nodded and did the same thing as before and placed my hand on his head. The little demon nodded to say he got some of my power.

      He again closed his eyes and then, after a couple of seconds, uttered more words in Demonish.

      “Nethriz valzor. Qyzzax rholthyr. Thryzal kyzzor qorath Tyrrax.”

      He reopened his eyes, and this time they were a deep blue. He lifted his hands and slapped them together in front of his chest, and slowly the glow faded. I felt something cover me from head to toe, gently, like a light breeze.

      “It is done, master.”

      “Thanks, Fladro,” I said to him, grateful.

      He grinned up at me, and I noticed he had sharp teeth like Bart in his imp form. Sharp and rows of them like a piranha.

      Intrigued about it, I asked him, “So what was it you said this time?”

      “Hidden vale. Deep oceans. Hide my master from prying eyes.”

      “Nice,” I smiled at him. I gave Bart my phone, and he did the same as last time. He wrote them down. I nodded to him in thanks after I got my phone.

      “Is there anything else you have need of me for, master?”

      I looked at both Bart and Lilith, and they shook their heads.

      “No, that was it. And you can call me Brian.”

      The demon looked at me oddly, but Lilith laughed. “Don’t worry about it, Fladro. It’s just who Brian is. If he says you can call him Brian. You can.”

      “Oh,” Fladro said in surprise. He looked up at me and smiled. “Then until you call me once more, Brian. Master. Lilith. Barthamalunda.” He nodded to both of them.

      Lilith smiled at him and waved goodbye, and Bart simply nodded. And suddenly, he was gone in a puff of smoke. Though, the smoke also disappeared right after that. And there was no smell.

      Bart went back to his laptop and sat down in the chair.

      “Now, we need to figure out where this Leon person is,” Bart said in a serious tone.

      “And then we take the fucker down,” growled Lilith.

      I just shook my head and thanked my lucky stars they were on my side. Leon, you done fucked up, dude. I mean, I knew that Lilith was really a demon and not this gorgeous female in front of me, and I wanted to say never anger a woman. Something tells me that angering a Succubus was even worse.
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      We stayed in the hotel for another two days. I never did go see my parents. Which was odd since when I’m usually in Tampa or the area, I always go see them. But, as Lilith pointed out again, it would be safer for them if I didn’t show up. Not with Leon trying to kill me to get that grimoire. Also the fact that Lilith kept me in the hotel room exhausted and happy might also have had something to do with it, I thought with a grin.

      But, since it was on Bart’s dime, I enjoyed the amenities the hotel had to offer. We did room service for the entire two days. Mostly because Bart was busy with his laptop. Still weird knowing that he was a demon and a hacker.

      When I pointed that out to Lilith, she simply laughed and said that imps were known to be the smartest of the demons, well, those who make it to the green stage. The grey ones, she said, were dumb but were able to understand commands. I asked her how do they level from grey to green if they were that dumb. Apparently, because they were cunning creatures.

      “Found him!” Bart cried out triumphantly from the desk.

      I got up from the sofa and went over to him. “Where?”

      “He’s in Atlanta. He’s got a home there,” Bart said, looking up at me.

      He was still in his human form. He had changed, but Lilith told him to change back in case someone saw him through the large windows. He had scowled but did it.

      “He’s in a place called Tuxedo Park. He has a home on Knollwood. This is it,” Bart added, pointing to his laptop.

      I looked at the image that he had up. I blinked. “Is that a mansion?”

      Bart nodded. “Yes. It seems that Tuxedo Park is where the rich live. Most of the homes there are worth millions. The one he lives in,” Bart replied, clicking to bring up another page on his browser. “Has seven bedrooms. Twelve baths and is something like 17,000 square feet. It’s also got a fence around the entire property.”

      “Holy shit,” I blurted out. “That man has money.”

      Lilith was the one who answered my comment. “If he’s been around for over two hundred years, that would not be surprising. He probably just keeps giving it to his descendant, which is really himself.”

      “So, Demon Mages live long?” I asked her.

      She nodded. “Yes. Unless you get yourself killed. Demon Mages can live up to five hundred years. Though, you aren’t immortal. You can die.”

      “Then I’m glad you saved me from being shot,” I told her with a smile of gratitude.

      Up to five hundred years? Damn. That’s going to take some getting used to. At least I will outlive my parents. I was an only child. So were my parents. That’s why they kept asking me when I would get married and have kids. They wanted lots and lots of grandkids. Though, now knowing that I would outlive them, I’m not sure I wanted kids.

      Or even bring them into my current life with demons and people trying to kill me.

      “So, plane to Atlanta?” I said.

      “Already one it,” Bart nodded. “We leave tomorrow. I need to get more information. Something tells me that he will have guards and alarms. So, if you and Lilith want to go back to your rooms, I should have all that I need by the morning. We will leave here at eight to catch the plane. The flight is at eleven.”

      “You don’t need our help?” Lilith asked him hesitantly.

      “Can you hack a system?” he asked her with a raised eyebrow.

      She snorted. “Not really. Since I got what he knew,” she answered, pointing to me. “And he didn’t have hacking skills in his head.”

      “Sorry.” I laughed. “I’m good with computers, but not.” I did air quotes. “Hacker good.”

      Lilith grinned at me and grabbed my hand. “In that case. See you in the morning,” she said over her shoulder to him while pulling me along.

      I let her drag me out of Bart’s room and into ours. Once inside, she turned around and kissed me passionately.

      “Now,” she said in breathless anticipation once she pulled away from me. “I want you, master.”

      I gazed into her eyes and saw the desire burning in them like a laser. She was showing me what she craved. It was something intense, primitive, and beautiful that made my heart race. The same look had been there when I first saw her appear when I summoned her from whatever Nine Hells she came from. Her long blue metallic hair flowed behind her and framed her face, making her eyes seem even larger as they sparkled with wicked delight. With one last lick of my lips, I walked forward and embraced her, kissing her passionately on the mouth.

      “What do you wish to do to me, Master?” She smirked with a knowing look. She knew that I wanted her just as much as she wanted me. We could barely keep our hands off of each other, even with Bart in the room. I had seen him look at us at times and roll his eyes. I ignored it, of course.

      “I don’t know,” I responded with a grin. “There are so many things I want to do with you.”

      She suddenly was naked, her clothing disappearing, and she stood there as my gaze wandered up and down her body. She had dropped her illusion, and she looked amazing.

      I placed my hand down until it was just below her stomach, which was flat and well-muscled.

      Her grin widened as she purred and licked her lips. Her body was practically begging for me to take her. I could feel her heat emanating from between her legs, and it was driving me wild. I moved closer to her, cupping her cheek with my hand as I leaned in to kiss her.

      I continued to kiss down her body, my hands exploring every inch of her. My lips found the sensitive spot just below her ear, and I felt her body quiver beneath mine. She gasped as I bit down gently on her neck and then trailed my tongue along the delicate line of her collarbone.

      I moved my hands to her bare skin, feeling the warmth of her body. Her breasts were flawless; ample globes with ruby-hued nipples that begged to be caressed. I leaned in, taking one nipple into my mouth as I softly rolled the other between my fingertips.

      She moaned loudly, arching her back as I lavished attention on her breasts. I could feel my own arousal growing, and I knew that I needed to be inside her. I stood, I quickly undressed, in what I’m sure was a record time, and pulled her along with me as I led her to the large king-size bed that was in the hotel room.

      I lay down on my back and pulled her into my arms. I kissed her passionately, her body pressed tightly against mine. She then grinned up at me and smiled a smile that made me even harder, of that was possible.

      Then, without warning, I felt a scorching mouth fiercely wrap around my cock. The heat from her mouth was so intense that it almost hurt, but I soon realized the pleasure radiating through me was unlike anything I’d ever known. Her hot breath was like the flames of hell, yet instead of burning me alive, it ignited a passionate fire that sent wave after wave of pure ecstasy coursing through me.

      Before I knew it, she was almost about to make me cum, but somehow, like someone who has done this many times, she backed off, and gazed up at me. I looked down at her, and blinked down at her, but then grinned.

      I grabbed her two horns with my hands, and slowly brought her mouth back to my hard cock, and slowly inserted it back into her open and willing mouth.

      I groaned as I slowly pushed my cock deeper into her mouth, until it felt like I was pushing it right into her throat. She didn’t mind, however, as she began to bob her head up and down along my shaft.

      She continued to suck on my cock, and I didn’t let her stop. I moved my hips back and forth, sending my cock in and out of her mouth. She let out a moan each time I moved, but kept on going. The suction from her mouth was so intense my head was spinning, yet I kept going.

      I pushed my cock into her mouth as deep as I could, fucking her mouth with long hard strokes. Her tongue played along my cock as I thrust into her mouth, feeling like she almost wanted more than I could give. I felt like I was being sucked up and down, pumping my hips harder and harder into her sucking, wet mouth. Her mouth felt so hot and wet, like she was dying to have me cum in her mouth, but I had other plans.

      I pulled my cock from her mouth and then stared at her before I grinned.

      “Get on the bed, and turn onto your back.”

      Before I had even finished my sentence, my blue-haired Succubus was already on the bed, almost as if by magic. She had already spread her legs, and I looked at her, seeing the inviting grin she was giving me.

      I walked over, and slowly got on the bed, and inhaled her scent, amazed that even though she was a demon from the Nine Hells, she still smelled like a human female. She smelled like sex. She smelled like an aphrodisiac to me.

      She closed her eyes as I put my head towards her pussy, and I saw that her lips were swollen, and that her clit was inflamed. Slowly, almost leisurely which was hard, since all I wanted to do was throw myself face first into her pussy, I leaned down and slowly licked her on one side of her inner thigh, inches away from her pussy lips.

      She let out a low, satisfied moan as I licked her thigh, and I felt a tingle in my body that was almost unbearable. With each flick of my tongue against her skin, the tension between us built.

      I moved closer to her clit, and licked it softly at first. She moaned louder this time, and spread her legs wider for me. I continued licking like this for a few seconds before I started gently sucking on it. She arched her back in pleasure as she felt my lips surround her clit and suck on it.

      I continued to work on her clit with my lips, sucking and working it with my tongue, as she began to writhe beneath me. I could hear her breathing become harder and harder, and as I worked her clit with my mouth, I worked her lips with my tongue.

      I reached down and slipped a finger inside her pussy, feeling how loose and wet she was.

      She began panting faster, and I could feel her orgasm building up inside of her. I wanted her to cum badly, so she could feel all the pleasure she could.

      I continued to work on her clit, and I slid a second finger inside her pussy, rubbing her walls and feeling how wet she still was. She began squirming beneath me, and I could tell she was on the verge of cumming. I worked my fingers inside her, rubbing her insides and feeling her muscles tighten as she got closer and closer to cumming. It felt so good, so hot, and so desperate, knowing that I was on the verge of making her cum.

      She let out a loud moan, as I could feel her pussy tighten around my fingers, and then she began cumming. Her whole body convulsed as the waves of pleasure washed over her. She moaned and groaned, her mouth open as her body shook with pleasure.

      I could feel the hot fluid coming from her, flowing out and spilling over my hand. It was so hot, I could feel it against my skin. She groaned loudly, her orgasm continuing to ravage her body.

      I moved my head back from her, satisfied to see her body shaking as she came beneath me. I grinned, as I could see that her pussy was gushing out her juices, as if she’d just cum every time this had happened. She was soaked, and I could see her pussy juices running down her sexy inner thighs.

      I turned her over by grabbing her hips, and flipping her over causing her to squeak in surprise, but she lay down, and placed her hands on the bed, over her head. I kissed her neck, after softly nibbling my way up her body as she shivered beneath me with pleasure. I could feel the heat radiating off of her skin, and I trailed my lips across her collarbone and up to her cheeks. She moaned softly as I kissed her, moving my hands around her body in slow circles as she writhed beneath me with pleasure.

      I explored every inch of her body with my lips, savoring the moment that we were sharing together. As I worked my way back down to her back again, I could feel how wet she still was.

      Finally, she growled the words I had been looking for, “I want you inside me, Master!”

      “Very well,” I replied, and instantly, she was turned over, looking at me with a look of such intense sexual power that I almost came right there.

      With a satisfied smile, I kissed her passionately once more, but got on top of her, and placed the tip of my hard cock against her wet pussy, causing her hips to move back and forth, as I hadn’t pushed myself in.

      “Stop teasing,” she whined.

      I grinned, but shoved my cock into her pussy, causing her to scream out as I filled her up, finally plunging every inch of my cock into her warm, wet pussy. I began thrusting hard, in and out, and she lifted her head up, planting her lips on mine again.

      I could feel the heat of her pussy around my cock, the tightness, the wetness of her insides, and I reveled in it, thrusting harder and harder into her. I leaned down, my lips working their way to her nipples, where I licked and sucked her breasts. Her hips bucked up and down, moving faster and faster as she moaned louder and louder, her pussy tightening around my cock.

      I could feel her inner walls tightening around my cock, and I groaned with pleasure. We were both getting so close to cumming. I could feel the pleasure building up inside of me, my balls tightening as I thrust in and out of her. She was moaning and groaning so loud, and I could feel her tongue flickering on my chest, as I tried to thrust in and out of her faster.

      Her pussy was so hot, so wet, and I could feel a burning sensation inside of me. I could feel my orgasm coming, and I knew she was right there with me. My cock was thrusting in and out of her as fast as it could, and my balls were tightening.

      I flung my head back, moaning loudly as I came, my cum spurting into her, and her back arched, as she came as well. I could feel the wetness of her juices flowing over my cock, as they dripped out of her pussy and onto the bed beneath us.

      I had never felt such pleasure in my life.

      My body slumped down on top of her, and we lay there, my cock slowly softening and coming out of her pussy. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders, and I could feel her breathing hard, as we lay together.

      “That was amazing,” she said, breathlessly.

      “Mmm,” I replied, completely agreeing.

      She turned her head to face me, and kissed me, with a satisfied grin.

      “I have to admit, Master. I’ve never had a master pleasure me like that. Most masters just take and take. Yet, what you just did to me? Wow.” She laughed.

      “What? Most who summon a Succubus don’t pleasure them?” I asked, incredulous.

      “Most who own a Succubus use us for sex. Or more, to get them off.”

      “I see,” I replied. “I’m glad that I’m special then.”

      “Oh, you are,” she replied, snuggling her body up against mine, and wrapping her arms around me. Her hips pressed against mine, and I could feel the heat of her pussy against my lower body. She was still so wet and juicy, and the thought of her, wet, on top of me was enough to get me hard again.

      I could see the same look in her eyes as well, and I knew what she wanted. As soon as I was hard again, we were going to be going at it once more. Something tells me that tonight, I won’t be getting much sleep, and let’s just hope I don’t wake the damn hotel guests with her screams. Or mine, for that matter.
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      The next morning was tough to get up. I got, at most, all of two hours of sleep. Lilith, on the other hand, looked as fresh as if she had slept the entire night.

      I accusingly asked her, “Aren’t you tired?”

      She smiled sweetly at me. “Of course not. I’m a demon. I don’t really need much sleep. Sex energergizes me, so I don’t lack for sleep.”

      I sighed. “And a Demon Mage can live long but still needs sleep?”

      “For now.” She laughed. “Once you get another Teardrop or two, you will need less of it as well.”

      “Oh?” I replied, brightening at that. “So I will get more stamina too?” I grinned.

      She gave me a sexy smile but didn’t answer me. I laughed and grabbed her around the waist to kiss her, but there was a knock at the door. I growled and went to answer it. It was Bart.

      He looked me up and down. “Someone did not get much sleep, I see.”

      I will give him credit. He didn’t curl his lip at me as he would have when I first met him. I guess he was getting starting to warm up to me, or he was getting better at hiding his feelings.

      “Yeah.” I laughed awkwardly.

      “Good then Lilith will be empowered. I’m ready to go.” He held up his new laptop case. “I will meet you downstairs so you can finish getting dressed.”

      I nodded to him. I was only in my jeans. “Sure. Give me five. I’ll call us a ride too.”

      “Very well.” He nodded and headed down the hallway to the elevators. I closed the door and turned around. Lilith pressed herself against me and gave me a passionate kiss but pulled away before it could turn into anything else.

      “Now,” she said saucily. “Get dressed.”

      Sighing, I nodded. Damn, even though we had gone at it something like five times last night, I still was getting a hard-on from that kiss. Maybe the stories of dying by having sex with a Succubus weren’t fake. Because damn, she was wearing me out. I need to get more damn Teardrops to keep up with her!

      Once dressed, we headed downstairs and met up with Bart. It wasn’t long before our ride showed up, and we got to the airport and got on the flight from Tampa to Atlanta. With a short flight, I didn’t really get much shuteye. The flight was under two hours.

      Once outside at the airport, I asked Bart. “Where to?”

      “We need to stay at another hotel. I got two rooms at the Four Seasons hotel.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Are you going to make us stay at all the most expensive hotels?”

      He shrugged. “If you would rather stay at the cheapest one, I can do that as well.”

      Lilith laughed and put a hand on my arm and squeezed it. “Let him. He’s doing this for you as well. You are his master, and he wishes only the best for you.”

      I chuckled and said, “And it has nothing to do with the fact that these hotels would have the best food and drinks in town?”

      Bart had the grace to blush at that, but he didn’t deny it. I laughed at him before I called us another ride. I wonder if he could blush in his red imp form?

      Once at the hotel and in our room, which was on the 17th floor, I just gawked. The room was massive and, well, let’s just say, outside my pay grade. This time we did have rooms side by side.

      I turned to Bart and asked him incredulously. “Just how much fucking money do you have?”

      “Currently?”

      I nodded slowly. What the fuck did he mean by currently?

      “Just shy of three hundred thousand.”

      I’m pretty sure that my jaw hit the carpeted floor.

      “Just how the hell did you get that much money!”

      Straight-faced, he answered me. “Investing. Now,” he continued, ignoring my surprise. “Get some sleep. We head out tonight.”

      “We aren’t just going to show up at his place, and I don’t know,” I replied when he said that. “Magic stuff him?”

      He nodded. “Oh, we will be using magic. But we aren’t going in broad daylight. Besides, there will be fewer people at his home at night. He sends most of his staff away. Though, I’m sure he keeps a demon or two around. But with me and Lilith, they won’t be a match for us.”

      I gave up. Honestly, I think Bart’s doing it on purpose to do things to surprise me. I think he likes the looks I give him. I should ask Lilith if that’s what he’s doing. She’d know. Right?

      Once Bart left our room and it was just me and Lilith, she looked at me and grinned.

      “Shower before sleep?”

      “Oh fuck yeah.” I laughed, my question about Bart disappearing like smoke.
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      I looked at my watch. It was just passed 11:30. We were in the bushes outside of the mansion that Bart had shown me on his laptop back in Tampa. And the picture didn’t do it justice. It was a massive.

      There was a circular driveway, and the house itself was two stories, but not like my two story home. It was a grand, two-story brick house with white columns and a large front porch. Even in the dark, I noticed the intricate details on the front door, which was made of heavy wood and adorned with wrought-iron hardware.

      The house was set back from the street, giving it an air of exclusivity and privacy. The lush green lawn stretched out before me, dotted with ornate garden sculptures and vibrant flower beds. The trees surrounding the property provided a natural canopy. I’m sure during the day, it was a beautiful place, but at night, it looked spooky.

      The driveway curved gracefully around the back of the house, leading to a detached garage and ample parking space for multiple cars. Overall, the house was a truly grand home, designed to impress and awe with its opulence and elegance. And Bart said this was one of Leon’s homes. Jesus, just how much money did that man have? I knew he was into oil, but wow. Just wow.

      “How are we going to get in?” I whispered to the two demons.

      In the dark, I could barely make the two of them out. Bart was wearing black all over. His pants, shirt, and shoes were black. Lilith was as well. And somehow, Bart had stuff delivered to the hotel while I was sleeping. Clothing. Dark clothing. He also made me turn off my phone. The only reason I was able to see my watch was because of the glow-in-the-dark effect of the small luminous markers and the luminous hands. I wasn’t one for smartwatches. I preferred the old fashion ones.

      “We will sneak in. We can change our shapes, remember?” Lilith said quietly.

      “And me?”

      “Remember, you have Shadow Form. With that, you should be able to walk through the wall.”

      “Right.” I grinned at her.

      With Shadow Form, it let me turn into a shadowy figure, making me nearly impossible to hit with physical attacks, but it also let me walk through stuff, apparently. Although not for long. Unlike a physical attack, walking through stuff used more magical power. But, with my power pool, I should be able to at least walk through a door.

      “Let’s head to the back of the house,” Bart said quietly and got up.

      Thankfully the moon was covered by the clouds. There were street lights, but we stayed away from the lit areas.

      Once in the back of the house, it was darker there since we were away from the street lights. I saw that the house even had a fucking pool. We had already climbed over the wall of the place, though only after Bart did something on his phone. He had pointed to something, and when I looked, I saw it was a security camera. He must have disabled it or something since, within seconds, he had climbed over the wall. Well, more like he jumped to the top of the wall and jumped back down on the other side so quietly that I didn’t hear anything.

