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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’d like to make a complaint,” the voice said. 
 
    Wes cradled the phone to his ear, his fake customer service smile frozen on his face. The calls that came to the front desk after midnight were never good—he dreaded them worse than just about anything else during his job. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” he said, glancing at the Xeroxed sheet of sample phrases taped to the nearby wall before reading one off. “At the Excelsior hotel, we pride ourselves on providing the highest possible quality of service. What seems to be the matter?” 
 
    The lobby of the Excelsior was quiet. Located in the heart of the city’s downtown, it was a popular choice of venue for conventions and trade shows, but none had been scheduled this weekend. Without most of its foot traffic, the luxurious furnishings and gilt features of the fancy entrance looked strangely overdressed, like a man wearing a tuxedo to a job interview at a fast food restaurant. A few sleepy-looking patrons shuffled back and forth at the hotel bar across the way, but other than that, Wes had been looking forward to a quiet night with his laptop and his latest fantasy world. 
 
    “I’m on the fifteenth floor,” the voice said. There was an edge in the speaker’s voice that made Wes’s teeth hurt. “You know where that is, right?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Wes said, rolling his eyes. At the Excelsior, as with most hotels, the closer to the top floor your room was the more important a guest the hotel considered you. Its sixteenth-floor suites were the envy of the city’s hospitality industry, with a million-dollar view of the downtown area and the nearby bay. 
 
    This caller was a step below the best of the best. Which was probably why they were bitter enough to call the front desk and complain at one AM instead of going to bed like a normal person. 
 
    “Well, the people above me are making a hell of a lot of noise,” the caller said. “Laughing, joking, stomping the floor—and that music! It sounds like someone’s set up a damned strip club in your hotel. My wife and I can’t get any rest with all that racket!” 
 
    “Tell him I need my beauty sleep!” a feminine voice screeched in the background. This person sounded younger than the caller—a lot younger—and Wes had to suppress a snicker. Poor guy, he thought, shaking his head. Trying to keep a young woman like that happy is a fool’s game. You give her an inch, she’ll take a whole fucking mile. 
 
    Even as he thought it, Wes felt a pang of regret. He wished he’d had more time for the opposite sex lately. But the night shift at the Excelsior didn’t give a guy a lot of time for dating. What it did give Wes time for was writing—his true passion, the thing he’d pursued all throughout his college career. A three-quarters finished fantasy novel sat on the laptop in front of him, waiting for him to finish. 
 
    It won’t be finished tonight, Wes thought. He could already tell there’d be no calming this guy down—not with his undoubtedly hot young wife complaining in his ear. But he decided to try, anyway. 
 
    “That would be our Emperor’s Suite, sir,” Wes said, referring to the apartment-sized penthouse that dominated the Excelsior’s top floor. “We don’t allow events to take place inside of our rooms, but several of our VIP guests sometimes entertain clients using our penthouse as a base. I’d like to apologize for the inconvenience—perhaps I could give you discount on your room—” 
 
    If he’d thought the man might bite, he’d been dead wrong. The guy sounded cheap, but he also sounded like he wanted to go to sleep—and appeasing his wife was the only way to make that happen. 
 
    “You listen to me!” the man said, his voice practically a wheeze.  
 
    Does he think he’s intimidating, shouting into a little speaker? Wes wondered, shaking his head. He’d done call centers before in the past, and still never understood the people who thought they could bully someone over a phone.  
 
    “I don’t care how rich those people are or how fancy their suite is!” the guy on the phone continued. “You go up there and tell them to knock it the fuck off!” 
 
    Wes bit back a sigh. The laptop screen called out to him, so inviting. This was one of those nights when he could feel the words form beneath his fingertips —when it felt like the muse was hunched just over his shoulder, whispering the next line whenever he got stuck. He’d been looking forward to maybe even breaking his single-day wordcount record. 
 
    Oh well, he thought. Duty calls. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Wes said, closing his laptop. “I’ll do just that. Thank you for letting me know.” 
 
    After listening to the man blather on for a few more moments, Wes gratefully hung the phone up and put a ‘BACK IN FIFTEEN MINUTES’ sign on the front desk. Not that anyone would bother him at this hour, as a new guest checking in this late at night would have been extremely unusual. But the hotel was currently short staffed with everything going on in the world, and lacking backup, Wes had to rely on the sign. 
 
    The elevator refused to open until Wes remembered his keycard. After midnight, the hotel locked its upper floors as a security measure—but as a member of staff, Wes’s card opened all doors and unlocked all locks. He stepped inside, whistling along to the smooth jazz instrumental version of an 80’s pop song as the elevator rose to the sixteenth floor. 
 
    This place is so nice, Wes thought. One day, I want to be the one staying here, instead of the guy dealing with all the complaints.  
 
    It was not the first time Wes had entertained such a notion. But on a night like this, the thought seemed imbued with a special degree of meaning. The fantasy novel sitting on his laptop was by no means his first—he’d written a half-dozen of them, each longer and more complex than the last. He’d even submitted one to a major fantasy and science fiction publishing house, polishing the manuscript to a mirror shine before dropping it into the company’s digital mailbox, and was just waiting to hear back what they thought. 
 
    “It could be my big break,” Wes said aloud, watching as the little light above the elevator flickered from seven to eight to nine. “I could be the next Brandon Sanderson…or George R. R. Martin…” 
 
    Wes idolized guys like that. He’d grown up on a steady diet of science fiction and fantasy, moving from young adult stuff like Redwall and the Tripods Trilogy to long, inventive epic fantasy series like Wheel of Time and A Song of Ice and Fire. From a young age, it had always been his dream to add his own doorstop-sized series to the genre. The night job at the Excelsior allowed him hours of uninterrupted time to dream up his perfect fantasy world; to create the novels he hoped would one day launch him out of obscurity and into the ranks of the big-time writers. 
 
    One day, he told himself, he’d be on the other side of the coin. He’d be the guy blowing fat stacks of cash to stay in the swankiest hotel in the city, with a sexy young wife or girlfriend at his side. Maybe more than one, to tell the truth —Wes’s fantasies had a way of trending in that direction. Rich guys could get as many women as they wanted, so why not sample the full smorgasbord of what life had to offer? 
 
    The elevator doors opened soundlessly, then closed without so much as a whisper as Wes stepped out into the hall. The exterior walls of the Excelsior’s penthouse floor were thick panes of glass, and through one Wes could see the kind of view of the city and the bay that hotel patrons paid a premium for. To his surprise, however, he couldn’t hear any yelling—or music. 
 
    I bet whoever it was went to bed right after that guy called, Wes thought, turning around and pushing the button to open the elevator. I came all the way up here for nothing. I should’ve just gotten a drink and started writing— 
 
    A thump reverberated through the floor, followed immediately by the sound of laughter. 
 
    “Shit,” Wes whispered. There really were people in the penthouse suite making noise. The caller had been right—annoying, but right. 
 
    There was no backing down now. He had to speak to the people in the suite. If not because the annoying man on the fifteenth floor had insisted on it, then because there’d definitely be more complaints if this went on. It was as if the people in the suite had just been waiting for Wes to show up. They’d been silent as the elevator opened, but now he could hear raucous laughing and joking, along with several more floor-shaking thumps. 
 
    It was probably some rich guy’s party, Wes told himself as he squared up in front of the door. Confrontations like this weren’t his style, but if he went downstairs now, he’d just have to come back up again in a half-hour when more guests complained. Better to take care of things now, and be done with it. 
 
    He knocked on the door three times, exactly as it said to in the employee handbook. Between the second and the third rap, the door swung suddenly inward, revealing a man so large that Wes couldn’t see around him. He filled the doorway like he’d been injection molded to fit it. 
 
    What a gorilla, Wes thought, taking an involuntary step backward. The man wore an ill-fitting suit and a grumpy expression, and his gaze as he took in the sight of Wesley on his doorstep was irritated. 
 
    “Who’re you?” the big guy asked, glancing over his shoulder. Through the spot where the man’s head had just been, Wesley could see several figures sitting around the suite’s table.  
 
    Marshaling his courage, Wes managed to stare the man down. He was proud of the fact that his voice remained smooth and businesslike, even though this guy looked like he could have tossed Wes through the plate-glass window as easily as someone discarding a can of Coke. 
 
    “I’m from the front desk,” Wes said, crossing his arms over his chest. “We’ve had several complaints of noises coming from inside the Emperor’s Suite tonight. It’s disturbing the other guests…” 
 
    “Disturbing?” A grimace spread across the man’s face. “Get your ass in here!” 
 
    Before Wes could muster a word of protest, the big guy grabbed him and shoved him inside. He had the strength of an Olympic weightlifter, and as Wes’s eyes adjusted to the dim light inside the suite, he realized that was the point. This guy was a bouncer—his job was to keep people like Wes out, and make sure they didn’t see what was going on inside the suite. 
 
    Someone had moved the big, circular table from the suite’s kitchen into the living room. A dozen men in expensive suits and jackets sat around the table, each with a stack of chips almost as tall as they were. A dealer in a vest passed cards out to each man, all business. 
 
    “The game is Texas Hold ‘Em,” the dealer drawled in a southern accent. “Big blind, small blind travels around the table. Desmond, you’re up first.” 
 
    Desmond? Wes’s eyes widened. “Holy shit,” he whispered, unable to stop himself. “Is that Desmond Black?” 
 
    Next to him, the bouncer stiffened. “We were just about to call someone up to the suite,” he said in a different tone, so chummy all of a sudden that Wes’s blood froze. “There’s, ah, a problem in the bathroom. The sink’s gotten clogged. Why don’t you help me with it…” 
 
    As the bouncer shoved Wesley across the room, he recognized several more people sitting at the table. Desmond Black was the most notorious, for sure, but nearly every person in the Emperor Suite that night had their own sordid tale to tell. Desmond Black was a local politician linked heavily to organized crime—so heavily, in fact, that his participation in the Mafia was an open secret. Half the guys sitting around the table with him looked like his criminal buddies. 
 
    Oh shit, Wes thought, pushing back against the bouncer. What the fuck have I just gotten myself into? 
 
    He knew one thing for sure. He couldn’t let himself get maneuvered into that bathroom. Get alone with the bouncer, and he’d end up catching a beating—or worse.  
 
    “I call,” a tall man sitting on the opposite end of the table from Black chuckled, flashing his fangs. “You ain’t holding nothing, Dez. I can see in your eyes you’re bluffing.” 
 
    Wait—fangs? What the fuck? 
 
    Must be some sort of body modification, Wes thought. The last thing he wanted was to attract these men’s attention. 
 
    “Look, I can see everything’s perfectly fine up here,” Wes told the bouncer, turning around to face the door. The man’s bulk was like a heavy boulder blocking his way, keeping him from even seeing the hallway outside of the suite. The lobby of the Excelsior suddenly felt like a whole other world—a much safer, saner world that he’d occupied until recently. “I’ll just head back downstairs—” 
 
    The bouncer’s hand came down on Wes’s shoulder. “The bathroom,” he said, more insistently now. “Please.” 
 
    “Hey,” a voice said from behind Wes. “Who’s the new guy?” 
 
    Despite the danger he was in, Wes’s ears pricked up instantly. That voice wasn’t like the others—it was female, for one thing, and it sounded like liquid sex. A little tremor passed through Wes’s body as he turned around, and it wasn’t caused by fear. 
 
    Holy shit, Wes thought. What a knockout! 
 
    A young woman in a red dress stood in the entrance of the kitchen, frowning at the strange combination of the hulking bouncer and the slim, college-age intruder. Her long ash-blonde hair trailed all the way down to her ass in shimmering, silky waves that looked like they’d spent hours beneath a stylist’s care. Her dress was short, clinging to her hips in a way that constantly teased but never revealed what was underneath. In addition to her dress, she wore enough jewelry to buy a Tesla, along with thigh-high boots that hugged her long, sinuous legs like a second skin. 
 
    Wes took one look at her and realized just how long it had been since he’d had a girlfriend. He wasn’t a loser with the ladies—far from it. He’d had his share of intimate encounters, and one relationship that had become more serious until the girl transferred to a different college across the country. So he was no love-drunk sap, to be stunned by a pretty smile and a perky set of tits. 
 
    But he’d never seen a woman like this before. She just had this aura about her, like she was of a higher species only tangentially connected to human women. Wes fell in lust with her instantly. 
 
    “Here to fix the sink,” the bouncer said quickly and breezily. His hands gripped Wes’s shoulder and back, as if the man would lift Wes off his feet and toss him into the bathroom if he resisted. “Apologies for the interruption. Please go back to your game.” 
 
    A few eyes lifted from the table to peer at Wes, but he was quickly dismissed. No one, it seemed, was going to speak up for the young man from the hotel’s front desk—the minds of the men around the table were focused on gambling. 
 
    All save for the young woman. As the bouncer shoved Wes toward the bathroom, she cocked her head to the side and did a double take. Although Wes had never seen her before (as he most certainly would have remembered running into such a beauty), a spark of recognition passed between the two of them. The woman’s eyes widened in shock and recognition, and she lifted a hand. 
 
    “He can’t fix the sink yet,” the woman purred. “Because first, he’s got to fix me a drink.” 
 
    The woman took a seat at the table, in front of the largest stack of chips. Up until now, Wes had naively assumed the woman wasn’t taking part in the gambling—that she was Desmond Black’s girlfriend, perhaps, or with one of the strange Mafiosos sitting around the table. Instead, it appeared she was fully part of the gathering—and more so than that, she was cleaning the rest of the table’s clocks. 
 
    “Aww, don’t bust his balls,” Desmond snickered, referencing the bouncer. “Let him handle the kid.” 
 
    “He’s needed elsewhere,” the bouncer said in a low, menacing tone. The big guy gestured at the bathroom with his chin, as if daring the blonde woman to speak up a second time. 
 
    She did. 
 
    “You’re really going to deny a drink to a VIP?” the blonde said, a haughty look spreading across her face. “New guy—the drinks are over there. Go on and fix me something.” 
 
    Wes looked where she was pointing. A cart filled with expensive bottles of liquor sat in a corner of the room, covered in glasses of all shapes and sizes. Sensing this was his only chance to escape, Wes pushed away from the bouncer and headed toward it, keenly aware of the eyes following him across the room. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder, locking eyes with the strange woman. Again a spark passed between them—and despite the danger he was in, Wes favored her with his most rakish smile. 
 
    “What’ll be the lady’s pleasure?” he asked, putting a bit of an accent into the words. The whole thing felt like a movie—the beautiful lady surrounded by gangsters, getting a drink from a handsome stranger. 
 
    “Surprise me,” the woman said, checking the cards the dealer had just dealt her. 
 
    The array of different types of alcohol on display left Wes dizzy. Rather than succumb to choice paralysis, he decided to go with something simple and delicious—one of his personal favorites. 
 
    It’s hard to go wrong with an Old Fashioned, he thought, pouring two fingers of whiskey into a glass. Maybe it was the fact that he knew how to quickly and easily make it that brought the recipe to his mind—or perhaps it was the fact that the hotel suite made him think of Mad Men, crossed with a bit of The Sopranos. 
 
    Either way, he stirred up the drink and brought it over to the woman. She’d just won another hand, and was gleefully pulling the chips in the center of the table over to her station.  
 
    “Here you go, ma’am,” he said, handing her the drink. 
 
    “Don’t ma’am me,” she teased, cocking an eyebrow. He moved to step away, but she froze him with a finger in the air as she took a sip of his concoction. The strange woman froze, her expression unreadable, then her lips left the glass with a gasp. An imprint of bright red lipstick remained on the rim. 
 
    “Holy hell, that’s delicious,” the blonde said, looking honestly shocked. “Here, new guy—a tip. For the prompt delivery.” 
 
    Wes wanted to tell her it wasn’t necessary—an instinct, as only porters and room service bellhops were supposed to take tips—but she pushed the coin into his hand before he could react. To his surprise, it was some strange currency he’d never seen before. One side displayed a profile of a severe-looking man with horns, while the other had what appeared to be a gnarled fist clutching a bundle of arrows together. 
 
    Wes’s heart skipped a beat. The coin was solid gold. 
 
    Before he could thank the strange blonde woman, the bouncer’s hand came down on his shoulder. This time the big man took no chances—he hauled Wes bodily off his feet, practically dragging him away from the table. 
 
    “Apologies again for the disturbance,” the bouncer said. None of the men around the table seemed to even notice Wes, and the blonde woman watched him go with a mixture of worry and hope. He wondered what that was all about, but not so much that he forgot to struggle in the big man’s grip. “Come on, kid. Let’s go fix that sink…” 
 
    The bouncer slammed open the bathroom door and pushed Wes inside. The rough edges of the coin bit into Wes’s palm as he tumbled, catching himself on the marble countertop of the sink. There was no blockage in the basin that he could see—but of course, he hadn’t expected there to be. 
 
    “No one’s supposed to fuck with us tonight, kid,” the bouncer said, shutting the door behind him. “The Executive Game at the Excelsior is a yearly tradition. You have any idea how important those people are sitting around that table?” 
 
    Wes nodded mutely. He looked around for anything he could use to defend himself, but the thug had planned well. The man’s hulking bulk kept him from making a break for the door. 
 
    The bouncer groaned and shook his head. “Those people outside are the ultimate VIPs,” the big man snarled, something almost inhuman entering his voice. “They are not to be disturbed. They value their privacy!” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” Wes said, trying to make a last-ditch stand. “On behalf of the Excelsior hotel, I apologize for the inconvenience. If you’ll just let me leave, I won’t bother you again—” 
 
    A low chuckle issued from the bouncer’s throat. “You really don’t get it, do you?” 
 
    Before Wes could say anything else, the man began to change. 
 
    Fangs erupted from the bouncer’s mouth, curved and vicious. His fingers elongated until they looked like thick drinking straws dangling from his meaty hands—then hardened and sharpened into sleek black claws, as sharp as razors. Wes’s heart thudded against his breastbone, as fast as the beat of a hummingbird’s wings. 
 
    The bouncer’s eyes had gone completely black. 
 
    “You really, really shouldn’t have come up here tonight, kid,” the monster growled. With a roar of pure rage, it lunged at Wes, its claws extended like knives. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The beast who’d been lurking inside of the Emperor Suite’s bouncer opened its mouth as it crossed the distance, revealing multiple rows of glistening white fangs. 
 
    Wes’s shoulders slammed into the bathroom wall as he stumbled backward and the things claws missed the top of his head by inches. Wes let out a yelp and tried to move around the creature, using the shower as a route around its mammoth bulk. He slammed the glass door to the side and stepped within, using the thick pane as a shield between himself and the creature. 
 
    “Get out here!” the monstrous bouncer growled, grabbing the door. Cracks spiderwebbed outward from the strength of his grip, splintering the grimacing face of the demonic monster into dozens of reflections. 
 
    I’m going to die, Wes realized. Torn to shreds inside of a fucking hotel bathroom. I can’t believe it! 
 
    The monster lifted its free hand to strike the door. Wes was under no illusion that the shower would hold—the glass looked like a gentle push would be enough to make it break. There would be nothing to stop those claws from sinking deep into Wes’s flesh, tearing him to ribbons. 
 
    As the monster swung, Wes gripped the coin in his hand harder and pushed back against the wall. At first, he thought those claws had somehow already reached him—a strange sensation radiated outward through his chest, like what he imagined sticking a fork in a power socket to be like. It sizzled over him from head to toe, causing his heart to skip a beat. 
 
    Then a pulse of power erupted from his body, and the glass wall of the shower shattered outward. 
 
    The creature staggered backward a step, its body torn with dozens of shallow cuts by the bits of broken glass Wes had just launched at it. 
 
    Wait… had Wes just done that? He opened his fist, looking down at the coin in his hand. For a moment, it seemed almost alive… 
 
    The look on the monster’s face was not what Wes expected. In a flash, the bouncer transformed back into the form of a human, an apology written all over his beefy face. He looked the way Wes had expected to look this evening—cringingly submissive, apologizing for the interruption in the normal course of business. 
 
    “Well, shit,” the bouncer said, looking down at all the broken glass. He didn’t even seem to notice the cuts in his face and limbs, or the way blood trickled slowly from his wounds. “No one told me a fucking Warlock was coming to the game tonight!” 
 
    A Warlock? It wasn’t the strangest thing Wes had heard that evening. Yet the word sounded strange in his ears, carrying a resonance like it was being blasted through a slightly distorted speaker. What was causing that? 
 
    “Sir,” the bouncer began. It clearly took the man an effort to swallow his pride, particularly after the way he’d treated Wes earlier. “I am so sorry for the misunderstanding. But why all the secrecy? If you wanted to take part in the Executive Game, you could have just announced who you were at the door! Shit, that was almost really, really bad…” 
 
    Almost? Wes thought, looking at the broken glass and blood littering the floor. If that was what a near miss looked like, he’d have hated to see what the bouncer considered a true crisis. 
 
    “I… had my reasons,” Wes replied cryptically. His brain wanted to tell him that what he’d seen had just been an anxiety-soaked hallucination, that there was no way this huge bouncer had actually transformed into some kind of demon in front of him. But he knew the truth. These people, those things playing cards in his hotel… they weren’t human. They were something else entirely. 
 
    And they thought he was one of them. The misconception had just saved his life. 
 
    Which meant Wes was in no hurry to correct it. 
 
    “Yeah, I can see that,” the burly guard said, treating the words like a massive understatement as he looked Wes up and down. “I totally understand why someone of your stature would want to travel… incognito for a change. Listen, there’s no reason why we’d need to blow this up into a big thing, right? It’s a simple mistake. No harm, no foul. Let’s get you out there at the table and set you up with some chips and a drink.” 
 
    That table is the last place I need to be, Wes thought. He needed some way to extricate himself from the situation, but the big bouncer wasn’t about to let Wes take the easy way out. Not until he’d made amends according to the custom of his people—whoever the hell they might be. 
 
    “You’re bleeding,” Wes observed, noting the spreading stain across the bouncer’s silk shirt. 
 
    The man glanced down at his chest, his eyes widening in surprise. “Oh, of course! Thank you for reminding me, sir.” Right before Wes’s eyes, the man passed a hand over his face and chest. In the space between one heartbeat and the next, the dozens of tiny wounds scarring his body scabbed over—then disappeared so thoroughly it was as if they’d never been there. Even the stains on his shirt and cuffs had vanished. 
 
    “I’ll pick up in here later,” the bouncer assured him with a nod. “Again, sir, I am so sorry. Had I known you were… well, a Warlock, I never would have antagonized you like that!” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Wes said, managing not to stumble over the words. This guy thinks I’m like him, he realized, still staring at the places where bloody wounds had been on the bouncer’s skin. If his brain harbored any lingering doubts as to whether the monster that had attacked him was truly real, those had been quieted by the magic trick. 
 
    If these people realized Wes worked for the hotel, they’d kill him. He had to keep them thinking he was one of these creatures worthy of respect. A Warlock, or whatever the bouncer kept saying. 
 
    “We’re all a little on edge tonight,” the bouncer explained, suddenly chummy with Wes. The big man snaked an arm around his shoulder as he gestured away from the carnage, like it could be dismissed as easily as apologizing for it. “Templars, you know. They try to get interlopers into all of our gatherings. Not even a friendly poker game is safe anymore, with everything that’s going on in the world…” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Wes said, trying to look like he knew what he was talking about. “Of course. So much trouble lately.” 
 
    The man shouldered open the door. A few heads turned as they stepped back into the suite’s living room, but most of the strange men sitting around the table looked focused on their game. As the bathroom door shut behind them, the blonde woman who’d given Wes the coin glanced up and smiled faintly. She’s happy to see me alive, Wes realized, his heart thumping a little harder in his chest. The attention of a beautiful woman had a way of doing that to a man. 
 
    “Listen,” Wes said, looking at the door as if it were a passage back to a world where things made sense. “You’re right—this has all been one big misunderstanding. If you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll be heading back to where I came from—” 
 
    Next to him, the big man stiffened. “Sir, I insist,” the bouncer growled, his tone brooking no discussion. Apparently Wes had offended his sense of honor by turning down his offer to make things right, and there was no way he’d let Wes leave the room without at least playing a few hands of cards first. In fact, to try and do so any further would look suspicious. Suspicious was the very last thing Wes wanted to be right then, as the eyes of the men around the table took him in. 
 
    Then the blonde looked up and nodded. Whatever else happens, Wes realized, she’s got my back. Shit, maybe I can actually bluff my way through this. 
 
    “Have a seat, sir,” the bouncer said, pulling out one of the few unoccupied chairs left around the table. “I’ll get you started with some chips. No need to put forth money right away—the dealer will be happy to spot you. If you could just inform me which House you’re with, so we can credit things properly, you can sit in on the next hand.” 
 
    Only his long years of customer service experience allowed Wes to keep the smile on his face. His heart skipped a beat as the gazes of the men around him sharpened, sizing him up like a bunch of sharks appraising a wounded seal. What could he possibly say? 
 
    He couldn’t think of a clever lie. “House Alban,” he blurted, using his own last name. Shit, Wes thought. They’ll be able to see through me now, for sure. 
 
    The bouncer stared strangely at Wes for a moment, his eyes nearly going crossed. Then he let out an unexpected laugh and clapped Wes on the back, shaking his head like the young man had just told a very good joke. “Alright man, that’s cool,” the bouncer said breezily. “Just settle up with me later, alright?” 
 
    In short order, several small stacks of chips in different colors and denominations were set before Wes, along with a bottle of beer. The beer was a foreign brand Wes didn’t recognize, but the first sip tasted smooth and cold, soothing his frayed nerves. He mentally counted the chips on the table in front of him as the dealer finished up the latest hand—then let out a low, surprised whistle. 
 