      Lilith did the same thing, but she at least helped me over the eight-foot-tall wall. Thank God it didn’t have spikes or barbed wire. She helped lower me to the other side and jumped down herself just as quietly.

      I felt useless. But I had to remind myself I was human, and they were demons. They just were in human form right now.

      Lilith came closer and whispered in my ear, “Shadow Cloak.”

      I nodded and cast it. One thing about learning the spells I did from the grimoire, it gave me the knowledge of that spell as if I always knew it. I felt magic cover me. I held up my hand and was amazed to see that it had a black smoky look to it. I waved my hand quickly, and it stuck to me.

      I looked over at Lilith and Bart, and it was hard to see them. They were covered in the same smoky shadow. While they could not cast the spell themselves, if I cast it on myself, they would be able to access it. From the knowledge I gained about the spell, it was a way for the Demon Mage to hide himself and his demons. Though the distance was short, it wasn’t like they could go more than fifteen feet from me. If they did, it would disappear from their bodies, and they would be exposed.

      Bart’s shadow moved away from us, and we both followed. Bart was heading to the back door of the house. Thankfully, the lights in the backyard were off. Once at the backdoor, we went to either side. Bart looked around and pointed at what looked like a vent of some sort. The kitchen, maybe? I looked through the glass of the door, and I was right. It was the backdoor that led into the kitchen.

      Lilith nodded. And without warning, both of them morphed until they were so small that I could barely see them. Then, I blinked as two small house flies flew into the vent. Then, inside the house, both of them were standing there. I blinked again. Bart no longer had the Shadow Cloak around him, nor did Lilith. Bart waved for me to come in.

      I nodded and cast Shadow Form. It felt like my body got lighter. I hesitated for a second but then steeled myself and walked toward the door, expecting to slam my face into it. Instead, I felt something tug at me, but then I was on the other side.

      I grinned at Lilith and Bart. That was freaking awesome! I’m loving having magic.

      Bart put a finger to his lips. I nodded. He headed toward one of the exits for the kitchen. Once near the doorway, he stopped and cocked his head. Not hearing anything, he walked into the next room. It was the living room. And damn, it was huge!

      There was what had to be an 80-inch television with multiple sofas and recliners. The room was empty, and the only light was from a small source over a painting. It was a painting of some kind of scenery with a castle in the background.

      Bart headed to the exit there, where I saw there was a staircase. We both followed him again, trying to be quiet. Though, compared to them, I sounded like an elephant.

      But before we could get there, the entire room lit up, and a deep male voice said, “Well, well. What have we here?”

      The voice had come from the other exit to the living room, and I saw a tall man standing there, his imposing presence filling the doorway. He towered over me, easily six feet four, with broad shoulders and a muscular build that suggested years of physical training.

      The man was Caucasian with a bald head and a stern, chiseled jawline. His steely blue eyes glinted with a cold, calculating intelligence, and the lack of any facial hair gave him a clean, intimidating look. He wore a black suit that looked custom-tailored to his frame, emphasizing the power and control he exuded.

      But it was the pistol he held that made my heart skip a beat.

      “The boss won’t take kindly to thieves. Come on,” he said, waving his gun to where he was. “This way.”

      I didn’t even think about it, but somehow I had cast Shadow Strike, and I suddenly blurred so fast, but then I was behind him, and I slammed my fist into his back.

      What I did not expect was for him to suddenly fly across the room and slam into the 80-inch television and shatter it. The man, though, thankfully, stayed down.

      I blinked at what just happened. I hadn’t even thought about my actions. I just did it on instinct.

      Lilith rushed to the man and put a finger to his neck. “Good job. He’s dead.”

      “What?” I almost cried out but remembered where we were. Instead, I whispered, “I killed him?”

      Bart nodded, but he was smiling. “Yes. That Shadow Strike really put some power behind your punch. I can’t wait to see you use it with a weapon in your hand. By the Nine Hells, did you see how fast he flew across the room?” That last question was directed at Lilith.

      “I know,” she chuckled. “I’m not sure if it was Brian’s punch or his slamming into the television. Though, that made enough noise that I’m sure it woke up the household.”

      I stared down at the man I had just killed. I’d never killed anything before. Well, if you included things like bugs, sure. But this was a man! Yet, I didn’t feel any remorse.

      But Bart’s following words brought me back to the room. “Come on. We need to find Leon.”

      And with that, he started to run toward the large staircase. Lilith grabbed my hand and pulled me along, and we followed
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      As we rushed up the stairs, some instinct I didn’t know I had told me danger. Without pause, I cast Shadow Form. And just as I did, I felt something pass in the spot my physical body had been.

      I heard a grunt behind me. Turning, I saw that it was Lilith. She had a dagger in her arm. I turned back up the stairs, and there was a green-colored imp there. It was naked except for a loincloth.

      Swifter than I expected, I cast Hellfire Burst at the imp who had just thrown a dagger at me but hit Lilith instead. Suddenly out of my lifted-up hand, a burst of fire, deep red in color with a tinge of black, shot out across the distance and slammed into the imp, causing it to drop the extra dagger it had taken out of somewhere. The fire enveloped it and caused the creature to scream in horrible pain, a high-pitched sound that was grating on the nerves.

      But the cry was cut off short as Bart, who was now next to the imp at the top of the stairs, shot his fist out, and took off the head of the imp with his powerful punch. Then, in a puff of smoke, the decapitated head and the headless body disappear.

      I look back to see if Lilith is fine, “You are alright?” I asked worriedly.

      She nodded, pulled the dagger out of her forearm, and winced. She threw the dagger away. As I watched, though, her wound slowly started to heal.

      “I’m good. This will heal within minutes. I’m just glad those Demon Mage instincts are kicking it.”

      “Is that what is making me make decisions so fast, or that I knew something was coming at me and to make myself into this Shadow Form?” I asked her.

      Bart was the one who answered. “Yes. Though even yours are faster than any Demon Mage I’ve known. Except for one.”

      “The Demon Lord, Satan?”

      He nodded. “Though, he was also once an Angel, so that might also be some possible reason for his abilities. A Fallen Angel is still an Angel. Most Demon Mages end up getting an innate sense of danger.”

      I lifted an eyebrow, “Then how did your last master die from a knife?”

      Bart snorted. “I didn’t say it was perfect. And for some, it’s barely there. Though, I’m glad to see yours is so strong. Come on,” he continued, going down the hallway on the second floor. There were closed doors.

      One of the doors opened, but before I could get a spell off, Lilith was in front of me. The man was an almost identical copy to the one I had killed downstairs, except he had a mustache. Lilith placed a hand on the man, and right before my eyes, I saw him shrink.

      I don’t mean shrink down in size. I meant that he suddenly aged instantly in front of me until he was a husk of his former self. His skin was now grey and looked like papyrus.

      Lilith looked at her hand and down at the body in surprise and then at me.

      She breathed, “By the Nine Hells, just how much power do you have?”

      Bart snorted. “Apparently, he is able to supply us with a lot. I’ve noticed my spells seem to be much stronger than normal. Hell,” he added. “I think he’s getting on par with Satan.”

      “Something to talk about later.” Lilith nodded, still with a look of amazement on her face, but then it cleared, and there was anger there now. “Now, we take care of this man trying to kill Brian.”

      Without waiting, she took point and headed down the long hallway. This time, no other door opened. Lilith got to the door that was at the end. It was a double door, unlike all the other rooms with a single door. I would say this is the master bedroom. Just as she was about to grab one of the doorknobs, it exploded in a shower of wood.

      A warning bell rang in my mind just as she reached for the doorknob, and I acted on instinct, casting Ward of the Abyss. I knew that if I had the ward on me, I could extend its protection to my demons as well.

      With a sudden flash of light, a shimmering barrier appeared around us, enveloping me, Lilith, and Bart in a cocoon of magical energy. The barrier was a pulsing field of iridescent colors, shimmering and undulating like an aurora borealis. It crackled with power, sending ripples of energy coursing through the air.

      Just in time, too. With a deafening explosion, the door to the room burst open, sending jagged shards of wood flying in all directions. But the barrier held strong, deflecting the flying debris and shielding us from harm. The pieces of the door ricocheted off the barrier, clattering to the floor harmlessly.

      The only thing it did for Lilith was thrown her back a couple of feet.

      I looked into the now-opened doorway into the master bedroom and jumped to the side just as a hail of bullets from multiple sources went down the hallway we had just come up from, hitting the wall that was over the stairs. I hit the wall and saw in the corner of my eyes that Lilith and Bart had also jumped.

      “Get them!” I heard a man scream with panic in his voice. It had come out high-pitched.

      “We need to take the gunmen out!” Bart yelled out.

      I nodded, cast Dark Shield, and felt an energy shield made of magic surround me. Unlike Ward of the Abyss, this was more solid. It used up a lot more magical energy to maintain. However, it had one other advantage; it could stop both magical and physical damage coming at me. Ward of the Abyss was only for physical. In case there was magic involved, I wanted to be safe.

      Once I had it on me, I rushed to the open doorway. I took in the scene almost instantly. It was like my brain was working on overdrive. They seemed to move in slow motion.

      There were five men in the room. Two had pistols aimed at me. Two others had their hands up aimed at me as well. Magic users? Were these Demon Mages as well? The fifth man was a fat portly man who was cowering on the bed, his hands over his head protectively.

      I didn’t bother with him, instead cast Demonic Swarm. I wasn’t sure what to expect since I was fighting multiple men and figured a swarm to help me would be a good idea. But what I didn’t expect was the room to suddenly be occupied by over 20 small grey imps, who screeched loudly and attacked the men in the room.

      A couple of the imps died from gunshots, exploding into smoke. Even one of the Demon Mages got off a Hellfire Burst. He was about to cast another spell, but not before he was attacked savagely by two imps, who tore him apart with their claws and teeth.

      One gunman suddenly sprouted a hunting knife in his throat. I looked behind me. It was Bart who had thrown the knife. I remember he had ordered some items delivered to the hotel. I didn’t know one of the items was a damn hunting knife.

      Lilith opened her mouth, and a beautiful, haunting song emerged. There were no words. One of the men, the last one with the gun, his gaze went blank. Lilith continued to sing, and the man lifted his pistol to his throat and pulled the trigger. The man died instantly, with brain matter and blood spraying behind him, landing on the fat man on the bed, which caused him to cry like a stuck pig.

      I looked around quickly, and the last of the men was dead as well. Also torn apart by a group of five imps.

      They were about to attack the man on the bed as a group, but I mentally released them, and they all disappeared at once in more puffs of smoke.

      I frowned at the fat man on the bed. “That’s not Leon Fernando the Third.”

      Bart walked over to the bed, grabbed the man behind the neck, physically lifted him up off the bed, and stood there with the fat scared man, who was looking at me with panic in his eyes.

      “Don’t kill me!” he screeched. “I can give you money!!”

      “Where is Leon?” I growled.

      “He’s dead!” he practically shouted.

      I frowned. “What do you mean he’s dead? I haven’t heard of his death in the news. Did you kill him?”

      “No! He’s been dead for over a decade! I was one of his disciples. Please,” he blubbered, tears now running down his face. “Don’t kill me.”

      I looked at Bart, and he was frowning as well. Even Lilith was. Is he saying that this Leon dude is dead and that he’s been pretending to be him?

      “What killed him?” I asked.

      “Please,” the man begged. “Put me down, and I’ll talk. I’ll tell you everything!”

      I nodded at Bart, who reluctantly put the man down. Well, more like he opened his hand, and the man fell to the ground in a heap.

      The man got up slowly, wringing his hands nervously. He was sweating profusely.

      He looked at Lilith and Bart nervously. He slowly walked to me, bowing over and over. “Please. Please don’t kill me. I can tell you everything. I can tell you where to get his money. I can tell you where to even get his grimoire. That’s the magic book, right?”

      I slowly nodded to him. So he wasn’t a Demon Mage? There were two others in here who had been. So who is this guy that he can control Demon Mages? Or have them protecting him?

      I went to open my mouth to ask him a question, but without warning, I was thrown across the room as the man had suddenly lost his look of nervousness and fear. His face had turned to one of scorn and anger. He had lifted both hands up, and an explosion of magical fire, specifically, he had cast Hellfire Burst at close range.

      The spell hit me and threw me across the broken doorway and into the hallway. I felt pain in my chest as if I had broken a couple of ribs. My back hit the floor multiple times before my momentum stopped me, just shy of going down the stairs. I sat up, blinked, and looked back down the way I had just come.

      “Brian!” I heard Lilith shout. Lilith was rushing toward me while Bart had the fat man down on the ground, a hand to his neck. His hunting knife was at the man’s throat. When did he take that out of the dead man, I thought confusingly.

      I shook my head, and Lilith got to me. She hugged me to herself hard, pressing my head into her big tits. She pulled away and started looking over my body.

      “Are you all right?” she asked quickly, concern showing on her face.

      “Yeah,” I said, wincing. “Though I think I broke a couple of ribs from that explosion.

      “You didn’t take Dark Shield off?”

      I shook my head. “No, I wasn’t sure if something would happen. Glad I didn’t take it off, though,” I said, wincing as I stood up with Lilith’s help.

      “Normally, a Demon Mage can only keep that up for ten or fifteen seconds,” she said. “I’m glad you have a larger power pool, and you did not take it down,” she added, relieved.

      I laughed nervously. “Same here. Fuck.” I put a hand on my lower chest on the left. “Yeah. I think he broke a couple of ribs.”

      With Lilith’s help, we walked back to the bedroom. The man was still down, trying to struggle to stand up, but Bart was stronger. When Bart saw me enter the room and noticed I was fine, albeit wincing from the broken ribs, he glared down at the fat man and once more lifted him up, but this time placed him on his two feet. Bart kept the hunting knife to the man’s throat the entire time.

      The man wasn’t showing fear, though. He was showing fury and something else. Something I could not place until he opened his mouth.

      “That should have been my grimoire,” he growled, venom in his tone.

      It was greed. That was what I saw in his eyes. Greed.

      “And how do you figure that,” I asked, wincing because breathing hurt. I still had a hand to my side.

      “I am the most powerful Demon Mage on Earth and in this plane. That book should have been mine by rights,” he answered with contempt.

      I looked down at the two dead Demon Mages. “And these two?”

      He looked at the dead bodies with disdain. “Nothing but lackeys, as you should be.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “You want me to be your lackey?”

      “I once did.” He sneered. “But I will take kindly to killing you one day.”

      “How come you don’t look like the images of yourself that I’ve seen?” I asked Leon. Now knowing it was him.

      He shrugged. “Cosmetic surgery. I had to hide my old face. People were starting to catch on that I was living longer than normal. That is a secret they’ve taken to their graves. As the most powerful Demon Mage, one day to become a Demon Lord, I cannot be stopped by…” Here he sneered once more. “Base humans. Not that it matters, as you will die soon.”

      I stared at Leon in amazement. Is this man insane? He thought he could one day become a Demon Lord? Like Satan? The idea was so ludicrous that I burst out in laughter.

      “What’s so funny,” he asked me, anger in his tone and eyes.

      I winced, and wiped the tears from my eyes. I wasn’t sure if it was from the pain, or his idea that he could become as powerful as Satan that it was making me laugh to the point of tears.

      “You? A Demon Lord like Satan?” I finally wheezed out.

      He stood up taller, which wasn’t much since he was only about five feet five.

      “I will have you know I am a very powerful Demon Mage. I have killed more Demon Mages than you can even imagine. Might makes right. One day, I will rule this world as king. I have only been a Demon Mage for 200 years. But, once I have your grimoire, I will be able to take those who are against me down. My enemies shall fall like flies. I am meant for greatness, and once I have your grimoire, I will be standing tall as the most powerful Demon Mage across other planes. Besides, who can stop me?” he finished with a smirk.

      Not waiting, I lifted my hand up, and at almost point-blank range, I hit him in the face with a powerful Hellfire Burst. The spell hit him so fast that he wasn’t expecting it. His head exploded in a shower of hot, boiling blood and brains.

      “Me.” I glared at the now dead decapitated body. “I will.”

      Lilith came up to me and hugged me. “I could have killed him,” she said softly.

      “I know. But he was getting on my nerves. Who the fuck does he think he is?” I shook my head. “No. He needed to be taken out. If this is how all Demon Mages are, they can’t be made to live. This man was egotistical. I can’t even imagine how many he’s killed in his 200 years on Earth. No,” I told her, shaking my head again. “He needed to be taken out and by me. He was a fellow Demon Mage.” Sighing, I turned to Bart. “Is this what you meant about other Demon Mages attacking other Demon Mages for power?”

      Bart nodded slowly but answered as well, “Yes. Many Demon Mages go after each other because it’s a faster way to gain Teardrops. But not all Demon Mages are like this. Although many are. As he said, ‘Might makes right’. Too many of these Demon Mages think they are lords over the rest of their kind. Though…” He looked down at Leon’s dead body with a frown. “It would have been nice to get information out of him.”

      I blushed and grinned with embarrassment. “Sorry. I didn’t think of that.”

      “All good.” He waved his hand. “I’m sure he has notes somewhere. Let’s see what we can find. Then we need to leave here. The staff will be back in the morning. So we have until seven in the morning to find something.”
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      It took us hours, but we found information. And boy, was it intense. We had found a hidden wall, and in that wall, we found a laptop and a bunch of papers, and a pile of ash. When I asked Lilith what that could be, she replied that it was most likely Leon’s grimoire. On this death, it turned to dust.

      When I asked her if I when die, if mine would do the same thing? She nodded and said that it would then be handed down or found by a new Demon Mage. However, my book might be the exception since only two Demon Mages have ever had that one. Satan, and myself. Then how was Leon going to get my book? If those gunmen had killed me in the street, wouldn’t my grimoire have turned to dust?

      She shook her head that no, since mine was a very powerful one, it would stay in this world for a short period of time.

      It seemed that Leon Fernando the Third was insane. While he might have thought of himself as the most powerful Demon Mage, he wasn’t alone. He was part of a group of Demon Mages hell-bent on taking over the world and its governments from the shadows. Already they were working within multiple governments as key players in that power grab, all from the shadows.

      We were back at the hotel well before dawn, and immediately showered, feeling the need to get clean.

      I looked at a page and shook my head in disbelief. “I can’t believe that the governor of my state of California is really a Demon Mage. I didn’t think there would be so many of us.”

      Lilith looked from a page she was reading as well. “This goes deeper than I expected. Brian. I know you humans crave power, but this…” She held up the paper. “This is nuts. They are looking to make Earth a paradise for themselves and kill all those who oppose them.”

      Bart chimed in, “And it seems that this has been going on for over a hundred years. Slowly, it seems this group has been gathering like-minded Demon Mages. And taking out those Demon Mages who don’t have the same desire. I can’t even imagine how many Demon Mages they’ve killed.

      “I don’t know. Just how strong was this Leon character? Did you check what Teardrop he was at?” I asked him.

      He nodded. “Yes. He was only at Tear of Awakening. Though, I saw a small start of a second Teardrop.

      “Oh,” I said, looking down at my cloth covered chest. I had seen it in the shower. I was also showing a small start of a second Teardrop. Actually, it was half a Teardrop. Though, the fact that I was in Tear of Awakening but could access Tear of Ascension spells was still a mystery.

      “They are naming themselves,” Lilith said out loud. “The Illuminati.”

      I looked at her quickly. “Come again?”

      She held up a different paper. This one looked old. It was faded brown from age. “It says here that they called their organization the Illuminati. But, Brian. I have that in my head, but it’s hazy. What are they?”

      I took out my phone and did some searching. Finally, I said out loud. “So, there’s lots of conflicting information, but essentially they are known as this secret society who control everything on Earth. They work in the background. Which pretty much seemed to be what Leon and his group were doing. Are still doing since we only took him and two of his magical henchmen. But, fucking hell. The Illuminati? I thought that was just fiction.”

      “Well, according to what we found, they are real,” Bart replied. “What do you want to do?”

      I looked at him, puzzled. “What do you mean, do?”

      He waved at all the papers and the laptop we found. “This goes deep. Are you going to ignore it and do as you wish as a Demon Mage, or take them out?”

      From what we found in these papers, and why Leon had it all written down like this is beyond insane. Suppose someone like me found this? It was a wealth of information. Some of it was so crazy it was almost fantastical. Hell, we found one paper that mentioned using vampires to take out humans. And we had not even gone through all the information yet. There was so much of it. It practically filled up a banker’s box. And the laptop itself had so many documents that even Bart hadn’t gotten through them.

      This is a big conspiracy. Do I want to get involved with this?

      “Crap,” Lilith suddenly swore.

      “What?”

      She held up a paper. “They know where your parents live.”

      I stood up from the floor and cried, “Crap! We need to go make sure they are all right!”

      Bart shook his head. “When I was there, they were fine. However, you might want to send some imps to go protect them.”

      “From here?” I asked him with a frown.

      He nodded. “Once you call up an imp, you can send them on errands and jobs. They will get to your parents. If you send them now, they should get there in about three hours or so. We imps can run fast and stay hidden.”

      I opened my mouth to say the only imp-summoning spell was his but closed my mouth as the information came to the forefront of my mind. I suddenly knew the summoning spell for imps.

      That is neat. I love how this magic system works. I know the knowledge as if it’s always been there. Even how I was able to cast spells I’d never used before. Even how fast I did it when I used Shadow Strike to teleport behind that big scary guard last night. I know Lilith said that the information gets absorbed as if I always knew it, but it was still freaking amazing. And my instincts and reaction times were increased as well.

      I lifted a hand and said,

      “Demone noctis, impius daemonium,

      Ad hoc voco te ex profundo tenebrarum,

      Ad serviendum mihi, in aeternum,

      Fac mihi voluntatem, imp, tibi imperium.”

      As always, my brain translated it. Demon of night, imp of the infernal plane, I call upon you from the depths of the abyss, To serve me forevermore, heed my command, imp, grant me thy will, obey my demand.

      With an explosion of light, a blue-colored imp appeared. He was almost identical to what Bart looked like, with a different facial look, of course, but he also had a small toga on. No, wait, this was a she. She had small nubs of breasts that I could see against her toga.

      In a shrill female voice, she said, “I am here to serve, Master.”

      “Give me a second,” I told the small female imp.

      I lifted my hand again and called up a second imp. This one was a male, also blue-colored.

      The imp said in a shrill male voice, “I am here to serve, Master.”

      “I looked down at both of them. Your names?” I questioned, pointing to the first imp I called.

      I am Loi, master,” she answered, bowing at the waist.

      I looked at the other imp, and he bowed and answered, “I am Pon.”

      “Loi, Pon. I have a job for you two. I need you to go protect my parents and make sure no harm comes to them. Hmm.” I turned to Bart.

      “How do I tell them where they live? Will they know how to get to them if I give them an address?”

      He shook his head. “Imagine in your head where they are located. Imagine the place, the street, the address. Then, command them, and they will go do it.”

      I nodded, not understanding how this worked, but I decided to go with it. I closed my eyes and imagined my parents’ place. The house I grew up in. It was easy to bring up since I grew up there since I was eight years old. I then opened my eyes. Both of the imps were looking at me intently and with an air of excitement.

      “Go protect my family. If something happens, contact me. Should I send a third imp in case we need someone to run back and forth with messages?”

      Bart shook his head. “They can communicate with me at long distances.”

      “They can?” I uttered in surprise.

      “All demons can who are bonded to you. Well, the same kind of demon can. I can’t with Bart, as he can’t with me. But with our own kind, we can.” Lilith laughed. “And one day, I will be able to with you. We just need to do the Telepathic Bonding that I have access to.”

      Curious about how that worked, I asked her, “Oh, what does that involve?”

      She grinned at me from the sofa. “More sex.”

      I grinned back at her. “I like that. I think we will need to, hmm, move that along soon.”

      I heard a cough, and Bart was staring at me.

      “Sorry,” I chuckled. I turned back to the two imps, Lio and Pon. “Go protect them. If there are any issues, contact Barthamalunda.”

      They both nodded and again bowed at the waist. And just as suddenly as they had appeared, they were gone.

      I looked around curiously.

      “They are gone,” Bart said. “They went invisible and have already left the hotel.”

      “Damn, are you that fast?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “Can you fight like super fast?”

      He shook his head. “This is a running ability, not a combat one.”

      “Ah.” I nodded, somewhat disappointed.

      I thought maybe I had like imps that were fast, like the Flash. Though, the fact that they would be running from Atlanta to Tampa in three hours. It took us about an hour and a half by plane. So, maybe they were a little like the Flash.

      “I will know when they get there,” Bart added. “They will give me a report.”

      “Thanks.” I nodded to him. “Now. Let’s see what else is in here,” I replied, reaching my hand into the box and grabbing another small stack of papers.

      Bart and Lilith both nodded in agreement and grabbed more papers as well. Something told me it was going to be a long day and night. And I had not slept yet. Once we got back from Leon’s place, we had started going through the paperwork, and I had not slept last night because of the mission.

      I got up, grabbed the phone, and called room service. Once I had someone on the line and they asked me what room and what I wanted, I asked them for coffee. Lots of it. Bart’s eyes lit up when I asked for coffee. Lilith whispered food. I nodded and also ordered some lunch for the three of us. I didn’t bother with beer this time since we needed to stay focused.
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      Six days later, we were sitting outside in the darkness, looking at a building. The area we were in looked to be mostly business offices. Though, the building we were looking at looked more like a small warehouse. The name on the building said Wallace Storage.

      There was information from that pile of papers and the laptop we got said there was a meeting that happened here every month with some of the more powerful Demon Mages. When I asked the two demons if this was dangerous, they both snorted. Lilith said that I wasn’t going inside. It would be her and Bart.

      I tried to argue that I should be in there with them, but they both shook their heads in unison; but it was Lilith who informed me that since Bart was a red-colored imp, lower-level imps couldn’t see through his invisibility. While Lilith could Shapeshift into a mouse or rat and get in undetected. I, on the other hand, sucked balls at hiding or keeping quiet. I was still, as Lilith said, a greenhorn at this, but I was learning fast, and even she had yet to integrate all the knowledge I passed down to her.

      Though, one thing that we were able to do in those three days was have enough sex in order to activate her Telepathic Bonding ability. I still found it odd that it took sex to activate it, but she reminded me with an erotic grin that she was a Succubus. It was all about sex. Why God created her that way, or all Succubus, was beyond my purview. But I wasn’t about to say no. At least Bart had stopped rolling his eyes when he saw the bags under my eyes in the morning when we got together to read more papers and plan.

      “Are you sure I can’t go in with you two?” I asked yet again.

      Bart shook his head. “No. While You might be a very powerful Demon Mage, you are inexperienced.”

      I almost opened my mouth to say how can I get experience if I couldn’t go in with them, the universal you aren’t up to the job but can’t get experience spiel, but Lilith put her hand on my arm, stopping me.

      “We will make sure you get some training after this,” she softly said. “I swear.”

      Somewhat mollified, I nodded and huffed, “Fine. Just be careful.”

      “We will.” She smiled and gave me a quick kiss.

      Then, abruptly, they were both gone. Bart simply disappeared, and Lilith morphed into a bird and flew off into the air. Damn. That Shapeshifting ability of hers was incredible. It was too dark, so I lost her within seconds of her flying into the night sky. The only lights were from the buildings, but there were some street lights shedding some light, but this section of town was industrial. The buildings were spaced apart with what looked like forests in the back of the buildings.

      “Can you hear me?” Lilith’s voice came into my head.

      “I can,” I mentally spoke to her, nodding, then remembering she wasn’t here with me to see me nod or blush awkwardly.

      We had practiced it a couple of times. So it didn’t feel so weird. The only downfall of this was that even with my power pool, we could only use it for about thirty minutes before it put a strain on both of our mental states. This skill didn’t use magical power, but our mental connection due to all that sex as master and Succubus. Also, we needed to wait another hour before we could use it again. Though, each link after without rest would get harder and harder to establish as it can be demanding.

      “I’m looking down into the warehouse. They have a table set up in a pool of light. There’s something in the darkness I can’t see, but it looks like a cage,” she said, confused.

      I frowned at her description. “A cage? Do they have a wild animal in there?”

      “I’m not sure. I can’t see. The table has five men and one woman around it. They are all wearing business suits, even the woman.”

      “Can you get down there to see what’s in the dark?” I asked her. “I wish I could talk to Bart this way,” I growled. “I know he said he would go in and scout, but at least with you, I know what your seeing.”

      “He said he would go to the back to make sure nothing was there that we could see. The last thing we need is to have a surprise.”

      “Agreed,” I nodded.

      And Bart was right. We needed to make sure that we didn’t get jumped on unexpectedly, which was part of the reason I wasn’t allowed to go in. Yet. I was sure I would get to go in after they were taken out. Although, we needed to keep one of them alive. Can’t grill a dead man or woman. It seems that while Necromancy was a thing, I wasn’t a Necromancer.

      “I’m going down,” Lilith said.

      “Be careful,” I told her.

      She didn’t answer, but I’m sure that was because she was already doing what she was going to do and needed to focus.

      Suddenly, Lilith’s voice came into my head, and it was one of incredulousness, “Holy shit.”

      Concerned, I almost yelled my question out instead of asking her telepathically, “What?”

      “They have a freaking Elf in here!”

      My brain didn’t comprehend what she had just said. “Say what? Come again?”

      “They have a male Elf in the cage, and he’s not doing well. Why do they have an Elf in here?”

      “I’m sorry. I know that Bart had said that Elves were real. But are you saying there is an actual Elf in there?” I asked her, and I might have sounded a bit between disbelievingly and excited. A real Elf!

      “Shit,” she said. “I think he’s dying. He looks pretty beat up. His breathing is labored.”

      I wasn’t about to lose my chance at meeting a living Elf. I almost practically shouted at her in my head, “Can you take the Demon Mages out quickly? Maybe we can save him somehow?”

      She chucked at my outburst. “He’s not like your Legolas, Brian. Let me see what I can do. I just saw Bart deeper in the warehouse. Let me go talk to him.”

      I nodded.

      Then, about five minutes later, I heard back from Lilith.

      “Crap. Bart says they have some kind of shield around them. They must have hired a Witch.”

      I remembered what Bart had said about Witches. How they were rare, and that against a Witch, a Demon Mage would not win. I remembered that, unlike Demon Mages who call up demons, Witches call up spirits. Wait. You can hire a Witch?

      “So they can create an impenetrable shield? And you can hire a Witch?”

      “Witches can create a shield that other demons would not be able to pass through, even a red imp and me, as a First Succubus,” she growled out in ire. “And yes. Even Demon Mages hire themselves out within the magical world. So changes things since we can’t get to them.”

      “What if,” I started, but she overrode me.

      “No, you’re not coming in,” she said quickly. “It’s too dangerous. Now that we know they hired a Witch, we don’t know what other spells they might have gotten a Witch to put up.”

      I growled out loud this time. Fucking hell. We need information, and the only way to do it is to get past that damn shield. And if Lilith and Bart couldn’t, that left me. Deciding that I couldn’t let Bart and Lilith endanger themselves, even if they were just demons. They are more than just my demons. They are my friends. Hell, Lilith is more than a friend to me. For me, she’s my lover.

      Throwing caution to the wind, I threw on Shadow Cloak and ran to the building’s wall next to one of the large closed bay doors. Once there, I then cast Shadow Form and walked through the large metal door. Damn, that still felt weird.

      Once on the other side, I saw a large stack of boxes, so I ran to it and hid behind it, dropping Shadow Form. Though, I kept Shadow Cloak on me.

      That’s when I heard voices, “I don’t care what the fuck you do,” a woman shouted angrily. She sounded British. “We need to kill him. He killed Leon! And while Leon wasn’t the strongest among us, he was one of the brightest, or so he thought himself. If he was anything, was wily. He had to know tricks, but yet, a new Demon Mage, barely tested, somehow took him out? He had to have help.”

      “That’s why I got that damn Elf,” a male voice shouted back. This one sounded American or North American. I couldn’t place his accent. “I just need more time to get him to agree.”

      Another male voice, this time sounding Irish, snorted. “You’ve had him for what? Two days? And in that time, have you been able to get a Magical Agreement from him?”

      “No,” the male barked back. “I just need a couple more days, and I will be able to break him and have him agree to go after that new Demon Mage and getting us that book.”

      “I still cannot believe,” another male voice said sneeringly. He was, from the sound of it, from the south. He almost sounded like freaking Colonel Sanders. I expected to stand up and look at him, and he would be wearing all white. “That the damn book has come out of hiding after so many eons.”

      How do they even know the book came out? I never told anyone that I got that book. Except for Leo. I doubt Leo would have told anyone. He only knows I bought an expensive book.

      As if answering me, the woman said, with a snort. “You felt the magical pulse when it arrived on this plane. Hell, the entire magical world did. You know others will be looking for it. Something that powerful must be in our hands. We must stop at nothing to gain it before others do.”

      Huh? My book came into this world and essentially announced itself? That’s fucked up! No wonder they had been looking for me. Is she saying that the entire magical world knows about me now?

      “Well,” Colonel Sanders sound-alike said, “Look what happened to Leon. I’m out. I no longer wish to be involved in this. If this new Demon Mage took Leon out that quickly, I doubt I could. I have been in this world for over three hundred years because I am careful what battles I choose.”

      The Irish voice shouted, “Wait a second, Peter. You cannot just leave this to us. We need your power.”

      I heard a scrapping of a chair. “I am sorry. I’ve lived this long by being careful. Something tells me that this endeavor is not being careful. Good day.”

      “Master!” Lilit’s voice shrilled in my head. “What are you doing here?” She must be pissed, she didn’t call me Brian.

      “Doing what needs to be done. Listen, it looks like one of them is leaving, so that means he will be leaving the shield. Right? Grab him. I will take care of the rest.”

      “Master,” she answered, but I stopped her this time.

      “Lilith. You and Bart cannot get passed that shield. You admitted it. So let me do what I can. Besides,” I said, hating to use this card. “I’m the Demon Mage.”

      She didn’t answer me for a good thirty seconds, but then she answered me, and I could hear her sigh through the connection. “You’re right, master. While I need to protect you, you are still my master. Very well. I will nab the one who is leaving. I will go talk to Bart before that and let him know to be ready for whatever.”

      “Thank you,” I told her, grateful that she didn’t fight me on this.

      To be fair, I had no clue what I would be able to do here. I don’t even know what Teardrop level these guys were. For all I knew, they might have two or three Teardrops. I thought of the spells I had. One came to mind and made me grin. And it wasn’t a nice grin. These guys just admitted they would not stop trying to kill me.

      They even, for some reason, captured an Elf to get to me. Or that’s what it sounded like. Though, I had no clue what a Magical Agreement was. More questions to ask Lilith and Bart afterward. If I get out of here alive.

      Then, Lilith’s voice came back. “Bart is pissed at you as well, but he said he will be ready for whatever you do.”

      I grinned at imagining the imp glaring at me. “Thank you,”

      Carefully, I looked over the boxes and saw the rest of the group sitting at the table. They were glaring at the receding back of Colonel Sanders sound-alike. It was dark, so I didn’t get a good look at him.

      The table was in the middle of the warehouse, with a light above it that only threw the light in a small circle.

      Four men and one woman, all dressed in sharp business suits, were huddled around the table, their faces tense with anger.

      I could see the distinct features of their faces, each one unique in their own way. One man had fiery red hair and piercing green eyes, a clear indication of his Irish heritage. Another, with a thick country drawl, was unmistakably American, his rugged features etched with determination. He had a cigar in his mouth, but I saw it was unlit. He kept chewing it, moving it from one side to the other with deft movements of his mouth.

      The third man, with a shock of unruly black hair and a sharp, angular nose, looked to be Arabic, though his features were more refined and aristocratic.

      The woman, who exuded a sense of cool sophistication, was British, her accent crisp and precise. She had sharp features, was tall, as she was standing up glaring at the leaving figure, and even her bearing was regal. Something told me that she was royalty somehow.

      The last man was less distinct in his features, his origins less clear. But all of these people shared a steely determination and a ruthless edge, a clear indication of the cutthroat world they inhabited. These were people who held power and knew it.

      I almost wanted to back down and say fuck it, but we needed answers, and while we got a lot of information from the papers and Leon’s laptop, Bart said something else was going on. He had a feeling that while they were from this secret Illuminati organization, something felt off.

      Taking a deep breath, steeling myself to do this, I rushed at the table, removing Shadow Cloak at the last second when I was less than ten feet from them.
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      The look of surprise on the faces of the table’s occupants would have been so comical if I wasn’t so fucking terrified and my heart wasn’t trying to burst through my chest.

      I cast the spell which I thought would help here as fast as my mind could: Inferno Strike.

      Suddenly, in front of me, a large circle that encompassed the entire table and the chairs and its occupants burst into existence. It was a fire so hot that there was no way, even if the sprinklers in here were to go off, that it would douse them. This was a fire made up of what was called Hellfire. As Hellfire Burst, the flame was so red with a tinge of black, but now, I noticed the flame for Inferno Strike also had some blue flames flickering inside it.

      What I didn’t expect, though, was just how powerful that spell was. The four inside the flame never had a chance, as the fire caught them unaware and literally burned them within seconds.

      I felt someone next to me. I turned my hand quickly to cast Hellfire Burst to defend myself, but my hand was slapped to the side. It was Bart.

      He wasn’t staring at me but at the Inferno Strike. He was staring at the Hellfire in amazement.

      He turned to me and coughed. “I think you can let the spell go. They are toast.”

      I nodded and with a thought, Inferno Strike disappeared, leaving just ash on the warehouse floor. Though I did notice that the floor was bubbled, and it was steaming, with large cracks in some places from the heat.

      “Master,” I heard Lilith cry.

      I turned, and she ran to me, wrapped her arms around me. Without thinking, I kissed the top of her head. Then, she moved back from her embrace and glared at me.

      “That was stupid and dangerous!”

      “I kind of have to agree,” Bart added. “But by the Nine Hells. I’ve never seen Inferno Strike burn so large and so hot before.”

      Confused, I asked him to clarify, “What do you mean?”

      “How big do you think Inferno Strike usually is?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. The size I did it?”

      He snorted, shaking his head. “Most Demon Mages, when they cast that spell, it’s the size of a dinner plate, maybe slightly larger. It’s meant for a single target. It would wrap one person up in that Hellfire. You somehow made it include not just the table but even the chairs they were sitting at, and I’m pretty sure a good two feet extra on top of that.”

      “Oh,” I answer back, taken aback at what he was saying.

      I looked back at the burned area. So what he was saying is that my spell could have come out the size of a dinner plate, and the only thing I would have done was burn the center of the table. Giving the four of them the chance to throw whatever spell they wanted at me. I just thought, based on the spells description, that I could control the size, or that the Deman Mage could.

      I scratched the back of my head, feeling awkward. “Well. Hmm. Glad it didn’t come out that size.”

      “So are we.” He snorted. “Was Satan able to do it that big? I can’t remember him casting that spell much,” Bart asked Lilith.

      She shook her head. She had an arm wrapped around my waist, almost possessively. “No. His was large, but not like Brian’s here. That was probably twice as large?”

      Bart didn’t answer ber but turned to me instead. “Just who were your damn parents?

      I rolled my eyes. “I told you. My parents are well and alive. I wasn’t adopted.”

      “I think we need to do this DNA test thing I saw an ad for once,” he continued.

      “I can tell you they are since we already did that once for this site that tracks your ancestry. We matched up as related.”

      He frowned even harder. “That makes no sense,” he almost growled, his British accent becoming more pronounced with his confusion. “Maybe in your ancestry, there is someone?” He rolled his eyes. “Not like it would tell us which one was a Demon Mage.”

      I shrugged. “No clue.”

      Then, a groan away in the darkness reminded us that there was a captive in a cage. I turned where I had heard the noise, and Lilith rushed to the cage in the darkness. I followed, with Bart behind.

      Once I got closer, I saw that it was a cage that was on some form of wheeled base. The cage was something that you would have kept a lion or large animal in. The bars were the thickness of my thumb. Inside it was a body passed out. At least the moan let us know the Elf wasn’t dead.

      When I was able to see better in the cage when my eyesight adjusted to the darkness, I could see the sad state of the beaten and battered male Elf within. He was lying there, motionless and unresponsive, with cuts and bruises covering his body. Burn marks dotted his skin in places, evidence of the torture he had endured. I saw that he did not look anything like our movie Legolas. This Elf had white skin, with long white disheveled hair that covered part of his face. But not enough to hide the long tapered ears.

      His clothing was in tatters, ripped and torn from his struggles against his captors. He lay there, his breathing labored and shallow, as if each breath was a struggle. It was clear that he had been through hell and back, and the thought of the pain and suffering he must have endured made my blood boil with rage.

      I was glad I had killed them. Oh shit. Colonel Sanders! I turned to Lilith quickly, “What about the one that got away?”

      “Don’t worry.” She grinned. And her grin wasn’t pretty. “He’s out cold outside in the bushes, but just in case, I used Siren Song on him. He won’t be going anywhere if he wakes up. I told him to wait for me, like a nice good Demon Mage should.”

      I almost shivered at her words. I was glad she was on my side.

      I turned back to the captive Elf.

      “How do we get him out?” I pointed to the lock on the cage.

      Bart simply approached it, grabbed the lock in his hand, and twisted. The lock broke with a loud snapping noise and the grating of metal on metal.

      “Right,” I said uselessly. I forget how strong he is. I looked around. “Hmm. Where will we bring him?”

      “Our hotel,” Lilith answered.

      I looked at her as if she had said something crazy. “And how do you expect us to do that? Just walk into the hotel with a passed-out, beaten Elf?”

      She laughed. “Easy. We’ll open a Portal to the hotel room. I would suggest Bart’s since he will most likely be sleeping in Bart’s bed. Bart doesn’t need it since he doesn’t sleep.”

      Confused, I said, “But, didn’t you say that Portals are costly to cast in magical energy?”

      “After seeing that,” she said, pointing back to where the table and its four occupants had been. “I think we know you have the magical energy for a Portal. And this will be a good test of our connection. With our telepathic connection now, it will allow me to create a Portal to anywhere you have ever been. Let me go get our little package first.”