    Holy shit, that’s a lot of cash, he thought. More money sat next to his bottle of beer than he saw in six months working for the Excelsior. 
 
    “Gentlemen, there’ll be a new player entering the game,” the bouncer said—though this was only for politeness’s sake. The men around the table had already obviously taken note of Wes, and even now the dealer slid a card in his direction before sending one to the blonde woman in the red dress. “Apologies again for the earlier unpleasantness. You have a Warlock sitting with you!” 
 
    It was like someone had set off a bomb in the middle of the table. The well-heeled men who’d been sipping their drinks and chomping their cigars moments ago fell silent, looking at Wes with new eyes. Obvious interest sparkled in several gazes directed his way —yet even more filled with danger at the sight of him. 
 
    He had to be very, very careful here. One wrong move and he’d end up slashed to ribbons like he’d almost ended up being in the bathroom. 
 
    In a move that was either a stroke of good fortune or its exact opposite, Wes had just taken the seat directly across from the only person at the table whose name he knew.  
 
    “Desmond Black,” the gangster said, his lips peeling back in a knowing smirk as if to say you’d be an idiot not to know that already. “What’s your name, Warlock? I don’t recognize you.” 
 
    Wes paused, marshaling his courage. It took everything inside of him not to break down and sprint from the table, screaming for help. 
 
    “I’d prefer to keep that to myself,” he managed, sneaking a peek at his cards. Ace of clubs and a queen of clubs. Not a bad hand at all. “Here to play cards, that’s all.” 
 
    He waited a moment for the men around the table to stand up, bare their fangs and rip open his throat. 
 
    Instead, Desmond looked almost impressed. “Heh, I feel that,” the man guffawed, downing his drink and motioning for another from the bouncer. “Better to go anonymous these days. That way the Templars won’t know what name to put on the wanted posters.” 
 
    “Or the extermination orders,” a man at the table said darkly. It was the tall fellow who’d told Desmond earlier he’d been bluffing. 
 
    The woman in the red dress tipped back her seat, a smirk written all over her face. “Boys, boys, let’s focus on the cards,” she drawled, sliding the two face down ones she’d gotten from the dealer back and forth across the green felt tabletop. “We can gossip on our own time. I’m here to make money, not bitch about the Templars.” 
 
    “Here’s the flop,” the dealer grunted, assenting to throw three cards face-up into the center of the table. To Wes’s shock, they were the ace of diamonds, the ace of hearts, and the seven of clubs. Three of a kind, he realized, sizing up his towers of chips. With a possible flush draw. God damn, I might actually win my first hand.  
 
    Victory felt almost certain, but Wes didn’t want to rile the table up too quickly. “I’ll call,” he said, matching Desmond and the tall man’s bets with his own. 
 
    The blonde pursed her lips as she raised his bet. “I’m surprised you didn’t throw my tip into the pot,” she laughed, cocking an eyebrow in Wes’s direction. “You didn’t lose it already, did you, new guy?” 
 
    She grinned, and Wes grinned back. She knows exactly what she did, Wes realized. I don’t even know what I did to that bouncer, but somehow, she does. And she likes it. 
 
    As the dealer added a fourth card to the common hand in the center of the table, a queen of diamonds, Wes’s heart skipped a beat. Holy shit, he thought, I’ve got a full house! He fought to keep his breathing level and forced his expression to remain neutral.  
 
    He pulled the gold coin out of his pocket and held it up. “Oh, I’ll be hanging onto this for a long time,” he said, feeling the unfamiliar profile of the horned man against his thumb. 
 
    “You better,” the woman shot back, leaning forward a bit to better display her cleavage. “Name’s Hazel, by the way.” 
 
    “Hazel,” Wes repeated. “That’s a pretty name…” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” the dealer grunted, looking away from the expression on Wes’s face. “Here’s the river. Final bets.” 
 
    The dealer tossed the last card into the communal hand. A king of hearts. Which meant that Wes, with three aces and a pair of queens, was sure to win. The only hand that would beat him was an ace and a king. He scanned the faces of the other players at the table, but they were all unreadable. What were the odds that one of them had the single hand that could prove his undoing? 
 
    Wes had a lousy poker face, but when you were sitting next to a girl as gorgeous as Hazel, it didn’t matter. The cards weren’t at the forefront of his mind. 
 
    As the bet came around to him, Wes grabbed an entire stack of chips and set them in the center of the table. “I’ll raise,” he said. 
 
    “Fold,” the tall man snapped, tossing his junk cards into the center. 
 
    “Too rich for my blood,” Desmond agreed, lighting another cigar. 
 
    One by one, the men around the table folded with a grumble or with a silent, intense expression. Only Wes and Hazel remained, and the blonde gave his turned-over cards a silent look before winking at him. 
 
    “I don’t think you have shit, new guy,” she said with a lascivious grin. “I’ll raise your raise!” 
 
    And she moved two stacks of chips into the center. 
 
    Wes’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. That was a lot of money—money he’d withdrawn on a line of credit that didn’t exist. That depended on the bouncer and everyone else in this room believing he was some kind of magical Warlock, instead of a guy who worked at the front desk of the hotel. 
 
    Did she have the ace and the king?  
 
    She’s winding me up, Wes thought. She’s bluffing. She knows she’s turning me on, and she thinks she’s got me right where she wants me. Well I’m not fucking falling for it… 
 
    Fuck it. It wasn’t really his money anyway, right? 
 
    “All in,” Wes said, pushing his whole pile into the center. 
 
    Gasps filled the room. The gangsters sitting around the table looked honestly shocked at Wes’s level of balls.  
 
    “Holy Jesus.” Desmond Black chuckled, looking like the night’s entertainment had just arrived. “The new guy’s going all in on his first fucking hand! Against Hazel!” 
 
    “The widowmaker,” the tall guy added with a chortle. 
 
    Widowmaker? Wes swallowed hard. Maybe he’d overplayed his hand—literally. 
 
    Hazel stared flatly at the massive pile of chips that had been wagered on this hand of cards. Combining her raises with the all-in Wes had just performed, there was a lot of money sitting in the middle of the pile of thugs. A ridiculous sum, in point of fact. 
 
    She had to fold. There was just too much there to risk. Hell, maybe she thought that Wes was the one with the king and the ace.  
 
    Hazel nibbled the inside of her cheek, then locked eyes with Wes. “I don’t have enough to match your bet,” she admitted, glancing at her own stacks on reserve. I don't think she needs to, Wes thought, but maybe they play by different rules here.  
 
    “Want me to add something else to sweeten the pot?” There was something about the way Hazel’s eyebrows wiggled when she said sweeten the pot that made Wes think she wanted him to push her on it. So he did. 
 
    “What have you got?” he asked with a shrug. 
 
    Grinning like she’d just played the world’s best joke, Hazel glanced around the room—then tilted her chair back on two legs and reached beneath the hem of her dress. The tall man wolf-whistled as Hazel’s slender fingers trailed down her thighs, tugging down a mass of black silk fabric. 
 
    Wes’s heart stopped. 
 
    “Here,” Hazel said with a haughty laugh, tossing her panties into the table. “I’ll bet these. With everything they imply…” 
 
    “Fuck,” Desmond Black groaned, staring at the panties and the fat stack of chips they rested on like he couldn’t tell which one turned him on more. “That’s it, then. She’s got him hook, line, and sinker…” 
 
    Is she really betting what I think she’s betting? Wes wondered. It was always possible for Hazel to laugh it off later and say she was joking, of course, but Wes didn’t think she’d have made such a boast in front of a bunch of powerful supernaturals if she didn’t intend to make good on it. No, the gorgeous blonde had just used herself to call her wager—and she was waiting on Wes to respond. 
 
    It meant that, in all likelihood, she had the king and the ace. But he’d already made the bet, and this was her attempt to call his all-in.  
 
    “It’s good,” Wes gasped, his throat as dry as a bone. “Shit, it’s good.” 
 
    “I’ll bet it’s good,” the tall man said, shaking his head. “Stupid kid…” 
 
    “You show me yours, Nameless Warlock,” Hazel teased, the corner of her mouth curled in a smirk. “Then I’ll show you mine.” 
 
    Triumph surged in Wes’s heart. Grinning, he tossed the two cards onto the table, face up. “Full house,” he said, watching Hazel’s face for her reaction. “Aces and queens.” 
 
    The blonde’s expression fell. For a moment, she looked stricken—and Wes realized he might have just made a colossal error. Was she really not expecting him to win? 
 
    “Shit,” the blonde whispered, looking up at him with a baleful expression as the rest of the table snickered. “I guess you’ve got my number, then, new guy…” 
 
    Holy shit! He’d done it—won all the money, and gotten the gorgeous blonde to give herself to him. Not that he’d force her to follow through or anything like that if she didn't want to, but no matter what, those panties were his. He reached out to tug the stacks of chips over to his side of the table, needing two hands to encircle them all. 
 
    He was just about to pull when Hazel gave a start. “Oh, hey, wait a second!” 
 
    She flipped her cards over. Wes’s eyes went as wide as dinner plates—Hazel had been holding a king and an ace all along. Which meant the gorgeous blonde also had a full house. 
 
    And her second card was a king. 
 
    “That’d also be a… full house, wouldn’t it?” Hazel giggled, stretching out the moment until it threatened to snap. “Aces and Kings. I guess you don’t get to see what I keep underneath of my panties after all, new guy!” 
 
    As the blonde moved all the chips over to her corner of the table, the gangsters laughed uproariously. Oh fuck, Wes realized, his heart sinking into his stomach. How much money did I just fucking lose? These guys are going to kill me… 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Warlock,” the tall man sitting next to him said, giving him a pat on the shoulder. “Hazel does that to people. It’s like a rite of passage.” 
 
    “Never let a pretty girl blind you to the money, Warlock,” Desmond Black intoned, sounding like Confucious on a fortune cookie. “Shit, maybe you’ll loosen up a little bit now. What’s your name anyway, kid?” 
 
    Wes was just about to give the table the fake name he’d settled on when a noise quieted the table. Someone was knocking on the door of the suite. 
 
    Another complaint, Wes thought immediately, turning away from the blonde and the gangsters. Except there’s no one on the front desk except me tonight, so who’d bother to come up? Who’d even have access to this floor? 
 
    “I’ll lend you a few chips to keep playing,” Hazel said, a twinkle in her eyes as she sought to pull Wes’s attention back to her. “As long as you sit next to me and tell me a little bit more about yourself…” 
 
    That sounded nice. But Wes wouldn’t get the chance. 
 
    “Be right back, gentlemen,” the bouncer said with a perfunctory bow. He stood between the table and the door like a sentinel, blocking the view of the suite to anyone who’d be standing outside before he pulled back the chain and let the door open a crack. “Hello?” 
 
    “I’m here from the front desk,” a muffled voice said from the hallway. Wes’s gaze was still on Hazel, her sparkling jewelry and her deep cleavage, but his thoughts were suddenly a million miles away. “There was a noise complaint…” 
 
    The door swung all the way open. The bouncer stepped backward, so stunned he could barely speak. 
 
    Wes stood in the doorway. 
 
    The glances of amusement around the table turned to shock, then deepened into suspicion. Chairs slid back as men sprang to their feet, reaching for concealed weapons as they tried to keep their view on the Wes sitting at the table and the one standing in the doorway at the same time. 
 
    “What the fuck!?” Desmond Black demanded angrily. “Who is this?” 
 
    The connection between Wes’s brain and his mouth snapped in two. “He’s a fake!” he cried, jumping to his feet and rushing to the door. “I’m the real Wes! That man—that thing—is an impostor!” 
 
    Rage blossomed on the bouncer’s face. “The new guy’s a not a fucking Warlock at all!” he spat, the words sizzling out like fat on a hot grill. 
 
    Oh fuck, Wes thought. The men around him reached into their fancy suits, going for their weapons. He had just moments before they’d be on him, so he did the only thing he could think of to do—he raced for the door, booking it with everything he had. 
 
    Before he made it, the fake Wes standing in the doorway began to transform. 
 
    Beams of darkness filled the suite as the newcomer’s body exploded with flames. He grew rapidly, expanding beyond the limits of the doorframe as he entered the suite. When the flames left him, he wore a massive suit of chainmail armor, and had a thick white beard trailing all the way down to his knees. His body bulged with muscles as he drew a black blade, the weapon leaving shimmering trails in the air as it moved. 
 
    Suddenly the men in the room forgot Wes.  
 
    “Fucking Templar!” someone screamed. 
 
    A Templar, Wes thought, feeling strangely disconnected from his own body. No wonder these people are so afraid of them! 
 
    The bouncer growled, lunging at the newcomer. “Don’t let him—” 
 
    Six inches of steel protruded from the bouncer’s back. He stared down at the black blade, blood pouring from the wound, his mouth opening and closing like a fish. The bouncer’s eyes rolled back in his head as his knees gave beneath him, and he crumpled. He was dead before he hit the ground. 
 
    Leaving Wes standing right in front of an angry, murderous Templar. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Get the fuck down!” Hazel shouted. 
 
    The words cut through the haze of fear in Wes’s brain, sending him sprawling to the carpet. Gunfire erupted over his head as the gangsters around the table opened fire, the sound of each pistol shot cracking through the air like an explosion. Bullets pinged off the Templar’s armor, shattering bottles of liquor and leaving smoking holes in the wall. 
 
    Half the men who’d been sitting around the table moments ago were already beginning to transform. Like the bouncer, their eyes turned completely black, their fingers lengthening into vicious looking claws. Wes wasn’t sure if the men who remained in human form were actually ordinary human beings, or if they were just too busy peppering the Templar with gunfire to change. 
 
    One of the people who hadn’t transformed was the blonde woman in the red dress. She grabbed Wes and helped him to his feet, tugging him backward as the room filled with angry gangsters and even angrier demons. Behind him, the Templar let out a roar and charged, slamming into the closest two demons. 
 
    Hazel kicked the table over, spilling cards and chips all over the suite’s floor. She moved with a surprising speed and strength as she shoved Wes behind it.  
 
    “Down, down, down!” the blonde kept saying, repeating it like a mantra as bullets whizzed over their heads. 
 
    The table was heavier than it looked. Wes pressed his cheek along the underside, trying to ignore the sight of all the chewed gum previous guests had left on the woodwork. On the opposite side of the room, men screamed in triumph and pain as they fought the Templar, the sound of gunfire mixing with the schling sound of that strange black sword as it sliced through the air. 
 
    Wes’s heart raced a mile a minute. I’m going to die, he thought, seriously considering his own mortality for the first time in his young life. Holy shit, he ran that sword right through the bouncer. That guy’s going to kill all of us, he’s going to bathe in our blood— 
 
    “New guy,” Hazel said, her calm tone cutting through his panicked thoughts. “Look at me.” 
 
    He did. Hazel’s face filled his view, becoming the world. This close, Wes noticed all sorts of things about her that her other assets had distracted him from—her high, defined cheekbones, her button nose, and the heart-shaped curve of her youthful face. She was younger than he’d thought at first glance: almost a girl, barely old enough to drink. Wes could picture her at a college mixer getting wild, though she was obviously so much hotter than the women he’d known back at his alma mater. 
 
    Despite her name, Hazel’s eyes were anything but. They were the grayish-blue of a cloudy day, the kind where you want to snuggle up beneath the blankets with a good book and a better woman. Those eyes caught and held Wes, making all the carnage around him seem small and unimportant. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Hazel asked. Her lips were pouty, covered in gloss. They made Wes think of kissing her, then he remembered what was going on and thought better of it. 
 
    “Wes,” he said. Something slammed into the other side of the table—something heavy. A body? Whoever that was, it wasn’t the Templar. He could be heard elsewhere in the room and sounded like he’d just activated berserker mode. 
 
    Hazel smiled and nodded. “Listen, Wes. I know you barely know me, but that coin didn’t fucking lie. You’re the real deal, and the two of us are going to get out of this mess. Do you trust me?” 
 
    Deep down, Wes knew it was folly to put his faith in anyone like this. Like Hazel herself had said, he barely knew her—for all Wes knew, she could be in league with that hulking Templar currently ripping apart the demons in the suite. But something about her called out to Wes, telling him he could put his confidence in the woman’s words. 
 
    Plus, she was hot as hell. Everything sounded nicer when it was coming from the lips of a woman as attractive as Hazel. 
 
    “Sure,” Wes said, sneaking a peek over the lip of the table. The Templar had just decapitated the tall man who’d been joking with Wes a few moments before. Desmond Black was nowhere to be seen, so Wes had to assume he’d fled. “Oh shit. Oh Jesus, he’s killing them all—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Hazel said quickly. Already there was something of an aura around the woman, a subtle darkening of the atmosphere an inch or so around her. It filled him with confusion—and made him wonder if he was going insane. “All that matters is this. Stay down. You stay behind this table, Wes—and when I give the word, you run for the door. No matter what you see, no matter what you hear, you book it out of this suite and make for the stairs. Understood?” 
 
    That was one command Wes would have no trouble following. Flee the hotel? It was exactly what he wanted. 
 
    “Yeah—yeah!” Wes said, watching with horror as another body crumpled to the table’s side. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Good.” Hazel’s voice distorted, taking on a demonic echo. “Stay down or you’re dead, Wes! The last thing the world needs is to lose another Warlock!” 
 
    Wes was no longer listening. He was scrambling backward on his hands, shocked to his core by the sudden change in the gorgeous blonde. She’s not human, either! He realized, watching Hazel continue to transform. To his surprise, the knowledge both frightened and thrilled him. Who or what was this woman? A demon? A monster? 
 
    Whatever she was, Wes felt glad that she was on his side. 
 
    As he watched, Hazel’s features grew more demonic with each passing moment. Her gray eyes shifted to a fiendish yellow, her already long hair growing until it trailed down to her ankles. Razor sharp claws erupted from her long nails as her back bent, her body stretching and toning until it was lanky and muscular like an Olympic swimmer’s. Wes’s brain could hardly square the thing standing before him with the gorgeous woman he’d been speaking with a few moments ago—it simply would not compute. 
 
    I’ve heard of Beauty and the Beast, Wes thought, suddenly giddy, but I’ve never met a woman who was both at the same time! 
 
    “Remember to stay down!” Hazel roared, her voice no longer even slightly human. “Run for the door when I say!” 
 
    Wes heard that part. But after seeing Hazel transform, there was no way he could just hunch behind the makeshift shield of the table like some kind of refugee. He had to watch. 
 
    So he saw when Hazel jumped over the table and charged the big Templar like a fucking linebacker. She had the advantage of surprise—the hulking, chainmail-covered figure had been in the middle of disemboweling the last surviving man in a business suit, probably thinking only puny humans sheltered behind the table when she made her attack. Her clawed hands raked across his face in a quick one-two slash, sending streaks of blood spraying across the carpet. 
 
    “A striga,” the Templar hissed, barely even noting his own wounds. “I shouldn’t be surprised to find one of your depraved kind at a gathering like this!” 
 
    “Die!” Hazel shrieked, her voice echoing off the walls like some psychedelic prog song from the 1960’s. She threw herself into another attack, leveraging tooth and claw to pummel the Templar with savage strikes. He dodged backward, filling the doorway as he raised his sword to protect himself. 
 
    For a moment, Wes thought this was it—that Hazel would score a knockout and leave the Templar on his knees. Her ferocity seemed to shock the armored figure, draining his momentum and pushing him from a forward posture to one that involved rocking back on his heels. 
 
    But the Templar didn’t stay that way for long. His sword sizzled through the air, striking a glancing blow against Hazel’s shoulder. The demonic blonde howled with pain and rage, clutching the wound as she staggered backward. Broken glass and dead bodies littered the floor, with numerous blood stains soaking into the carpet as the pair fought and clashed again and again. 
 
    Hazel told him to stay down and out of sight, but that wasn’t Wes’s style. Not when there was a woman in trouble. 
 
    As if responding to his worry, the Templar surged forward with renewed vigor. The man’s speed and ferocity shocked Wes to his core—he truly moved like nothing human, slamming into Hazel and knocking her off her feet with the powerful charge. 
 
    Hazel looked stunned. Her ass hit the carpet, and she propelled herself to the side in a roll that just barely kept her out of reach of the Templar’s blade. The sword slashed into the floor, leaving a gaping wound in the fabric. 
 
    I have to do something, Wes thought. He’s going to kill her! 
 
    He reached for that strange power he’d felt in the bathroom. If there was some way to activate it by sheer strength of will, to send a wave of force at the Templar and knock him down… but nothing came when he called. His face scrunched up, muscles contracting as he reached deep down within to find only nothing in that space where the strange spark had been. 
 
    The coin! He needed it. The heavy golden token, almost forgotten, lay in his pocket. He fished it out and clutched it tightly. In his periphery, the Templar threw an elbow into Hazel’s midsection, causing her face to flood with pain. The blonde staggered, caught off-guard by the sudden blow, and the Templar pressed the advantage with a fist in her side. 
 
    Now! Wes had to save Hazel now! 
 
    Hazel faked to the left, then sprang to the right, but her ruse was seen through by the Templar. He struck her with the pommel of his blade—a vicious downward jab that filled the room with the splintering sound of bone. Hazel’s scream was like nothing Wes had ever heard before: it sounded like the wail of a banshee and the shriek of an injured woman, mixed over top of each other like something from a nightmare. 
 
    The Templar raised the sword over his head in a two handed grip, grinning like a skull. “Die, striga,” he growled, a trickle of blood dripping from the corner of his mouth. “Go to your reward…!” 
 
    Wes squeezed the coin with all of his might. A flash of power sparked through the gold in his hand—nowhere near as strong as before, but still enough to make him feel as if he’d covered himself head to toe in the cool sensation of mint. A chill tingled down Wes’s spine as he focused the power, lifted his fist, and pointed it at the Templar. 
 
    This time, the push was nowhere near strong enough to knock the target over. The Templar merely swayed slightly, as if hit with a particularly strong gust of wind. But the man froze with his sword in the air, his eyes widening in shock at the sight of Wes standing over the couch. 
 
    “Warlock?” the Templar lowered the sword to his side, stepping over Hazel’s prone form like she’d suddenly ceased to exist. “Oh, this is a prize.” 
 
    Oh shit! He’d succeeded in taking the man’s focus off Hazel—but now the Templar wanted him instead. The Templar’s face set in a vicious snarl as he made his way across the suite, stepping over broken and shattered bodies. The tip of his sword carved a path through the piles of chips that had been dumped by the table’s tipping, leaving a trail of that strange dark energy in its wake. 
 
    “Stay the fuck back!” Wes roared. If this was the end, he wasn’t going down without a fight. “Don’t make me hurt you!” 
 
    “A baby Warlock,” the Templar said, shaking his head. Unlike the drunk men around the gambling table, there was no bluffing this man. He was a warrior, and unlike the gangsters, he hadn’t come here tonight to have a good time. This was business. “You can’t hurt me. Your powers are nearly useless…” 
 
    A bottle shattered against the side of the Templar’s head. 
 
    “Powers, sure!” Wes stood next to the cart of liquor, which had in some minor miracle survived the ricocheting bullets the thugs pumped out. Heavy bottles of expensive liquor dominated the top shelf, giving Wes plenty of projectiles. “But I wasn’t talking about powers, asshole!” 
 
    The Templar slowly brought a hand to the side of his head before licking it. “That was good whiskey,” the man said sadly, as if what Wes had done was a massive waste. “You’ll die for that, stripling.” 
 
    “For wasting whiskey?” 
 
    “No,” the Templar roared, raising his sword. “For trying to harm me!” 
 
    As the man advanced, Wes grabbed two bottles and raced for the other end of the room. He tossed one as the Templar cut right through the gaming table, slashing the thick wood like a hot knife through butter. This bottle didn’t shatter as it hit the man between the eyes, and the Templar looked dazed. 
 
    The door! If he could get through, he’d survive. Maybe. Hazel was nowhere to be found—the blonde wasn’t lying on the floor where she’d fallen. Wes worried about that, but perhaps she’d managed to crawl to safety. Either way, he hoped she’d be okay. 
 
    Three steps from the door, something smashed into the back of Wes’s head. The sound of broken glass flying everywhere filled the room as he landed face-first on the carpet, barely clinging onto consciousness. Darkness encroached on the edges of his vision, pushing inward with a dull, insistent throb. 
 
    Get up! Wes’s mind screamed at him. He’s right behind you! Get the fuck up! 
 
    He managed to roll over. The Templar stood over him, dripping with liquor and blood. Covered in the smell of exotic alcohol, the man truly did look like some sort of warrior out of a Viking myth. He paused over Wes, blocking out the light as he savored his victory. 
 
    “You are not the only one who can throw things,” the Templar said. Unlike with Hazel, the man held his sword with the point facing down, both hands on the hilt as he took aim at Wes’s heart. “But I am the only one who can kill, stripling. You do not have the heart. Or the stomach—” 
 
    Wes closed his eyes, waiting for the pain to come. When it failed to materialize after a handful of seconds, he opened his eyes. 
 
    The Templar’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. His throat had been slit open from ear to ear, blood staining the front of his mail like a dark red bib. Standing behind him, blood dripping from the hand at her side, was Hazel. She’d grabbed the Templar in an armlock from behind and dragged her claws across the man’s throat, opening his jugular like unzipping an old jacket. 
 
    Wes managed to scamper backward just as the big man swayed uncertainly then toppled backward. His eyes rolled back in his head, his flesh paling to the shade of skim milk as he died. Hazel stood just behind him, blood covering her demonic flesh. Her lustrous red dress was torn in dozens of places, giving Wes tantalizing glimpses of the flesh beneath. 
 