      I nodded numbly at what she just said. Anywhere I’ve been? Fucking hell! Does that mean we don’t need to take a flight back to Los Angeles?

      I looked over at Bart. “What?” he asked.

      “Is she serious? I can cast a Portal to anywhere I’ve ever been?”

      He shrugged. “If she said she can, she can. Her connection to you must be truly deep.”

      I looked at his face to see if he was smirking, but he actually wasn’t. He was being serious.

      Within minutes, she was back with Colonel Sanders in tow. I looked at him, his face was slack, and his arms were at his sides, hanging loosely. His eyes were blank. He did not even look at me. He did not even look at his surroundings. Damn, yeah. Glad she was mine.

      Now that I got a good look at him, I had to almost do a double take. He looked exactly like the fucking Colonel Sanders! He was wearing black, but had the white hair, with the white beard! The fucker could have jumped right out of a damn commercial!

      I must have been staring really hard, because Lilith noticed it and asked, “What?”

      I shook my head to clear it. “Sorry. He just looked like this character from a restaurant chain named Colonel Sanders.”

      “Oh,” she said, turning to the man and squinting at him.

      “Is your name Colonel Sanders?” she asked him, but I noticed that there was power in her words. I guess Siren Song did use power.

      “No, my name is John Lawrence the Fifth,” he answered in a monotone voice. “I just liked the look he had, so I stole it and made it my own.”

      The Fifth? Jesus, does that mean that everyone who has a number at the end of their names are Demon Mages?

      “We should get going,” Bart interrupted.

      “Right,” I said. “Hmm. How do I cast Portal?”

      “You don’t,” Litith replied with a musical laugh. “I do. But I need power for that.”

      “Oh. How do I give it to you?”

      She grinned, walked up to me, and looked up at me with a saucy grin. “We kiss.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “That’s it?”

      Bart groaned. “Can you just do it so I don’t have to be a party to this.”

      Lilith laughed at the imps agitation and grabbed my head on both sides with her hands and brought me down for a kiss.

      The kiss, at first, was normal, but then it got intense. Not in a sexual kind of way. However, then I felt something leaving me, slowly, then faster and faster, until finally, Lilith stepped back, and her eyes were glowing white.

      “Oh wow!” she crooned. “This is fucking intense.”

      Bart asked her, “That much?”

      She turned to him, her eyes still glowing white. “Yeah. This is the most power I’ve ever been given at once. All right. One Portal to the hotel room coming up. Grab the Elf, and I’ll bring our guest.”

      Bart went to the cage, opened it, and gingerly and carefully lifted up the Elf, but even though he was careful, the Elf still moaned in pain but didn’t wake up.

      Lilith turned to an empty spot and lifted her hand and started to make a circle motion slowly. She growled out in a guttural language, which I now knew was Demonish.

      “Zaz'kahr Vorg'thrax Kraal Zul'grom Kraad Kyzzor Xyr'kaz Gruul!”

      Slowly, a small red dot appeared in the air, about four feet, but then slowly started to expand. It was spinning with the motions of Lilith’s hand. The red was almost blood red in color, but it had an inner shine, as if it was lit from within. Then, when the circle was 10 feet tall, she stopped her motion, and with almost a wet popping sound, the entire circle except for the outer edges disappeared, and we were looking inside the hotel room. Bart’s hotel room, since I could see his desk and his laptop.

      Bart walked through the Portal without a care in the world with the Elf in his arms. Lilith was grinning at my reaction and pointed to it.

      “In you go, master,” she said.

      I nodded, speechless, and followed Bart. Once I stepped into the circle, I felt a heat hit me. Not enough to burn, but enough to say it was hot. But once I was inside the hotel room, it dissipated. I turned around just in time to see our guest walk through, followed by Lilith. She snapped her fingers, and the Portal disappeared in a flash of red.

      She pointed to a chair in the room and said to our guest, “Sit. Shut up and don’t move.”

      “Yes, Mistress,” he replied in that monotone again and went to do what she commanded of him.

      Bart was gingerly laying the Elf down on the bed. I winced at seeing his wounded body in the light of the hotel room. Shit. Some of those wounds looked nasty.

      “Do we need to call? I don’t know. A doctor?”

      Both of my demons shook their heads. “No. They can’t heal him. We need to get him to an Elven Healer,” Bart replied.

      I asked him, skeptical. “And how do we find that? I doubt they would be in the phone book.”

      “Nope,” he replied. “But we know someone who might be able to find him,” Bart replied with a grin.

      I frowned at him, not understanding, but then it came to me, and I snapped my fingers.

      “Fladros!”

      “Exactly.” He grinned at me.
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      I looked over at Bart. “And you think he would know?”

      

      He was still in human guise, so he lifted up a salt and peppered eyebrow. “If anyone can, it would be him.”

      

      “All right,” I nodded. I lifted up my hand and cast the spell to call up Fladros.

      

      Ad Fladros, de sanguine Flauros,

      Sanguine tuo, tuum iugulabo.

      Adesto mihi, Fladros!

      Adesto mihi, exaudi vocem meam!

      Venias, Fladros, demoni Flauros,

      Subservias, me, nunc!

      

      In my head, once more, it translated instantly. “To Fladros, of Flauros’ blood, By your blood, I shall call you forth. Hear me, Fladros! Hear me, and heed my voice! Come forth, Fladros, child of Flauros, Serve me now, as I command!”

      

      There wasn’t a flash this time, only that the small demon was there one instant, where he had not been before. The foot-tall demon blinked, and when he saw me, he grinned up at me. He still to me looked like a human with red skin and those two small black horns.

      

      This time, he wasn’t wearing the toga-like outfit but seemed to have been wearing pants and a dress shirt. Though the material was shiny.

      

      “You have summoned me, Fladros, son of Flauros, oh master?”

      

      When he saw me frown, he blurted out quickly, “I mean Brian, master? Sir?”

      

      I couldn’t help it, but I laughed at the little demon. “Brian is fine, Fladros. How are things in the Nine Hells,” I asked the little guy with a smile.

      

      “Hmm,” he said, looking at me, but then he looked at Lilith and Bart. Bart snorted.

      

      “He really means it. He’s curious how you’re doing.”

      

      “Oh. Oh!” Fladros said, brightening up. “It is going quite well. I was just at a family gathering. I hope they keep some presents for me.”

      

      “Oh,” I said embarrassedly. “I hope I didn’t call you away from something.”

      

      Fladros frowned at me. “Are you seriously worried about calling me?”

      

      “Oh. No,” I said, shaking my head. “I need something, but I feel bad that I called you away from a family thing.”

      

      Again, instead of answering me, he looked over at Bart and Lilith, and they were just watching. He turned to me once more.

      

      “Master. I mean, Brian. Are you truly worried about calling me and interrupting my life?” he almost sounded as if he could not believe what I had just said.

      

      I snorted. “Of course I am. Hell,” I said, looking at Bart and Lilith. “If you two would rather be elsewhere after we figure out where a healer is for that Elf. I’m good letting you two have some time off.”

      

      Bart’s look of shock was worth it. But Lilith, on the other hand, had a worried look. She came over, put her arms around me, and gazed up at me.

      

      I could hear the concern and the worry in her voice, “But what, I want to stay here with you?”

      

      I smiled down, kissed, and said, “If you want to stay here with me. I am one hundred percent on board with that.”

      

      I looked at Fladros. “So, let’s get this over with, so you can return to that family event.”

      

      Fladros nodded, and he was grinning ear to ear, which, when you have teeth that look as if they belong on a piranha, doesn’t give the same effect as if a human had.

      

      “What do you need, Brian?”

      

      “I’m looking for a healer for him,” I said, pointing to the battered Elf on the bed.

      

      Fladros looked over, and when w saw the state of the Elf, he winced. We had put the Elf on top of the bed cover, but something told me we would need to devise some excuse to housekeeping about the blood. However, his breathing was still labored. I wasn’t sure how long he would survive. His injuries were pretty bad.

      

      “He took one hell of a beating.”

      

      “Can you find us a healer for him?” I asked worriedly.

      

      The little demon looked up at me as if offended. “Please. Brian. I am who I am. Not many things can hide from me.”

      

      “Just do it,” Bart said, rolling his eyes.

      

      “Fine. Thank you for calling me up, by the way. I so hope to increase my power. My dad is always on me about that,” he said with a deep sigh.

      

      “But aren’t you as powerful as your dad?” Bart snorted.

      

      Fladros turned to him and scowled. “You know my dad.”

      

      “True,” Bart nodded, and I could see sympathy in his eyes toward the little demon.

      

      “Oh,” the little imp suddenly added. “Right. Remind me after this. I have a request of you, Brian.”

      

      “If you can find us a healer, I’m willing to listen to your request. All right?”

      

      Fladros grinned, nodded, and cleared his throat, even going as far as to shake his arms as if he was preparing for a race.

      

      The demon closed his eyes, and started to hum something, then in that guttural language, which I now understood was Demonic, he mumbled something. I had slowly been getting Lillith to tell me some words during our quiet times. Which were becoming rarer, I growled internally.

      

      The little imp opened his eyes, and I could see the white glow of them slowly recede.

      

      The little demon looked at me with a grin. “You’re in luck, master! I mean Brian. There is one in this establishment!”

      

      “Wait,” I blurted. “You’re saying there is an Elven healer in this hotel?”

      

      “Correct! She is in room 410. She is alone.”

      

      “Damn! Let’s go!” I cried out, heading toward the door.

      

      Lilith was the one who reminded me, “Brian! Remember that Fladros had a request?”

      

      “Oh, right,” I blushed. I turned back around and headed back to the little demon on the table. “What is the request?” I asked him curiously.

      

      Nervously the demon started with, “Well,” and then stopped. He started wringing his hands anxiously.

      

      “Just ask him,” Bart said, rolling his eyes.

      

      The little imp stood up as if grabbing the courage inside him, and finally, he nodded.

      

      “My dad wants to meet you,” he exclaimed and closed his eyes, even turning his head slightly to the side as if expecting a slap.

      

      “That’s it? Sure. I’d love to meet your old man,” I told him with a smile.

      

      I looked over at Lilith and Bart, and they were both looking at the little demon as if he was his rocker.

      

      “Am I missing something?”

      

      Bart put a hand to his face and groaned. “Fladros. Your dad Flauros can’t be on this plane. Remember God banned him?”

      

      “Oh!” Fladros cried out in understanding, having opened his eyes when he didn’t get a slap and I had answered him.

      

      “Oh no,’ Fladros responded, waving his hands around. “My father would not come down here. He will speak through me.”

      

      Frowning at the little demon, I asked, “Speak through you?”

      

      The little demon nodded quickly. “Correct. As I am a direct descendant of him, he can do so. Though,” here he coughed. “I would need some of your power to allow the opening of the conduit.”

      

      “Oh,” I said, now understanding why it was a request, and he didn’t just let his father flow through him.

      

      I looked over at Bart and Lilith. “Is that a thing?”

      

      Lilith shrugged her shoulders. Bart looked thoughtful. “There have been rumors of this. Are you saying, Fladros, that your dad wants to meet Brian, and since your dad cannot come down here, he can speak through a medium, such as yourself?”

      

      Fladros nodded quickly. “Though, my dad does ask that you keep this knowledge to yourself. Even God doesn’t know.”

      

      Bart snorted. “Leave it to your dad to find a loophole.”

      

      Instead of answering, Fladros grinned at him. Bart looked at me.

      

      “Well, I think it should be safe. Fladros’ dad is a good demon. He would not get you into trouble. If he found a loophole, you’re safe from the eyes of God.”

      

      I quirked an eyebrow. “You want me to do something that could get me in trouble?”

      

      Bart shook his head. “No. It would not get you into trouble, as you did not create the loophole. Now, Fladros’ dad, if God found out, he would most likely get a reaming I would not want to be there for.”

      

      “Shit, I don’t want him to get killed over this!”

      

      Bart looked at me aghast. “God does not kill demons. He didn’t even kill Lucifer when he sent him down from Heaven to the Nine Hells. God does not kill people.”

      

      I was about to say I beg to differ, but it wasn’t a time to fight about that. I turned to the little demon and nodded.

      

      “All right. I’m game to try. What does your dad want to talk about?”

      

      Here, the demon scowled in annoyance. “I don’t know. He would not tell me.”

      

      I shrugged at him. “Don’t worry about it, then. Yeah. I can talk to your dad. Do you need to prepare something?”

      

      “I just need power from you,” he reminded me.

      

      “Right. How? Just put my hand on your head again?”

      

      He nodded.

      

      I placed my hand on his head. “Do you need to prepare or something?”

      

      “No. Give me a second,” he replied, and he closed his eyes.

      

      I felt power leave me, and it wasn’t a small amount. It was more than I’d ever given before. How I knew that, was almost instinctively.

      

      Then, somehow I felt a change come over the little demon. I don’t mean that suddenly there was a different little demon there. It was still Fladros, but somehow, I could feel a power exuding from him.

      

      As Fladros opened his eyes, I was taken aback by the profound transformation that had taken place. Though the physical form before me appeared to be that of Fladros, the intelligence emanating from the eyes was on a whole different level. It was as though Fladros had been transformed from a simple, brutish creature into a brilliant genius, and I found myself gazing into the eyes of this new being in wonder. He looked around and nodded at Bart and Lilith.

      

      “Ah, I should not be surprised to see you both,” Fladros said, but the voice was different. He was much deeper, and he had an accent I could not place.

      

      He looked up at me and smiled. “You must be Brian, as my son calls you. He has not stopped talking about you. I wanted to meet you.”

      

      Nervously, I asked, “Flauros, I assume?”

      

      “That is correct,” he replied with a nod, but his eyes I saw were friendly. “I did some looking,” and the way he said looking, something told me he meant scrying. “And I must say. I am surprised with your, shall we say, parentage.”

      

      I frowned at him. “What’s wrong with my parents? They are good people.”

      

      He lifted a small hand. “I meant your birth parents.”

      

      Now my frown got even more pronounced. “What are you talking about? I did a DNA test, and they are my parents. Those who raised me, I mean.”

      

      “Oh,” he replied sheepishly. “Oops. I should go.”

      

      “Wait!” I shouted at him. “What do you mean, my birth parents!”

      

      Flauros looked embarrassed and, instead of answering me, said, “I’m sorry. I thought you knew. With your power and nobility, I thought it would be known.”

      

      I looked at Bart and Lilith and asked them, “What is he talking about?”

      

      But they both were frowning at well, confusion all over their faces.

      

      “I have no clue,” Bart said slowly. He turned to the little demon who was now Flauros.

      

      “Honorable Flauros. What do you mean?”

      

      “Hmm. Shit,” he swore, which was odd hearing that vulgarity from a small demon who was only a foot tall, standing on a table in a hotel room.

      

      “I am so going to get into trouble for this. But it’s already out, and I don’t want to get my son in trouble with you,” he said with a sigh.

      

      “You are half Draconic and half Angel.”

      

      I was so stunned by his words that I was at a loss as to what or how to respond to that, but it was Bart who shouted out exultantly as if something was revealed to him that was a missing piece of a puzzle.

      

      “I fucking knew there was a reason he was so damn powerful!”
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      Still somewhat stunned, I asked the little demon, “Say what again?”

      He nodded, but he was looking at me nervously. “I would have assumed that your foster parents would have told you. I am sorry, Sir Brian. I did not mean to upset you. I had thought they would have told you.”

      I lifted my hands up in the air in frustration. “What are you talking about?”

      “Hmm. I think you should talk to your foster parents,” he replied warily.

      Then what he said sunk in. “Wait, They know who I am?”

      Flauros winced. “I have already said too much. You must go talk to them. In my scrying, I saw that they knew and they would have more information.”

      Numbly, I nodded, and Flauros took that as a leave acquiescence, and suddenly, he slumped over. But then he stood up and blinked. Then, he looked up at me with awe in his eyes.

      “Is what my dad said true?” the voice of Fladros asked.

      I looked over at my other two demons, and they were looking at me with the same awe I saw in Fladros eyes, but then Lilith’s eyes cleared up, and she suddenly threw herself at me and wrapped her arms around me and started kissing me all over my face, chest, neck. At one point, she even grabbed my head and pushed it into her massive bosom.

      She was squealing the whole time. I finally had to grab her arms and slightly push her away from me. “What does that mean?”

      She laughed. “It explains so much. Why you were able to call me, the First Succubus. And Barthamalunda, the strongest imp in the Nine Hells, and never mind you calling up Fladros, a direct descendant of Flauros, the most powerful Scryer. It explains so much!”

      I was so stunned, looking down at her excitement, I finally shook my head.

      “We need to go see my parents,” I said quickly. “We need to find out what Flauros was talking about.

      She lifted an eyebrow and thumbed to the Elf on the bed.

      “Shit,” I growled. “All right. Let’s go get that healer in room 410.”

      I went to the door, but Bart coughed behind me.

      I turned to him swiftly. “What?” I glared at him.

      He pointed to Fladros, who was looking at the entire interaction with large eyes.

      “Oh right,” I mumbled in embarrassment. I went back to the table.

      Thank you, Fladros. For everything. And tell your dad, I will have questions for him one day.” That last part might have come out as a growl.

      He nodded swiftly. “I will tell him. Brian. Thank you.”

      I frowned at him. “For what?”

      “For being my master,” he said softly, but there was a zeal in his eyes that had never been there before. But also, there was awe.

      Fucking hell. Does who I am mean something? I mean, am I truly this hybrid of Dragon and Angel? And my parents aren’t my real parents? Then just who the hell are they? Wait, does that mean Dragons are real? I figured Angels would be real since God is real. And well, I have three fucking demons in the hotel room with me.

      “You’re welcome,” I replied, unsure what else to say.

      “If you are done, Brian. I will come once you summon me again,” he said with a large grin.

      I was still so stunned by the news that his father had given me I simply nodded dazedly.

      With a puff of smoke, Fladros was gone.

      I turned to the two other demons in my room and took a deep breath.

      “All right. Let’s get this healer and bring them here. They can heal him,” I pointed to the Elf on the bed. He had not woken up the entire time, but he was still breathing. At least there was that.

      “I will stay here with him,” Bart said. “Lilith can go with you in case she needs convincing.”

      I frowned. “Who? Lilith?”

      “He means the healer,” Lilith laughed.

      She grabbed my arm and dragged me toward the door. I was still trying to process the news about my parents, and I was just letting her drag me to the elevator. We went to the fourth floor and got off. It wasn’t until we were standing in front of 410. I shook my head, and I cleared my head.

      I looked over at Lilith. “Sorry,” I said softly. “It’s a lot to take in.”

      She wrapped her arm around my waist and squeezed it. “We can go figure that out afterward. First, let’s get that healer.”

      I nodded, turned back to the door, and knocked on it.

      I heard a female voice shout out, “Coming!”

      When the door opened, I was greeted by the sight of a tall, stunning blonde who looked back at me with a curious expression. I couldn’t help but take note of her striking appearance. Her long, flowing blonde hair framed her sharp features perfectly, and she was dressed in a pair of sleek black slacks and a white blouse that showed off just enough cleavage to be tantalizing.

      “Oh, did you get the wrong room?” she asked uncertainly.

      I shook my head. “No. I have an Elf up in my room who needs healing.”

      Faster than I could follow, she had grabbed both Lilith and me and had dragged us into the hotel room. She had a look of fury on her face. She also had her hand up, and in the palm of her hand was a pistol that had come out of nowhere.

      “Just who the fuck are you?” she growled. Even though she was beautiful, there was a bestial look to her eyes now.

      I held up my hands up and cried out, “Wait! Wait! I’m serious. I have an injured Elf in my hotel room. Well, not my room, my hmm. Associates room.”

      I looked over at Lilith. How did he let an Elf get the best of her, but she was looking at the Elf curiously and even looking around the room as if she was on a tour.

      She was glaring at me and Lilith like she wanted to kill us. I could even see her thought process in her head. She was trying to determine if I was lying.

      She didn’t put the gun away but barked, “Who?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. We found him with a bunch of Demon Mages. He was in a cage. We killed the Demon Mages and rescued him, but he’s pretty beat up. I don’t know if he will even survive the night.”

      As I explained, her eyes got wider and wider. “You took on Demon Mages and survived?”

      “Sure,” I said. “I’m one too. This is my Succubus, Lilith,” I waved to Lilith, who smiled and waved to the Elf.

      She turned her head slightly and looked at Lilith, but she frowned.

      “She looks human, except for the blue hair.”

      Suddenly, Lilith was no longer in her human form but had changed back to her normal sexy self, with the tail, the horns, and, well, the sex appeal.

      When she saw Lilith in her form, she took a deep breath and put away the pistol. She somehow tucked it down in her bra. Where the fuck did that go? I can’t even see a bulge. Damn.

      “You said you had one of my brethren?”

      I nodded quickly. “Yes. We can take you to him.”

      “One moment,” she said and went to her bed, opened her suitcase, and grabbed what looked like a small leather bag. She came back and nodded.

      As the Elf approached the bed, I couldn’t help but take notice of her body. Despite being in human form, her physical features still hinted at her otherworldly origins. Though slightly shorter than me, she carried herself with an elegance and poise that made her seem even taller. And her curves were nothing short of stunning

      I couldn’t help but marvel at her physique, admiring the way her clothes hugged her form and accentuated her curves. If all Elves were as perfectly proportioned as she was, I knew I had to make a point to seek out more of them.