    Then in a flash, Hazel was human again. Or mostly human, in any case, her eyes still yellow. The blonde wiped her bloodied hand on her dress, then helped Wes to his feet. 
 
    “I told you to stay put,” the blonde snapped, her eyebrows furrowing together as she stared Wes down. “Why do men always want to play the fucking hero? Why can’t you just do what you’re goddamned told?” 
 
    Wes looked down at the Templar, watching as the spurting streaks of blood spraying from his neck slowed to a trickle. “If I’d stayed behind that table,” he said, his face a mask of stone, “you’d be dead right now, Hazel. So don’t lecture me on doing what I’m told.” 
 
    A tremor passed through Hazel’s body. “Holy shit,” the blonde whispered. “That’s the first time I’ve truly believed it.” 
 
    Her words pulled Wes’s gaze from the corpse. “Believed what?” 
 
    “That you might be a Warlock after all,” the blonde said with a bloody smile. “That was some quick thinking with the coin, Wes. Though you won’t be able to tap into macca multiple times until you’ve got a hell of a lot more control over your powers…” 
 
    Wes was just about to ask Hazel what the hell she meant by ‘macca’ when the sound of the elevator door letting out a plaintive little ding reached his ears. “We’ve got company,” he blurted. 
 
    Hazel sighed and rolled her eyes. “Of course we do,” she said, surveying the room. She went to the door, locked it, then literally picked up the sofa and tossed it so it barricaded them in. “That guy was just the opening act. The main event should be showing up any moment now…” 
 
    Wes couldn’t believe this room had hosted an organized card game just a few minutes ago. The gambling table lay in two halves across the floor, cleaved down the middle. Corpses littered the carpet, some human, some not. Blood and alcohol had seeped into everything, making the room smell like whiskey and death. 
 
    This is the worst night of my life, Wes thought, staring at the dead. 
 
    Then Hazel took his hand, and she looked into his eyes. “We need to get out of here,” she told him. “Those guys aren’t going to take pity on you just because you look like an ordinary human. Even if you try and explain you’re a member of the hotel staff, they’re going to gun you down. They don’t want any witnesses.” 
 
    “Who would?” Wes asked, struggling to process what he was seeing. “There’s no explaining this.” 
 
    “That’s right!” Hazel grabbed Wes’s hand and dragged him over to the window. Like most of the features of the Excelsior, these were high-dollar in the extreme: double-paned, bulletproof, and almost supernaturally clear. Beyond them stretched the city skyline and the bay beyond. 
 
    Hazel kicked through the glass like it was made of tissue paper, sending shards falling to the street below. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing!?” Wes groaned, taken aback by the quickness of Hazel’s destruction. “There’s no fire escape on this side of the building! It’s a sheer drop the whole way down!” 
 
    But he’d miscalculated, thinking Hazel wanted to climb. She had a different plan in mind. 
 
    The sounds of shouting filled the hallway. Men called out complicated strings of numbers at each other, along with words like ‘tango’ and ‘niner’. Sounds like a fucking SWAT team, Wes thought, then realized that no human SWAT team would ever respond to an emergency like this. Nor would they move so quickly. 
 
    “When I shoved you behind that table,” Hazel said, gesturing at the halved piece of furniture with her chin, “I asked you if you trust me.” 
 
    The door to the suite shuddered, a swift kick from the other side trying to knock it down. “Open this door now!” an authoritative voice called from the hallway. 
 
    “Yeah?” Wes asked. 
 
    Hazel’s eyes narrowed. For a moment, the yellow retreated from them, and her gorgeous gray-blue orbs gazed into his. 
 
    “Do you still trust me?” the blonde asked. “Even after all this?” 
 
    Another reverberation thudded through the door. It buckled inward on its hinges, nearly snapping. Another hit like that, and the team would be through. The sofa against the door would do absolutely nothing to stop them. 
 
    Did Wes trust her? That was a complicated question. He wasn’t entirely sure. 
 
    Whatever she’s got cooked up, it can’t be worse than whatever hurt Erik the Red’s buddies are going to lay on me, Wes thought, remembering Hazel’s assurances that these men would shoot to kill. Shit, if I’m going to die, I might as well die with a beautiful woman by my side… 
 
    “Fuck it,” Wes said, staring out where the window used to be. A cold breeze blew through the night, rustling his hair. “I trust you, Hazel. What the fuck are we going to do—” 
 
    It was as far as he got. Hazel wrapped her arms around him and jumped, sending both of them sailing into the darkness as the door burst open behind them. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the sound of wind roared in his ears, Wes realized he was going to die. 
 
    As beautiful as Hazel was, her gorgeousness had no power to stop the pain of leaping from a sixteenth-story window. Far beneath them, cars drove back and forth down the street in front of the Excelsior, heedless of the projectiles falling toward them. Wes hoped he wouldn’t hit any of them—he didn’t want his final act on Earth to be slamming through the roof of some guy’s Sentra, wrecking his ride. 
 
    The world blurred around the pair as they fell. Behind them, the SWAT team filled the open hole against the sky, opening fire into the night. Why bother? Wes thought as he plummeted, screaming his head off. We’re about to be paste anyway. Gonna bounce ten feet in the air when we hit the asphalt! 
 
    But suddenly, they weren’t. 
 
    Hazel let out a triumphant scream, sounding like a bungee jumper as she twisted in mid-air. Suddenly, she was above Wes, gripping his shoulders as they fell —and as her scream rose supernaturally high, a pair of wings erupted from her shoulder blades. They flapped against the downdraft, pulling them out of their dive and into a graceful arc over the tops of buildings. Far behind him, he heard the SWAT team screaming out orders, struggling to recalibrate and aim their weapons. 
 
    “Yaaah hoo!” Hazel roared, gripping Wes so hard he felt like the bar on a rollercoaster’s seat. “Holy shit, this is awesome!” 
 
    Wes wasn’t sure if he’d describe it as awesome, but it was certainly something. As more bullets zinged past them, missing the target by feet, he realized he wasn’t looking at ordinary lead. These things glowed faintly green, and left flickering flames behind wherever they struck. It seemed impossible that a building made of stone could feed a flame, yet tiny gouts of fire spread wherever the SWAT team fired, leaving marks of their attacks behind. 
 
    One bullet went right through the sleeve of Wes's jacket, piercing through the fabric but missing flesh with an uncomfortably lucky shot. It left a flaming hole behind, and the green flames refused to go out no matter how much Wes patted them down. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Hazel told him, dropping between two buildings in her flight. “The old rules of ‘stop, drop and roll’ don’t apply when you’re dealing with Templar weapons. You can take it off in just a minute—I need to find a safe place for us to land…” 
 
    A safe place turned out to be an alleyway between two apartment complexes. This section of town had seen better days—half the windows of one tower had boards across them, and graffiti covered the brick facing on the side and back. Hazel touched down with a graceful flourish, letting Wes slip from her grip as her feet hit the ground. 
 
    Wes tore off his smoldering jacket and kicked it, stamping it with his feet until the green flames finally died down. Even then, they didn’t wink out completely and acrid smoke billowed from the burning fabric, filling the alleyway. 
 
    “I hope you weren’t too attached to that jacket,” Hazel whispered from behind him. “Because it’s pretty much fucked.” 
 
    Wes watched the remnants of his jacket catch fire, the green flames gaining strength and spreading even quicker than he’d been able to extinguish them with his boots. “God damn it,” he muttered, bracing his arms inward against the late night chill. “What the fuck were those things?” 
 
    “The bullets, or the guys?” Hazel asked, sounding honestly unsure. “Either way, it’ll probably take a while to explain. We need to get somewhere safe first, though.” 
 
    Her words refocused Wes. He glanced at the jacket in its wreath of green flames and then out to the mouth of the alleyway, looking at the latter like the cartoon escape hatch leading out of this crazy world he’d found himself stuck inside. I’ve seen more than enough, Wes told himself. I saved the girl, looked like a hero for a minute or two, and got away with my life. I won. 
 
    He had no idea how he’d explain all this to the management at the Excelsior, but he’d figure something out. He always did. Besides, Wes had the sneaking suspicion that the next time he set foot in the Emperor’s Suite, it would be as clean and sparkling as if no one had ever stayed there. And the records for the night would, in fact, show that it had been completely unoccupied. 
 
    “Hey! Where are you going?” Hazel’s voice followed him as he walked to the mouth of the alley. 
 
    “Home,” Wes replied, glancing back at the blonde. He wasn’t terribly surprised to find that not only had all the wounds on her body healed up while he wasn’t looking, but even the tears in her fancy red dress had closed up and sealed over as if they’d never been there. I bet she doesn’t have any panties on under that dress, though, Wes thought with an inward smile. She left those on a pile of chips up in the Emperor’s Suite. I wonder if she’s cold… 
 
    Hazel’s laugh was less kind than any other way she’d acted toward him so far. “You can’t go home,” she said, looking at him like he’d grown a second head. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    Wes whirled on her, frustration filling his veins. “Look, this has nothing to do with me!” he protested, so angry that Hazel took a step backward, her mouth dropping open. “I’m just the guy who works the front desk, okay? I’m not a… a Warlock or a demon like you! I’m just some dude who managed to bluff his way through a very sticky situation. So I’m going home, and I’m going to sleep for the next three days and hopefully I’ll wake up believing all this was just some crazy, drug-induced dream.” 
 
    But Hazel was already shaking her head. “If you go home right now, you’re as good as dead,” she told him, sounding like she meant it. “The Templars are going to tear this city apart tonight looking for you. And me. The only way you make it to see the sunrise is by staying near me, Wes. I’ll take you somewhere safe—and in the morning, we can talk about your apartment.” 
 
    Wes paused before the mouth of the alleyway, then looked up at the narrow slit between the two buildings. A perfect slice of the night sky hung above his and Hazel’s heads, dotted with stars. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. 
 
    Then, as he watched, something dark and rectangular snaked across the sky. Wes pressed his back against the cold brick on instinct, making himself as small as possible as he hid in the shadows. Once Hazel saw what he was seeing, she did the same. 
 
    “You see what I mean?” Hazel whispered once the thing had passed. “They’re out and about. We stay in one place too long, they’ll flush us out for sure.” She brightened, holding out a hand like they were about to go out on a date together. “Won’t you walk with me, Wes? It’s not a good night for a lady to be out by herself.” 
 
    Wes stared at her outstretched hand. “Well… shit,” he grunted, taking it. She was right about that much, at least. “You never know when you might need protecting. I get the impression you’re a girl who tends to get herself in trouble, Hazel.” 
 
    “Oh, you have no idea,” the blonde said, her smile promising the world. “And for the record, Wes, you’re far more than just some schlub who works the front desk of a hotel. You proved that the moment you used the coin. Come on, let’s take a walk.” 
 
    Together, they stepped out of the alley and into the street. No pedestrians took note of them as they walked—if anything, an onlooker would have thought they’d ducked off the main thoroughfare to spend a quiet moment together making out or groping. They truly did look like a pair out on a date, though Hazel definitely outclassed Wes in the dressing up department. Several passersby gave Wes surprised looks at the woman on his arm, and more than one guy close to his own age snuck him a jealous thumb’s up. 
 
    It didn’t take Wes long to realize Hazel hadn’t been exaggerating about needing protection, at least as far as a human woman would be concerned. People flocked to this part of the city on the weekend, to enjoy its neon-soaked nightclubs, hole in the wall bars, and music venues—but this wasn’t an area you’d want to live in three hundred and sixty five days a year, much less raise children. It felt vaguely seedy and rundown, as if the place had seen better days. The promise of illicit sex and drugs sizzled on every streetcorner, from the scantily-clad women smoking cigarettes at the intersections to the shifty-eyed men carrying messenger bags in and out of alleys. 
 
    As they walked, Wes took the coin out of his pocket. “This thing seems important,” he said, holding it up for Hazel to see. “What’s so special about it, anyway? What did you call this stuff?” 
 
    “Oh that? No, it’s just money. Demonic money—those in the know call it ‘macca’. That’s one of the Lords of Hell on the face, and the logo of one of the Great Houses on the other side.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” They paused as a streetlight changed, waiting among a dozen or so drunk-looking people moving from one club to another. “And it can do magic?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Hazel admitted with a smile. “You know how they say every dollar bill in circulation has traces of cocaine on it somewhere? Well, there’s traces of demonic energy on every coin of macca out there in the world. Warlocks like you can pull the residue from the money and use it to do spells—like the one you used to startle that Templar who was about to kill me.” 
 
    “You haven’t actually thanked me for that yet, you know,” Wes said as they crossed the street. “Where the hell are you taking me, anyway?” 
 
    “Somewhere safe,” Hazel assured him with a smile. “And thank you, Wes. Officially. You can thank me for saving your bacon any time now too, by the way.” 
 
    She had him there. By giving him the coin, Hazel had preserved his life twice over.  
 
    “Thanks,” Wes said, meaning it. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Hazel said, turning and walking backward for a few steps as the crowd thinned out. “I’ve got to admit, Wes, you’re taking this whole demon thing a lot better than I expected. I guess that speaks to your suitability for being a Warlock, huh?” 
 
    Wes missed a step. Demons, he thought, shaking his head back and forth slowly. The Emperor’s Suite—everything that happened up there was real. Demons are real! 
 
    “That’s only because I haven’t thought about it yet,” Wes admitted, his mouth suddenly dry. “Wait—does that mean Desmond Black is a demon, too?” 
 
    Hazel blinked, surprised. “Oh, absolutely,” she said, turning back around and walking beside Wes as they navigated a cracked section of pavement. A man sitting cross-legged a short distance away held a sign begging for money, and Hazel tossed an ordinary quarter into his nearly empty can as they passed. “Lots of famous people are secretly demons, Wes. Politicians, business moguls… hell, even Instagram influencers. They’re all over the place, if you just know where to look.” 
 
    “And you’re a demon,” Wes said, looking at the blonde sideways. “Which means… that you’re evil?” 
 
    Hazel frowned. “Where would you get that impression?” 
 
    Wes took a moment to think about it. “Movies. TV. The Bible.” 
 
    “Propaganda,” Hazel replied, nodding her head. A fierce look spread across her face as she spoke, her words picking up vigor as she dropped into a rant. Wes got the impression this was a subject near and dear to the blonde’s heart. “This is what I’m always talking about, Wes. It’s not just the Templars—it’s Hollywood. Everyone always needs to be wearing a black hat or a white hat, and there’s never any shades of gray allowed to be involved. Even when they do a ‘gritty reboot’ of some old property, the most nod they ever give to the moral ambiguity of your average human being is to occasionally have a bad guy turn over and join the good guys. But that’s only when they have to team up to fight an even worse bad guy!” 
 
    “You seem pretty heated about this,” Wes noted. They passed an all-night noodle shop, and his stomach gave a very undignified rumble. He realized with a start just how long it had been since the beef jerky he’d eaten near the beginning of his shift: Wes was famished. 
 
    “I am heated about this, and justifiably so,” she said, her hands on her hips. “My people have been persecuted for too long. Demons aren’t inherently evil—they’re good or bad like everyone else, and mostly a mixture of both. The Templars have been trying to exterminate demons from the world, and part of that involves waging a PR campaign against me and mine. And don’t worry, we’ll get you something to eat as soon as we get where we’re going.” 
 
    “Which is where, exactly?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    Wes stared down at the pavement as he walked. A light rain fell from the sky, in flagrant violation of the cloudlessness of the evening, and he wished deeply that his jacket wasn’t lying in an alleyway somewhere covered in muck and probably consumed by weird magical flames by now. 
 
    “I want to go home,” he muttered, running a hand across his forehead. 
 
    Hazel turned and looked at him for a long moment, her gaze filling with sympathy. “No can do,” she finally said, stopping at a busy corner and making an unexpected turn down a less occupied street. This street had fewer lights than the others, with more abandoned buildings than the rest. Even for a seedy part of town, this block looked particularly downtrodden. Where the fuck was Hazel taking him? “Not until I find out if you’re the one or not.” 
 
    “The one?” Wes laughed, a little delirious. “What, are you looking for Mr. Right?” 
 
    “More like Mr. Might,” Hazel said, turning to the side to look at Wes from a few steps ahead. “So far, I’ve figured out that you’re a Warlock. That’s rare enough, but unfortunately for you, even that’s not enough for me. I need to know if you’re the Warlock—otherwise, you’re of no use to me or my guild.” 
 
    “Your guild,” Wes repeated mutely, shaking his head in confusion. “You realize I don’t understand a goddamn thing you’re saying, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Hazel said demurely. “I’ve been looking for a Warlock who can wield the Staff of Dominion for months now, Wes. It’s the whole reason I was at the Executive Game tonight. You didn’t think I dropped in just to school a few low-level demons at poker, did you?” 
 
    “Kinda?” Wes said, unsure.  
 
    Hazel chuckled beneath her breath and shook her head. “The Staff told me to be there.” 
 
    “The staff of this guild of yours?” 
 
    “The Staff of Dominion!” Hazel countered, gesturing wildly. “Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of it before—it’s in your legends, after all! Not ours.” 
 
    Wes wracked his memory. He had a pretty good ear for all things nerdy, but the ‘Staff of Dominion’? It sounded like something one of Superman’s enemies would carry.  
 
    “Can’t say I’ve ever heard of it,” he finally responded. 
 
    “Have you never heard of Solomon!?” Hazel gasped. 
 
    “Oh yeah, I know about him,” Wes said. “From the Bible, right?” 
 
    Hazel nodded, back on firmer ground. “Solomon created the Staff of Dominion,” the blonde said, slowing her pace. Apparently they were close to their destination—which freaked Wes out, because they were nowhere he wanted to stop. 
 
    “I’m sure he did,” Wes retorted. “He was probably a demon, too, in fact. Look, I’m really not comfortable with all this.” 
 
    Just then, Hazel stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “Here we are,” she said, looking up at a short flight of steps. Beyond them was a church that had obviously seen better days. Dust and debris clung to its front, and the name of the building had been etched away by time and erosion. A sickly looking gray moss clung to the stones. 
 
    Wes looked up at the church, his expression unreadable. “Here?” he asked in disbelief. “This is your ‘safe place?’” 
 
    “It’s a hell of a lot safer than it looks,” Hazel said with a faint smile. “Come on inside, Wes, if you want to know more.” 
 
    Hazel took the stone steps two at a time, dancing up them merrily like she was coming home after a long day at school. Wes, on the other hand, hesitated on the sidewalk, looking up at the decaying front of the old church. It looked like a trap. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Wes managed, looking from the church to Hazel. “Won’t you, I don’t know, burst into flames if you step inside?” 
 
    Hazel giggled. The sound suited her perfectly—it made Wes want to run up and kiss her, as crazy as that sounded. “That’s more propaganda,” she purred, twisting to show a bit more leg than was even remotely necessary. “Look, you want me to be perfectly honest with you, Wes?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, saying the word without a moment’s thought. 
 
    Hazel nodded. “Okay. At first, when I met you, I thought you had to be bluffing. That you were some known Warlock, here to accept my plea for help. But you have no idea who you are. You don’t have the faintest clue what kind of power rests inside of you.” 
 
    It was one hell of a sales pitch. Yet it failed to move Wes from his spot on the sidewalk. “And?” 
 
    “And,” she said, dropping her voice to a more serious tone, “if you don’t come inside with me, you’ll never achieve that power. You’ll never discover what you’re truly capable of. And you’ll never see me again.” 
 
    Wes would never have admitted it, but it was that third part that bothered him the most. Hazel was… well, she was Hazel. He knew if they separated now, she’d be haunting his nights for years. 
 
    “So it’s up to you,” the blonde concluded, her hands on her hips. “Go back home, take a long nap, and maybe, just maybe, the Templars will overlook you. Let you go back to your ordinary life, and forget all the danger you’ve been in.” She grinned wickedly, like she was about to suggest they play hooky and get in trouble. “Or you can follow me, and find out how deep the rabbit hole goes.” 
 
    With that, Hazel turned on a heel and disappeared into the entrance of the church. 
 
    “Hey,” Wes called after her. “Hey, that’s a line from The Matrix! I recognize that—don’t think you can get away with jacking 90’s cinema…!” 
 
    Somewhere in the darkness, he heard Hazel giggle. Then she was gone, leaving him on the street alone. 
 
    What to do? Wes thought about it, hesitating on the threshold. So many new concepts had been introduced to him in a short time, and it all felt so very confusing and more than a little unsettling. Demons? Templars? The Staff of Dominion? 
 
    “It’s science fiction,” Wes blurted out to the empty street, shaking the light drizzle off of his shoulders. “Well, maybe more like fantasy. Or urban fantasy. Either way, it’s fucking crazy. But… but I want to see it through.” 
 
    He really did. And not just because Hazel was so absurdly hot, either. As much as part of him wanted to go home and forget all of this, he knew she was right and it wasn’t safe there. After that shootout in the Emperor’s Suite, they’d be tracking down the perpetrators, and it wouldn’t take long for them to get a roster of the Excelsior’s employees and figure out that Wes was not where he was supposed to be. Who knew when they would truly be out of the woods yet when it came to the Templars? 
 
    Besides, he thought, grinning faintly to himself. It’s not my style to leave a woman in trouble to fend for herself. Especially when she looks like that. 
 
    So he followed Hazel inside, and into his new life. Within the church lay his destiny—the opportunity to become a Warlock. 
 
    Whatever that was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first thing Wes realized when he stepped inside was that he was wrong. This wasn’t a church Hazel had led him to. 
 
    It was a dive bar. 
 
    Blue candles flickered in alcoves, illuminating walls covered in old band posters. A disused stage sat to the side, covered in dust with several old mic stands leaning against the wall. At this late hour, the bar had no patrons, just a bunch of empty tables and a bored-looking bartender polishing glasses behind the bar. A sign above the racks of liquor bottles announced the place as Deja Vu.  
 
    That would be its name, Wes thought, following Hazel inside. I don’t feel like I’ve seen it before—more like it’s been waiting for me all my life. Is this where my Warlock journey begins? 
 
    Hazel herself sat at the bar, her red dress tucked smoothly beneath her ass. While Wes had been out on the street deliberating with himself, the bartender—a voluptuous, middle-aged Arab woman with long dark hair and darker eyes—had poured her a glass of something tall and strong. The bartender was smoking a cigarette; Hazel was not. 
 
    Wes looked around the room for any sign of life, but the three of them were it. With a shrug, he made his way to the bar and sat down beside Hazel, reaching in his pocket for the gold coin she’d given him. 
 
    “Is this money good here?” he asked the bartender, letting the bloody coin clatter on the countertop. 
 
    The woman stared at it with a critical eye, then snickered. “It is,” she said, putting away the glass she’d just finished polishing, “but your money is not.” She turned to Hazel, cocking one flawless eyebrow. “This is the one, Hazel? Really?” 
 
    Wes slowly looked from the bartender to Hazel. The latter had a guilty look on her face as she sipped her drink. 
 
    “I see you two know each other,” Wes said wryly. 
 
    Hazel put her glass down and nodded. “I’m glad you decided to join us,” she said, sounding like she meant it from the bottom of her heart. “This is Deja, Wes. She’s an old friend—she owns the place.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Wes said, holding out a hand. Deja stared at it for a moment, then took it and shook. She had a surprisingly strong grip. “My friend here is a demon, Deja, but I’m guessing you already knew that. Are you a demon, too?” 
 
    Deja’s eyes went unfocused for a moment, then she tossed back her head and laughed. It was a rich, musical sound, and Wes decided right then and there that he enjoyed it very much. “My goodness, he is a bold one, is he not?” The dark-haired beauty wiped a tear from her eyes. “He may indeed be the one, Hazel. By the Gods.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping,” Hazel said. Behind her, the blue flames flickered, casting everything in a faintly sky-like tinge. Wes wasn’t sure whether he liked it or not—but either way, it gave the place a rather unique atmosphere. “Deja isn’t a demon, Wes. She’s a genie, actually.” 
 
    “Oh great,” Deja snapped, rolling her eyes. “Here we go.” 
 
    “A genie?” Wes asked, surprised. “Like—a wish-granting genie?” 
 
    Before Deja could respond, Hazel cut her off. “Yes. Deja Vu is a bar catering to supernaturals. Deja here was freed by her owner decades ago and moved to America shortly after winning her freedom. The two of us have been friends for a long time. You can trust her.” Hazel lowered her voice and leaned in closer, despite the fact that the three of them were the only ones in the bar. “She knows all about the Staff of Dominion.” 
 
    “Cool,” Wes said, taking his coin back from the counter top. “Any chance I can get whatever she’s having, Deja?” 
 
    The genie looked at the dark glass in front of Hazel, then smiled. “If you can handle it,” she said, turning away from the bar and preparing a new drink. While she worked, Wes couldn’t help but note that she had an absolutely fabulous ass. She knew how to accentuate her figure, too, in tight blue jeans tucked into leather boots with a spaghetti strap top that showed off her cleavage. 
 
    “Deja has been kind enough to host members of my guild,” Hazel explained, sipping her drink. “She’s currently letting me stay here, in one of the rooms she keeps upstairs. She’ll give you a bed to sleep in tonight—one the Templars won’t be able to find you in.” 
 
    “No fear of monsters under the bed, eh?” Deja asked, turning around. In her hands was an exact duplicate of Hazel’s drink, as if she’d conjured it up using her genie magic. “If you truly are the one, you’ll be spending lots of time here, Wes. Though we won’t know that for sure until Hazel takes you into the chapel.” 
 
    The word chapel pinged right off Wes’s skull. He took a sip of the dark, honeyed liquor, his eyes widening with shock. The liquid trickled down his throat like gold, filling him with a warmth and mellowness that was so hard to find in ordinary life. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Wes gasped, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Deja, that’s amazing.” 
 
    The genie looked pleased. “So he can handle it! Another point in your favor, Wes.” Deja grinned like a shark in Hazel’s direction, leaning one bare elbow on the bar top. “You should take him to the chapel soon, Hazel. If he really is the one, we need to start training him with the Staff as soon as possible. You know how those Templars are.” 
 
    “Once I finish my drink,” Hazel said, taking another sip from her glass. “You wouldn’t believe the night we had, Deja. The Executive Game was absolutely nuts.” 
 
    While they drank, Hazel gave Deja the rundown on what had happened on the sixteenth floor of the Excelsior. He hadn’t truly realized how heroic his deeds sounded until they were coming from someone else’s mouth—by the time Hazel got to the part about them diving from the window while the SWAT team opened fire with Templar weapons, Deja looked as hooked as if she were watching an episode of her favorite TV show. 
 
    “Wow,” Deja whispered as she finished, her pouty lips kissably soft. “You two have had quite a night.” 
 
    Wes could hold it in no longer. The strange bartender intrigued him from the moment he’d walked in—in her own way, her mature beauty was every bit a match for Hazel’s. Wes just had to know more about her. 
 
    “Can I ask you about being a genie?” Wes asked, downing the rest of his drink in a single gulp. 
 
    When he lowered the glass, Deja’s expression had turned sour. Huh? 
 
    “It depends,” the bartender said, her hands on her hips, “on what you’re asking.” 
 
    Wes looked to Hazel, but the blonde gave him no indication of how he should act. Though she did aim a little wink in his direction, as if to say ‘your funeral, dude.’ Undaunted and more than a little drunk from Deja’s special concoction, Wes plunged forward. 
 
    “Well, you were freed by your owner,” Wes said, gesturing for another drink. Deja turned around and began making it, pleased to have the distraction. “That’s pretty cool. How does it work? Is it like in Aladdin, where—” 
 
    A glass dropped to the floor and shattered. 
 
    “Nope!” Deja turned around, her hands up in the air. “Not doing it!” 
 
    Wes frowned. “Doing what?” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Hazel said with another giggle. “Now you’ve done it…” 
 
    “Mentioning that fucking movie is forbidden in here!” Deja growled, scooping up the shards of glass in a dustpan with a small broom and tipping the remains into the trash. “That fucking goddamn Disney bastard! If it’s not him, it’s the fucking Barbara Eden TV show!” 
 
    Hazel collapsed in a fit of laughter, clinging to the side of the bar like she might fall off her stool. “You know how I told you about Templar propaganda?” she asked through the tears. “Some of us are more prickly about it than others. The genies have gotten it particularly hard through the years—always being used as plot devices in TV shows and movies. Literal wish fulfillment.” 
 
    “The moment they know you’re a genie,” Deja said, her hackles up, “it’s ‘oh, can you grant me three wishes?’ or ‘oh, do you do that thing where you cross your arms over each other and blink your eyes?’ I’m so sick of the stereotypes!” 
 
    “She does grant wishes, by the way,” Hazel said, jerking her thumb in the bartender’s direction. “But only if she really, really likes you.” 
 
    “I take it back,” Deja said, putting a second drink in front of Wes with far less grace than the first. “I no longer think he’s the one, Hazel. He’s just another schmuck!” 
 
    Wes had the temerity to look offended. “Hey, that’s not very nice,” he said, taking a sip of his drink. “I didn’t realize genies had such thin skins.” 
 
    “He’s just mindlessly repeating propaganda, Deja,” Hazel agreed, putting her hand on top of one of the genie’s. The gesture did not go unnoticed by Wes, whose mind suddenly filled with an image of the two together that would have been the jewel of any man’s memories. “It’s one of the habits we’ll need to rid him of, if he’s truly the one.” 
 
    Deja calmed down with an effort. “Yes, well,” the bartender grumbled, waving her free hand back-and-forth in front of Wes. “Don’t do it again, young man.” She then gestured toward a doorway in the back. “Why don’t you just take him to the chapel, Hazel? One way or another, we’ll have our answer.” 
 
    “I was just getting to that,” the blonde said. She finished her glass and set it down, leaving a handful of demonic coins on the bar in exchange. Deja tried to push them back toward her, but Hazel wasn’t hearing it. “You need the money,” she whispered, cocking her head to the side. “Come along, Wes. Let’s find out if you’re truly the Warlock we need.” 
 
    After a final look into Deja’s eyes, Wes followed. The candles still burned bright against the walls, casting the hall into flickering shadows broken only by a few spots of colored light. Wes noticed an ancient disco ball hanging from the ceiling, covered in tiny mirrors that flashed dozens of different colors as it slowly turned. The thing stuck out like a sore thumb in the seedy dive bar, like a relic from a swanky 1970’s roadhouse. 
 
    Before Wes could ask about it, Hazel pushed open the door in the back and stepped inside. The temperature dropped ten degrees almost instantly, a wave of frost hitting him as he and Hazel picked their way through the dark. 
 
    “This is the oldest part of the church,” the blonde explained as she led Wes. “Deja did a renovation on most of the building—everything she could afford, anyway—but this section of the place wasn’t touched. It’s the original chapel that used to stand here, decades ago.” 
 
    It certainly looked like it. The stained glass windows were caked in dirt so that the street beyond could not be seen, and the dust in here lay thick on the pews and fixtures. Motes of the stuff floated over the pulpit, looking as if it had been disturbed for the first time in a long time by their entry. 
 
    A hush fell over the room as they walked. Part of it was the thick carpet muffling their steps, but a great deal more came from the strange feeling of humility that stole over Wes in the presence of the ancient chapel. Though it looked quiet and rundown, a grand and ancient dignity remained in that space. Wes tried to imagine parishioners gathering here on a Sunday, singing hymns and worshiping together. He ran a finger through the dust on one pew as he walked, noting that it had to be nearly an inch thick. 
 
    “Someone should clean this place up,” he whispered, staring up into the stained glass. 
 
    Their destination, it seemed, was the pulpit itself. It rested on a raised platform near the rear of the chapel, and Hazel made directly for it—so directly, in fact, that she slammed into a pew and filled the ancient chamber with the sound of books clattering to the ground. 
 
    Wes reached out to grab Hazel. The blonde just barely managed to keep her footing as she clutched her knee, making an expression of pain as she hopped toward the pulpit.  
 
    “Yeah, someone definitely needs to give this place a thorough cleaning,” Wes said. 
 
    “It’s not used any more,” Hazel explained as she lowered her foot back down and stepped over a discarded book. “That’s what makes it a perfect hiding place.” 
 
    Hiding place? Now that was interesting. What could Hazel and Deja be concealing in this old chapel, hidden away from the world? Given what Hazel had told him about Warlocks and the way they interacted with her guild, he could only think of one answer. 
 
    The Staff of Dominion. 
 
    His guess proved to be right a moment later. As Hazel reached the dais, she pushed inward on a hidden panel built into the side of the massive wooden platform, then let out a little squeal of delight as it slid inward. A hidden compartment opened in response, running between the pulpit and the lectern where a pastor would keep his sermon notes. Reaching inside, Hazel pulled out a long, twisted walking stick as black as pitch. 
 
    “This is it,” Hazel said with pride, holding the stick out for Wes to take. “The Staff of Dominion.” 
 
    It certainly lived up to its name. Nearly as tall as Wes himself, the staff looked as if it belonged in the arms of the legendary Merlin—or in the arsenal of a bad guy from Lord of the Rings. Slightly thicker around the midsection than at the top or bottom, its ends had been cut into a spiral shape and filled with some sort of faintly glowing green material. It seemed almost of a sort with the strange, magical bullets the Templars had fired at Wes and Hazel during their escape. 
 
    “It’s impressive,” Wes said, not fully trusting himself to make any other judgements. The thing looked too weird—he could hardly imagine holding it. 
 
    “It’s more than that,” Hazel insisted. “The Staff of Dominion is the most precious relic of my guild. It’s been passed down from generation to generation, its wielders tracing their line all the way back to Solomon himself. Some incredibly powerful Warlocks have wielded the Staff of Dominion, Wes. Now it’s your turn to find out if you’re worthy.” 
 
    Wes looked at the staff in Hazel’s hands, a spike of worry twisting at his guts. For the first time since the whole crazy scene back at the Excelsior hotel, he wondered if he truly was the hero Hazel believed him to be. And if not, what would he do then? What if he picked up the Staff and it rejected him somehow?  
 
    Because he finally understood that there’d be no going back to his old life. That Wes was over and done with—as dead as forgotten dreams. Even if he discovered himself to be unworthy of the Staff of Dominion, he could never return to an ordinary existence. 
 
    So it was with trepidation that Wes held his hands out to receive the relic. His fingers shook gently as the weight was pressed into his hands, although the Staff of Dominion weighed less than it appeared to. The wood felt light and aerodynamic in Wes’s hands, able to be turned and twisted this way and that for a number of offensive and defensive measures. Given a little practice, he felt sure he could use the twisted mass of black wood as a fearsome weapon, indeed. 
 
    Yet he felt nothing when he held the Staff. No beam of light erupted from the chapel’s ceiling, no booming voice called out from another plane of existence that he was truly ‘the one’. Wes was just a young man holding an ancient, magical weapon, hoping above all other hopes that he could impress the hell out of the hot blonde looking at him with such hope. 
 
    “I’m not feeling anything,” Wes admitted, squeezing the Staff of Dominion a bit tighter. “Does whatever this thing is supposed to do take time to activate—” 
 
    The atmosphere thickened in an instant as black smoke billowed about the chapel, carried through the ancient church by wind blowing in a miniature storm of power. The Staff of Dominion crackled in Wes’s hands, green sparks shooting from the top of the weapon as it twisted and shook in his grip. 
 
    “Hold on tight!” Hazel yelled. It seemed the blonde was not only not surprised by this turn of events—she’d been waiting for this exact moment to instruct him in what to do. “Ride the power, Wes! Hold onto it, and don’t let it hold onto you! It’ll only last a few seconds!” 
 
    Putting his trust in Hazel, Wes did as she said. The smoke soared around him, rising higher and higher until he both looked and felt like he belonged on a Black Sabbath album cover. More flashes of energy filled the room in a sickly, radioactive green, bathing the chapel in power. 
 
    All the while, the Staff of Dominion vibrated in Wes’s hands like a living thing. Hazel stared at him in naked awe, sitting down on a dusty pew as she watched him grapple with the ancient weapon of Solomon himself. The power grew, grew again—then reached a plateau, neither becoming more or less bearable. Wes held on with his fingertips, trying to recreate the frame of mind and sensation he’d experienced while using the special coin Hazel gave him. It was the only thing he could think to do. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the wave crested. The Staff’s vibrations slowed, and feeling started returning to his fingers as the pins and needles fled. The smoke vanished, and no more sparks flew from the tip of the Staff of Dominion. It looked like a very ordinary—though strangely designed and decorated—walking stick. 
 
    When Wes came back to himself, he noticed Hazel looking at him like a juicy cut of meat. The blonde licked her lips, watching him with keen and obvious interest as he mastered the power of her guild’s relic.  
 
    She knew I was the one, Wes realized, letting his eyes play over the supple curves of Hazel’s hips and bust. She wasn’t surprised in the slightest when I made the Staff of Dominion my bitch. She’s probably known since the coin… 
 
    It cheered him, filling him with pride.  
 
    “Was that it?” he asked Hazel, already knowing the answer. “Did I do it?” 
 
    Hazel smiled from ear to ear. “You are definitely a Warlock,” she whispered, rising to her feet. One hand went to her cheek, as if testing to see whether or not she had a fever. “And not just any Warlock, either, as rare as they are.” 
 
    Wes looked down at himself. “It’s strange,” he said with a little laugh. “I don’t feel any different. Not now, at any rate. What did all that smoke and lightning mean, Hazel?” 
 
    “It means,” she said with a laugh, “that you and I have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    Wes couldn’t help but notice that Hazel appeared to have cast any semblance of subtlety to the side completely—she twirled a lock of her long ash-blonde hair between her fingers, grinning at him like a cat with an entire bowl of cream. It couldn’t have been more obvious that she wanted him. 
 
    He shouldn’t have been shocked. After all, she did give him her panties less than ten minutes after meeting him. 
 
    “So,” Hazel purred, glancing back toward the bar. “How about you buy a girl a drink?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The bar was still almost empty when Wes and Hazel emerged from the chapel. The blue flames danced along the walls, illuminating their candles with that bizzare light, while the tables lay empty in anticipation of late-night guests who weren’t arriving. The mirrored disco ball slowly swung back and forth in time with a tune turned down to the lowest possible volume, piercing the blue haze with occasional flashes of red and green.  
 
    His blood ran hot as Hazel led him to the bar. He really was a Warlock! The Staff of Dominion proved it, and now the weapon belonged to him—or it was on loan, at least, from Hazel’s ‘guild’. How did that work, anyway? And what the hell was her guild? Wes had questions and was suddenly glad that Deja Vu had no customers at this late hour—there was already enough for him to wrap his head around without the extra distraction. Since he’d been told his money was no good at a supernatural bar, he apparently also had a civic duty to drink as much as possible. 
 
    Deja remained behind the bar, dozing gently against the back wall with her arms crossed beneath her breasts. The busty beauty gave a little start as Hazel and Wes sat down, snapping to her senses. 
 
    “You’re back,” Deja said, shaking away her slumber. “Is he the one?” 
 
    Before Hazel could answer, Deja saw the Staff of Dominion in Wes’s hand. He carried it next to him like an extension of his own body, held loosely in one palm. 
 
    “It is him,” Deja said, awestruck. Then a bit of wryness entered her tone. “Of course it would be the one who brings up Disney movies to my face,” she added with a snort. 
 
    “The Staff chose him,” Hazel explained. She looked far more excited than Deja, as if Wes succeeding at his test had been exactly the break she’d been looking for. Not for the first time, Wes found himself wondering where the other members of Hazel’s guild were hiding themselves. “He’s the one, Deja. Not just a Warlock, but the Warlock. The one who’s going to fulfill the prophecy.” 
 
    With a jaunty nod, Deja started fixing two cocktails. This time, she reached all the way up to the top shelf, giving Wes an even more enviable view of her round, heart-shaped ass than he’d been blessed with the last time. Whatever Deja had in mind to fix, it had to be something special. 
 
    “A good bartender knows when to lend a sympathetic ear,” Deja intoned, placing two full glasses on the bar top and setting a half-full bottle of rum next to it. “An even better one knows when to leave her customers alone.” 
 
    “Alone?” Wes gave the bartender a confused look. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To bed,” Deja snorted. “It’s late. I live here, you know? Did you think the rooms upstairs were just for guests?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Wes replied, taking an experimental sip of his drink. Whatever this stuff was, it tasted even better than the concoction Deja whipped up for them last time. The woman was one hell of a mixologist. “Kinda?” 
 
    Deja just laughed and rolled her eyes. “Enjoy the bottle, Warlock,”  she said breezily. “Consider it a gift for passing your test. I’ve already locked up—I’ll see you in the morning.” The genie paused at the stairs, giving Hazel a smile that told them both she knew exactly where their night was heading. “I’m sure you two have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    Before Wes could say anything else, the bartender made her way up the stairs. 
 
    “Let her go,” Hazel said, putting a hand on Wes’s shoulder to stop any protest. “She’s had a late night as it is. I hate keeping Deja up at these hours, but Lord knows she wouldn’t have it any other way. That woman worries about me too much.” 
 
    Wes sipped his drink, contemplating. “Do you think she sees you as the daughter she never had?” he asked experimentally. 
 
    Hazel snorted in response. “Maybe the great-granddaughter. Don’t let her good looks fool you—Deja is way older than anyone else you’re likely to meet in supernatural society. Though you’d better not say it to her face. People who figure out her true age tend to wake up buried alive, clawing at the lid of their coffin.” 
 
    “Now that’s a disturbing image,” Wes countered, tipping back his drink. “Thanks for the warning.” 
 
    The two of them drank in silence for a few moments. Wes wanted to order his thoughts before he started peppering Hazel with questions, and he sensed a similar process had already begun to unfold behind the blonde’s piercing gray-blue eyes. 
 
    He decided to choose a fairly safe conversational gambit to start. “So, an old church,” Wes said, smiling at Hazel. “That’s a pretty unconventional place to start up any kind of social club, much less one that involves demons.” 
 
    Hazel smiled in response. “Not as much as you’d think,” she replied, leaning back on her barstool. “Churches are… powerful. Old churches especially. When Deja found this place, shortly after coming to America, it had already been condemned for decades. A place like this echoes with old ghosts, Wes—old belief. Beliefs have power, even though Templar propaganda will do its damndest to try and convince people otherwise.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Wes said, thinking. “Still, a church?” 
 
    Hazel laughed. “You don’t give up easily, do you?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    That earned another laugh from her. “Churches aren’t just powerful, Wes. Most of them are actually enchanted in one sense or another. Those old legends about demons, vampires, and other creatures of the night being unable to cross a church’s threshold, or bursting into flames when setting foot on holy ground—they’re true, in a sense. Priests put enchantments on houses of worship, whether they realize it or not, and those enchantments tend to repel demons.” 
 
    “I see,” Wes said, thinking it over. “But this one must not be working?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s working,” Hazel said, her smile forming dimples in her cheeks. “More modern enchantments are weaker—diluted by a lack of belief. Go to one of those big megachurches they have in the South, and there’s no enchantment at all—demons can walk through the door as easily as if they’d been welcomed in.” 
 
    “Sounds about right.” 
 
    “In between the two extremes, are imperfect enchantments,” Hazel explained. “Demons are able to tweak those, a lot of times, and sort of invert them against their original intent. Usually with the help of a Warlock.” 
 
    Like me, Wes thought. “So instead of repelling demons, the enchantment on this one attracts them?” 
 
    Hazel shook her head. “It allows certain demons to enter, but repels others,” she said, downing her drink. The blonde reached for the bottle and examined the label, nodding with surprise on her face as she recognized the brand. It must have been expensive. “Humans can still come in, but they’re less likely to. Witness the way most ordinary people have totally overlooked this building for years, even though it’s been on the docket for a remodel a half-dozen times according to the City Council. Demons love it, humans don’t see it, and the enemies of demons avoid this place like it’s poison.” 
 
    “Enemies,” Wes said. “Like Templars?” 
 
    Hazel reached out and put a finger on his nose. “Bingo,” she giggled, slurring her words gently.  
 
    She’s a little tipsy, Wes thought, but she’s not sloppy about it. I like a girl who can hold her liquor.  
 
    “That’s how I knew when we got here you couldn’t possibly be a Templar, Wes. If you were, you’d have been running from this bar like your ass was on fire! The sworn enemies of demons can’t enter this church—not as long as the enchantment is running.” 
 
    I really do like her, Wes thought, smiling back at the blonde. “I thought priests made the enchantment? How can it stop running?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s powered by magic,” Hazel said, pointing over their heads. “The original enchantments were made by priests, sure, but when demons corrupted them to our own ends, we changed the rules up a bit. The enchantment that protects this church is hidden somewhere inside of Deja Vu. It’s in a place no one would ever think to look, even if they ran around and messed up the place. It’s so clever, that even the most brilliant detective could never figure it out—” 
 
    “It’s the disco ball,” Wes said, nodding up at the mirrored sphere over their heads. “You just pointed at it.” 
 
    Hazel’s mouth dropped open, forming a perfect little ‘o’ of surprise. The girl turned beet red, like she’d shocked herself with her own silliness. “God damn it, I’m terrible at keeping secrets,” she said, putting her face and arm down on the bar. 
 
    “That’s alright, I probably would have figured it out anyway,” Wes assured her, giving her a good natured pat on the shoulder. “I mean, I’m sure the rest of your guild are just as bad at keeping secrets as you, Hazel. Once I met them, I’m sure one of them would have spilled the beans.” 
 
    It was the smoothest, most oblique way Wes could think of to change the subject to Hazel’s guild. He’d thought he hit pay dirt by the way she gave a little start, surprised by the change in topic. But to his surprise, Hazel didn’t sit up. 
 
    Instead, the blonde groaned against the bar top, shaking her head without lifting it from the wood. 
 
    “You won’t meet them,” she whispered, looking up blearily from the bar. “Because they’re gone, Wes. Why do you think I was so dead set on getting us somewhere safe tonight?” 
 
    It felt as if a ball of ice had formed in the pit of Wes’s stomach. “You can’t be the only one left,” he muttered numbly, not wanting to believe it. “You’re telling me the Templars took out your entire guild?” 
 
    Hazel did a good job of hiding her reaction, but Wes could see the tears collecting in the corners of her eyes. “They’ve been picking us off one by one for months,” she explained, forcing herself to sit up fully on the barstool. “I don’t know what we did in particular to piss them off—but we’ve brought the Templars down on our heads like the fist of an angry God.” 
 
    An ironic thing to say, but Wes wouldn’t point that out. “They killed your friends,” he replied. 
 
    “Or worse,” Hazel added, looking Wes square in the eyes. “They have rituals, you understand? If the Templars get their hands on you, they can put you in a summoning circle and use it to send you straight down to Hell itself. And not the nice section of Hell, either. Trust me, most of my guild mates would much rather not exist than suffer through the fates they’ve been dealt, thanks to the fucking Templars.” 
 
    Up until that moment, Wes hadn’t realized the sheer depth of the conflict between the demons and those who hunted them. It shocked him to his core—and at the same time, lit up every protective instinct in his brain all at once. Because he wanted to keep this woman safe. Hazel deserved that, as fierce as she was on the outside. She deserved a protector. 
 
    “That’s why I took the Staff of Dominion from its old hiding place,” Hazel explained. She moved to fill her now empty glass from the bottle Deja left behind, but Wes moved faster. He put his hand over the lid and slid the liquor over to his side of the bar, out of Hazel’s reach. 
 
    “You’ve had enough for now, I think,” he told Hazel sternly. She looked at him the way a bratty teenager looks at her father, then realized abruptly that he was right. 
 
    “You really are a Warlock,” she muttered. “No wonder the Staff led me to you. You’re who it’s been looking to find for ages.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “Led you to me?” he asked, not fully understanding. 
 
    Back on firmer ground, Hazel began to sober up as she explained. “There’s a prophecy about that Staff,” she told him, her face and voice becoming more animated as she related the tale. “It’s passed through the hands of dozens of different Warlocks through the years—some super powerful, some just mediocre—but at the darkest hour of my guild, it’s supposed to be wielded by the ‘Heir of Solomon’. Once it finds itself in his hands, it will signal a rebirth of my guild. A reforging into a force that saves the supernatural world from everything that threatens it.” 
 
    “Like the Templars,” Wes added. 
 
    “Right.” Hazel’s gaze filled with nostalgia as she regarded the Staff of Dominion. It leaned against the bar just beside Wes, ready to be picked up if someone burst in on them. “I followed the guidance of the Staff’s energy and found myself at the card game the Excelsior puts on for the supernatural set. Things can’t get much worse for me, so I’m glad I found the staff’s true owner before it’s too late. Hopefully you’re the hero we need.” 
 
    And I need, he could almost hear her whisper the words. Hazel was looking at Wes not just like a future business associate, but as a lover, a partner—a man. He felt something inside of his chest responding to it, as natural as primal instincts. He wanted to be the man she needed. 
 
    “So let me make sure I have this straight,” Wes said, wanting to ensure he’d heard Hazel correctly. “Because of this prophecy, you believe that I’m meant to wield this staff that’s belonged to your guild for centuries. That I’m meant to lead you, and those like you, into some kind of new golden age. That about right?” 
 
    Hazel nodded. “Except I don’t believe,” she replied, making air quotes with her fingers. “I know. Hell, I knew before you used the coin—it’s why I gave it to you in the first place.”  
 
    Wes allowed for this. “But I’m not a demon,” he said with a shrug, pointing out the flaw in her logic. “So how can I possibly lead a guild made up of demons?” 
 
    Hazel looked confused for a moment. Then it was as if a light bulb went off over her head, and her face brightened. “Oh! I get it. You’re confused because you still don’t know what the hell a Warlock is. What you’re truly meant to be.” 
 
    Exactly, Wes thought.  
 
    “Enlighten me,” he asked, leaning back on his barstool. 
 
    Hazel eagerly responded to the task. “Warlocks are extremely powerful magicians,” she explained. “They have the power to wield demonic energies—like the trickle of it you pulled off that macca I gave you—and to bind demons to their will. In their heyday, they literally ran the magical world. They made the enchantments that protect demonic society, like the one on this church. Many of them allied with powerful demon clans, while others were wanderers—searching the Earth in order to complete a codex of every demonic spell and every demonic creature in existence. I don’t know if anyone ever succeeded.” 
 
    Wes was stunned. “Wow,” he said, taken aback by the explanation. “It sounds like they were real movers and shakers.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Hazel said, a note of sadness entering her tone. “Emphasis on were.” 
 
    Wes sipped his drink as dread spread through his chest. “Tell me what happened,” he said, the words coming out almost as a command. Maybe there was something of the Warlock already manifesting within himself. “What happened to the Warlocks?” 
 
    Hazel looked like she’d bitten down on something bitter. “The fucking Templars happened,” she growled, motioning for Wes to pour her another drink. After a bit of internal deliberation, he filled her cup up about a third of the way full—not enough to get her sloshed, but more than enough to keep her buzz going. She sipped it with a nod, then continued. 
 
    “If we had history books, they’d refer to it as the Warlock Inquisition,” Hazel said, shaking her head. The look on Hazel’s face told him that the sting of the events still filled supernatural hearts, even being so far distant. “The Warlocks were betrayed from within their own ranks, infested with a tracking spell by a traitor working with the Templars. Eventually, they were able to break the spell—but by the time they did, all but a handful of Warlocks had been captured by the Templars.” Her face grew grave. “I won’t sugar coat it. They were tortured, Wes.” 
 