      While she wasn’t quite as large as Lilith, her body was a study in tight, toned muscles, hinting at a level of physical prowess that left me in awe.

      “Take me to him,” she commanded.

      I nodded, ignoring the imperious tone.

      The entire time up the elevator, she was silent. Then, she followed us as we got out and headed to Bart’s room. I knocked on the door, and he opened it instantly, letting us in.

      Once the healer was in the room, she saw the male Elf on the bed, and she gasped in horror and rushed to the bed.

      I walked over with Lilith next to me, Bart following behind me.

      She looked up, “You might have saved his life. He is close to death. Let me see what I can do.”

      I nodded, not bothering answering her, as she returned to studying the beaten-up and dying Elf. She had her hands over him, and she closed her eyes.

      Her hands started to glow green, and I got the smell of freshly cut grass. I took a sniff and looked over at Lilith and Bart. They were both looking on curiously.

      I whispered to Lilith, “Smell that?”

      She frowned and shook her head. But then we were interrupted. “Hush. I need quiet for this. I need to focus.”

      “Sorry,” I whispered.

      Even my saying that caused her to turn to me and glare. I held up both hands up, to say got it.

      She turned back to her patient, and the green flow intensified until it covered not just her hands but slowly sunk into the body of the Elf on the bed. The first thing I noticed was his labored breathing got better, and even the pain on his face slowly eased.

      As we watched her work her magic, the scent in the room seemed to change, transforming from the sharp, almost medicinal smell of cut grass to the heady aroma of wildflowers. I caught a whiff of roses at one point, their sweet fragrance mixing with the other scents in the air to create a sensory experience unlike any I had ever encountered.

      But even more remarkable than the smell was the sense of magic that seemed to permeate the room. It was a subtle undertone, not like the magic I was familiar with - controlled and precise - but something far more primal and instinctual. It was as if the very essence of nature itself had been called forth, harnessed by the Elf’s ancient and mysterious powers.

      I found myself holding my breath, watching in awe as she worked her healing magic. It was a mesmerizing display. And as she worked, I couldn’t help but wonder what other secrets and mysteries lay hidden within the magical depths of the Elven realm. I knew that we humans could call up demons. But it seems there were other forms of magic.

      Then, I heard a gasp, and looking up, as I had been daydreaming, I saw the Elf sit up as if waking up from a shocking dream. He looked at the female Elf.

      “Seenia!” he cried out.

      “Do you feel better, Loorn,” she asked in a tired voice.

      He closed and nodded. “Yes. I think so. Where am I?”

      “Oh, hold on,” she said, laying him back down on the bed.

      She stood up, turned to us, and faster than I expected, she reached into the top of her dress and pulled out her pistol again, and aimed it at me.

      “Who are you?” she growled.

      I had both my hands up, but without warning, she went flying across the room and slammed into the wall that was there. Her pistol went flying, but Bart somehow caught it in midair and aimed it at the male Elf on the bed, who had been about to get up. He sat back down slowly, looking at Bart warily.

      The healer, on the other hand, slowly, groggily got up from slamming into the wall. I looked over, and Lilith was glaring at her. She had been the one who had slammed into her faster than I saw.

      Lilith glared down at the female and said with disdain in her tone, “Is that how you treat someone who tried to help one of your kind?”
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      “You do not speak to my master like that,” Lilith growled at the stunned Elf.

      “Please,” the male Elf on the bed said. “She did not mean any disrespect. Right, Seenia?”

      Seenia, the healer, was glaring daggers at Lilith and even looked like she was about to jump her, even though Bart had her gun. But, when the male Elf spoke, she suddenly looked embarrassed, but there was still an undertone of anger and even fear there.

      “Loorne, they knew where I was. I don’t know how they found me, but they knew exactly what room I was in and what I was. I was still in my human disguise.”

      “Is this true?” Loorne asked me curiously.

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “Might I enquire to how you did?”

      I shrugged. “I’m a Demon Mage,” I said as if that explained everything.

      “Ah. You must have called on a scrying demon to find her?” he asked me.

      I looked at him in a new light. “You know about Demon Mages?”

      “Some,” he shrugged and winced.

      “Sorry,” Seenia told him apologetically. “I couldn’t heal it all right away. I did the worse damage that you had.”

      “It’s all right, child,” he told her with a soft smile. “I assume,” he said, looking back up at me. “That you are the reason I am no longer with those other Demon Mages?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. We went to investigate them and found you. I took them out and brought you back to our hotel room. But we aren’t healers. I’m new to this Demon Mage thing. I’ve only called up a couple of demons.”

      “Ah,” he nodded. He turned to sit on the bed, but when Bart pointed the gun at him, he simply lifted his hands. “I am but getting comfortable. I vouchsafe that I will not attack you, and neither will Seenia, on my word as an Elf.”

      “Loorne,” she started, but with one look from him, she shut up fast.

      Now that the Elf didn’t look as if he was beaten almost to death, I got a better look at him. He was tall, like Seenia, slim. Where I had thought he had been maybe starved, it wasn’t the case. He was just slim. He had skin that was slightly blue and the tapered ears. Though, these were much longer than what I saw in the movies. Also, his eyes. The entire time we had him under our care, his eyes had been closed. But now. Now, I got to see them, and they were the bluest eyes I’d ever seen. Eyes like the water off the beach. They were captivating. I had to blink to clear my head.

      “Can I ask why they had you?” I asked once my mind was clear.

      “Ah,” he said embarrassedly. “I had been out gathering information. I did not see a trap they set. A non-magical one. And for that, I was captured. I thank you for that again. I do not know what my fate would have been. Most likely death since what I heard, I’m sure was never meant to leave that warehouse.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Can I ask? I had information on them. I was actually hunting them.”

      At that, Loorne blinked at me and looked confused.

      “I understand that you Demon Mages at times attack each other, but they were quite powerful Demon Mages, and pardon my bluntness, young sir, but you don’t seem to be older than 25 years old, in human years.”

      Damn, he was good.

      “Well, almost. I’m 24. And I found information that they were trying to create an organization to take over the world by working in the shadows and controlling the governments of the world from there. Also, they are trying to kill me.”

      Both Elves frowned at my last comment. “Kill you? Have you done arm to them?” Loorne asked.

      “What do you know of Demon Mages and how they get stronger?”

      He shrugged. “Not much. Just as Demon Mages don’t know much about us, we don’t know much about them.”

      “Well,” I replied. “Take it under good authority that they can do it by killing monsters, but also, they can kill each other off.”

      I didn’t go into detail that the real reason was they wanted my grimoire. That I would rather keep to myself.

      “Am I your prisoner?” Loorne asked.

      “What?” I said in shock. “No! Why would I want you as a prisoner? I even went to the trouble of finding a healer for you!”

      “See, Seenia, I am safe. Thank you?”

      “Oh. Sorry. Brian,” I answered him, and without thinking, I put my hand out. He looked at the hand for a second but lifted his and shook my hand.

      “Well met, Brian. I assume these two are demons?” he asked, pointing to Lilith and Bart.

      “They are. That’s Lilith, and that’s Barthamalunda.” I decided not to be an ass and gave them Bart’s full name.

      “Well met, Lilith and Barthamalunda,” he nodded toward them. “Can I enquire what sort of demon you are? It is rare to find a Demon Mage who would willingly speak to us.”

      I lifted both my eyebrows in response. “Really?”

      “Really. Let us just say that, Demon Mages, while they live with us here on Earth, and other planes, are rather, shall we say,” started but then slowed down, and I knew what he was trying to do. Not to disparage humans.

      So, I answered for him, “Dickheads?

      He looked at me and then laughed, slapping his leg. “Oh, I like you,” he said with a grin. “Yes. Dickheads is quite suitable.”

      I noticed that even Seenia had snorted and laughed when I said that as well.

      “As to the information I had. I was looking at a lead of someone who had killed one of our own. I was able to follow the trail to that warehouse. Though,” he grunted, “It seems I wasn’t careful enough. I was looking for magical traps, and I ended up getting caught in a simple trap. A cable across a doorway attached to an alarm system. I ended up getting caught by a couple of their demons, thrown into a cage, and was told to await my fate.”

      “Well, it was a good thing,” Lilith added, “That my maser was there.”

      Loorne turned to her and smiled, and nodded. “I must say, I did not know that demons were so outspoken. I had heard that Demon Mages kept a tight leash on them.”

      Lilith laughed and came over and wrapped her arms around my waist. “That’s because our master is special.”

      “Special?” Seenia asked with a quirked eyebrow, which only heightened her beauty. She might have been in human guise, but damn, she was hot. Like, an eleven out of ten, hot.

      He treats us nice,” she nodded with a smile. “And he gives me all the s,” she started, but I interrupted her.

      “Anyhow,” I said quickly, speaking to Loorne. “I’m glad we got you out there. I’m sorry another one of my own did this to you, though,” I growled heatedly. “I don’t consider myself a Demon Mage if that is what they are doing to your race, and even to my own people, by trying to take over the governments from the shadows.”

      Loorne nodded at me slowly. “I must say, most of you humans seem to do that. But, the plans I heard from them were, shall we say, quite over the top. Again thank you for rescuing me. You said you took on all of the Demon Mages?” he asked, and I could hear the skepticism in his voice.

      “Yep,” I grinned. “Let’s just say they got smoked after a heated debate.”

      Lilith snorted at my comment but didn’t say anything. However, Bart groaned at my joke.

      “So, when you were healing Loorne, that green around your hands? That was healing magic?” I turned and asked Seenia.

      At my question, her eyes got wide. “What?”

      “When you had your hands over Loorne here, to heal him. I saw a green glow surrounding your hands. Is that healing magic?”

      Seenia was staring at me as if I was a ghost. There was fear in her eyes.

      Hearing a cough, I looked over, and it was Loorne. He was looking at me oddly.

      “Are you saying you saw her healing magic?” he asked me slowly, his hands I noticed were held tight in fists.

      I frowned at both of the reactions. I even looked at Bart and Lilith, and the shrugged their shoulders, not understanding either.

      I looked back at Loorne. “Am I not supposed to see it?”

      He sighed, put a hand to his head, and looked at Seenia. She was still looking pale, which, I mean, she was already pale to start off with. She looked like a runway model that never saw sunlight. Though it didn’t detract from her good looks. He turned back to me.

      “Sir Brian. Only those who can heal can see the green glow of healing magic. Are you a healer?”

      I snorted. “God, no. I have the spells I got from being a Demon Mage, but I never got any spells for healing. At least, I don’t think I do. Bart, do I get healing spells?” I asked the imp.

      He shook his head. I looked over at Lilith, and she shook her head though she was frowning.

      “What?”

      She waved me over to the other side of the hotel room, close to the doorway. She grabbed my head to bring it closer to her lips and barely whispered. “It might have something to do with what Flauros mentioned.”

      “What did that even mean,” I whispered back in her ear. “It didn’t make sense to me. Do you know what he meant?’

      She pulled away and looked at me nervously and then back at the two Elves. “It might.”

      “We can discuss it later. I assume you want us to be alone?”

      She nodded. I kissed the top of her head and headed back toward our guests. I noticed that Seenia was looking at me oddly. Even looking at Lilith oddly.

      “Sorry,” I said, coming back. “So, I assume from what you are saying that I should not be able to see that green glow?”

      It was Seenia who answered. “Only Elves who are healers are capable of seeing that glow. Even Loorne cannot see it.”

      She turned to him, and he indicated agreement. “I don’t have the skill.”

      “Then, I wonder why I can,” asked thoughtfully. “Anyhow. That’s for another time. I need to speak to my demons alone. Can I come and see you both again in room 410?”

      I hated to dismiss them, but I needed to find out what was going on and what Lilith knew. Loorne nodded, but Seenia, on the other hand, didn’t look too thrilled about that. I could see she wanted answers.

      I looked at her. “I promise I will find out why I can see that glow, but I need to speak to my demons alone. I will come down to see you both in a couple of hours. Though, to be fair. I can’t make you stay, and if you feel you need to disappear, let me at least give you my telephone number.”

      I paused. “I assume you use phones?”

      She nodded, but a snort came out of her. “We might be Elves, but we still use the technology you humans created. And yes, that should be agreeable?” she asked Lorrne.

      Loorne needed to her and looked back at me. “I will wait for you in Seenia’s hotel room. Give Seenia your phone number. I would take it, but they took my phone and destroyed it when I was captured.”

      I went to the desk, grabbed one of the small pads that the hotel provided, wrote down my cell phone on it, ripped it off the pad, and returned and gave it to Seenia. She looked down, nodded, and pocketed it.

      I will wait two hours,” she warmed me. “I don’t know you and I don’t trust you. Honestly, I don’t trust most humans. No offense.”

      “None taken. I swear, give me two hours.”

      She gazed at me hard. “I hope to hear answers. You are the first human I have ever heard of who can see my healing glow. Do not make me hunt you down.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Like how I did with you?”

      She opened her mouth and closed it. “I have my ways.”

      She turned around and, without looking back, opened the door and headed toward the elevators. Loorne looked uncomfortable.

      “Please excuse my niece. She is headstrong.”

      I blinked at him in surprise. “Neice?”

      He shrugged. “My wife’s sister’s youngest. And also one of our most powerful healers. I hope to hear from you within two hours, Sir Brian.”

      “Brian is fine,” I told him. He nodded, and within seconds, he was following his niece.
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      “Once going on?” I asked Lilith once the door was closed.

      She held up a finger and went o the door, put her ear against it, and after ten seconds, nodded and came back with a satisfied look on her face.

      “I wanted to make sure they were gone. Now. I think I might know why you can see that green glow.”

      I waited for her answer, but she simply stared at me. I signed. “And why is that?”

      She grinned at me for playing along with her game. “Because of your parents.”

      I frowned at her but then remembered what she meant. What Fladros’ dad had said. Something about Angel and Demonic. No Draconic. So Dragons.

      All right. So, what does that mean exactly, and how could my parents, in Florida, not be my parents? I took a DNA test, for Christsakes. How can I be this half Draconic and half Angel thing?

      “So, what exactly are this Dragonic and Angel thing? So they are real?”

      “Oh, very much so,” Lilith nodded quickly. “Though,” she scratched her nose. “That makes no sense.”

      “Oh, how so?”

      Bart was the one who answered my question. “Because Angels and Dragons hate each other with a passion that is almost comical if it wasn’t for how deadly their battles get.”

      I lifted an eyebrow at him. “So the idea that I’m half Draconis and Angel is absurd?

      I didn’t say that,” he answered me slowly, and I could see the wheels in his head turning. “If. And that’s a big if a Dragon and an Angel somehow put their differences aside; I can see that happening. However, they’ve hated each other ever since the universes were created by God. The story is, and I wasn’t there, but I’m sure Lilith can shed some light on it, is that when God created the cosmos, he created the Angels and the Dragons. But, the Angels were to be his army, while the Dragons were meant to be his backup plan.”

      Lilith snorted, and we both looked at her. “No, go on. Sorry.”

      Bart nodded. “Well. The Dragons did not like being second place or delegated to menial tasks. So, they took it upon themselves as a race to get stronger so that God would see just how powerful they were and let them do his work. Well,” he continued. “The Angels did not like that. However, it was already too late. The Dragons had amassed power, and the Angels did not like that. So, they went to war. It was a brutal war that lasted eons and killed many Angels and Dragons.”

      “Why didn’t God interfere?” I asked, puzzled.

      “Because that is not how God works,” Lilith said softly. I looked at her, remembering how God was not exactly benevolent.

      “The war lasted for a very long time, and so many Angels and Dragons died. Satan told me that, during the highest peak of their war, they had lost over a million Angels, but they had also killed just as many Dragons. Now, in Heaven, the number of Angels has dwindled. As for Dragons, until just now, I had thought all Dragons had died over 10,000 years ago. This was before he was thrown out of Heaven, but I remember him telling me stories, and I could see the horror in his eyes. Once he was done with the stories, he would drink himself into a stupor. It must have been brutal.”

      “So, then, who are my parents? So he’s saying that one of my parents was an Angel and the other a Dragon?”

      Bart hmmed, and I looked over at him. “Something?”

      Well, we never did get the rest of the information from Flauros. Did you want to get ahold of Fladros again? Maybe his dad gave him that information.

      “That can wait. However, we have to talk to our Elven friends again. So, who would I be getting this ability to read or see healing magic from?”

      “Angelic powers, I would say,” Bart said thoughtfully. “Angels are known to be able to heal? Right, Lilith?”

      “Yes. And Dragons are more fighters than healers. Oh, they had their own self-healing abilities.”

      “Shit,” I swore. “Now I really need to go back and see my parents in Florida.”

      “We can deal with Loorne and Seenia if you wish, Brian, and then we can head to your parents and question them?” Bart suggested.

      I bit my nail nervously. Did I truly want to find out that my parents, who I thought I was born and raised with, weren’t my parents? Did I want to discover that they weren’t my birth parents but these beings that seemed so powerful? I mean, fucking hell, an Angel? Wasn’t Satan a fallen Angel? And oh my God! Dragons! I always thought they weren’t real. Then again, I thought, rolling my eyes internally. I didn’t know demons or Elves were real.

      Slowly I nodded. I needed to find out. Not only for the ability to see healing magic, but also, to find out from my parents what the fuck is going on.

      “Yeah. Let’s go talk to Seenia and Loorne. Then we can check out, and what? Take a plane or a Portal to them?”

      “With the amount of magical power you have,” Bart suggested, “I would go with Portal. A plane,” he scowled, “Should not be doing what it’s doing.”

      “Afraid of flying?” I teased him.

      He replied in his cultured British accent, “I would rather avoid being that far up in the air.”

      I put a hand on his shoulder and laughed. “Planes are safe.”

      He mumbles, “Sure. You say that now.”

      Even Lilith laughed at Bart’s discomfort with flying. She actually loved it. The entire time we flew that one time, she kept looking out the window, pointing things out.

      Bart headed toward the room’s door, and he was grumbling quietly enough that I could not catch it. But it still made me and Lilith laugh at his cost.

      Come on,” I said to Lilith with an arm out. “Let’s go talk to these Elves and we can check out in the morning. No use doing it tonight.”

      “Oooh!” she exclaimed. “We can use the shower one more time!”

      “That was my thought,” I replied with a grin.

      Bart turned around and glared at me, but he didn’t say anything. At least he was getting better at that. The elevator ride down was quiet, except for Bart glaring at me now and then.

      I put a hand down on his shoulder and squeezed it. “If we can avoid flying, we will do it. However, if we ever need to go somewhere I’ve never been, that is the only time we will fly, or I will attempt to make it the only time we will fly.”

      Bart visibly brightened up. “Really?”

      “Really,” I confirmed.

      He nodded, grinned, and looked straight ahead. Once the door to the elevator opened to the fourth floor, he got out, and there was an actual bounce to his step. It was odd thinking that this old man with a British accent was really a short imp with red skin, black horns, and teeth that could tear apart a piece of meat instantly. I know. I’ve seen him eat in his imp form.

      I let him get ahead and whispered to Lilith, “Do imps hate flying?’

      She nodded vigorously. “With a passion. Something about how they used to have wings, but they were vestigial and never worked. Many an imp died in the Nine Hells trying to attempt to fly.”

      Bart stopped in front of 410, and looked at us annoyed. Well, that didn’t last long. Once we were with him, he rapped his knuckled on the door.

      The door was instantly answered, with Seenia there, glaring at us. “Did you find out?”

      “Can we come in?” I asked instead with a raised eyebrow.

      She sighed deeply, as if offended, and opened the door wider to let us in. Once we were in the main part of the hotel room, I noticed Loorne sitting on the sofa with the television on but muted.

      “Welcome once more, Sir Brian,” he said with a smile.

      “Brian, please. I don’t deserve the sir.”

      He just smiled at me and turned off the television, which I had noticed before he turned it off had been showing some baseball program. Do Elves watch our sports?

      I looked back, and Seenia had her arms crossed and was glaring at us. Well, more like she was glaring at me. She looked cute when she was angry. It brought out the blue in her eyes even more. It helped that because of her crossed arms, her chest was prominent, which just made her more alluring.

      “Care to tell me now how is it that you can see my healing magic?” she barked.

      “First, I have a question to ask you both. What do you know about Angels and Dragons?”

      Seenia snorted. “Let’s see. Dragons are dead, and Angels are a pain in the ass.”

      “Seenia,” Loorne barked at her in rebuke.

      She turned to him, and her anger was now directed at him. “It’s true. With the Dragons gone, the Angels are doing whatever they want. The Church is proof of that.”

      What do you mean the Church?” I frowned at her comment.

      Her glare turned back to me. “The Church. You’re human Church. They are protected by Angels. Everything that is wrong with your society is because of them.”

      I looked at Lilith and Bart. Both of them had confused looks on their faces.

      “Care to elaborate?” Lilith asked her quietly, in a tone that was trying not to be confrontational.

      “Seenia,” Loorne warned her again. “This is between the humans and the Church.”

      “It was until they fucking took you, uncle!” she exploded.