    He matched her look with one of his own. “Bastards.” 
 
    “First into confessing their so-called ‘crimes’, then some more just for fun. In the end, they were executed—and the surviving Warlocks neither forgot nor forgave the Templars for it. There’s maybe two dozen Warlocks in the world today, and those who remain are basically the supernatural Illuminati. No one ever sees them—they run things from the shadows, and only step into the light when something big is on the horizon.” 
 
    “No wonder they were so nice to me at the Excelsior when they thought I was a Warlock,” Wes realized, his face showing his surprise. “Shit, they thought I was some kind of hero. One of the few to escape the Templar’s clutches…” 
 
    Hazel nodded. “There haven’t been any new Warlocks in over fifty years,” she said. “Most demons assumed there would never be more—that whatever the Templars did, it took their numbers down far enough that they couldn’t bring new Warlocks into the world.” She looked astonished. “But they did, clearly. You’re proof of that.” 
 
    “Except I’ve never met a Warlock in my life,” Wes replied. “At least, I don’t think I have. I feel like I’d remember if I met a supernatural magician with the power to…wait a second. What can Warlocks do, again?” 
 
    “They have the power to wield demonic energies,” Hazel repeated, reciting the words like she’d learned them out of a book. “And bind demons to their will.” 
 
    “Shit,” Wes whispered, thinking it over. That was a lot of power. “Like what I did with the coin.” 
 
    Hazel snorted. “Oh, that’s just the start!” She slapped him on the shoulder, still a little buzzed. “I don’t know everything Warlocks can do—I doubt anybody but the Warlocks themselves could list all their abilities. Even when there were more of them in the world, they tended to stay tight-lipped about things like that. But I do know this.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That if you want to learn about your Warlock powers,” Hazel said, tipping back her drink with a smile, “you’ve come to the right place. You see, in order to do spells like the one you cast against that bouncer, you need a source of demonic energy. Coins are okay—as long as you’ve got a steady stream of fresh macca, that is—but for the kind of potential you’ve got, you need something bigger. A magical battery—one that you can carry around with you, that naturally refills itself and allows you to do the kinds of tricks most mortals only dream of.” 
 
    It sounded like exactly what he wanted. “Great!” Wes said, feeling elated. “Where do I find it? Is it hidden in the chapel, too?” 
 
    Hazel shook her head. “You’re looking at it,” she whispered, thrusting a thumb between her cleavage. 
 
    Wes stared at the blonde in shock for several moments, replaying her explanation in his head. Finally it clicked, and he realized just what she was proposing. “You’re saying that you…” 
 
    “Warlocks normally have demons with them at all times,” Hazel explained daintily, tracing little patterns on the bar top with her nails as she spoke. “Boy Warlocks usually have girl demons, unless they swing in the other direction…” 
 
    “That’s definitely not me,” Wes asserted. 
 
    “I know,” Hazel replied with a chuckle. “I’ve seen the way you look at me. Like Merlin looked at Nimueh.” 
 
    Wes frowned. “Who?” He was getting a little tired of having all these names and proper nouns thrown at him. It felt a little bit like school, though if his teacher had been as hot as Hazel, he wouldn’t have minded a few lessons. 
 
    Hazel tipped back so far she nearly fell from the barstool, putting her hand to her heart with a romantic sigh. “The consort of Merlin!” the blonde demon giggled, licking her lips as she watched Wes’s reaction. “An ancient demon that the grand magician bound to his will. She amplified his powers, the same way he did to hers. The more demons a Warlock has to fuel his spells, the more powerful they can become. And Nimueh was one of the most powerful demons to ever live. One of the most beautiful, too.” 
 
    Wes’s thoughts had been trending in the same direction, but to hear Hazel discuss it so casually still surprised him. “It’s a symbiotic relationship,” he said, scooting a little bit closer to the blonde. “By getting stronger, I make you stronger. And vice versa. I’d be giving you an edge—a leg up on the Templars. A way for us —and eventually, your guild—to team up and take them down.” 
 
    Speaking of legs, Hazel had hers over top of Wes’s and was rubbing him quite suggestively. “That’s the idea,” she purred, setting her drink aside and batting her eyelashes. 
 
    Play it cool, Wes, he thought, realizing he’d come to the threshold of something great. He was so close to everything he wanted—but he had to reach out and grab it without letting it slip away. 
 
    “Hazel,” he said in a teasing tone. “Are you offering to be my demon? My Nimueh?” 
 
    The blonde bit her lip, looking up at him like he’d just named her heart’s desire. “If that’s what you want,” she whispered. 
 
    God damn. She had no idea how much he wanted this. 
 
    He had to know for sure, though. He had to hear it from her lips. 
 
    “And how,” he asked, posing the question as a hypothetical, “would I make you into my demon, and form this bond that gives us both power?” 
 
    With a big grin, Hazel leaned over and snatched up the bottle of rum before Wes could stop her. She swirled her tongue around the rim in a way that forced Wes to cross one leg over the other. Then she drank from the bottle, her lips forming a tight seal around the neck, her eyes fluttering and rolling back with bliss as the dark liquid trickled down her throat. 
 
    When she was done, she set the bottle down and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Well, Wes,” she said, her look saying she knew exactly what she was doing to him, “that’s the fun part.” 
 
    That sealed it. He was more than ready to make his move. 
 
    Wes glanced at the stairs, gesturing toward them with his chin. “Deja told me you’ve got a room upstairs,” he said, putting a hand on her thigh. “Want to show it to me?” 
 
    The blonde laughed and slid from her seat, giving a seductive sway to her steps as she made her way to the stairs. “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
    As Wes made to follow her, Hazel cleared her throat. “Uh, Wes? Don’t forget your staff, honey…” 
 
    Oh shit! He turned around and grabbed the twisted mass of oak leaning against the bar. “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “That’s the thing about a staff,” Hazel said with a naughty smile as she climbed the stairs. “You have to use them regularly to keep their power in tip-top shape. I’ll give you some exercises to try once we get to my room…” 
 
    I bet you will, Wes thought, watching Hazel’s ass all the way up the stairs. Once again, he found himself on the cusp of a new type of life. He’d be lying if he said he didn’t feel at least a little bit intimidated by Hazel, but god damn the girl was insanely hot. He couldn’t wait to find out what was underneath that tight little dress of hers. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hazel’s space was a mess. 
 
    For a moment after Wes shouldered open the door, catching the wood on a pile of clothes left strewn across the floor, he thought the Templars had broken in. Empty bottles and takeout boxes littered the small apartment, covering nearly every bit of available space. The shelves not playing host to trash were full of books—thick ones with esoteric titles Wes struggled to pronounce. Two rooms comprised the bulk of Hazel’s living space: one was a combination living room and kitchen with a window overlooking the seedy, neon-soaked street, while the other was the bedroom. Hazel had explained on the way up that the second floor of the building had a single communal bathroom: a holdover from its days as a boarding house for clergy in training. 
 
    The men of the cloth who’d lived here in a previous life would have had conniptions at Hazel’s living conditions. A pair of panties hung from the corner of the coffee table, lacy and red in contrast to the black pair the blonde demon had slipped off during the card game. Hazel looked at it and giggled as she pushed past Wes into her apartment, barely noticing the mess. 
 
    “Sorry about the way it looks,” she said, giving him a glance over her shoulder. “I haven’t had a lot of time to clean lately. I’ve been on the hunt for this guy who’s supposed to bring my guild back to life and save the supernatural world?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Wes said, making a face. “Once you’re my demon, we’ll have to make sure your quarters are cleaner. This is disgraceful…” 
 
    Wes wasn’t sure if it was the insult about her room or the mention of being his demon, but a cloud passed over Hazel’s face.  
 
    “Don’t get it twisted,” the blonde purred, stabbing a finger into Wes’s chest as she stood like a runway model in the center of the room. “This isn’t a date, or a relationship, or anything like that. I’m joining you strictly for transactional reasons—to improve my powers and help you gain access to your own. I’m not that kind of girl! I don’t normally do things like this for a guy, you know?” 
 
    Wes knew. And he understood Hazel’s need to make excuses for herself—to say that this was a one-time thing and didn’t reflect who she was as a person. But Wes didn’t get it twisted, either. He’d seen the look in Hazel’s eyes ever since he saved her from that Templar, and he could tell that deep down, the blonde demon was already head over heels for him. 
 
    But she couldn’t admit that to herself. Not this quickly, in any case. Hence the face-saving measure. 
 
    “I completely understand,” Wes said, the corner of his mouth curling in a smile. “We’ll keep things casual, Hazel. Friends?” 
 
    She stared at him warily for a moment, then nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    “With benefits?” 
 
    Hazel looked like she wanted to be irritated with him, but was too turned on to manage it. “You asshole,” she snickered, nibbing her bottom lip. “Yeah, okay? Let’s just… let’s keep things casual…” 
 
    But there was nothing casual about the way Hazel melted against him as Wes kissed her, or the way he literally swept her off her feet as he carried her across the dirty room. 
 
    The blonde let out a squeal as Wes lifted her into his arms, his tongue questing into her mouth at the same time. Hazel felt surprisingly light cradled against his chest, deceptively easy to carry. A low moan spilled from her throat as he reached her bedroom door, stumbled, and finally pinned her against the wall. Her moan turned to a giggle as she realized her kisses had thrown him off balance. 
 
    “Careful, Warlock,” Hazel gasped, breaking the kiss. “You let your little staff make all the decisions for you, you’ll end up losing your big one—” 
 
    Her words turned into a shriek of delighted surprise as Wes tossed her onto her own bed. He didn’t bother turning on the lights; the pale red neon spilling through the window from a sign across the street let him see everything he truly wanted to see. Hazel’s dress blended in with her skin beneath the light, and she writhed and preened in it like a model as he stared down at her. 
 
    “My staff is plenty big,” Wes said, something dark taking control of him. “I’m about to show you just how big, demon girl. Now take off that dress for me.” 
 
    Wow, Wes thought. When did I turn into this guy? He’d had his share of girlfriends before, but he’d never treated them like this—he’d never dared to be this dominant. 
 
    Hazel ate it up with a fucking spoon. A look of pure lust infiltrated the blonde’s face as she reached behind herself and took hold of the zipper on the back of her dress.  
 
    “Arch your back,” Wes commanded, kneeing her legs apart. “Now do it slowly, like you’re unwrapping my present—because that’s exactly what you’re doing.” 
 
    Hazel parted her pouty lips, doing just that as she tugged the zipper down. With her legs spread and her back arched like a bow, she looked like a model from a lingerie magazine—except the girls in the Victoria’s Secret catalog wore panties. Hazel had left hers back at the hotel, which meant that the blonde had nothing beneath her flimsy dress but what God gave her. 
 
    Did God give it to her? She was a demon, after all. Wes decided not to worry about it. 
 
    Hazel shrugged herself out of her dress, letting it fall down her shoulders like a blanket. The tops of her breasts were pale, dotted with a few dark freckles, and as the fabric fell away, Wes gasped at the sight of her glorious orbs unveiled. Her nipples stuck out like pale, pink erasers, so hard that he wanted to bend down and suck on them for hours.  
 
    Next the fabric slid down her taut navel, showcasing a body that most girls spent long hours at the gym trying to achieve. Wes suspected that Hazel didn’t get much time to work out, but demons were apparently blessed with an anatomy that made everyone’s mind think of sin. 
 
    Sin was definitely heavy on Wes’s mind as the dress fell away, revealing what lay between Hazel’s legs. She’d shaved her pussy—God only knew when she’d found time to do that with everything else going on—and the smooth contours of her mound glistened with juice as she slid her hand between her legs. Even in the pale red light from the window, he could see the pinkness of her interior folds. 
 
    Disrobed, Hazel held his gaze for a moment. Wes could feel her heart on his scales—the blonde waited to see Wes’s reaction. Despite her earlier claim that all of this was merely ‘transactional’, he could see the anxiety in her eyes. She wanted to please him, to look good for him, to be told what a goddess she was. 
 
    Wes didn’t need much prodding. “Gorgeous,” he said, climbing onto the bed and running his rough hands up Hazel’s smooth legs. “Nimueh. My Nimueh…” 
 
    He pulled her to the edge of the bed, delighting in the feel of her. Hazel kissed him with wild abandon, groaning and locking her legs behind his hips as she tore the buttons off his shirt. Next came his belt, the sound of the buckle coming loose from the leather making the blonde demon salivate with anticipation. 
 
    Wes pulled back and cupped Hazel’s chin in his hand. He stared into her eyes, noting with pride that keeping eye contact didn’t stop the blonde demon from unbuckling his belt and taking his cock out of his boxers. 
 
    “Tell me you want me,” Wes growled, the words low in his throat. 
 
    Resistance shone in Hazel’s eyes. “This is a business transaction—” 
 
    His hand moved to her neck. Hazel’s eyes widened, and she licked her lips in anticipation as he gently squeezed the sides of her throat, sending her desire into the stratosphere.  
 
    “Tell the truth,” he commanded, watching her start to writhe. “Stop lying to me, little demon girl.” 
 
    Hazel could no more deny the truth than she could force herself to be right-handed. In a single move, he’d exposed her need, her pussy gushing over as she ground herself against him.  
 
    “I want you,” she panted, her eyes rolling back in her head. “Fuck, I want you so much, Wes.” 
 
    “Good girl,” he told her, his hands trailing down her body and causing her to shiver. “Here’s your reward.” 
 
    Hazel cried out in surprise as he thrust his face between her thighs. Wes had learned a few tricks about that from his girlfriends too, and he dove right in. He devoured every part of her, his tongue reaching deep into her most secret places only to withdraw and savage the sensitive nub of her womanhood with a variety of strokes. Hazel grabbed the headboard for leverage to thrust herself against Wes’s face as he went back and forth, literally riding him as he ate her out. 
 
    “Oh fuck, oh Wes,” she cried out in bliss, loud enough to wake the neighbors. “Holy fucking shit, where did you learn to do that!? Shit, don’t you dare stop…!” 
 
    Wes pulled back. “I don’t take commands from you,” he growled, discarding his pants and what remained of his shirt as he sat Hazel up and shifted behind her. “I do what I want.” 
 
    And what Wes wanted was to hear her beg. Beneath Hazel’s insistence of ‘transactional’ sex lay a hellcat who lived to serve. He wanted to bring out the demon’s inner slut, to push her into a headspace she’d never allowed herself to be in before. 
 
    She’s pushed herself so hard, Wes thought, the idea welling up from inside him like ancient knowledge. The only one of her group left. She’s been in survival mode all this time. Now she needs to know she’s in safe hands. 
 
    Wes kissed Hazel hard, letting her taste her pussy on his tongue. While the two of them made out, him clutching her from behind, he took his free hand and massaged the places he’d just stimulated with his tongue. The friction was even more intense than when he’d gone down on her, and soon Hazel was a live wire in his arms, bucking and thrashing as he expertly kept her on the edge of release. 
 
    “Are you enjoying this transaction?” Wes said, adding a spank across Hazel’s ass for good measure. “Are you still feeling casual and aloof and transactional about this whole thing, you gorgeous demon bitch?” 
 
    “Oh fuuuuuck,” Hazel groaned, her inner walls clenching around Wes’s fingers. “Oh baby, please—please let me cum!” 
 
    “Tell me you need it,” Wes commanded, giving her another spank. His digits pumped inside of her like a piston, stabbing deep into her pussy while his thumb swirled around her clit at the same time. 
 
    Something inside of Hazel finally broke.  
 
    “I need it,” she panted, huge shuddering sobs erupting from the blonde as she gave in. “I need it so bad! I’ve been on my own for so long, Wes! I need you… I need you…” 
 
    She didn’t have to explain. Wes already knew. 
 
    “I’m here,” he said firmly, pressing his hard cock firmly against her ass. “I’m not going anywhere, Hazel. You’re mine,” he growled into her ear as he picked up the pace with his fingers. “Now cum for me. Cum all over my fingers like you’ll be doing on my cock. Do it, Hazel. Now.” 
 
    Hazel whined as she sailed over the edge, riding Wes’s fingers into the sweetest, hottest orgasm of her life. Her pussy gushed over, spasming in time with her rapid heartbeat as a flood of juice coated Wes’s fingers. She screamed loud enough that he swore he saw the walls shake as she gripped the sheets so tightly that her knuckles turned white and she bucked and thrashed against him. Wes held her as she came, pinning her to his body like a physical reminder of the new bond between them. He wanted her to feel safe, to feel like she was safe with him. 
 
    As Hazel came down from her peak, trembling against Wes’s chest with the sheer relief of her climax, he knew he’d accomplished his mission. 
 
    “Oh fuck, you have no idea how badly I needed that,” Hazel said, still struggling to catch her breath. “Wes, I…” 
 
    “Shh,” he hushed her, turning to set her down so that she lay face up across the mattress. “You don’t have to say it. You don’t have to say anything. Just spread for me…” 
 
    With a shudder, Hazel did as she was told. The smell of sex filled the room as she pulled her knees to her chest and spread herself open, offering her bare pussy to him. Wes lifted her ankles onto his shoulders, bracing one foot against the floor while keeping the other knee on the end of the bed. He loved this position—with her beneath him, he could control how tight she was, squeezing her legs together to grip him then relaxing to keep himself from going over the edge. 
 
    His cock pushed gently into her folds, the heat and wetness enveloping his swollen crown. “Fuck, you’re so wet,” he gasped, taken aback by just how ready she was for him. 
 
    “That’s what happens when you make me cum so hard before you fuck me,” Hazel admitted with a laugh, still shaking a bit from the pleasure. “Fuck, I want you inside me. I want you to fuck my brains out…” 
 
    Wes was more than ready to make that a reality—but for the moment, he held himself back. “Ah,” he said, a touch of awkwardness infiltrating his tone. “Do we need to worry about… protection?” 
 
    He’d been worried she might say yes. The instant he felt that first hint of how tight and wet and perfect Hazel was around him, he knew his body would cry out with frustration at the thought of wrapping his manhood in a latex sleeve. He wanted to feel Hazel, to join with her, with nothing separating them when he filled her. 
 
    But the blonde demon shook her head. “It’s totally fine,” she panted, a big smile on her face. “Humans and demons can’t make babies. Thank you for being such a gentleman and asking, though…” 
 
    Wes usually liked being called a gentleman, but not in this context. He lifted up Hazel’s ass and spanked it, hard, watching as her smile dissolved into a whine that echoed with her need to please him. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Wes said, teasing her entrance with the crown of his cock. He knew just how to swirl the tip of his spear around the apex of her thighs, hitting that sensitive nerve in a way that made women ache to have him stretch them out. “Maybe we need to try it a few times, and see if we’re the first.” 
 
    “Fuck, if you could knock me up, then I’d definitely have your babies,” Hazel groaned, swirling her hips in a circle in time with his. “Either way, it doesn’t matter. You can cum inside me—fuck, please cum inside me!” 
 
    He couldn’t hold back any longer. With one hard thrust, Wes rammed himself home, impaling Hazel on his prick. Her slick, tight walls wrapped around him like a warm hug, welcoming him deep into her core as he pummeled her again and again. Beneath them, the bed shook, the headboard banging against the wall as Wes drove himself into her. 
 
    “Oh fuck, yes!” Orgasm had loosened Hazel’s tongue—apparently the blonde demon had a taste for dirty talk, and Wes loved to hear it. “Pound my pussy, baby! Fuck me like you wanna break me in half!” 
 
    Wes lifted her off the bed and spanked her, then spread her knees wide. Hazel arched her hips in response, letting Wes go even deeper into her channel with every thrust. Her head pushed back into the covers, her blonde hair a messy halo around her as her body rocked up and down on the bed every time he bottomed out inside of her. One of her legs fought his grip unconsciously, a thick cord of muscle in the side standing out as pleasure coursed through her body. 
 
    “Get back here,” Wes grunted, dragging Hazel back to the edge of the bed after his thrusts had pushed her further up. Her ankles left his shoulders, his free hand wrapping them together as he squeezed her legs together to make the slit between them even tighter than before. Sparks flew from Wes’s cock every time he drilled into her, the heat and friction so intense that both of them could barely control themselves. Hazel’s fists hit the headboard, her back arching as her ass left the covers. “Yeah! Fuck, that’s so good, Hazel. You’re so fucking wet. Shit, babe, you’re dripping for me!” 
 
    “All for you,” Hazel groaned, sounding like she was on the way to another orgasm. “Make me your demon, Wes! Make me your demon and cum inside me, pump me full…!” 
 
    Wes fucked her harder, watching with pride as Hazel’s big tits bounced up and down on her slender frame. The familiar tingle worked its way up from his balls, so much stronger than usual—yet something still felt wrong. Incomplete. 
 
    “Nope,” he grunted, frowning down at the orgasmic blonde beneath him. “That’s not working…” 
 
    Hazel looked stricken. The blonde tried not to look like a love-struck puppy, clinging to her composure by her fingernails. “What? Wes, what’s wrong—” 
 
    That was as far as she got before Wes flipped her over, then pulled her by her hair and forced her onto her knees facing away from him.  
 
    “Hands on the wall,” he said.  
 
    Hazel got the picture—she arched her ass into the air, spreading her legs as she gripped the headboard, watching him with a lustful look over her shoulder. She grinned as she offered herself doggy style to Wes, the sight of her body utterly gorgeous in the neon lights from the street. 
 
    The sight of it gave Wes an idea. “No,” he said, giving Hazel a swat across her behind. “That’s not it either. Over here.” 
 
    Hazel looked confused, but she went. Wes brought her to the window, his hands in her hair as he kissed her hard and deep. Then he pushed her around, pinning her warm cheek against the cold pane of glass and lifting one of her legs and putting her foot onto a nearby table. It spread the blonde wide, putting her dripping wet slit on display. 
 
    Wes mounted her from behind and thrust deep into Hazel’s pussy. None of this was the slow, sweet treatment he would have given the blonde demon before tonight—Wes fucked her hard and fast, his balls slapping against her clit as he buried himself as deep and hard inside of her as he could. Hot, wet squelching sounds filled the bedroom, the sound of primal sex echoing off the walls. Hazel’s tits flattened against the glass as she pushed more of her body to the window, groaning with need as Wes filled her. 
 
    As his cock throbbed and jerked inside of Hazel, Wes thought of all the times he’d fantasized about an encounter like this. I worked at the Excelsior, he told himself, looking out the window onto the street below as he treated Hazel like his personal whore. Those balconies overlook the entire city, not just one street. If there was someone standing down there right now, they could watch us. They’d see Hazel getting fucked, me pounding her hard from behind… fuck, I’ve always wanted that! 
 
    Banging a hot babe over the city was Wes’s all-time fantasy. As his pleasure built to a climax, he promised himself that one day he’d take Hazel to a suite overlooking the city and do this to her again. Fuck her in public, rough and hard the way she liked it, for anyone in the city below to see. To know that he was the fucking man, that he fucked hot chicks like Hazel whenever he wanted… 
 
    “Oh fuck, I’m gonna cum!” Wes roared. He slammed Hazel into the glass with the force of his lust, shaking the glass pane in its setting. His cock disappeared inside of her all the way to the base, hitting her at the perfect angle thanks to her being spread so wide for him. “Fuck, fuck, gonna fill you up…!” 
 
    Hazel was right there with him. “Ughhh, you’re so deep inside of me. You’re stretching me out,” she moaned, sounding drunk on his cock. “You’re all the way at the back of my pussy, baby! You’re right there, Wes—drain your balls inside of me! Pump my pussy full of your load, fucking explode in me right where anyone can see…” 
 
    She immediately understood his fantasies—and that realization sent Wes over the edge. With one more hard, driving thrust, he buried himself hilt-deep inside of Hazel’s pussy and let go. He tossed back his head and roared with bliss as the relief coursed through his bloodstream, thick ropes of cum erupting inside of her with each beat of his rapid heart.  
 
    Hazel clenched her thighs around him and came, screaming with delight as her skin flushed against the windowpane. Her tongue lolled from the side of her mouth to rest on the glass as he filled her. 
 
    He shot deep into her hungry cervix, each drop flooding Hazel with a warm and wonderful sensation as Wes emptied himself directly into her womb. He’d heard her say that humans and demons couldn’t make babies, and his mind believed it… but his cock had other ideas. The primal need to claim Hazel’s fertility, to make her his woman was so strong it couldn’t be denied. There was no way Wes would move until every last drop in his balls had drained into the blonde. 
 
    As he held his cock inside her, Hazel ground oh so slowly up and down his shaft—enough to send incredible aftershocks sparking up his spine, but not enough to tease him into pushing her up against the glass and fucking her again. Though he could probably go again for a girl like her, Wes sensed he’d pleasured Hazel to her limit, and that she’d need some rest before she’d be ready for round two. 
 
    “That was fucking great,” Wes groaned, still reluctant to pull out of Hazel’s pussy. “Shit, babe, you felt so good…” 
 
    A wave of power washed over the pair. Back in its corner of the living room, forgotten, the Staff of Dominion began to vibrate wildly, rattling like it had been thrown into a clothes dryer. Flashes of green lightning filled the small apartment, bathing the two naked figures in arcane power. 
 
    Wes’s body burned, the power infiltrating him in a wave almost as strong as his orgasm had been. As the wave crested, the burning sensation moved to his hands and stayed there, making him feel as if he’d pressed his palms against a hot stove. When he opened his eyes, flames danced between his fingers, bathing the messy bedroom in a bright glow. 
 
    “Woah!” Wes gasped, stumbling back and nearly falling onto the bed. Hazel twisted around to face him and sat on the table by the window as a look of delight spread across her face. “Holy shit, my hands are on fire!” 
 
    “I’m a demon aspected to fire,” Hazel explained, a big smile on her face in the darkness. “It only makes sense that I’d increase your ability to turn demonic energy into fire spells. Try it out, Wes!” 
 
    He moved his hands up and down, watching the flames travel from his palms to the backs of his knuckles. With a start, he realized he could control the fire—with a force of will, he commanded the disparate tongues of flame to unify above his middle and index finger. He formed his hand into a gun, pointing it at the window. 
 
    “Bang,” Wes whispered. 
 
    The flames exploded from his fingers, spreading across the glass before snuffing themselves out along the edges. Hazel let out a little gasp of delight as she watched Wes exercise his power. 
 
    “Damn,” the demon said approvingly. Apparently fire safety was not in Hazel’s repertoire—she delighted in watching him explore his power, even to the point of potentially causing an arson in Deja Vu. “That’s impressive as hell, Wes! You’re going to make one hell of a Warlock. And I’m going to be there with you, every step of the way.” 
 
    With an effort of will, Wes closed his eyes and banished the flames. The power fled his palms, settling like a small ball of warmth in the center of his chest. He sensed he could summon it whenever he needed to, as long as he had a power source to call it forth from. Standing near Hazel, he realized he had all the power he could ever need. 
 
    A living battery of demonic energy, Wes thought as Hazel got up and came over to curl up against his side. That’s what she called herself. Fuck, I’m a Warlock! I can do actual magic… 
 
    Hazel’s head rested against his shoulder as he stared at the window. “How are you feeling?” the blonde asked as she played with the hair on Wes’s chest. Her nails gently raked back and forth, playing with him idly as she watched him. 
 
    “Good,” Wes said. He truly, truly meant it. “Fuck, I’m great. Does this mean you’re my demon now, Hazel?” 
 
    “Something like that,” the blonde purred. “I’ve given you the power to cast fire spells, Wes. And I’m sure you’ve made my own powers hotter than ever. Like I said, I’m fire aspected, so any gains you get with me in the future will trend in that direction.” 
 
    Wes was quiet for a long moment, just basking in the feeling of Hazel’s body against his. Then he couldn’t restrain himself any longer. 
 
    “Gains as in plural?” Wes asked, craning his neck to look at her. “You mean we get to keep doing this to get even stronger?” 
 
    Hazel blushed, but Wes could tell she was looking forward to it just as much as he was. “It’s business,” she tried to say, but he hit her with a pillow halfway through the word. The two of them fought in a fit of laughter, then collapsed together onto the bed, a tangled pile of limbs and freshly-fucked bodies. 
 
    “Deja’s going to kill me,” Hazel muttered, snuggling deeper into the covers. “We probably woke her up with all the noise.” 
 
    “Remind me to apologize to her in the morning,” Wes said, yawning. Now that they’d satisfied each other, he could hardly keep his eyes open. The battle at the hotel, the flight over the city, discovering the Staff of Dominion—all of it had left him exhausted, and he could tell from a look at her that Hazel felt the same. “Maybe the afternoon, now that I think of it.” 
 
    Hazel didn’t seem to mind that one bit. “Sounds like a plan,” she giggled, resting her head against her shoulder. “Get some rest, Warlock. In the morning, your training begins.” 
 
    Sounds like fun, Wes thought. Maybe in the morning, I can find out how awesome that sweet little mouth of yours is… 
 
    Wes drifted off, dreams of hot demon blowjobs in his head. It felt like no time at all had passed when he opened his eyes next, yet from the faint, dull glow on the horizon, he reasoned it had to be close to dawn. 
 
    What had woken him? He snuggled deeper in the covers, belatedly remembering he’d gone to bed with a certain demon last night. A smile rose to his face at the sight of Hazel snoozing under the sheets, her ash-blonde hair strewn about her head in a well-fucked mess. 
 
    I should wake her up, Wes thought, fighting the urge to go back to sleep. Grab a quick fuck, do what we did last night again, then pass back out in each other’s arms. 
 
    It would have been a perfect start to the morning. But it was not to be. 
 
    “Hazel!” The voice came from downstairs, filled with barely restrained panic. “Get your ass down here! Now!” 
 
    The blonde demon sat bolt upright, snorting and spitting as she snapped to her senses. “Huh? What? Why the fuck am I naked…?” 
 
    Hazel glanced over at Wes, and he had the supreme pleasure of watching as the previous night’s events dawned on her face. He watched her go from surprise, to pleasure, to delight as the promise of the future washed over her.  
 
    “Hey there,” Hazel whispered, twirling a lock of her ash-blonde hair between her fingers. “I told you Deja was going to be pissed…” 
 
    “Hazel!” That sounded a good deal beyond pissed. “It’s an emergency!” 
 
    Hazel’s face scrunched up in confusion. “What the fuck…” 
 
    Wes leaned over and looked out the window. 
 
    A trio of thugs in biker jackets stood just outside the door of Deja Vu. They looked ready for violence. 
 
    “They look like they want to hurt somebody,” Wes said, summoning a flame in his palm. “You recognize them?” 
 
    Rolling over in bed, Hazel followed Wes’s gaze. When she saw the demons, her eyes widened and her pouty mouth dropped open. “Oh shit! They’re demons! We’ve got to get down there!” 
 
    Wes couldn’t agree more. He’d only been at Deja Vu for a single night, and they already had company. 
 
    But if those demons thought Wes would be easy meat, they had another thing coming. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Wes and Hazel threw on enough clothes to avoid a public indecency charge and stomped their way downstairs to the bar, the trio of biker-looking demons were inside. The three hulking brutes gathered in the center of Deja Vu. Deja stood behind the bar holding a shotgun, her lips pulled back behind her teeth like an angry dog. 
 
    “You two took long enough,” the bartender snapped, her eyes never leaving the trio of intruders. “You fuck each other into a goddamn coma or something?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Wes said, his gaze fixed on the bruisers as he reached the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    All three of them turned from Deja to him, fixing the newcomer as the real threat. They’re not afraid of Deja’s shotgun, Wes realized, tucking the information in the back of his head and trying not to think of the implications of demons immune to human guns. But they’re not sure yet whether they should be afraid of me. 
 
    Wes decided to give them a reason to reconsider. 
 
    All three of the thugs wore identical jackets, like they all belonged to the same biker gang. Their logo showed a fist clutching several sheaves of wheat, which reminded Wes of the image on the back of the coin Hazel gave him. The words WHEAT KINGS had been embroidered across a ribbon over the logo, just over each of the thug’s hearts. 
 
    “Morning, gentlemen,” Wes said, forcing down his worries. The only way he could get through this without violence would be to project an overwhelming amount of strength—looking like the three demons worried him didn’t fit into that plan. “It’s a little early to be hitting the sauce, but I’m sure Deja here can take care of you boys. She makes a mean cocktail—” 
 
    “We’re not here for drinks,” the demon in the middle of the pack said. That’ll be the leader, then, Wes thought, turning his full attention onto the man. Whichever way this guy fell, his buddies would follow his lead. “We’re here for the shard.” 
 
    Wes didn’t need to fake ignorance. He felt his eyebrows scrunching together, a look of confusion spreading across his face.  
 
    The demon on the left looked at Wes, and his face suddenly morphed into an expression of confusion. He whispered something to the leader, and he looked at Wes with newfound surprise. Was there something in his eyes? Something like fear? It was quickly squashed though, replaced with a hardened scowl. 
 
    “Deja?” he asked, not turning around to lock eyes with the bartender. “Clue me in what these assholes want.” 
 
    The lead biker demon held up a hand, silencing Deja before she could speak. “Just give us the shard, Warlock,” the man said, grimacing at Wes as if negotiating was the last thing he’d normally do. “There’s no reason for this to get ugly. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to your women.” 
 
    Now that was interesting. Not the threat—that was about as generic as threats got, as a matter of fact. But the lead biker demon calling Deja and Hazel Wes’s women? Was it normal and expected for a Warlock like him to keep multiple hot chicks around?  
 
    Hazel said something to that effect last night, Wes realized with a start. She said that Warlocks kept multiple demons bound to them, to improve their abilities. She said she would increase my abilities with fire—but that would mean I’d need other demons to master other elements. Shit, these people think I’m fucking Deja? 
 
    Well, if they thought it, he’d do nothing to burst their bubble. 
 
    More than that, these demons seemed to immediately recognize Wes as a Warlock. Had something happened to him last night so that demons could now identify him as a Warlock? 
 
    “I don’t know anything about a shard,” Wes said with a shrug. “Sorry, boys. I think you’ve got the wrong bar.” 
 
    The lead thug laughed, shaking his head. “Man, it’s right there,” he grunted, pointing above his head. “You must really think we’re stupid or something, Warlock.” 
 
    Wes followed the man’s finger, his frown deepening. He wasn’t pointing at the ceiling—what he’d indicated hung between the floor and the ceiling. 
 
    “The… the disco ball?” Wes did a double take. “There’s nothing in that fucking disco ball. It’s probably been here since 1972…” 
 
    “It’s been here a hell of a lot longer than that,” Deja hissed, cocking her shotgun. “And you’ll take it out of here over my dead body, Wheat King or not!” 
 
    If he hadn’t been playing the stoic leader of the harem, Wes would have facepalmed. Oh shit. The DISCO ball? Really? He had no idea what this ‘shard’ was or what it did, but if these guys wanted it, he certainly wasn’t going to give it to them. Not even if Deja had consented, and she sure as fuck wasn’t cool with it. 
 
    Wes and the demon stared each other down. The moment lengthened, and was broken only when one of the other biker demons nudged their point man. “Dude, maybe we should back off,” he said, giving Wes a sideways glance. “Magnus told us nobody’d be home after what happened at the Excelsior. There wasn’t supposed to be nobody but the fucking genie—now there’s a demon and a Warlock guarding the shard with her? Can’t you feel his power? It’s coming off him like the flames of the Old World.” 
 
    “He’s fresh,” the head demon said. “What you feel is mostly potential. He’s just a baby. A baby Warlock who’s about to get his ass beat into oblivion.” 
 
    “You should listen to your man,” Wes said with a nod. “Turn around and get the fuck out.” 
 
    Wes could see the options bouncing back and forth in the demon’s skull. The man looked like he couldn’t decide whether attack or retreat looked more enticing; Wes hoped he’d choose the latter. Just because he had magic all of a sudden, didn’t mean he knew how to use it, and Wes hadn’t been able to master much last night with Hazel besides moving a few flames around his palms. Even with the Staff of Dominion, he probably wouldn’t be able to— 
 
    The Staff! He’d left the fucking thing upstairs! It was standing next to the door inside her apartment, completely forgotten. Without it, how was he supposed to fight these assholes off?  
 
    “Look, Warlock,” the head demon biker snarled, looking as pissed off as Wes had ever seen anyone, “I’m a lot more afraid of Magnus than I am of you. If you think I’m going to walk out of this bar without that fucking shard in my hands, you’re wrong. Dead wrong.” 
 
    “I told you,” Deja snarled from behind Wes, “you can take it over my dead body!” 
 
    The thug looked at his two friends, a spark passing from his gaze to theirs. Wes’s heart sank—he knew from what he’d just seen that these men weren’t about to back down. These demons looked like they would gladly trash the place, rough him and the women up, just to get their hands on that shard. And Wes didn’t even know what the fucking thing did! 
 
    The disco ball, he thought, sneaking a glance at the gaudy mirrored creation floating over the dance floor. I’ve got to keep them from getting that fucking mirror ball! 
 
    “I warned you,” the head Wheat King said, beginning to transform. “Remember that, genie. I gave you an out…” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the three thugs transformed. Wes watched as each of them changed, their eyes turning jet black as thick, vicious claws erupted from their knuckles. They looked like Wolverine—except that Wolverine was a comic book character, and those blades looked distressingly real. Bits of blood and bone clung to the metal, giving them a horrific and unhygienic appearance. 
 
    “Get the shard!” the lead Wheat King roared. “Kill the Warlock!” 
 
    “Wes!” Deja shouted. “Duck!” 
 
    He was smart enough to hit the deck when commanded. Wes’s knees slammed into the floor as Deja opened up with the shotgun, filling the bar with a puff of smoke and a cloud of buckshot. It smacked the lead demon square in the chest, flipping him backward over a nearby table and stunning him on the ground. 
 
    A blur leapt in front of Wes’s vision as he regained his footing. Hazel shrieked through the air like a banshee, leaping onto one of the other two biker demon’s chest as she transformed into her demonic form. Her claws raked across the demon’s throat as he swelled to his full, monstrous size. Before he could hit back, she used his shoulders as a launching pad to leap across the room, just missing his attack. 
 
    “The bullets aren’t silver?” Hazel howled at the bartender. 
 
    Deja backed up against the bar, bottles shaking on their shelves. She grappled with the third thug, using the barrel of the shotgun to keep the fiend’s claws at bay. “If I could afford to stock silver bullets in my shotgun, do you really think I’d be working in a place like this!?” 
 
    Just then, the first demon rose to his feet. The man’s vest clung in tatters to his broad chest, muscles rippling beneath the skin as he stomped right through the table he’d just overturned. Reaching down, he grabbed a splintered hunk of a table leg and tossed it into the air, striking the mirrored disco ball so hard it nearly toppled to the floor. 
 
    “Oh, that’s the last time you get to do that!” Wes yelled, tossing himself at the monster. He moved without thought, silencing the all too human voice in the back of his head that screamed he was going to die, that the thug would shred his skin to ribbons. 
 
    Instead, he reached for the warm spot in his chest—and channeled the flame. 
 
    Fire erupted across Wes’s body as he tackled the demon. The man clearly hadn’t been expecting it—Warlocks probably weren’t well known for getting up close and personal in a fight with all the magic at their disposal. Wes felt his vision wash over with red as he balled one hand into a fist and punched the man in the gut, the flames amplifying his power. 
 
    “Get!” Wes roared, his powers distorting his voice until it sounded more demonic than the intruder’s. “The! Fuck! Out! Of! My! Bar!” 
 
    He punctuated each word with a vicious strike, staying close enough to the demon that he couldn’t get the range to use his long claws. Wes moved on instinct—he’d never trained in the use of this magic, and as a result, his strikes looked feral and untamed. Like a lion defending its den, or a hyena clinging to the neck of its prey, refusing to let go until it was dead. 
 
    Behind him, Deja’s shotgun exploded a second time. Both barrels fired at point blank range at the third demon, who staggered to his knees clutching at his ruined, bleeding vest. Over in the corner, Hazel danced with the final thug, ducking and diving out of range of his strikes while scorching off his eyebrows with cheeky bursts of flame. 
 
    “The stories weren’t kidding!” Hazel laughed, doing a backflip as she moved out of range of the demon’s claws that would have made Wes’s jaw drop in other circumstances. “I feel so much stronger than I did yesterday, Wes! Fuck, sex with you is like therapy! If banging your brains out gets me this much killing power, I’d hate to see what anal would do!” 
 
    Wes inwardly chuckled at the thought as he lifted the thug from the ground by his vest. “You should have listened to your friend,” he hissed, a storm of flame exploding from his palm. Fire swirled around the demon’s legs, igniting his pants and spreading across his body. 
 
    Wes let him squirm and scream for a few moments longer, then dropped him. He punctuated the move with a swift, heartless kick, shoving the thug away. “Get out!” he roared, ropes of liquid fire wrapping around his arms and legs as he climbed atop the table in the center of the room. “Get the fuck out, or feel a Warlock’s wrath!” 
 
    The Wheat Kings knew when they were beaten. The trio raced out of the bar like they were on fire—and in one case, that was literally true. Their howls chased them out the door, followed by the sound of Deja’s cackling laughter. When Wes turned around, the dusky bartender had her shotgun behind her head and across her arms like a pull-up bar. 
 
    “Hoo boy, that was something!” Deja had a twinkle in her eye as she said it, and Wes felt suddenly certain the genie bartender had never been this turned on before where he was concerned. “He really is the one you were hoping for, Hazel. I’m glad we proved that one hundred percent, since he’s your new man and all…” 
 
    Deja trailed off. Her expression collapsed; she nearly dropped the shotgun onto the floor. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Wes asked, suddenly confused. They’d won, hadn’t they? Why did Deja look like someone had just kicked her puppy? 
 
    “The flames,” the bartender said, tears of rage forming in the corners of her eyes. “Look!” 
 
    Wes looked. The candles the bartender had set in Deja Vu’s walls burned as brightly as ever, filling the early-morning bar with a strangely romantic aura more appropriate to a candlelight dinner. It took Wes a long moment to realize what was wrong—what he should have realized the moment the biker thugs disappeared through the front door. 
 
    “The flames,” Wes said, seeing it but not understanding what it meant. “They’re not blue anymore.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The words hit Hazel like a punch to the gut. The blonde demon staggered, transforming back in a flash to her human form. “Oh no,” she groaned, looking up at the disco ball. “Fuck, you’re kidding me…” 
 
    Only now did all of them realize the thug’s strike had ripped a hole in the bottom, like a pinata subjected to a particularly vicious quinceanera. Whatever had been inside that ball no longer rested within. One hit had been all it took for the Wheat Kings to get what they wanted. To Wes’s horror, he realized he hadn’t bested the demons—they’d just beaten a hasty retreat, counting discretion the better part of valor. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Wes asked, looking from the hole in the mirrored ball to the suddenly normal flames adorning the walls. “What the fuck does the shard do?” 
 
    Deja came around the bar, eyeing the wound in the disco ball with a critical eye. Her pretty, mature face looked carved from stone in that moment—if looks could kill, Deja’s would have had multiple homicide convictions. 
 
    “The shard hidden inside that disco ball powers the enchantment protecting this church,” the bartender spat, shaking her long mane of dark hair back and forth. “Without it, Deja Vu is wide open to a Templar attack. There’s nothing keeping non-demons from seeing or entering my bar. Or the chapel.” 
 
    Suddenly Wes remembered the conversation with Hazel from last night, before they went upstairs. Apparently she hadn’t been talking about the ball itself, but the shard inside. Without it, there was no way he could protect her—or fulfill the prophecy of the Staff of Dominion to restore her guild. It wasn’t quite the worst case scenario but it was getting there. 
 
    Wes’s dreams for the future teetered on the brink. “Shit,” he said, watching the front door of the church flap in the wind. “What the hell do we do, then?” 
 
    Deja’s answer was immediate and forceful. “Catch those motherfuckers,” she growled. “And bring me back my shard!” 
 
    Simple enough, Wes thought. 
 
    He took off at a dead run, trusting in Hazel to follow. Outside in the street, a light rain had bathed the flagstones in a slippery haze of moisture, forcing him to slow down as he took the steps two at a time. Off in the distance, the trio of demons raced with varying degrees of success down the neon-lit street. All three made tempting targets, but only one of them had the shard from the mirror ball. 
 
    Wes ignored the other two and focused on the leader. Only he mattered. Wes booked it down the street, reaching within for the energy he’d felt after he was finished with Hazel last night. It felt as if flames traveled from the center of his chest through his veins, turning his blood to liquid fire as his adrenaline surged. His legs pumped like a marathon runner’s, propelling him forward with more speed than he’d ever seen before. The world blurred around him as he gave chase, the exhilarating thrill of the hunt filling him like a strong drink. 
 
    “Come back here!” he roared, grinning like a fox. In his head, he’d become a powerful lion, and the three demons in biker vests running away from him were little more than gazelles—wounded gazelles. “Give me back the goddamn shard—!” 
 
    A mass of red and white whizzed by Wes’s face. 
 
    He missed a step, nearly slipping and hitting the pavement in his surprise. Screeching forward in front of him like an arrow fired from a bow was Hazel, her body transforming as she took wing. Literally. Her thick, leathery wings gave her the appearance of a vengeful angel as she streaked over the pavement. Her claws extended as she pounced on the slowest of the three demons, ripping massive puncture wounds in his back. 
 
    Holy shit! Wes picked up the pace. His muscles surged with strain as he crossed the distance in a sprint, the world blurring around him. 
 
    Hazel stopped just long enough to rip the throat out of the downed demon before leaping back into the air and rejoining the chase. The two remaining bikers took one look at the ruin of their partner and booked it down an alley, changing direction at the last moment. Hazel overshot the turn, launching into the street—but Wes did not. 
 
    Shadows filled the alleyway, making seeing what was just up ahead difficult. Wes followed the sound of footsteps and ran as fast as he was able, redoubling his efforts when the sound of an engine roaring to life cut through the early morning atmosphere. 
 
    He reached the other end of the alley and spilled out into the sun, just in time to see the leader of the demon biker gang go speeding off down the street on his Harley. The second demon was just climbing onto his own bike, slow after the fight and the brief chase. Wes barely spared the creature a glance before kicking it aside and straddling the motorcycle, hoping like hell he knew what he was doing. 
 
    Wes had never ridden a motorcycle before. He’d heard that it wasn’t much different from riding an ordinary bike, but the number of dials and levers that greeted him as he seated himself on the demon’s motorbike seemed to contradict that. With a few seconds of trial and error, he managed to figure out the basics and get the thing running. Soon, he took off like a rocket, so fast he could hardly steer it as he chased after the demon with the shard. 
 
    Ha ha ha, this is AWESOME! Wes’s lips peeled back in a smile as his grip tightened on the handlebars, his knuckles turning white with the strain. The engine purred like a hungry lioness between his legs, and holding on required a combination of nerve and fearlessness the old Wes would never have been able to manage so quickly. It felt good to ride a motorcycle through the city—to have an engine respond to you like a living thing, submitting to his touch the way Hazel had submitted to him in the bedroom last night. The two sensations started to blur in his mind, and he decided right then and there to pick up a badass bike at his earliest opportunity. 
 
    As if responding to his thought, a shout filled the sky above his head. Wes directed a quick glance upward from the road, then smiled as he saw Hazel flying through the sky. The beautiful demoness had recovered from her missed dive and now streaked over the city, fully transformed into her demonic form. 
 
    “Looking good, stud!” the blonde said, shooting him a thumb’s up as she gained on him. “The bike suits you, Wes!” 
 
    Yeah, it does, he thought, concentrating on the road ahead. The distance between him and the final demon grew smaller by the moment—it wouldn’t be long before both he and Hazel caught up and ripped the big guy to shreds. Alright, asshole. Let’s show you what happens when you fuck with my new clan…  
 
    He was almost close enough to reach out and touch the final demon when gunfire filled the empty street. 
 
    Wes spilled from his seat as the motorcycle tipped onto its side, punctured in a dozen places by bullets. The heavy metal bike screeched across the pavement, kicking up a shower of sparks. More shots rang out—so many of them that Wes knew there had to be more than one shooter. No, scratch that. More than two. 
 
    He hit the asphalt hard and rolled, eventually regaining his feet enough to take cover in an alley behind the corner of a building. Bits of brick sprayed into the air as bullets ricocheted inches away, chipping the wall’s broad face. 
 
    Next to him, Hazel landed in an ungraceful dive. A gout of blood trickled from the demoness’s shoulder; she’d been wounded. 
 
    “They hit you!” Wes cried out, anger flaring in his chest. How dare those assholes damage something that belonged to him! Woah, Wes thought, getting a hold of himself. When did I start thinking about Hazel like that? 
 
    Hazel glanced down at the gash in her shoulder and grimaced. “I’ll be OK. Just need some time to heal.” 
 
    “Who are they? More demon bikers?” Wes asked. He wanted to lean out of cover and check, but feared another volley of bullets. Meanwhile, he heard the biker demon’s engine switch off and the man dismount his bike. Apparently, he’d reached his destination nearby, and thought he was finally safe. 
 
    Hazel grimaced. “I couldn’t tell one hundred percent from the air,” the demoness whispered, flattening herself against the wall beside him, “but I think they’re Templars.” 
 
    “Fucking Templars,” Wes groaned, shaking his head. He barely knew them and he already hated them. He really was starting to become a member of the demonic community. 
 
    Then the word actually sank in, and he did a double take. 
 
    “Wait, Templars!?” Wes nearly gave into his curiosity and stuck his head out to see. “Hazel, that’s a demon we’ve been chasing through the city. From what you’ve told me, Templars don’t work with demons—they exterminate them. With extreme prejudice.” 
 
    Hazel looked just as confused as he was. “None of it makes any sense. Templars and demons are mortal enemies. For them to be protecting this guy—it’s completely impossible. What kind of deal could they possibly have?” 
 
    Wes had no idea, but none of the answers he came up with were anything good. Outside of the alley, he could hear barked orders as the Templars surrounding the intersection hustled the demon biker into their own vehicle. From the arguing Wes could hear as this occurred, this hadn’t been an original part of the plan. The demon had expected to be able to run off on his own bike, but the Templars were taking no chances. 
 
    No honor among thieves, Wes thought bitterly. He reached around the corner and tossed a fireball blindly, hoping for a lucky hit. Several people he couldn’t see cried out in surprise, but there was a distinct lack of screaming. A miss. 
 
    Frustration mounted within Wes. “Cover me,” he snarled at Hazel, flattening himself against a corner of the brick wall. “We can’t let those assholes get away—” 
 
    Hazel grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and tugged him backward. “Are you kidding me?” she gasped, her gorgeous face flushed with exertion. “Wes, you’ll be killed!” 
 
    Even after everything that happened yesterday, the strength of her grip still surprised him. “I can handle myself,” he told the blonde, grimacing as the Templars covered the demon biker’s escape with more gunfire. “We can’t let them get away with that shard, babe. Do you want to be the one to tell Deja we let it slip through our fingers when we get back?” 
 