      “Wait,” I asked, putting a hand up. “I thought it was the Demon Mages who took you?”

      Sighing, Loorne put a hand to his temple and squeezed. “The Demon Mages are working with the Church. They know that if they do, they can get the help of not just the Church, but also possibly of an Angel.”

      “Wait. So Angels are on Earth?” I blurted out in disbelief.

      Loorne sighed but answered me. “No. Angels are not allowed on Earth or on this plane. They can, however, send an Avatar who has been blessed by them.”

      “So, are they as strong as an Angel?” Lilith asked him.

      “No,” Loorne replied, and I could hear the relief in his tone. “If they were, many of us magical races would be wiped out.”

      “What?” I yelled in alarm.

      He nodded, and I noticed that Seenia did as well. “You humans fear us. Those that know of us, at least. And those in power in the Church are very aware of us. We try to live in harmony with you, but the Church is making it harder and harder to. So we hide more.”

      “And this Church, I assume you are talking about the Catholic Church, the Pope, Vatican City?”

      “The one and only,” growled Seenia, and there was such hatred in her voice that I was astonished.

      Just what had the Church done to her people? I knew that the Church in olden times used to prosecute people as witches and warlocks. They would kill those not of their faith, but this? This was just crazy to think that the Catholic Church was aware of magical races and tried, or was still trying, according to the two Elves, to destroy them.

      And now, do I even tell them that I am part Dragon and Angel? What would happen if I told them? Would they attack me?

      “Well,” I said instead. “One reason I can see magic, or your magic, is I might have birth parents that might have been able to do healing magic.”

      I held up a hand to forestall Seenia’s question. “However, I’m not sure what. So, I will be going to see my parents in Florida. Or those that raised me, as I just found out they were only my foster parents, not my birth parents. But, I can’t tell you yet what that is.”

      I mean, I could, but the shitstorm that would cause I wasn’t ready for yet.

      Seenia nodded slowly, and I could see her thinking about something. Finally, she looked up and nodded. “I wish to come with you?”

      “Come again?” I asked her, dumbfounded.
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      “I wish to come with you. I am curious about what allows you to see my magic. Only Elves who are healers can see the magical glow. Not even other races see it.”

      “They aren’t exactly Healers,” Loorne snorted. He nodded at my look. “Healers is a specialty that we Elves have. While other races might have an ability to regenerate, for those that don’t, we are the primary Healers. Many races keep us as retainers.”

      “So only Elves can be Healers?” I asked, puzzled.

      But I just found out that Angels can heal. Though admittedly, I also just found out that they cannot come down to Earth or this plane. Then the question begs, how did I end up being born from them if that is who my parents truly were?

      Seenia was the one who shook her head. “No. Sort of? Right now, the only race who seems to have the skills, not the knowledge, to heal are Elves. Though, there were rumors which I think is just a myth, that humans once were able to heal.”

      I lifted a hand to stop her. “Wait, Demon Mages were able to heal?” I asked her in disbelief

      “Not Demon Mages,” she shook her head again. “Ages ago, there are records to indicate that once, humans were able to heal. However, it has been thousands of years. Demon Mage magic is different. Demon mages are able to use demonic magic,” she added, nodding toward my two demons. “Such as for calling up demons, and most of the spells that Demon Mages can use are more demonic in nature. Such as something they call Shadow Cloak.”

      It made sense that the Elves would know some of the spells that Demon Mages use. I’m sure they have had many interactions, especially since, from what I understand we have been around a long time.

      “Well,” I said, with a nod. “Thank you for that little history lesson.”

      She got a look on her face, but I quickly added. “No. I’m being serious. This is all new to me. Hell, I didn’t know Elves, demons, and other things existed for real until just a short time ago.

      Her face cleared, and she nodded.

      “Now,” I said, looking at Bart and Lilith. “I guess we should go talk to my parents. Though,” I looked over at Seenia and Loorne. “I don’t think they should see you.”

      “Oh, that’s easy,” Loorne said with a smile.

      He took something out of his pocket. It was a locket of some kind. It was on a thin silver chain, and when I looked at the ornament, it was shaped like a tree. It was silver in color as well. The intricate workmanship on it was amazing. The tree looked life-like. He placed it over his head, and suddenly I gasped in surprise.

      The thin Elf was gone, and in his place was a human, who, while still slim, had long black hair with a trim beard that was salt and pepper, the same as Bart in his human form. His clothing hadn’t changed, though. It was still the pretty beat up, cut up, burned up, holes all over the place clothing. He was grinning at my surprise.

      “It’s an illusion charm. It allows us to walk around freely in the human world.”

      I looked at Seenia. She was still in her human form, that was, the tall, stunning blond I had met when I first knocked on her door and answered it. The only reason I knew she was an Elf was because of her confirming it, and Loorne as well. Otherwise, she looked like a hot blond chick who just happened to be well-endowed.

      “I assume that’s why you look the way you do?”

      She nodded, reached into her bosom under her shirt, and pulled out the same adornment that Loorne had on. She took it off, and her looks were replaced by a tall, white hairs female Elf, who was still well endowed. But also her eyes. They were even more blue than before. It was a blue that you would never have seen on a human. That’s how blue it was.

      “Damn,” I whistled in appreciation.

      She blushed, put her chain back around her neck, and the human look returned. It was so fast, I wasn’t able to see it.

      So, is that considered like an enchantment?” I asked, changing the subject from her looks.

      Loorne nodded. “Correct. We have many enchanted items,” he started but was, interrupted by Seenia.

      Loorne,” she cut him off. “I don’t think the council would appreciate you telling them,” but this time, she was interrupted as well.

      “Seenia. Something tells me that this young human here is not your normal run-of-the-mill Demon Mage. Am I correct in assuming so?” he asked, looking at me.

      I held up my hands. “I am not sure,” I replied with a frown. “I am still trying to find out something about myself as well. That is why I need to go see my parents tomorrow.”

      “Why not tonight?” Seenia asked quickly; I know she was curious about me, but I wasn’t about to wake up my parents. They were early to bed, early to rise kind of people. Which, growing up, I hated since it meant I got up early. Only I’d always been a night owl.

      I looked at my watch and said, “Because my parents are about to go to bed. It’s late and honestly, I want to enjoy my hotel room one more night with my Succubus,” I answered with a grin.

      She glared at me. “You Demon Mages are all the same.”

      “How so?” I lifted an eyebrow curiously.

      She sneered. “You make your Succubi pleasure you.”

      I was about to answer, but Lilith beat me to it with a loud laugh. “I’m sorry, little Elfy, but trust me, he gives more than enough pleasure.”

      She came over and grabbed my arm while Seenia looked on with shock on her face. She started to drag me toward the door.

      We shall see you in the morning,” she said sweetly.

      I was looking back, so I saw Loorne cover his mouth with a hand, but not before I saw the grin. Bart was rolling his eyes but was following us. And the look on Seenia’s face was priceless. It was between shock, jealousy, and envy. I chuckled but let my Succubus drag me outside the room toward the elevators.

      I bent down to my Succubus and whispered, “That was mean.”

      She snorted. “I think she likes you. Even though you’re human.”

      Now it was my turn to snort. Her? In both her human and Elven forms, she was hot as fuck. I’m sure she had men fawning all over her. Hell, for all I knew, she might even be married. Do Elves marry? I mean, I assume they did since Loorne was her uncle.
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      The next morning, I was yawning when we knocked on Seenia’s hotel room door. Lilith kept me up all night. I think I ended up only getting three hours of sleep. I’m sure I looked like shit. Lilith, on the other hand, who was on my arm, looked as if she had slept the entire night and looked amazing.

      It was Loorne who answered. I noticed he was wearing a new set of clothing. I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Nice duds,” I told him with a grin. He was wearing a grey tracksuit, and I noticed it was one of those famous brands. Not cheap. I guess they ordered clothing for him and had it delivered. That was the kind of brand it was. I’m sure it would break my bank account. Jesus, just how rich was this Elf? Then again, looking into the room, I noticed Seenia was there, and she had changed as well.

      She was wearing a sundress this time that had tiny flowers all over the place. Her long blond hair in a ponytail flowed over her right shoulder. She had a pair of white sandals on. She also had her suitcase packed and had it next to her. It was one of those rolling ones. I have my own bag over my shoulder. Of course, Bart and Lilith had nothing since they used illusions or whatever to change their clothing.

      Today, Lilith was wearing a dress as well, though it was more of a short skirt, with a white t-shirt that was tight as fuck showing off her massive chest with a low v-cut, and on the front were two red cherries. When I asked her where she saw that, she said she saw it in a commercial.

      “Ready?” I asked them both, coming into the room and allowing the door to close.

      They both nodded. “Will you tell us which flight you will take, so we can book tickets?” Loorne asked.

      I grinned at him instead. “Oh, we won’t be flying there.”

      Both of the Elves frowned at me. “It’s quite a long drive from here to Florida,” Loorne pointed out.

      “I have my ways.” Then I stopped. “Wait. Are you saying you don’t know?” I blurted out, somewhat surprised they didn’t know. Wait. So there was some knowledge that the Elves didn’t have about the Demon Mages?

      I looked over at my demons; both of them were smiling, shaking their heads.

      “Should I tell them?” I asked them both.

      Lilith said, “Maybe make them promise not to tell? I’m not sure what kind of information like that would do.”

      I nodded in agreement. I don’t know these Elves well enough yet. While Loorne might have known about the Shadow Cloak spell, did he know the rest?

      “I need you both to swear, on whatever you find holy or sacred, that you will not tell anyone about what I am about to do,” I asked both Elves.

      Seenia had been about to open her mouth to argue, but Loorne said quickly, “I swear on the One Tree that I will not divulge whatever secret you are about to tell us.”

      Seenia glared at her uncle but slowly nodded. “I agree to swear on the One Tree not to give out whatever secret you are about to tell us.”

      I nodded and looked at Lilith. “Go ahead.”

      She grinned and said, “Think of where you want to go, and I will need power.”

      I replied out loud. “Take what you need. And let’s see. A block from my parents?”

      “Oh! Can we get coffee?” Bart replied suddenly.

      I looked at him. “What? We didn’t have breakfast this morning!” he said accusingly, as if it was my fault. Which I guess it was since I wanted to leave as soon as I was showered.

      “Fine,” I said, rolling my eyes. “We can walk over to get some breakfast. Go ahead Lilith.”

      She nodded.

      Lilith turned to an empty spot and lifted her hand and started to make a circle motion slowly. She growled out in a guttural language, which I now knew was Demonic.

      “Zaz'kahr Vorg'thrax Kraal Zul'grom Kraad Kyzzor Xyr'kaz Gruul!”

      And slowly, as before, a small red dot appeared in the air, about four feet, but then slowly started to expand. It was spinning with the motions of Lilith’s hand. The red was almost blood-red in color, but it had an inner shine as if it was lit from within. Then, when the circle was 8 feet tall, because of the height of the hotel’s ceiling, she stopped her motion, and with almost a wet popping sound, the entire circle, except for the outer edges, disappeared, and we were looking at a street. A familiar street, that was around the corner from my parent’s place.

      I also knew from talking to Lilith that there was magic inside this that made it so if someone was looking, they would have an aversion to looking there.

      Both of the Elves were staring at the suddenly appearing Portal.

      “By the One Tree, what is that?” breathed Loorne in awe.

      “That,” I said, pointing to the Portal, “Is the fastest way to travel. It’s a Portal.”

      I waved to the Portal.“Go through, and I will meet you on the other side.”

      Seenia said nervously, “You want me to go through that?”

      I shrugged. “Only if you wish to come with me. I am not forcing you,” I reminded her it was she who wanted to follow me.

      She looked at the Portal, me, the Portal, and finally took a deep breath and rushed to the Portal as if expecting it to somehow do something to her. She went through it, and I saw her stop on the other side, looking around in surprise.

      I grinned and waved to Loorne. “You’re next.”

      He took a deep breath as well but walked calmly through the Portal. When he was on the other side with his niece, he blinked, looking around.

      Bart went through, followed by Lilith, and I was right behind her. Once through, the Portal disappeared with a dispersion of magic. I had felt the draw on my magic when Lilith had cast it. I was getting more attuned to my magic.

      I turned to look at the two Elves, and they were looking at me, stunned.

      “What?”

      “Can all Demon Mages do that?” Loorne finally blurted out.

      “Hmm,” I looked at Lilith, and she snorted.

      “No,” she replied. “It requires a lot of magical energy. Let’s just say that Brian is special.”

      Once more, their eyes fixated on me, bearing the unspoken inquiries they harbored within. But, to get out of answering it, I turned around and headed toward the restaurant we had been to days ago.

      “Oh, look. I smell coffee.”
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      “What was that!” Seenia asked, running until she was beside me. “I’ve never seen something like that!”

      She was angry. I wasn’t sure about what. So what? It wasn’t like Elves had their secrets, I’m sure.

      She grabbed my arm, physically stopped me, and turned me around until I faced her.

      “What was that!” she almost screamed.

      I had seen both Bart and Lilith about to attack her, but I held up a hand to stop them.

      I gazed at her, and I saw her anger but also her curiosity,

      I heard a cough, and I looked over. Loorne was looking embarrassed at his niece’s action.

      “While I have the same sentiment as my niece, I won’t physically stop you, but I must admit, I don’t know what that was.”

      I gazed at Lilith to ask if I should, and she nodded. “They did swear on their One Tree.”

      “It’s that powerful?”

      “Their One Tree is where they get all their magic. So yes.”

      “You know our ways?” Seenia frowned at the demoness.

      “I have been around for a very long time,” she smiled at the Elf. “I have some knowledge of your kind, but it might be very outdated.

      “How outdated?” Loorne asked her with a raised eyebrow.

      “Oh, about five thousand years outdated?” she stated matter of factly.

      Both Elves stared at her as if she was crazy, but it was Loorne who shook himself and nodded. He looked at his niece. “She is a demon. So no idea how long she might have been doing this sort of summoning work.”

      “We call it Contract Binding,” Lilith told him with a smile. “And no. I have not been doing this for a long time. It’s just that no one has been powerful enough to call me up.”

      I can hear the double meaning in there. What she was also telling the Elves was, don’t fuck with her, and by extension, me, hopefully.

      They both looked over at Bart at the same thing. He was just looking at them both impassively, waiting for me.

      “What sort of demon are you?” Loorne asked.

      Bart looked at me, and I nodded.

      He replied in his British-accented self, “I am an imp.”

      “Might I enquire what color? And yes, I know that much,” Loorne replied at Bart’s look. He again looked over at me.

      I shook my head this time. “Let’s just say that he isn’t a grey imp.”

      And I left it at that. Let them infer from that what they want. I still didn’t trust them fully. I had just met them. And while Seenia might look hot, for all I know, she was the worse kind of Elf. Though, I guess a healer wouldn’t be exactly that bad. Right?

      We got to the fast food chain that we had been at last time, and I walked in with the rest following me. I went to the counter, and with everyone’s feedback, I got food. I had to snort at Bart since he wanted five breakfast sandwiches and two coffees. I had to tell him if he kept eating like that, he would have to wire me some damn money.

      The two Elves ended up getting, I noticed, a non-meat breakfast. They did get coffee, however. Once we had all our food, we headed to one of the free tables in the back of the place. It wasn’t full, so we had a couple of tables between us and other customers. Though, most of them were on their phones and even had earbuds in.

      Once we sat down, I looked at Seenia and asked her, “You don’t eat meat?”

      She nodded. “We do. I just don’t like their,” and she made a face, “What passes for meat here. This I will do.” She waved to her pancakes and hashbrowns. She even had a large black coffee. Lilith ended up getting a coffee with lots of sugar and cream and a breakfast sandwich. I had the same, except my coffee wasn’t diabetes waiting to happen.

      “Now,” I said after taking a bite of my breakfast. “I need to talk to my parents alone.”

      Lilith was shaking her head. “We need to be there. If something were to happen to you. We need to be there to help.”

      I opened my mouth, but Bart added. “She’s right, Brian. You might be walking into a trap.

      I frowned. “But I send Loi and hmm. What’s his name?”

      “Pon,” Lilith supplied the male imp’s name.

      “That’s it. Pon. I sent them both to watch over my parents, but they haven’t returned to let me know if there were any issues. Can I contact them somehow?”

      I can do so,” Bart nodded. “As your, hmm,” he said, looking at the two Elves quickly, “First imp, I can communicate with them.”

      “Oh,” I said, looking at him. Good to know. Wish I had known that. I had been worried about my parents ever since I found out they might not be my birth parents. “All right. Can you do that and find out if everything is good and if anything suspicious has happened?”

      He nodded, closed his eyes, and lowered his head.

      I went back to my breakfast and looked at Seenia. “So, what’s it like being a healer?” I asked, covering my mouth, which was full.

      She grinned at my question but sipped her black coffee before answering. “I love it. I’ve wanted to do it since I was a child. Even before I knew I was attuned to it.”

      So not every Elf is attuned to healing magic?” I asked, curious to know more about these Elves.

      She nodded quickly. “While many of us do have it, not all of us have it. Others have simple magic.”

      “Oh?” I asked, intrigued to know that not all Elves can heal but that they had a different form of magic.

      She frowned. “Why do I feel so easy answering you? Most humans who ask me I clam up.”

      “You know humans?” I exclaimed in amazement.

      “Of course,” she smiled. “We do interact with humans. Though most of them have no clue that we are Elves, those that do, they ask questions. So yes. There are different branches of magic that we Elves can do. There are the Healing Arts. There is the Combat Arts. And then there are the ones that we call the One Tree Arts.”

      She frowned at her uncle, and I noticed he was gazing at her with a wondering look.

      “Uncle, what is happening?”

      “I do not know,” he said, looking at me. “I do not detect any form of coercion magic on him or coming from him.”

      I looked at the two of them and asked hesitantly, “What do you mean?”

      Sighing, Seenia put a hand to her forehead and squeezed. “I am sorry, but for some reason, I feel compelled to answer your questions. You are not using any magic on me? Maybe one of your demons is?”

      I pointed to Bart, who still had his eyes closed. “I doubt he’s doing it. But while Lilith is a Succubus,” I said, giving that away, hoping to make them feel more at ease. “I have not asked her to use her power. And I assume Lilith, you aren’t using it of your own choice?”

      She shook her head, taking another bite of her sandwich. “Nope. I have used any of my abilities on these two.”

      “There you go,” I said. “No clue why you feel the desire to answer my questions. I will stop asking them if it makes you uncomfortable.”

      Seenia gazed openly at me and could see the interest there. “No. That is fine. Though, I would ask you do not ask any questions about our One Tree. I have no desire to answer your questions about that.”

      I held up my hands. “Sounds good. One Tree out of the equation.”

      Though admittedly, I was very curious about that. Was it like a giant tree that they all lived in? Was it something that was so massive that the entire race lived there? Though, where the fuck would you hide a tree that big on Earth?

      Bart opened his eyes and interrupted whatever question that Seenia was about to ask. He looked at me and frowned.

      “There’s an issue.”

      I looked at him, concerned. “My parents?”

      “No,” he shook his head. “They are safe. That’s just it. They are so safe that the two imps were not able to get on their property.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “What?”

      “Loi is telling me that there is a powerful ward around your parent’s property. Not only that, it’s old.”

      What do you mean old? Like it’s been there for ages.”

      He nodded. “She thinks that it might have been there for over twenty years. When a ward is places, there is a feel to it as it gets older. Ancient wards you can tell right away. Well, us imps can. This one is at least over 20 years old.”

      I looked at him without answering. So, does that mean it was placed after I was born? I had grown up there my entire life. Did that mean I was protected somehow by this ward?

      As if reading my mind, Lilith placed a hand on mine. “This is pretty indicative of them knowing something, Brian.”

      I sighed. “I guess we should get this over and done with. I need to go talk to them.”

      “Might we join you?” Seenia asked.

      I looked at her, unsure but then shook my head. “For this. I would rather do it alone, with my demons. I am about to find out some, shall we say, interesting news that I do not want out yet. You’re welcome to wait here if you wish.”

      She snorted. “Not much choice. You took us from Atlanta to Florida almost instantly. While I have my passport to travel, my uncle does not.”

      I looked at him. “You don’t have an ID?”

      He smiled. “I don’t have human ID. I’m from Atlanta. Or the area.”

      “And you?” I asked Seenia curiously.

      “I am currently between places,” she replied evasively.

      I nodded. Whatever that meant, it was her secret if she wanted to keep it that way. I nodded. “I’m from Los Angels.”

      “And your parents live here?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I left when I was twenty. I got a job out there but then got laid off a couple of months ago,” I said sourly.

      “And yet you can stay in expensive hotels?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

      I pointed to Bart. “Thanks to him.”

      She looked at Bart in a new light, and I could see even Loorne was looking at him with interest.

      “And I can say the same of you,” I pointed out. “You were staying at that hotel as well.”

      She smiled. “That’s because we Elves have our own money. But, also, it’s easy to convince a human what they are holding is really money, yet is simply a piece of paper.”

      Lilith sat up at that. “Oh? Subterfuge? You do an illusion on it?”

      She nodded at Lilith. “Yes. Something like that. Though, it’s more of a mental trick than an actual illusion.