    Hazel didn’t respond to that. Nor, even more interestingly, did she protest Wes calling her babe. It seemed she was settling into their new relationship. 
 
    Instead, the blonde laid down the cold, hard facts. “There’s at least a half-dozen Templars out there,” she growled, ducking down as another wave of gunfire crackled through the intersection. “And they’re not using ordinary bullets. Look.” 
 
    Wes looked. Hazel transformed back from her demonic form to her human one, the wound she’d taken in mid-air changing right along with her. It hadn’t looked like much more than a flesh wound, so Wes would have expected it to have stopped bleeding by now—but instead, blood flowed freely from her shoulder, as if she’d only been hit moments before. When Wes looked closer, he could see tiny shards of glowing green material glittering in her flesh. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Wes whimpered, examining the wound closer. “Are you going to be okay, Hazel?” 
 
    “As long as we get back to Deja soon,” the blonde said. There was more of a tremor in her voice than had been there before, and that more than anything else convinced Wes the woman had downplayed the extent of the injury. “But you can’t go out there, Wes.” 
 
    “I’m a Warlock,” he protested. Yet his heart was no longer in it. Seeing Hazel in such a state had activated all of Wes’s protective instincts, and now he was only thinking about getting her back to safety as quickly as possible. 
 
    Hazel nodded. “I know. But you’re still a new Warlock, and you don’t have the power yet to face down a group of that size. Not with your demon familiar wounded like this.” 
 
    Is that what you are? Wes wondered, the thought cutting through his worries. My familiar? He wanted to ask, but just then the sound of a much larger engine cut through the din. Someone had just fired up a truck—a big one, from the noise it made. 
 
    “Go go go!” the Templars shouted, sounding more like a SWAT team than a group of mystics. “Disengage immediately! Secure the package!” 
 
    Within moments, the gunfire was gone. Wes took the risk of leaning out of the alley and saw a big white pickup truck racing in the opposite direction, with the Templars crouched in the back. One of them locked eyes with Wes and smiled as the vehicle disappeared over a hill. The Templars had escaped, along with their demon friend and the shard from Deja’s bar. 
 
    Hazel leaned out of the alleyway behind Wes, watching as smoke rose and dissolved into the morning air. They’d reached that point in the morning where every few minutes caused the sky to lighten a shade, so that in just the small amount of time they’d spent chasing after the Wheat Kings, dawn had fully broken over the city. A few curious apartment dwellers cracked their windows, staring at the carnage on the street before sealing themselves back up in their homes. 
 
    “They got away,” Hazel growled, shaking her head. A spike of pain shot through her, and she clutched her wound, matting the shredded fabric of her dress against her shoulder. “Deja’s going to fucking kill me…” 
 
    “You let me handle that,” Wes said, taking stock of the situation. Losing the shard worried him, of course—he wouldn’t be able to leave Hazel or Deja alone without worrying about Templar attacks until it was restored—but he was focused again on something even more important as he watched the bad guys drive away. Something worse. 
 
    “Now,” Wes said in a hard voice, fixing Hazel with his gaze, “we have to figure out why the Templars would be working with demons.” 
 
    “I've already been working on that,” she muttered, wincing as more blood trickled from her wound. “Demons getting hired isn’t unusual. Big clans pay small ones to do their dirty work all the time. But the Templars?” 
 
    “That’s not commonly done, huh?” Wes asked. 
 
    Hazel shook her head. “It goes against everything the Templars stand for. Hiring demons… there’s only two reasons I can think of why they’d do that.” 
 
    Seeing his woman’s pain, Wes tore off his shirt and used it to bandage Hazel’s wound as best as he could. “What are those?” he asked, trying to take her mind off the pain as he tightened the fabric. It needed to hold until they got back to the church. 
 
    Hazel barked out a flat, mirthless laugh. “Either there’s something they really, really want,” she hissed, her face starting to go pale from blood loss, “or they’ve gone completely fucking insane.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “Let’s get you back to Deja. Once she patches you up, we’ll figure out what to do next. Can you walk?” 
 
    “If you help me,” Hazel said, lifting her good arm. 
 
    Throwing it over his shoulder, Wes supported Hazel as the two started the long walk back to Deja Vu. Hazel’s guesses were good ones—but as they walked, an even worse possibility had begun to tingle through Wes’s mind. 
 
    The Templars wanted something, or they’d gone completely insane. 
 
    Why couldn’t it be both? 
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    The sun had fully come up by the time Wes and Hazel managed to limp back to the church. Hazel held out ably, supporting herself as best as she could, but by the time they made it to the last few blocks before the neon-soaked thoroughfare where Deja Vu stood, the blonde couldn’t walk any further. To Wes’s surprise, he was able to carry her easily—as if he’d taken up weight lifting sometime after stepping into the chapel with the demoness. 
 
    “This is kinda nice,” Hazel muttered sleepily, resting her chin against Wes’s chest as they reached the steps leading up to the bar. Fortunately for them, this section of the city played host to the creatures and people of the night but had been practically deserted an hour before sunrise, so no one gawked at the sight of a young man in slacks carrying a bleeding blonde up the steps of a decaying church. Not to mention the motorcycle chase and flying demon before. That could have led to all sorts of problems. 
 
    Wes carried Hazel right over the threshold, not paying any attention to potential implications of doing so. Inside, the bar’s candles burned dimmer than ever—not a trace of the eerie blue glow Wes had seen upon his first visit to Deja Vu remained. Deja herself had apparently spent the duration of their chase pacing back and forth behind the bar, working out her nervous energy. 
 
    She looked up as they entered, relief flooding her features. She didn't know if we were going to make it back, Wes realized, looking at the bartender in a new light. She was worried about us! Maybe she likes me a little bit after all? 
 
    Deja swore in Arabic when she saw Hazel in Wes’s arms. “What happened to her?” the bartender demanded, setting down the shotgun she’d been carrying just beneath the level of the bartop. Wes was glad she wasn’t the type of girl to shoot first and ask questions later. 
 
    “Took some fire,” Wes explained, carrying Hazel across the room. “She’s got some kind of green stuff in her shoulder. Looks like someone cracked a glow stick and let it drip all in her wound.” 
 
    Deja swore again, longer this time. “Put her down right here,” she said, gesturing at the bar. Without waiting for Wes to respond, she reached all the way to the top shelf of her liquor shelves and pulled down a green glass bottle with an ornate stopper. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Deja asked without turning around. “Time’s of the essence, Warlock! Every second we let that Templar al-quaraf sit in her wound is another it gets to spend burrowing its way in even deeper.” 
 
    Wes hadn’t realized that. He stretched Hazel out across the bar, trying not to think of all the spilled drinks and food crumbs that had adorned its polished surface over time. Hazel let out a little groan as she slumped bonelessly across the wood, her eyes shut tight. 
 
    “How bad is it?” Hazel asked, the words coming out as a gasp. “Don’t hold back, Deja. I’m a big girl—I can take it.” 
 
    Gingerly, the bartender peeled Wes’s shirt off the wound. His garment was now as red as Hazel’s dress from last night, covered in bright blood. Deja’s eyes bulged when she saw it, but otherwise the bartender managed to keep her composure. 
 
    “Like I wouldn’t want to see the other guy,” Deja said, forcing out a chuckle. “You just sit tight, girlie. Shafi Deja’s got you now—me and your boy toy are going to take good care of you…” 
 
    For the first time Wes realized that he was no longer wearing a shirt. Any self-consciousness he might have felt about walking around with nothing on above his belt was soothed away by the appreciative glance Deja gave his chest and shoulders. 
 
    As Deja leaned over Hazel, Wes caught a glimpse of his own reflection in the mirror behind the bar. What he saw made him stiffen—because for a moment, he failed to recognize the figure as himself. 
 
    Holy shit, Wes thought, reaching down to rub at his chest. When the fuck did I get these? He’d gained what felt like an absurd amount of muscle since the night he’d spent with Hazel. The guy looking back at him in the bar’s polished glass surface could conceivably have been Wes—but only if he’d hit the gym, hard, every day for the next year or so. Suddenly he was starting to understand why he hadn’t been hurt worse when he got launched from the motorcycle. In fact, he should have had a bunch of grazes and maybe some serious wounds from the impact. Instead, he didn’t have a scratch on him. 
 
    Wes stepped back for a minute and let Deja work. He hadn’t figured the bartender for much of a healer, but she had a way about her that was the equal of most nurses he’d encountered. She whispered quietly to Hazel, stroking her hair and speaking comforting words as she peeled back the torn fabric covering her wound. It came back sticky with blood, and Hazel began to shiver with pain. 
 
    “Shh, here,” Deja whispered, uncorking the ornate bottle with her teeth. “Drink deep, girlie. Let the waters of Lethe take you, for a little while at least.” The bartender glanced up at him, smiling. “Your protector is here, watching over you.” 
 
    Hazel swallowed gratefully, a muscle flexing in her neck as she drank from Deja’s bottle. The blonde kept on swallowing until Deja pulled the flask away, and afterwards a trickle of the stuff dripped from a corner of Hazel’s mouth. Almost immediately, she settled back against the bar and sighed, closing her eyes. 
 
    “Out like a light,” Deja said, putting a hand to the girl’s forehead as she snoozed. “Good. That will give me time to work.” 
 
    Wes watched in amazement at how quickly Deja had gotten her patient quieted down and soothed, even considering the mysterious contents of the bottle. “Is she going to be alright?” he asked, looking the blonde up and down. “Can you heal her?” 
 
    Deja scoffed. “Of course I can,” she said, sounding offended that Wes had even asked. “It will take time, however. Which is good, as it will give the two of us time to speak alone.” 
 
    Alone? Wes glanced down at the now comatose Hazel. Whatever Deja wanted to say to him, she’d certainly have the opportunity to say it without being overheard. Wes braced himself, as he had no idea what the strange bartender might want from him. 
 
    “As long as you get her back on her feet,” Wes said, letting his hand rest on Hazel’s arm as he spoke. The blonde relaxed into his touch, as if even in a deep slumber, the nearness of her man soothed her. “Any chance I can grab a drink while we have this chat?” 
 
    Deja wordlessly gestured behind her to the rack of liquor bottles. Wes helped himself, all while watching the dark-haired bartender attend to his woman. The genie had a deft and sure touch, and he upgraded his appraisal of her abilities as he poured himself a drink. Tiny blue flames flickered across Deja’s fingers as she worked, the same shade as the candles had been until recently. 
 
    “So,” Deja said without looking up from Hazel. “I’m going to assume that since you had to carry Hazel here, you’re not also carrying the shard I asked you to bring back from those thieves?” 
 
    Wes grit his teeth. “No,” he said, his free hand balling into a fist. “They got away. We almost caught the one carrying it, but a bunch of Templars showed up at the last second and helped him escape.” 
 
    Wes thought he saw Deja jerk with surprise before her smooth, businesslike manner reasserted itself. “Demons working with Templars,” she said, shaking her head. “Now I’ve heard everything.” 
 
    The liquor burned as it made its way down Wes’s throat. After the exertion of chasing down the three members of the Wheat Kings, it was exactly what he needed. The first few swallows came hard and fast, then Wes slowed down, leaning over to get a better look at Deja as she attended to Hazel’s injuries. She was doing something to the wound on her shoulder, using those strange flames to burn out the shards of green metal embedded in her skin. 
 
    “Genie magic,” Deja said without turning around. Wes fancied he could hear the knowing smirk on her face. “I may not grant wishes any longer, but I can still patch up the occasional wound when the need arises. How’s that drink?” 
 
    Wes glanced down at the glass in his hand. “It’s good. How’s our patient?” 
 
    As he asked it, Hazel’s eyelids fluttered and opened. The pain that had been on the blonde’s face before she sipped Deja’s special concoction had lessened considerably. The wound on her shoulder looked a lot better than it had on the street and the shards of green metal had been removed. As Deja worked, she’d collected them in a little tupperware container, which she now slapped a lid on and tucked in a compartment under the bar. 
 
    “God is good,” Deja said, looking relieved. “Welcome back, Hazel. How are you feeling?” 
 
    Hazel didn’t react right away. She reached up weakly and clasped Deja’s hand, her voice little more than a whisper. “We lost the shard,” she said. “Deja... it’s gone.” 
 
    Deja hid her anger well. “I know. Your new boyfriend told me.” 
 
    I’m not her boyfriend, Wes thought. He didn’t bother to argue with Deja, though—after what had happened between him and Hazel last night, he knew that the two of them were something far more than words like ‘boyfriend’ and ‘girlfriend’ could encompass. There was no point in trying to explain it, especially when Wes himself wasn’t sure that he understood it. 
 
    Hazel tried to sit up. She let out a groan and sank back against the bar, clutching at the wound in her shoulder. Blood trickled between her fingers, and Deja swore. 
 
    “At least let me get a damned bandage on that before you go running out of here on another adventure,” Deja said, her voice gently chiding the blonde. She grabbed a length of sterile gauze and began unwrapping it, her bedside manner impeccable. “You know you can’t heal yourself after a wound like that, and this handsome man went to a lot of trouble to carry you in here, Hazel. You wouldn’t want to undo his hard work. He looked like a knight escorting a princess to safety…” 
 
    “I’m only chivalrous outside the bedroom,” Wes said, trying to ignore the implications of how grave the wound had been. “Lie back, babe. Let Deja patch you up.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Hazel said with a sigh. She watched Deja wash out her wound and apply a bandage, her face neutral even when the bartender applied a stinging ointment to the broken skin. As Deja finished up, something occurred to the demoness. “The Templars,” she gasped, her memories flooding back. “That gang of biker demons are working with them…” 
 
    “Your boyfriend told me,” Deja said gravely, glancing over her shoulder at Wes. “That’s very disturbing.” The bartender forced a smile as she turned back to Hazel. “You know, I’d been thinking it was time for me to take a vacation. I’m long overdue. What do you say, Hazel?” 
 
    The blonde’s eyes hardened. “I’m not leaving the guild,” she said firmly. “You know I can’t do that, Deja.” 
 
    The bartender sighed. “You see those candles, Hazel? They’re red—ordinary flames. Unless you’ve got a magical power source hidden away somewhere that I don’t know about, those flames aren’t turning blue again any time soon. And it won’t be enough for them to destroy the guild’s ranks, Hazel—you know how the Templars operate. Once they discover this place is undefended, they’ll raze it to the bricks and salt the earth to ensure nothing ever grows here again…” 
 
    Hazel and Deja started arguing, but Wes was no longer listening. The moment Deja mentioned the magical candles around the bar burning red, he’d felt a strange tingle across the back of his neck. It was akin to the sensation of walking down a dimly lit street in the middle of the night and having the sudden, intense certainty that you were being watched. 
 
    What if I did have a magical power source? The words echoed in Wes’s skull as he stepped closer to the nearby wall. Some of the wallpaper around one of the posters had peeled off and left sections of bare boards beneath exposed between the two candles in the corner of the room. As Wes approached, he felt a strange vibration coming through the wall—as if someone were playing a killer bass solo at max volume from a very great distance away. 
 
    What happened next had very little to do with Wes’s conscious mind. The power Hazel had awoken inside of him—the abilities of the Warlock—acted on instinct in the absence of training, and Wes had plenty of the first and none of the second. He reached out and touched the wall, grabbing hold of the element of fire within himself and pushing it into the wall. 
 
    The world rocked around him, as if he’d gotten drunk and decided to ride a mechanical bull. The feeling only lasted for a moment, but when it coursed through him, the candles on either side of the wall burned a bright, pale blue. 
 
    As the sensation faded, so did the blue light. Wes blinked, then turned around to see both Deja and Hazel staring at him like he’d grown a second head. 
 
    “You…” Deja looked poleaxed. “What on Earth was that!?” 
 
    “I don’t know how I did that,” Wes blurted, “but I think I just realized how to do it better. Hazel, give me your hand?” 
 
    Hazel and Deja shared a look. The bartender nodded slightly, and Hazel held out her hand for Wes to take. As soon as their fingers met, he felt the energy inside of the gorgeous demon’s body. 
 
    My familiar, he thought, remembering various exchanges they’d had. Like Merlin. Her magic augments my own—it makes it even stronger. 
 
    Strength was exactly what he needed right now. He opened his outstretched palm toward the wall, reaching for more flame, and this time, he channeled it through the bond connecting himself to Hazel. A groan tore through the blonde’s body as her ass lifted off the surface of the bar, a surprised look spreading across her face. 
 
    The flames burned higher, filling the bar with deep blue shadows. Wes’s fingers felt tingly, the tips of them buzzing like electric current as the power flowed from his body and into the wall. 
 
    Finally, sensing he’d done enough, he let go. The flames flickered for a few moments as reality reasserted itself—and this time, the blue tint did not leave the candles. 
 
    “Oh wow,” Hazel giggled, her head lolling back on her shoulders. “I feel like a brand new toothbrush!” 
 
    “What did you just do?” Deja asked in a small voice. 
 
    “I got you a magical power source,” Wes said, chuckling under his breath at his handiwork. “Turns out it’s me.” 
 
    “That was… wow,” Hazel said. The blonde sat up, looking a little surprised at her ability to move. The wound on her shoulder had almost completely closed, and Wes knew not all of that healing had to do with Deja. “I’ve heard older demons talk about what it’s like to be someone’s familiar, but damn! It was like… I’ve never felt anything like that before!” 
 
    “Never?” Wes asked, arching an eyebrow. “Not even last night?” 
 
    Hazel met his gaze and blushed, her teeth showing as she nibbled her bottom lip. “That’s different,” she said, clearing her throat when she realized Deja was staring. “Being utilized by your Master to cast a powerful spell—it feels so much like being used. Like I’m just a tool being held in the hands of a master craftsman, and my own thoughts and feelings don’t matter except for how they can make things even easier and better for the man using me…” 
 
    Now everyone was blushing. Hazel trailed off, catching herself as she realized what was being said. “Okay, maybe it’s a little like the other night,” she admitted with a coy smile. “But it’s also totally different at the same time.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Wes said. “Hazel’s right about one thing—as a Warlock, I think I can sense the enchantment that’s been placed on this building. What I just did to it should keep it going for a while. Either of you girls ever had an RV?” 
 
    Both Deja and Hazel stared at him blankly.  
 
    “What, like for camping?” Hazel asked, glancing at Deja. “No, I can’t say that we ever have.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “My Dad had one when we were growing up. Used to take us out to national parks all the time—back when they were cheaper. Just about the only way a guy supporting the whole household could afford a family vacation…” 
 
    “I fail to see what your childhood memories have to do with my bar’s safety,” Deja cut in. 
 
    Wes smiled. “An RV has a battery inside of it that runs the lights and the water pump and all that. Except it doesn’t last very long on its own. If you’re staying at a fancy campsite, that’s not a problem, since each site has an electric hookup, but if you’re out in the middle of nowhere, you have to ration your power carefully.” He gestured at the wall, looking at Deja. “When those demons stole your shard, they took this bar off the supernatural electric grid. Deja Vu is running off battery power right now—and what Hazel and I just did charged the thing all the way up to one hundred percent. But it won’t last forever. You’ll probably need me to do it again in two or three weeks, and then again after that.” 
 
    Deja understood where he was going with this. “Which means,” the bartender said, an odd look on her face, “that until I get my shard back, I need you. My business won’t be safe from Templar attacks without your magical maintenance.” 
 
    “Something like that.” Wes sighed—the effort of restoring the enchantment on the bar and the church had taken more out of him than he’d have liked to admit. What he wanted at the moment more than anything was to go back upstairs, fall into bed (preferably with Hazel by his side, both of them naked) and not come back down to the real world for a week. 
 
    But he had important things to do. He’d already figured out what Deja and Hazel were going to ask him next, though the words were still yet to be born within their hearts. He was just trying to figure out how he was going to make it work. 
 
    Meanwhile, Hazel was still in the ‘shock and delight’ stage. “But this is wonderful!” the blonde said, favoring her friend with a big smile. “We don’t need the shard after all! I mean, yes, it would be wonderful to have it, but in the meantime, the guild won’t die out. And Deja Vu will still be a safe place for supernaturals to meet up.” 
 
    “Yes,” Deja agreed, her eyes narrowing as she turned to Wes. “As long as your boyfriend sticks around.” 
 
    Both women looked at him, the wheels beginning to turn behind their eyes.  
 
    “I know what you’re going to ask me,” he said, looking out toward the street. The front door of Deja Vu suddenly reminded him of the entrance to the Emperor’s Suite at the Excelsior, with that same feeling of representing a portal back into a different world. Only this time, he had no desire to go back the way he came. 
 
    “It really is you,” Deja said, shaking her head in amazement. “It has to be. You’re the Heir of Solomon, Wes.” 
 
    “The man who’s going to bring my guild back to life,” Hazel added, beaming at him. 
 
    Wes nodded. He’d expected this. “You want me to join you.” 
 
    “Join!? Hell!” Deja snorted. “Hazel’s guild is down to one. Two if you count me, but unfortunately for our Hazel, I’m only an honorary member of her congregation. Djinn don’t count—only demons. And Warlocks, of course.” 
 
    Hazel picked up the thread of Deja’s idea so smoothly that Wes couldn’t be sure the two women hadn’t somehow hashed this out amongst themselves beforehand. “Which means you wouldn’t just be a member,” she said, putting a hand on Wes’s thigh. “Since I’m your familiar, you’d be the leader.” 
 
    “The leader of your guild,” Wes said, trying the phrase on for size. It still sounded absurd, though not quite as ridiculous as it would have behind the front desk of the Excelsior. Still pretty crazy, though. “Shit, you’re serious, aren’t you?” 
 
    To his surprise, it was Deja who begged the loudest. “Please, Wes, you have to stay!” The genie came around the bar, parking one pert ass cheek on the side of a nearby table. “My business won’t survive without you, and I have every bit as much to fear from those fucking Templars as our dear Hazel. Without you, neither of us would stand a chance against the hurt those bastards are planning to lay on us.” She straightened up, presenting herself like a haughty Queen. “You’re a Warlock. Hazel is your familiar. It’s time you made this place your home, and started the hard work of building her guild back into a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
    And would you join me, Deja? Wes thought. He wasn’t quite sure what stopped him from saying it out loud, because he wanted that, the moment just didn’t feel right. But every time he looked at the Arabic beauty with her lush curves, her dark eyes and pouty lips, he pictured how she’d look right next to Hazel, instructing her in the finer points of male worship. The three of them together in bed, with both women acting as his familiars? It was, as Hamlet would have said, a consummation devoutly to be wished. Wes wanted her the way a drowning man wanted a life preserver, the way someone dying of thirst in the desert wanted a bottle of water. And somehow he knew—knew, deep down, in that primal part of his brain that had just let him recharge the batteries of this old church, that Hazel would want it, too. 
 
    For now he let the question hang in the air, unspoken, and cleared his throat. 
 
    “I’d be lying if I said I haven’t been thinking about this for a bit,” Wes admitted, his gaze flickering between the two beautiful women at his side. “I had a life before I met you, Hazel—it just doesn’t seem like that life is quite as important as what’s going on here.” 
 
    The two women shared a knowing glance.  
 
    They know they’ve got me, Wes thought. But what they don’t know is that there is one thing that might be just as important. I just have to get home and find out if it’s there…  
 
    “So I agree,” he said, looking Hazel in the eye. “To being named the new leader of your guild.” 
 
    Both women looked as pleased as could be.  
 
    “You’re making the right decision,” Deja said, laying a casual hand on Wes’s shoulder. “With Hazel as your familiar, the two of you will be able to rebuild what was lost, and start making something new. And don’t you worry about rent or utilities or anything like that—Auntie Deja will be glad to put you two up, for the low cost of recharging that enchantment whenever the need arises. I will even pretend I don’t hear the two of you at night when you’re making that racket—” 
 
    “I have one condition,” Wes said, cutting Deja off before she could scandalize them both. 
 
    The bartender looked a little shocked to hear Wes speak so plainly, but she recovered smoothly. “Of course,” she said, glancing over at Hazel and nodding. “Name it.” 
 
    She thinks I’m going to ask to fuck her, Wes realized, smiling inwardly. No, Deja. When the time comes, it’s going to be you who’s begging to fuck me. 
 
    “I need to go home,” Wes told her. “To my apartment.” 
 
    It was clearly not what Deja had expected to hear. “Your home?” the bartender said, her brows furrowing together. “Wes, this is your home. Forget your old life—you’re a Warlock now!” 
 
    If she’d hoped to sway him, she’d made a miscalculation. “No can do,” Wes said, giving her a stern look. “By now, the Templars probably know that I work for the Excelsior. They’ll be pulling the records as quickly as they can, and once they find out who I am, they’ll ransack the place. There’s too much stuff in there they might be able to use to track me down.” 
 
    “Track you down?” Deja asked. “Wes, how could they possibly—” 
 
    “Like the coin,” he replied, gesturing at Hazel. “My essence, whatever potential quality of being a Warlock I used to have, it’s all over my stuff. Those biker demons could sense I was a Warlock, so I’m guessing that I’m leaving behind some kind of residue. I’m assuming the Templars probably have something like bloodhounds in their ranks that can track down magical signatures or potential if they have a ‘scent’ to go on. So I’ve got to disinfect the place.” He softened the words with a smile. “Besides, if we’re all going to move in together, there’s stuff I need to get from home. I just won’t be comfortable otherwise.” 
 
    Wes could tell neither of them liked the idea very much. They all knew it might not be safe. There was a chance the Templars had found out who he was and had already tracked down where he lived. Someone who was only prioritizing his safety and the security of the guild might suggest Wes just buy whatever he needed to live in Deja Vu, be that clothes or books or whatever. 
 