      “Anyhow,” I interrupted. “We should go talk to my parents,” I said with a resigned sigh.

      Lilith put a comforting hand on mine. “It can’t be that bad.”

      I looked at her and signed. “One can hope. If you two will stay here, I will come back and get you both and drop you off back in Atlanta.”

      They both nodded.

      “I must admit, I am curious how this spell works,” Loorne said to me.

      I grinned at him. “I’m sure you are. Instant travel across the globe.”
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      “So what are your, hmm, parents like?” Lilith asked awkwardly.

      I had gotten Loi and Pon to stay out and guard the outside still. To warn me, or Bart, if anything happened, since they can communicate with him quickly.

      I smiled. “They are great. They were there for me my entire life. Events. Outings. Plays. Hell, Dad even volunteered for many of them.”

      She smiled at me. “They sound like great parents,” she said with a sigh.

      “You didn’t have parents?” I asked.

      She snorted. “Remember, I was created by God at the same time as Adam in the Garden of Eden. Then, when I was kicked out, I was turned into a Succubus.”

      “Right,” I blushed, forgetting that part. “And you? Did you have parents?”

      “Of course, I had parents,” Bart replied, affronted. “Where did you think baby imps came from?”

      I held up both hands up apologetically. “Hey, remember, I couldn’t read that grimoire with all the history of the demons and stuff. I will get to it eventually.”

      “Ah, of course,” he said, mollified, somewhat. “I guess that’s true. So, to answer that. Yes, I had parents. My dad was a blue. Mom was a green when I was born.”

      “So, are all imps born grey?”

      “That is correct,” he replied as we walked toward my parent’s place. “Then, as you increase in power, that is how you change colors.”

      I turned to Lilith, who was on my left. “That’s pretty neat. And do Succubi have different levels?”

      “No. All Succubi are equal, except me, of course,” she smiled, showing dimples on her beautiful face. “But most of their power is based on the Demon Mage they have a Binding Contract with. And since you have so much power,” she grinned. “I’m quite powerful.”

      “Does my being more powerful affect you as well?” I questioned Bart.

      He nodded. “Some. But mostly in that we can cast our spells much more powerfully. It doesn’t mean that I will increase in power. That only happens when I end up finishing this Binding Contract.”

      “How does that work? Is there a higher imp than red?”

      Bart signed wistfully. “There is. But, no one has ever reached it.”

      Intrigued, I asked, “What color is that?”

      He looked off into the distance, but something told me he was seeing something different than the scenery. “Yes. Gold.”

      Lilith laughed. “There has never been a gold imp before.”

      I frowned. “Then how do you know there is one?”

      Bart supplied that answer. “Imps have innate knowledge. As they get stronger, they know the spells. It just comes to them. Just as they know that in order to increase their colors, they need to do Binding Contracts. The goal of all imps is to get to gold. That is when they are the most powerful. My understanding is that if an imp ever becomes gold, they become the King of the imps.”

      “How are you ruled now?”

      “By council. Of which I am on when I am not doing a Contract Binding.” I can see the sour expression on his face. “I hate it. All that double talk and backstabbing simply to get things done. Though,” he added, smiling. “I would not want to live anywhere else. Though, Earth is a good second home.”

      “Only because you can eat and drink,” I snorted his way.

      He grinned. “Precisely.”

      Then, we came to my parent’s place. My parent’s place was an older two-level detached home with a garage. It had a nice front yard with green grass, and in the middle of that was a large magnolia tree. The white petals were opened. My dad always made sure the grass was cleared of any fallen petals. I honestly think he took it as an affront if there was ever one he missed. Mom used to tease him about that all the time. Hell, never mind, used to. I’m sure she still does, even though I don’t live at home anymore.

      The neighbor was fairly quiet. Most people who lived on this street were the original owners, and some were even retired. Dad was retired. And mom never really worked. She stayed home and raised me. She would always be there when I got home, with supper ready for all. Though, she did volunteer at the local library. It was where I first got my love of old books.

      She once took me to a bookstore to collect old books that the shop was giving away to the library, and I tagged along, and the books in that store were just a wonder to me. The idea that these books were written before I was even born. Or even my parents had an appeal to me.

      “How did you want to do this?” Lilith asked, interrupting my daydreaming.

      “What do you mean?”

      She waved between her and Bart. “Who are we to you? How will you introduce us?”

      “Oh shit,” I exclaimed. “I didn’t think that far.”

      “Did you wish us to stay out here?” Bart offered.

      I thought that over, and I shook my head. “If my parents are not really my birth parents, I want you both there to hear what they have to say. Honestly, I don’t even know where to start. Oh hey, Mom, Dad, I just found out that I’m not really your birth child, but a child of a Dragon and an Angel. Care to elaborate?”

      “That works,” Bart nodded.

      “I was kidding,” I told him, rolling my eyes.

      “Oh,” he said, blinking.

      “I think Bart might be right,” Lilith said. I looked over at her incredulously.

      “What?”

      “Well, how else will you ask such a bizarre question?” she shrugged.

      I opened my mouth but then closed it. She was right. There was no easy way to segway into that question. So, the only way is to do it right out. No pulling back. No holds barred. Even though they might look at me like I was nuts, they might have no idea about this.

      Unexpectedly next to me, Loi and Pon appeared. They were both wringing their hands.

      “We are sorry, Master,” Loi said in a high female squeaky voice. “We tried, but there is a ward we cannot pass. But, we did watch from outside it, and no one has bothered them.”

      I looked around quickly, but no one was watching. I bent down and put a reassuring hand on her head. It was hot to the touch but not scolding hold.

      It’s all right, Loi. It wasn’t your fault. I didn’t know there was a ward around my house. Bart, how did you get passed them to check them up last time?”

      He frowned. “That’s just it. There wasn’t one.”

      “Do you think it was activated after you left?”

      He looked unsure and shrugged his shoulders. “It could have. But that means that somehow the ward was set up so that if a demon went on your parent’s property, it would activate when I left. That’s pretty powerful magic.”

      “Demon Mage magic?”

      Bart snorted and shook his head. “No. This is magic I can’t even imagine who did it. Maybe one of your parents? Your real parents?”

      “I don’t know. Well, I guess I should head in,” I said, just staring at the front door but not moving an inch.

      Lilith grabbed my hand. “I’m there for you.”

      I looked down at her and smiled. “Thanks.”

      Taking a deep breath, I walked up to the door and rang the doorbell. Normally, I would just walk in, but I had not told my parents I was coming over. Whenever I came to Florida, I would always warn them.

      I could hear footsteps inside as someone came to the door. Based on the steps, I would say it was my dad. My mom didn’t stomp like he did. She used to always tell him that he could never sneak up on anyone since he was so loud. Thump. Thump.

      The door opened, and my dad looked at me in surprise.

      “Brian!” he exclaimed. “What are you doing here? You never warned us!”

      Awkwardly, I scratched the back of my head with my free hand and said, “Hey, Dad. Can I come in?”

      “Of course!” he cried out, opening the door wider to let me in. “Who are your friends?”

      “Hmm. This is my girlfriend Lilith, and this is someone who works for me,” I indicated to Bart.

      He nodded and said, “Nice to meet you, Mr. Laramie.”

      “Please,” he said, waving his hand. “John is fine.” He looked back at me. Come in on,” he replied, nodding.

      I nodded and walked into the front entrance, but I stopped when I heard a squeal.

      I turned around, and both Lilith and Bart were slammed up against the door. No, not the door. A barrier on the door.

      Sighing, I turned to my dad. “Dad. Let them in.”

      He frowned and looked at me. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I know about the ward around the house. Can you let them in?”

      The look of shock on my dad’s was priceless. But it also told me that he knew what was going on. Or he knew something.

      He stared at me hard but finally signed.

      “It was only a matter of time. One moment,” he added.

      He went where the house alarm panel was, but instead of pressing the buttons there, he placed his hand just below it, and suddenly, on the wall, a form appeared. A circle with a handprint. My dad placed his hand on it, and there was a small flash of light. He closed his eyes and, within seconds, reopened them.

      “All right. They may come in. Demons?” he asked.

      I gawked at him. Wait. He knew? Numbly, I replied, “Demons.”

      He nodded and turned to the two demons. “Welcome to my home. Come on in.”

      “Thank you,” Lilith replied, but I could hear the question mark at the end.

      “Thank you,” Bart replied in his British accent, but even from him, I could hear his confusion.

      Betty,” my dad yelled out. “Brian is home.”

      “Brian!” I heard my mother scream from the kitchen. She came running out of the kitchen, and even before I could prepare myself, she was hugging me.

      “Brian! Why didn’t you want us you were coming?” she said, moving back, grabbing my two hands, and beaming up at me.

      Coughing, my dad interrupted her. “He knows.”

      She turned to him, and there was confusion on her face. “He knows?”

      He pointed to Lilith and Bart. “Demons.”

      She turned back to me and looked at me intently. “Demons?”

      I nodded. “Demons.”

      She sighed. “Damn. I had hoped it would skip another generation. Come on in. I guess you’re here for some answers?”

      “You could say that,” I answered. But the one burning question that was in my mind came to the forefront of my brain, and before I knew it, my mouth asked, “Are you my real parents?”

      The look of shock on my parents made me nervous.

      But then my mother started crying and hugged me hard. “Of course, we’re your parents! What would make you ask that?”

      I pulled slightly away from my mom, even though I enjoyed her hugs. “Because I found out I might not be human.”

      My parents passed a look between them, and it was my dad who signed deeply.

      “Yeah, I think we have a lot of explaining to do. I assume these are your demons, and they are trustworthy?”

      I looked over at Lilith and Bart. And to be fair. I trusted these two with my life, even Bart, who, when I first met, might have been a big prick. But I’d gotten used to him and I honestly did trust him with my life.

      I looked over at my dad and nodded. “With my life.”

      “Good. Because with what we are about to tell you, it might well be. Come on in. Betty, can you get a bottle of whiskey and some glasses?”

      “You don’t need to get us anything, Dad,” I said, not wanting to go out of his way.

      He looked at me and snorted. “It wasn’t for you. It’s for me.”

      “And me,” My mother added, squeezing my hands once more before heading to the kitchen, where my dad kept his booze in one of the kitchen cupboards.

      I turned to look at Lilith and Bart. They were both looking at me with looks that communicated one simple feeling. What the fuck is going on?
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      It wasn’t long before we were settled in the living room. Dad had gone and sat in his usual recliner, though he didn’t lift the legs as he normally would. I had taken the larger sectional, which allowed Myself, Lilith, and Bart to sit comfortably. My mom came into the room a minute later, coming from the kitchen entrance. She had a tray with a large bottle of whiskey and five classes.

      She placed them on the table, poured a good two fingers into each of them, and passed them around. Staring with my dad. Then, she handed me one and then gave one to Bart and Lilith before she took one herself. I stared at her. My mom never drank. Fucking hell. What did they have to say to me that would make my mom drink? In my entire life of being raised by them, she never drank, not even a glass of wine.

      My mom sat on the loveseat that was next to my dad’s recliner. She took her glass, and before my wide eyes slammed the shot back, not even coughing. My dad did the same and gave her the glass, which was refilled again. I noticed this time it was a hell of a lot more than two fingers. She passed him his drink and took hers before turning her attention to me.

      “Where to start,” she sighed deeply.

      I assume since you have two demons with you,” my dad said. “That you’re a Demon Mage?”

      I nodded, frowning. “Wait. You know what Demon Mages are? Are you Demon Mages as well?”

      My dad snorted. “Not quite.”

      My mom put a hand on my dad’s arm, and he looked over at her.

      “Let me see if I could explain it to him,” she said.

      My dad nodded and took a sip of his whiskey, sitting back in his chair. My mom turned back to me and smiled, but I could see the smile looked unsure. Like, she wasn’t sure how I would view them.

      So, before she said anything, I said, “Mom. Dad. I will still love you. No matter what you say tonight.”

      My mom got a relieved look on her face and nodded quickly, but she also took a sip of her whiskey as if she needed liquid courage. Without thinking, I got up and poured more booze into mine. I felt a tap on my hip and looking over, Lilith was looking at me with her glass raised. Even Bart had his up. I nodded and poured each of them more as well.

      Once I sat down again, my mom nodded, but I could see she was trying to figure a way to tell me. I could see her mind trying to process what she was going to say.

      “So,” she started. “No. We are not Demon Mages. Though, we do know about that. We have known about them for generations. Though, no one in your family has ever been one. But, we have knowledge of them.”

      “Mom, who is we?”

      “Let your mom explain,” my dad said softly. “It will make more sense.”

      I nodded and looked at my mom. “While we have the ability to become Demon Mages, we have never found a grimoire that would take us on. No one in your family tree did. It’s been what?” she asked, looking at my dad. “Nine generations now?”

      He shook his head, “Ten, though. I guess since Brian did become a Demon Mage, it would be nine, wouldn’t it?” She nodded.

      “So because of that,” my mom continued, there has never been a chance for us to use the knowledge we have.”

      “But who is we, Mom? How can you and Dad know exactly what Demon Mages are? You’re human, aren’t you?”

      My dad was the one who shook his head. “Your mom is. But I’m not. Though,” and he frowned. “Even that isn’t true. Your mom isn’t fully human. Like me.”

      “Ok,” I replied, blinking as I was getting confused. “If mom is half human, and you’re the same. What exactly are you, and what am I? I was just informed by one of my demons, well, his father, I guess, that I was part Dragon and Angel. Like, what the hell does that even mean?”

      My dad looked at me, and this time it was himself who blinked at me. Even my mom was frowning.

      “Come again?” he blurted out.

      “I had one of my demons who could scry stuff. Know stuff, I mean. And he said that I wasn’t human, but that I was part Dragon and part Angel.”

      My dad and my mom passed a look.

      “What?”

      They both looked at me, and there was confusion on their faces. It was my dad who asked, “Are you sure that is what this demon told you?”

      “Yes. Lilith and Bart will even confirm that is what they heard as well.”

      Both of my parents looked over at my two demons, who were nodding their heads.

      My dad barked a laugh, but it was a panicky laugh. My mom also gave a laugh, but it sounded almost hysterical, like she was on the cusp crying. She almost looked like she had tears in her eyes.

      “It worked,” my dad whispered to my mom, looking at her with big eyes.

      “I never thought our ancestors would do it! I thought they were crazy to follow that plan!” my mom blurted out, and she was getting excited with each word.

      She turned to me swiftly and asked me intensely, “Can you do any other magic other than Demon Mages spells?”

      I looked at my mom and frowned. The reaction from my parents was not what I had expected. “What is going on?”

      My dad looked up at the ceiling of the living room and laughed, but it sounded joyous. He looked back down at me, reached over and grabbed my mom’s hand, and squeezed it.

      “A very long time ago, my ancestors were born of a union between a Dragon and a Kitsune. You know what that is?”

      I frowned at that. “Kitsun. Wasn’t that something like a fox person?”

      My dad smiled. “That is correct. Well, your great great, so many times removed, I don’t even know how far back it goes, had a child with the last of the Dragons. All we know is his name, which has been passed down from generation to generation. His name was Dragonic Brogon Firepeak.”

      “Where does the Angel part come from?” I asked, puzzled.

      “That would be my side,” my mom said with a smile. “Like your dad, I had an ancestor that many generations ago had a child. It was between a human and an Angel.”

      “Wait,” Lilith interjected. “How can that be? Angels aren’t allowed to be on Earth. Period. God does not allow it, except for special circumstances, and they are very rare.”

      Both of my parents were looking at Lilith with respect. My mom bowed her way. “That is correct. But, in this case, that one special circumstance happened. She, or the story goes, was sent to Earth in order to protect a small child. In the process, she fell in love with a human male.”

      “Wait,” I burst out. “Are you saying that this Angel was around to see him?” I asked incredulously.

      My mom grinned and nodded. “That is correct.”

      “And when she was down here, she fell in love with a human male and had sex with him and had a baby?” Even to my ears, it sounded so fucking farfetched that my parents had to be bull shiting me.

      My dad was the one who continued the conversation, “That is the story passed down from generation to generation, and now you are telling us that you are part Dragon and Angel. We have always waited for this day. Though,” he said, scowling. “It means that the true battle is about to happen.”

      “The true battle?” Bart asked, curiosity finally getting his tongue.

      I had also noticed he had the bottle of whiskey almost possessively in front of him, which I now saw was half gone. Pretty sure it was full when my mom brought it out.

      Both my parents were nodding. “The legend goes that when a savoir born of Angel and Dragon blood arrives, it is because the war against the heavens is about to begin.”

      “Wait. Heaven? Isn’t heaven the good people?”

      Lilith was the one to clear her throat. I looked over at her, and she had a worried look on her face.

      “Not true. Let me give you a bit of background here. So, Angels are not allowed on Earth anymore because they tried to reduce the human, and other magical races, to nothing. To them, those on Earth, and all the other planes, were nothing more than fodder to be used as they wished. From slaves for labor to slaves for sex. Even for some, as a food source. But, the Dragons, who did not like what the Angels were doing, went to war against them. The battle was intense. It lasted for eons. But, in the end, the last Dragon was killed, or we had assumed he was,” she said, looking at my parents.

      “During that battle, the Angels were reduced to less than six. God did not raise those who had died. God does not interfere that way. The battle was fierce. Many people, both human and magical, died in that battle. But understand this; they are not good. I can see now how you ended up becoming part Dragon and part Angel. Not because of them having a child, which would have been sacrilege to both of them. But, somehow, with your two ancestors over time meeting,” she said, nodding to my parents. “The two lines met up.”

      I frowned, trying to figure this out. “But, how can I be part Dragon and part Angel if both my parents aren’t either of those?”

      “Bloodlines. They are both very powerful bloodlines and somehow, over the ages, they finally became dominant in yours.”

      “That is what we figured,” my dad said, nodding at me proudly. “You were born at a time of great need. What you do with it is up to you, son. But know, we will be behind you 100 percent.”

      I remained perplexed and slightly disoriented. My parents had just revealed to me that on my mother’s side, there was an Angel, while on my father’s side, a Dragon. Across numerous generations, these diverse lineages intertwined and ultimately gave rise to my existence. But wait. My dad said a war. Did he mean I was to go fight against these Angels?

      I felt a hand in mine and looking over, Lilith had placed her hand in mine, and she squeezed it. “You’re not alone.”

      “She’s right,” Bart added. “You have us. And you can call up other powerful demons.”

      “And you have a new friend with those two Elves,” Lilith reminded me. “One who seems to be a powerful healer.”

      I exhaled deeply and nodded. I guess I was more than a Demon Mage, wasn’t I? But, a war? Didn’t I have enough with Demon Mages after me for my grimoire?

      I turned back to my parents and poured myself another drink, three fingers this time, and knocked it back in one go. It burned going down, but I needed that right now.

      “I need as much information as you can give me, please. Because something tells me I’m about to get in over my head here.”

      Both of my parents nodded, serious looks on both of their faces, but I could see in their eyes there was pride and love at my taking this on and not running away. Because honestly, I could have done just that. But, looking at Lilith. I didn’t want to. If this war was coming here. I needed to protect her. She was special to me. And Bart was starting to rub off on me.
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      I was utterly shocked at the amount of information my parents were able to give me, such as finding out that the Dragon I was born from was a Ruby Dragon. It seems that there used to be five different types of Dragons. Ruby being the most powerful. Lilith was the one who shed more light on that. It seems the ranks after that, from the strongest to the weakest, were Ruby, Ironscale, Frostwing, Shadowfire, and Thunderfang. With each one having respective colors. Ruby, was red. Ironscale was grey, Frostwing was blue, Shadowfire was black, and lastly, Thunderfang was white.

      I also found out that the Angel who had come down to Earth at that time was not known, or her name wasn’t known or much about her. Only that she was female and an Angel. When I asked Lilith how powerful they were, she snorted and said there was a reason that God banned them from coming down to Earth. I asked her if they were part of the Church, and she frowned and said she would need to research that, but something told her, based on the information she got from my head, that they might be involved somehow with them.

      When I asked my parents what about that DNA test we had taken, my dad blushed and said that he had some mild magic, and he was able to fib the test. That was why we were able to pass off as humans. The fact that my parents weren’t human was still something I was getting used to.

      We had gone back, after talking to my parents for hours, and met up again with the two Elves. They saw me come in, and Seenia had beelined it for me, grabbed my hands, and asked me if I was all right. I nodded numbly at her and sat down at the table where they had been waiting for us. Loorne, without being asked to, went and got me a coffee and gave it to me. I guess I was looking that shocked.

      We were back in Atlanta. I promised that I would drop them back off at home, and I did. We were all standing outside of a parking lot in downtown Atlanta.

      “Are you sure?” Lilith asked me for the second time.

      I nodded. “Yes. If Seenia can teach me healing magic, I think it would be useful for the future thing coming on,” I said.

      I had not really gone into detail with either of the Elves, as I did know them well enough. I can’t imagine what me telling them that I was part Dragon and part Angel would do. So, Bart had suggested I keep quiet about it. He said if they asked what I was so shocked about, he suggested that I just say that my parents gave me shocking news about my ancestry and leave it at that.

      Thankfully, both of the Elves simply nodded and did not dig any deeper, seeing the shock I was under. When I asked Seenia if she could teach me healing magic, she frowned at first but slowly nodded. She indicated that since I could see her magic, I might be able to. And she was curious if a human could learn it. I didn’t tell her that, technically, I wasn’t human.

      So, now I was back in Los Angeles at my house, and Seenia was looking around curiously.

      “And you live here alone?” she asked, peering around the back kitchen window into the yard. She turned around in time to see me shake my head.

      “Not anymore. I live here with Lilith and Bart.”

      Hesitantly, she asked, “And you have a spare room for me?”

      “Yes. Bart doesn’t sleep, so he has the office since he spends most of his time on my laptop. Lilith sleeps in the room with me, and I have one more spare room that does contain a bed. I assume Elves sleep?”

      She smiled, relief showing on her human-looking face. She had yet to remove the illusion, but that was good with me since I didn’t want a neighbor to look into my window and see a full-blown Elf here. Good luck trying to explain that!

      “Quite happily,” she grinned. “And I have to admit. Today has been one crazy day.”

      I went to my fridge and grabbed everyone a beer. I saw that I would have to get more. But then, remembering that Bart had more money than me, I turned to him.

      “Can you order some more food and beers? I’m tapped out,” I told him.

      He nodded, took his phone out, and started to tap away, but he did take the beer I offered him though with a smile.

      Lilith and Seenia accepted theirs with a smile as well. Once we were all sitting in the living room, with Bart still in the kitchen on his phone, but I knew he could hear us. I lifted my bottle up into the air.

      “Here is to figuring out my life.”

      “To figuring out your life,” they both repeated, but I saw that Seenia had a frown on her face.

      “What do you need to figure out?” she asked me.

      “Just who the hell I am,” I replied with a sigh. “Because something tells me that my life is about to get really interesting, and I don’t know if that is in a good way or bad way.”

      Something told me that if I was about to fight Angels, it would be in a dangerous way. But, as my parents said. I need to prepare myself. Train myself. Learn as much as possible, even if it’s from others, because this battle won’t be just mine alone. Others will be pulled into this battle.

      Once the bottles were emptied, and Bart came in and said that he ordered stuff for delivery tomorrow morning, I took Seenia to her new temporary room, showed her where the bathroom was, and even got her towels so she could wash off in the spare bathroom.

      Once in my room, I closed my door and turned around, and a body slammed into me. It was Lilith. She was up against me, one of her legs up on mine. Lilith grabbed my head, brought her head down to mine, and kissed me passionately. Once she broke off the kiss, we were both breathing heavily.

      “What was that for?” I inquired with a grin.

      “Just because you’re the most amazing master in the entire cosmos!” she grinned.

      “Better than, you know who?” I asked her with a raised eyebrow.

      She snorted. “Yes. He was only an Angel. You are much, much more.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, but I don’t even know what that means yet.”

      She pulled herself closer to me, almost trying to merge with my body. I could feel the heat coming off of her, and she smelled amazing. A cross between roses and something I could not place but smelled great.

      “That just means you need to keep me around so I can find out with you,” she answered with a saucy grin.

      “As if I need a reason to keep you around,” I growled, grabbing her backside until I had both of her ass cheeks in my hands.

      I looked at the doorway to the bathroom, and she looked that way as well. She turned back to me and grinned. “I think we need to wash up. It’s been a very long day.”

      I laughed as she dragged me to the bathroom. By the time we got there, she had already made her outfit disappear, and I got to watch her fantastic ass as she let go of my hand to turn on the shower. With my hand free, I’m sure I got undressed in record time, my cock so hard, even though I was exhausted. \

      
        
        The end of Demon Mage Book 1

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEMON MAGE SPELLS

          

        

      

    

    
      Tear of Awakening (1 Teardrop)

      

      Defensive Spells:

      
        	Shadow Cloak - The Demon Mage envelops himself in shadows, making him harder to see and harder to hit. This spell can be cast instantly and requires no preparation, making it ideal for emergencies. The strength and duration of the cloak depend on the tear drop level used to cast the spell.

        	Ward of the Abyss - The Demon Mage creates a protective barrier around himself that absorbs incoming attacks. The strength and duration of the barrier depend on the tear drop level used to cast the spell.

      

      Offensive Spells:

      
        	Hellfire Burst - The Demon Mage unleashes a burst of hellfire that damages enemies within a small area. This spell can be cast quickly and can deal significant damage to a group of enemies. The strength and range of the burst depend on the tear drop level used to cast the spell.

        	Shadow Strike - The Demon Mage teleports behind his enemy and delivers a devastating strike with his weapon. The strike is enhanced with dark magic, causing additional damage and potentially stunning the enemy. The distance teleported and the strength of the strike depend on the tear drop level used to cast the spell.

      

      

      Tear of Ascension (2 Teardrops)

      Defensive Spells:

      
        	Dark Shield - The Demon Mage creates a shield of dark energy that protects him from all kinds of attacks, including physical and magical. This spell can be cast quickly and requires no preparation. The strength and duration of the shield depend on the tear drop level used to cast the spell.

        	Shadow Form - The Demon Mage transforms himself into a shadowy figure, making him nearly impossible to hit with physical attacks. This spell also enhances his speed and agility, making it easier for him to dodge and evade attacks. The duration and speed boost depend on the tear drop level used to cast the spell.

      

      Offensive Spells:

      
        	Inferno Strike - The Demon Mage imbues his weapon with the power of hellfire, causing it to deal additional fire damage on top of its normal damage. The strength and duration of the fire damage depend on the tear drop level used to cast the spell.

        	Demonic Swarm - The Demon Mage summons a swarm of lesser demons to attack his enemies. These demons are weaker than the ones he can summon at higher tear drop levels, but they can still cause significant damage and distract enemies, making them easier to deal with. The number and strength of the demons summoned depend on the tear drop level used to cast the spell.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SUCCUBI ABILITIES AND SPELLS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Seduction - The Succubus uses her charms and allure to seduce an enemy and render them helpless. This spell can be used to distract enemies, make them drop their guard, or even gain information from them. The effectiveness of the spell depends on the target's willpower and resistance to temptation.

        	Drain Life - The Succubus drains the life force from her target, weakening them and transferring their vitality to herself. This spell is especially effective against male targets, as the Succubus feeds on their life force through intimate contact. The amount of life force drained and the duration of the effect depend on the Succubus's level of proficiency.

      

      

      Defensive

      
        	Hellfire Kiss - The Succubus imbues her kiss with the power of hellfire, burning her target from within and dealing significant fire damage over time. This spell is especially effective against male targets, as they are vulnerable to the Succubus's charms and are less likely to resist the kiss.

        	Enthrall - The Succubus enthralls her target, making them her obedient servant for a limited time. While under the spell, the target will do the Succubus's bidding and fight for her, even against their own allies. The duration of the spell depends on the target's willpower and resistance to the Succubus's charms.

      

      

      Offensive

      
        	Charm Ward - The Succubus creates a ward of magic that protects her from charms and mental manipulation. The ward can also reflect these effects back at the caster, making them vulnerable to their own magic. The strength and duration of the ward depend on the Succubus's level of proficiency.

        	Siren Song - The Succubus sings a haunting melody that lulls her enemies to sleep, rendering them unconscious for a limited time. This spell is especially effective against male targets, as they are vulnerable to the Succubus's charms and are less likely to resist the song. The duration of the sleep effect depends on the target's willpower and resistance to the Succubus's charms.

      

      

      Abilties

      

      
        	Dream Manipulation: The succubus possesses the ability to enter and control the dreams of her victims. She can shape dreams to her will, creating vivid and captivating illusions, seductive scenarios, or haunting nightmares.

        	Emotion Manipulation: The succubus has the power to influence and manipulate the emotions of those around her. She can intensify desires, kindle passion, evoke feelings of euphoria or despair, and even instill obsession or loyalty.

        	Seductive Aura: The succubus exudes an irresistible aura of allure and charm, captivating all who come into contact with her. Her enchanting presence makes it difficult for others to resist her advances or question her intentions.

        	Energy Drain: By engaging in intimate encounters, the succubus can drain the life force or vital energy from her partners. This feeds her own power and sustains her existence, leaving her victims weakened or entranced.

        	Illusion Casting: The succubus possesses the ability to cast illusions, creating deceptive images or altering her appearance to suit her desires. This power aids her in luring and seducing unsuspecting prey.

        	Telepathic Bonding: The succubus can establish a deep telepathic connection with her chosen target, allowing her to understand their deepest desires, fears, and secrets. This connection grants her a unique advantage in manipulating and controlling her victims. (She can only speak to her master for 30 minutes, as it does not use magic, but the mental state of both her and her master and can become a strain. Needs to wait at least an hour to use it again, but over time, it gets harder and harder to connect again.)

        	Shapeshifting: The succubus has the ability to alter her physical form, assuming various guises to suit her needs. This power enables her to adapt her appearance to appear more enticing or to blend seamlessly into different environments.

        	Enhanced Charisma: The succubus possesses an innate charm and charisma that allows her to effortlessly captivate and persuade others. She exudes an aura of allure, making it difficult for anyone to resist her advances or deny her requests.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IMP SPELLS AND ABILITIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Spells:

      
        	Fireball: The Imp conjures a small but potent ball of fire and hurls it at a designated target, causing fiery damage upon impact.

        	Invisibility: With a wave of its clawed hand, the Imp can become invisible for a duration of up to one hour. Afterward, it requires a short recharge time of a second before being able to use the spell again.

        	Hover: The Imp gains the ability to suspend itself in mid-air and move about effortlessly. While it does not grant true flight, it allows the Imp to navigate obstacles and traverse difficult terrain.

      

      Abilities:

      
        	Shapeshifting: The Imp possesses the innate talent to transform its form into any bipedal creature it desires. Whether it’s assuming the appearance of a human, elf, dwarf, or any other bipedal race, the Imp can adapt and blend into various environments or assume disguises as needed.

        	Illusory Attire (Cloak): The Imp can cast a spell that creates the illusion of clothing or attire around itself, concealing its true form. This ability allows the Imp to appear more human-like or adopt disguises that help it blend in with humanoid populations.
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      If you want to read any of my chapters in raw form as I write them, hed on over to my Patreon.

      

      https://www.patreon.com/dlevesqueauthor
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      I am an older-than-dirt gamer. I started gaming when old school BBS’ were a thing, playing Pit Fighter and Trade Wars. I remember buying my first PC when I was 14 years old; it was a RadioShack Tandy PC. Paid a ton for it.

      When the internet became available, I was on the early (well, not THAT early) bandwagon.

      My venture into online games started with Ultima Online. Then I got into the beta for Everquest. THAT was my addiction. I eventually convinced my partner at the time, to try the game since it seemed to be “taking you away from me almost every evening”. And that is how my now wife became a gamer girl. We raided for years, and made some fantastic friends, who we still talk to on Facebook. Then came Everquest 2. Yet more addiction. I have tried WoW, many times. While the game was good, I just never got into it. Sorry WoW Players.

      Since then, I have played tons of games that have come out, from online games to stand-alone ones. I have so many titles on Steam that one would think I would not run out of stuff to play, right? Yeah. If you look at my most played games in Steam, it would have to be in order: Elder Scrolls Online (over 900 hours), Ark Survival Evolved (over 500 hours), and Everquest 2 on Steam. But that doesn’t take into account before I had it on Steam, so add another 2000 hours to that!

      My love and passion for reading started at a young age. The first book I read for the sheer pleasure of it as a child was Lord of the Rings at the age of 12. From then on, it became an expensive habit. I have been reading Science Fiction and Fantasy ever since.

      I am also a fan of Anime and Manga. Yeah, I know. How much more geek can I add to this? Oh, oh, you just wait. I was more into ichii and harem there. But also, more fantasy-based ones. I never did watch Yu-Gi-Oh or such. I did love comedy ones. Years ago, I remember introducing my older kids to Ranma ½. Yeah, I wasn’t a good dad.

      About three years ago, I was introduced to LitRPG and GameLit, and well, HaremLit. And I have not gone back. I have bought and read so many books on Kindle. I won’t mention the numbers. I have wanted to write a book from a pretty young age, since I had lots of imagination and ideas. But I was always under the impression you needed a large publisher. I was wrong. Instead, I decided to put my thoughts to paper, as it were, and this started my new career as an author.
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      Don’t forget to leave a review here after you are done reading the book

      And also, please sign up for my newsletter at

      http://dlevesqueauthor.com/

      You can also join my fan group on Facebook here

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/975722739547373

      Some of the groups I hang out in are the following. Please join them if you haven’t already, they are awesome.

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/720210464809129 (Paranormal/Urban Fantasy Book Lover’s Haven)

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/867587086656183 (Fans Of Urban Fantasy!)

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup

      You can also find me on Twitter @ https://twitter.com/DLevesqueauthor
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      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1- ELEMENTAL SUMMONER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Alexander, I need you to go back there and fix that leak in the bathroom,” yells my manager from behind the counter as I walk into the store.

      Fuck, I hate it when he calls me by my full name. While my given name might be Alexander, I prefer Alex. And why the Hell am I fixing a leak? I’m a clerk. Ever since I told him my father was a renovation expert before he passed away from cancer, he’s decided that somehow his skills had been passed down to me.

      “Joshua,” I tell him patiently. “You know that I tried to fix it last week, and it didn’t work. Man, you need to call a plumber.”

      “I don’t have that kind of money!” Joshua says with a grimace as I walk up to him. “Can you look at it please?” he begs me.

      Technically, I don’t start for another hour. I came in early to get away from the quiet at home, and the empty fridge. My mother, bless her soul, works 70-hour weeks at the hospital as a nurse. I barely get to see her. But this week has been worse than usual. She never even got a chance to do her weekly grocery run, and I’m not allowed to do it for her since I only pick up junk food.

      I had come into work early to grab a drink and a pre-made sandwich and start reading one of the new fantasy books that one of the authors I follow had put out.

      I say with a sigh, “Sure. But the sandwich is free.”

      “Deal!” he shouts to my retreating back. “But only if you can fix it.” I stop, turn around and simply look at him. “Fine! It’s free,” he says gloomily.

      I grab a drink and one of the pre-made egg salad sandwiches out of the cooler and head to the back of the store through a door that says ‘staff only’ on it.

      Once on the other side, I open the drink, take a sip, and put it on the staff table. Beside the table are a couple of old torn up leather chairs that are a weird shade of putrid green but are comfortable as fuck, even with the duct tape that’s there to keep the tears from getting bigger. I open the package for the sandwich and I devour the first half and set it next to the drink.

      I place my bag on the chair and taking my sweatshirt off, sigh, and head to the bathroom in the back. The leak in question is coming from the water pipe, thank God, and not the sewer pipe.

      Once I get to the bathroom, I pause to look at myself in the mirror that’s above the sink, next to the toilet. God, I look like shit. I’m only 26, but I am already starting to let myself go and I look much older. The tire around my waist has gotten bigger, and my work shirt has gotten visibly tighter.

      The goatee I started growing two years ago is still there, but you would think I only started it last month. It looks so pathetic. I am sure a 12-year-old could grow a better one. But I keep it there, hoping it will somehow miraculously explode in growth one day miraculously. My receding hairline isn’t helping either. Nor do my eyes that are puffy from lack of sleep. I was up all night playing my addiction; the online game I had been playing for the last three years. To me, it was an escape from my shitty life. In it, I could pretend to be Juxar, the wizard.

      I give myself a wan smile in the mirror and bend down and look at the pipe. There is a bucket underneath it to catch the dripping water that is leaking from the joint. Last time I had tried to use some kind of plumbing tape, but it didn’t help, I guess. I look around, and I see Joshua’s store toolbox sitting next to the wall.

      I open it and look to see if the monkey wrench is there. Yep. I turn off the main water to the sink, I remove the offending cable pipe and look at it. The white plumber’s tape is still there, but it’s useful as shit. Fuck, why the Hell Joshua doesn’t simply call a plumber is beyond me. The guy keeps saying he doesn’t have money, but he does. He owns fourteen of these stores. This one so happens to be the one closest to his house, which is why he comes to work here.

      Using my nail, I remove the white tape and grab a fresh roll of it from the toolbox. Maybe I had put it on wrong? I mean, is there a wrong way? I slowly wrap more tape around the pipe and then look at my handy work when I’m done. It looks like it’s on differently. Maybe the angle you use when you do it makes a difference? Shrugging, I put the pipe back together and use the monkey wrench to make sure it’s on tightly, but not enough to crack the breakable plastic ring surrounding it.

      I turn on the main water slowly, and watch to see if there are any drips. Although, last time there weren’t any either, so I might not find out ’til next week that yet again, the pipe is leaking.

      I watch it for five minutes, with my mind admittedly going back to the Quest I did last night, which is the reason I am so tired today, and I don’t see any leaking.

      I had found a Questline that no one else had found. I even checked the wiki to make sure—nothing on the site about it. So I ended up staying up late to finish it before anyone else could, taking down details about it, so I could write up a walkthrough about it later for the wiki and stamp my name on the page.

      I wash my hands clean from the germs I am sure are all over the place in here, using liberal amounts of soap and hot water until they are red and almost raw from the scrubbing. At least I know this bathroom gets cleaned weekly, as I am the one who does it. Once I’m done, I head back to my food that’s waiting for me at the staff table. I sit down and finish the other half of my sandwich and my drink, and take my book out of my bag.

      Ah, come to me, oh words of wisdom. I glance at my watch, I have forty minutes before I need to start my shift. Sweet, I think to myself. I open the book to my bookmark, which is a hot Elf girl that is mostly naked, other than the bikini she is wearing. Yeah, I know. What would a fantasy Elf girl be doing wearing a bikini? Who cares!

      To make sure I don’t get too engrossed in my book and lose time, I take my smartphone out and set the alarm for five minutes before my shift starts. Joshua hates leaving late to go home to supper with his kids and wife.
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        * * *

      

      I get pulled out of my book with a shock and stare at my phone like it is something evil. Fuck, I had just gotten to a good part of the story. As much as I want to stay and read it, I know Joshua. He docks me an hour’s pay if I am even a minute late. I learned that the hard way when I started working for him five years ago after dropping out of college. That’s right, five years. That’s part of the reason I am able to work the evening shift instead of the night shift. I have the seniority, and also Joshua likes me, even though he keeps saying I could do so much better with my life than work for him. I just shake my head and tell him I am doing exactly what I want to be doing.

      The day staff hate working with Joshua. The night staff, well, Joshua’s older brother has dibs on that shift. I put my garbage in the waste container next to the table, throwing my bottle into the blue recycle bin that I knew Joshua’s brother will end up dumping into the wastebasket anyhow. I get up and stretch, stiff from sitting down without moving for so long, and place my bookmark into my book, before putting the book inside my bag. I walk over to the set of four lockers, I set my bag in one of them and close the door, placing my thumbprint on it to lock it.

      One thing that Joshua was willing to splurge on was these lockers. He said he got them at a discount, but the staff didn’t care since they were so damn cool. No keys, no combination to remember. Just your thumbprint, I think with a grin.

      Heading to the front of the store, I walk through the door and stop dead in my tracks. There is a man in front of the counter, but he isn’t buying shit. He has a gun in his hand, and it’s pointed at Joshua. The man has a ski mask over his face, and he suddenly turns towards me, with the handgun tracking my way.

      “Whoa, whoa!” I shout at him, putting my hands up.

      This isn’t my first robbery in five years, but looking at Joshua, I can see he is white as a ghost. Working the day shift, he has never been robbed before. “Listen, if you want the cash, we can give you the cash. All right? It’s cool, man. Just my boss there, he will open the till and pass you the money. Good?” I tell him in a calm voice.

      “What the fuck, man,” the robber says, turning the gun back towards Joshua. “I asked you if you was alone, and you said yes. You fucking lied to me, you fucking asshole,” he tells Joshua, waving the gun back and forth threateningly.

      “Whoa, whoa!” I shout again, focusing his attention back on me, which unfortunately also means the gun is now facing my way again.

      “He didn’t know,” I lied. “I came in through the back door and had been reading a book in the back room. Normally I would come in through the front door about this time, for my shift,” I tell him in a soft and calm voice, even though my heart is in my throat from having a gun aimed at me.

      “You’s lying,” he says, taking a step towards me, but I stand my ground. “You probably already called the fucking cops,” the robber shouts in what I can now see is a panic. His eyes have gotten bigger, and his breathing has gotten quicker. Shit, is this guy jacked up on something?

      “No, seriously, dude. I didn’t call the cops. Listen, let my boss get you the cash from the till, and then you can go. We promise not to call the police, all right?” I tell him, unsure of what he will do. Most robbers at night are pretty well either drunk or nervous. This guy is going into full-blown panic mode.

      Suddenly, I hear a scream from the doorway. I turn, and there is an old lady who must have just walked through the door and seen us being robbed at gunpoint. Instead of acting like a normal person and backing out quietly, she screamed. Really?

      Shockingly, I hear a loud explosion, and something slams into my forehead that fucking hurts worse than the time I got a marble in the forehead from a slingshot when I was 11. And that is the last thing I remember before everything goes black.
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