    But neither Deja or Hazel wanted to start off their new arrangement questioning the Warlock who’d become their leader. 
 
    Deja and Hazel shared a glance, the latter giving the former a little nod.  
 
    “Fine,” Deja said quickly. “You and Hazel will go and bring back whatever you need. I recommend that you get a little rest first, though. If you two head to your apartment in the afternoon, that would be best. And safest.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Wes said. Not to mention the mail will have arrived. 
 
    For there was one dream Wes hadn’t fully given up on yet: his passion to become a best-selling fantasy novelist. Opening the mailbox in his apartment complex to see if the publisher had sent a response was the highlight of his day—one he looked forward to every morning after a late-night shift at the Excelsior. He couldn’t resist the urge to check just one more time to see if he’d gotten the greenlight. 
 
    If there’s nothing there, though, I’ll abandon it, Wes thought, admiring the way Deja’s pants clung to her thighs like a second skin. And pursue more… earthly endeavors. 
 
    “Wake me up at noon,” Wes said, taking Hazel by the hand. “Is she cool to share a bed with me, Deja? She’s not still too wounded, is she?” 
 
    The genie shook her head, an impressed note entering her tone. “She’s fine,” Deja said, giving the blonde demon an almost motherly once over. “Honestly, I think your powers did more to heal her than mine did. She just needs to rest.” 
 
    “Perfect. See you in a bit.” 
 
    Hazel clearly expected to have sex again once they reached the room, but by the time they reached the top of the stairs and opened the door, the exhaustion they’d both been fighting off caught up with them. Wes collapsed on top of the bed, Hazel curling up next to him as both of them fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We really have to do this?” Hazel asked, gazing skeptically at the sign. “You wouldn’t rather take an Uber or something?” 
 
    The two of them stood at the entrance of the 2nd Street subway station, three or four blocks away from the seedy intersection where Deja Vu made its home. Deja was as good as her word—she’d woken them both promptly at noon, with egg sandwiches on bagels and strong, black coffee. It wasn’t the fanciest meal Wes had ever eaten, but after his ordeal with the Templars and the Wheat Kings, it was one of the tastiest. Shortly after breakfast, they’d set out with her directions, heading for the nearest entrance to the subway. 
 
    Two pedestrians walking arm-in-arm stepped out of the stairwell, giving Wes and Hazel little more than a passing glance as they made their way down the street. This section of the city had far more hustle and bustle than Deja’s quarter—though from what Wes had seen last night, those roles were probably reversed once the sun went down. The cafes and restaurants were all packed, and traffic moved at little more than a standstill. 
 
    “I don’t have a car,” Wes admitted a little sheepishly. “Couldn’t really afford one on what the Excelsior was paying me, so I took the subway between work and my apartment. It’s what I’m used to.” 
 
    Clearly, however, it was not what Hazel was used to. Wes didn’t have to think terribly hard to imagine her fleecing gambling tables up and down supernatural society, funding her lifestyle even while on the run. In bed, the blonde wanted Wes to treat her like a whore—but outside of the streets, it appeared she still wanted to be regarded as a princess. 
 
    “Besides,” Wes added with a bit of humor, “Uber’s not safe. What if our driver turns out to be a Templar in disguise?” 
 
    “What if the guy driving the subway car turns out to be a Templar in disguise? Or any of the passengers?” Hazel countered. Then she softened. “I get it, though. Besides, traffic’s terrible—the subway will probably be faster. You know how to get to your apartment from here?” 
 
    Wes scoffed. “I wouldn’t be much of a city dweller if I didn’t,” he said, taking Hazel’s hand. 
 
    The two of them descended the stairs. The subway station was almost as bright as the noonday street above their heads, lit by fluorescent bulbs that cast an eye-searing glare over the brick walls and polished floor. The turnstiles were crowded, and Wes almost lost Hazel in the crush of lunch hour commuters. He found the blonde waiting on the other side, grinning like a fool as he pushed his way through the crowd. 
 
    “Warlocks get no respect from ordinary society,” Hazel teased, leading him to the subway platform. They didn’t have long to wait for the next train, from the number of people lounging around this part of the station. “So what do you think of Deja? She’s hot, right?” 
 
    Wes laughed. From far off in the darkened tunnel came the sound of a horn. “Nah,” Wes said, not bothering to hide his true feelings from his familiar. “She’s a goddamn supernova. You and her, you’ve never… ?” 
 
    Turning Hazel’s teasing back on herself had an even better effect than Wes expected. The blonde’s mouth dropped open in a perfect little ‘o’ of surprise, then a deep flush spread across her cheeks as she suddenly couldn’t meet his eye. 
 
    He didn’t think Hazel was going to respond, but as the train entered the station, she spoke up. “A few times,” she admitted, resting her head on Wes’s shoulder as the subway car slowed to a stop. “It never turned into anything serious, though.” 
 
    Wes wasn’t sure if his brain would have been able to handle it if it had. Just the thoughts that Hazel’s admission had put into his head—images of Deja and Hazel together, rolling together beneath the sheets—were strong enough to force him to lean over a bit and change his stance. Hazel noticed, and was clever enough to know why he’d done it. 
 
    “You know what they say about genies, don’t you?” Hazel said, taking Wes’s hand. She hustled him inside the car just before the door closed—if she’d left him alone, he’d have stood there and watched the next train come and go, still picturing Deja and Hazel naked in each other’s arms. “Well, I guess you don’t. Being a new Warlock and all.” 
 
    There were two empty seats right next to a window. Wes and Hazel sat down, thankful they didn’t have to stand.  
 
    “I haven’t the faintest idea,” Wes admitted. “What do they say about genies?” 
 
    “That there’s only two types of them, once they’re freed,” Hazel said, looking at him like it was a little biased to say what she was telling him. That didn’t stop her, though. “They either turn into hyper-individualists, or they’re super submissive.” She grinned. “I guess Deja’s pretty firmly in the first camp.” 
 
    The subway accelerated from the station, disappearing into a tunnel. Running lights along the top bathed the car in a dim light, making his conversation with Hazel look strangely romantic. 
 
    “Why do they say that?” Wes asked. “I didn’t even know there were stereotypes about genies.” 
 
    Wes could see Hazel’s teeth as she smiled in the darkness. “I guess it comes from being subservient to some human ‘Master’ for so long,” the blonde said, making air quotes around the word ‘Master’. “Once a genie gets released from that, they either never want to experience a relationship again, or they jump into the most stable, longest-lasting one they can find as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Wes leaned back in his seat, listening to the hum of the engine. “So Deja had bad experiences with her… is ‘Masters’ even the right term?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hazel confirmed. “She never really talks about them, to be honest. Genies are pretty tight-lipped about that sort of thing—the more clever Masters actually write that into their last wish, like a supernatural NDA. Crazy shit.” 
 
    “Sounds like it,” Wes agreed. 
 
    For a time, the two of them rode in silence. Wes had plenty of ‘crazy shit’ to think about as the subway rumbled beneath the city—namely, everything that had happened to him since he took that fateful call in the lobby of the Excelsior. If he’d written it in a book, no one would have believed it, not even as a work of fiction. It was too incredible, too impossible. 
 
    Beautiful women, magical creatures, and a guild based out of a combination bar and church that I’m supposed to rebuild, Wes thought, closing his eyes as the subway car reached a more open section of tunnel. That’s a lot to heap on top of one man. A lot of expectations…  
 
    They were. But the rewards, he reminded himself, were worth it. His eyes opened a crack, sneaking a peek at Hazel’s outfit. The blonde had dressed herself up before they left like she was heading out for a jog, in a tight athletic top with spaghetti straps and a pair of skintight leggings that made her ass look amazing. Wes could have watched her walk all day, and sitting next to her was pretty nice, too. He was a little surprised she hadn’t gotten more attention from the other passengers. 
 
    Just then, light came flooding into the subway car. Hazel squinted and shielded her eyes with the back of a hand as the cab began to decelerate, the brakes squealing in protest as the subway train reached the next station on the line. Passengers rose from their seats, Hazel and Wes not among them. The doors opened and new riders streamed in, far more than there had been at the first leg of their journey. 
 
    “Enough about my love life,” Hazel said, snuggling up closer to him. “What about you, Wes? I should probably know a little bit more about the man whose will I pledged to serve for the remainder of his natural life.” 
 
    Wes could play along. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    She leaned over so far that she was practically in his lap. “Is the reason you’re so keen to get back to your apartment because you’ve got a girlfriend you need to get back in touch with?” 
 
    Was Hazel worried about that?  
 
    Wes laughed, startling the blonde leaning on his thigh. “No, nothing like that,” he said. “Not that I’m deficient in that area or anything like that. I’ve just been way too busy for dating lately.” 
 
    Hazel looked at him strangely. “Busy… working the overnight shift at a hotel?” 
 
    Wes opened his mouth, an explanation of his novelistic fantasies on the threshold of spilling out. Thinking better of it, he bit down on the words before they could leave his lips.  
 
    She wouldn’t understand, he told himself, turning the expression into a smile instead. Or worse—she’d try to get me to abandon my dream. 
 
    “I had things,” Wes said. “A few plates I was spinning. I wasn’t planning on working in a hotel forever, you know.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I believe you,” Hazel said. Then, she added: “Master.” 
 
    Master. That word just about blew Wes’s mind—and did things to other parts of his anatomy that were better off not being mentioned in public. Hazel seemed just as surprised by the whole thing as he was. 
 
    “When I woke up this morning,” the blonde admitted, “it took a few seconds for me to realize what that strange bond I felt in the back of my head was. It still doesn’t seem real! I never thought I’d be lucky enough to bind myself to a Warlock—especially not after everything that happened to my guild. I’d just started getting used to being the last of us when you came along.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad I did come along,” Wes said. “It sounds like we’ve both made each other’s lives better.” 
 
    The subway car gave a lurch as the engine roared to life, carrying the train to the next station. Darkness once again pressed inward on the car’s interior, bathing Wes and everyone else lucky enough to grab a seat in shadow. 
 
    Wes had just begun to drift off, his hand on Hazel’s thigh, when they passed a section of tunnel that was more open. Here, the inner walls were studded with red running lights every fifty feet or so, which gave him just enough light to see the interior of the cab when he blinked. 
 
    The next time he did, he saw an older man with a beard staring at him. 
 
    For some reason, a surge of irritation spread through Wes. He didn’t like the way the man watched him—almost as if he were an animal in a zoo. Like something exotic to be made note of. 
 
    “Something I can help you with, sir?” Wes’s tone mingled the customer service voice of his old life with the confidence of the new. He glared back at the man as the subway train tore ass through the underground, heading to the station nearest Wes’s apartment. 
 
    A strange smile flickered across the man’s face. “I was just admiring your walking stick,” he said, nodding at the staff resting against the wall. 
 
    The Staff of Dominion. Wes hadn’t really wanted to take it from its hiding place at the chapel, but both Hazel and Deja had insisted. It was imperative, so they had said, that the Heir of Solomon gain as much familiarity with the relic as possible. It had so many more uses than merely a weapon of war—first and foremost, of course, it was an actual staff he could use to help him walk around. 
 
    “Oh.” Some of Wes’s irritation dissolved. “Uh, thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the man said. He turned around after that, pretending to study the shadows of the subway tunnel as the train whizzed by. Wes felt a bizarre certainty that the man’s attention was still fixed on him, despite the fact that he would have had to have eyes in the back of his head to see him. 
 
    Hazel’s fingers danced like a spider’s legs up Wes’s arm. “You’re starting to see it, aren’t you?” she teased, sounding like a sorority sister who’d just dared a new pledge to do a shot. “You’re not the first person to be turned into a supernatural, of course. Everyone who isn’t born magical goes through something of a transition period. But to go from zero to Warlock, the way you’re doing, has to be disorienting.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you mean,” Wes said, frowning. 
 
    On the opposite end of the train car, the man began to hum an odd, herky-jerky melody. It seemed to stop and start at random moments, leaving Wes uneasy. Hazel, on the other hand, seemed used to it. 
 
    “That guy over there,” Hazel whispered, pointing. “The one who complimented your staff—and not in an innuendo way. Notice anything strange about him?” 
 
    “Just his everything,” Wes whispered back. “What’s up with him?” 
 
    The man’s humming grew a little louder, as if for all the world he wanted to give Hazel and Wes some privacy. Wes would have expected some of the other subway patrons to start giving the guy shit—he’d seen how riders on the subway took to people listening to portable speakers, for example—but no one dared say anything to the guy. 
 
    Hazel leaned in close, like someone confessing a secret. “They don’t see him,” she giggled. “He’s a mogwai.” 
 
    The word tingled in the back of Wes’s brain, vaguely familiar. It took a moment for him to remember where he’d heard it before. “Like in Gremlins?” he asked. “One of those little furry things?” 
 
    “Sheesh, first Disney movies, then 90’s horror flicks,” Hazel said, shaking her head. “I’m starting to think Deja had a point about corporate propaganda. No, a mogwai is a type of demon, Wes. One of the more common classifications of demons you’ll run into if you spend any amount of time in supernatural society.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Wes whispered, careful not to raise his voice. He understood now why no one was bothered by the strange man humming, and didn’t want to cause any trouble. “How many people on this subway train are demons?” 
 
    “Oh, just a few,” Hazel said with a smile. “Most of us don’t really do public transportation—too much capacity for unpleasantness, even before taking the Templars into account. Unlike us, this guy’s probably not going to wait until our next stop to get off the train. In fact…” 
 
    Hazel gestured. Wes looked up just in time to watch as the strange man took a step into  the wall, disappearing and then reappearing outside of the subway near an open part of the tunnel. He stopped moving once he was past, which meant the train rapidly left him behind, standing alone in the dark. 
 
    Wes felt a cold chill tingle down his spine. “A ghost,” he said, blurting it out louder than intended. A few passengers (all human) looked strangely at him, then suddenly became very interested in whatever they were doing. “Shit, Hazel, that guy was a ghost…” 
 
    Hazel shook her head. “Not a ghost—a demon. Most spooky things mortals give names to are actually types of demons in disguise. Poltergeists, phantoms, banshees—they’re all different names for the same thing. A demon.” 
 
    To say Wes was stunned would have been a major understatement. All this time, riding the subway to work and back again, he’d been consorting with demons and hadn’t even known it? How many supernatural creatures had he sat next to, or walked through without realizing? He might have even checked out a female one without recognizing what he was looking at, too blinded by a nice ass or a perky set of tits to see the banshee or specter staring back at him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Hazel asked. Her hand squeezed his thigh, providing comfort. “You seem shocked.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Wes said after a moment. “I just… I didn’t realize there were so many of your kind that they’d show up on public transportation. I don’t know how I feel about demons sitting in taxi cabs or near the back of a bus.” 
 
    “That’s because you swallow all that propaganda about us being evil,” Hazel retorted. “It’s the same shit that made you act like such an ass the first time you met Deja. The first thing you need to get through your head, Wes, is that we’re just like you. Most supernaturals are no different from ordinary folk—they’re on this subway to get from point ‘A’ to point ‘B’, the same as we are. They don’t want to conquer the world or eat people’s souls. They just want to keep their heads down and live their lives.” 
 
    Wes thought about her words, judging them carefully. “That’s alright then,” he said. “It’s just a little surprising, that’s all.” 
 
    “There’s a whole world around you you’ve never seen until two days ago, Wes,” Hazel said, giving him a good-natured punch on the shoulder. “Everyone who becomes a supernatural creature goes through this—don’t worry. Usually you’d have others of your kind to help you out, or at least the creature that turned you—a vampire or whatever—to help you over the hump. Good thing you’ve got me, huh?” 
 
    “My lovely familiar,” Wes said, squinting as the subway train pulled into the next lighted station. “What would I ever do without you?” 
 
    “Piss yourself and die of fright, probably,” Hazel said with a chuckle. “Oh, and you’d get laid a whole hell of a lot less—since you’re too busy for dating and all.” With that, she rose smoothly from her seat, wiggling her pert rear end like an open invitation. “Come on, Wes, why don’t you show me your place? I’m looking forward to seeing a few of those plates you’ve been spinning.” 
 
    Wes grinned. He could do that —and hopefully, one of those plates would be waiting for him in his mailbox when he got there. 
 
    He just hoped it wasn’t broken.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you’d pulled up a database of every apartment complex in the city and stacked them end to end, from the grodiest slum to the ritziest luxury suites, Wes’s apartment would have fallen squarely in the middle of the pack. Not too great, not too terrible either, it was a perfect place for a young urban up and comer to drink a few beers and pass out at the end of the day after eight hours of work without ever leaving a lasting impression on the place. Occupants in Wes’s apartment complex came and went like the ghost he’d met on the subway—Wes doubted that anyone would remember him there in a week. 
 
    But for now, one of the little boxes in the lobby that held mail still had his name on it. Wes made for it as soon as he and Hazel stepped through the front doors of the apartment complex, leaving the blonde to look around the lobby in the early afternoon. 
 
    “You know, this is nicer than Deja’s bar,” Hazel said from behind him. “Maybe we should try talking her into moving us here, instead of shipping you out to the church. It would be nice to live on a street with a grocery store and a couple of decent restaurants for a change…” 
 
    Wes wasn’t listening. He reached into his pants and took out the little key that opened his personal mail slot. Inside was a small stack of mail, mostly ads and junk. He sifted through it quickly, forming a ‘keep’ pile and a ‘toss’ pile in either hand. The bills interested him in a vague sort of way, but there was only one letter he was looking for. 
 
    There! Wes’s heart skipped a beat. Right near the bottom of the pile, beneath one of those sheets of coupons for local fast food restaurants was a slender letter with the name of the publisher he’d sent his manuscript to on it. A New York return address was in the corner, with his own name right in the middle of the envelope. 
 
    Wes resisted the urge to tear the thing open right then and there. He wanted to—he had to know what the publisher thought of his manuscript—but if he looked now, he wouldn’t be able to control his reaction. Whether it was good news or bad news, Hazel would know about it. He wasn’t ready to share this part of himself with her yet. 
 
    Which was odd, considering he’d spent the previous night saying some of the filthiest shit that had ever come to his lips to Hazel. 
 
    “You’re really into that mail,” the blonde said. Only a supreme force of will kept Wes from jumping into the air—he hadn’t heard her walk up and she’d startled him. “Anything interesting?” 
 
    “Just the usual stuff.” Wes folded the envelope from the publisher in half and tucking it into his pocket. He’d have put it in his jacket, but that lay in tatters in an alley somewhere, consumed by green flame. “Come on, let’s go upstairs.” 
 
    I’ll wait until I get up there, Wes told himself. Once Hazel makes herself comfortable, I’ll excuse myself and go to the bathroom. Then I can tear this thing open and see what the publisher said about my manuscript. 
 
    Either way, he would know for sure. Wes had spent weeks polishing the five chapters he’d shopped around to publishers—the rest of his book had nowhere near the same level of action, excitement, and clever wordplay. He’d learned pretty early in the game that publishers weren’t interested in being handed a whole doorstop of a novel and leafing through it to see if it was any good—they wanted a little taste. He hoped his was good enough to attract the attention of the publishing world. 
 
    But if it isn’t, Wes thought, glancing over at Hazel as they stepped into the elevator, I’ve still got a hell of a lot to look forward to. 
 
    That wouldn’t stop him from getting all choked up in the bathroom, though, if the result turned out to be not what he’d hoped. 
 
    “So how long have you lived here?” Hazel asked, making small talk as the elevator ascended. “Pretty nice place for a single guy living on his own, no?” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Wes said, leaning against the wall. He felt a sudden urge to take out the envelope and open it up, right in front of Hazel, but concentrated instead on the gorgeous woman herself a few feet away from him. As he did, something occurred to him. “Hold up a second. You’re trying to pry because you still think I’ve got a girlfriend, don’t you?” 
 
    Hazel’s smile was all the answer he needed. “You can’t blame a girl for being persistent,” she said, tossing her blonde hair over one shoulder. “I know so little about you, Wes. It’s only natural that I’d want to know about any potential complications with the man I’m supposed to serve.” 
 
    Serve, Wes thought, the word making him a little dizzy. “It still blows my mind that you’re actually my familiar,” he said. 
 
    “I know.” Hazel giggled. “Isn’t it great?” 
 
    Just then, the elevator doors opened. Wes’s apartment was on the ninth floor of twenty—not too high, not too low. Just like the complex in which it sat, his own apartment was utterly average. The hall smelled vaguely like air freshener and sported wallpaper made up of various pictures of overlapping flowers. 
 
    “We’ve got to have a talk about this whole ‘familiar’ thing,” Wes said, leading Hazel down the hall. “I still don’t fully understand what that means.” 
 
    Hazel looked more than happy to help him overcome his ignorance. “Sure thing!” she said brightly. “What’s confusing you?” 
 
    “Well, you’ve started calling me ‘Master’,” Wes said, thinking it over. His apartment was one of the furthest from the elevators on this floor—one of the only ways in which the place he lived was not average. “And you’ve told me that you belong to me, kind of like my property.” 
 
    “That is how the bond between a Warlock and his familiar operates,” Hazel said. “Or his familiars, in most cases.” 
 
    Wes ignored that second part for the moment. “Does that mean you have to obey me?” he asked, curious. “Like, say I gave you a direct order. Would you have to carry it out?” 
 
    “Sure,” Hazel said. “I’m your demon.” 
 
    Wes pursed his lips. “What if the order was something that would harm an innocent person? Or even something that would hurt you?” 
 
    Hazel seemed honestly shocked. “You don’t seem like the sort of person who’d order me to hurt myself just to get his rocks off, Master,” the blonde said, putting her hands on her hips. “If you ordered me to harm someone, or even kill them, I’d have to assume you had a pretty good reason for it.” 
 
    “Say I didn’t,” Wes told his demon, pushing the thought experiment. “Say I commanded you to go downstairs and kill the first person you see in the lobby, then sprout your wings and fly away. Just for fun. Would you actually obey me, or would you wriggle out of it somehow?” 
 
    Hazel chewed on that for a long moment, seeming to honestly take the question into account. “You’re my Master,” she finally said, glancing up at Wes with a little sigh. “If you commanded me, directly, using your power, I’d be forced to obey.” 
 
    That was what Wes had figured. The knowledge of it still hit him like a blow, however.  
 
    “Damn,” he whispered, stunned. “That’s a lot of responsibility.” 
 
    “It would have to be a direct command, though,” Hazel hastened to explain. “Familiars can shrug off suggestions, along with flippant remarks, unless they’re absolutely in such a state that they’re suggestible to every little thing.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    Hazel nodded. “So if you get mad at me and tell me to go fuck myself, don’t expect me to pull down my panties and start masturbating in front of you. It doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    Now that was a mental image!  
 
    “Gotcha,” Wes said, unable to keep the smirk from his face. “But say I directly commanded you to pull down your panties and start fucking yourself…” 
 
    Hazel’s cheeks grew heated. “Well then, I’d have to do it,” she said, her voice husky with lust. “Even if we were out somewhere in public… like the hallway of an apartment building…” 
 
    Fuck, Wes thought, his cock straining against the fabric of his boxers. Could I really do a thing like that? 
 
    The question was rhetorical. He knew he could—in fact, he wanted to. As soon as Hazel admitted that she had to follow direct commands, the temptation to use them loomed large in Wes’s mind. He would never command Hazel to do anything she didn’t want to do, of course, but right now, the blonde looked ready and willing for just about anything he wanted. He wouldn’t need any sort of demonic bond to get into her panties—not now, and not ever. 
 
    “Turn around,” Wes said, pushing Hazel up against the wall. “Pull down those leggings and let me see what kind of panties you’re wearing, little demon girl.” 
 
    They had the hallway pretty much all to themselves. Wes knew that only a couple of units near his were currently occupied—but any of those represented people who could step outside at any moment, either as part of going about their business or because they’d heard strange noises outside. The idea that what they were doing could get them into trouble made things even hotter for Wes. His cock surged against the interior of his pants, forming a thick bulge that grazed Hazel’s round ass as she turned around and stuck it out. 
 
    “Like this?” Hazel asked. 
 
    The blonde watched Wes over her shoulder as she stuck her thumbs in her leggings and tugged them down. Her panties were red, lacy, and cut extremely tight at the place where her ass cheeks met—Wes didn’t know the exact name for it, but they looked slightly thicker than a thong but showed off more skin than ordinary panties. There was a bruise forming on one cheek in the rough shape of his hand from the spanking he’d given her the previous night. 
 
    “Good girl,” Wes grunted. 
 
    Hazel shivered at the compliment, like he’d just given her a hit of an expensive drug.  
 
    “Thank you, Master,” she panted, pressing her hot cheek against the cool wall. Hearing her use the M-word had its own intoxicating effect on him, and he pushed forward, grinding into her and making them both moan. 
 
    Wes looked up and down the hall, making sure no one was coming in the immediate future.  
 
    “Take your pants off,” he commanded, excitement filling his voice as it truly hit him that he was about to do this. “That’s an order. You don’t need them right now.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t,” Hazel agreed, sliding the fabric all the way down to her ankles. She stepped out of one leg, then the other, flexing her calves as she did to make everything below her waist look even more amazing. 
 
    Wes had an absurd wish that Hazel had been wearing the highest high heels he could put her in. He made a mental note to add some to his familiar’s wardrobe as soon as possible.  
 
    Hazel giggled as she tossed the black leggings across the hallway. By chance, they landed right in front of Wes’s door. Easy to remember those later, he thought, then ran his hands up and down Hazel’s long legs and heart-shaped ass. The blonde wiggled it back and forth, panting with need as his touch increased her arousal. Wes could smell how turned on she was—her pussy gushed over, staining the thin red fabric of her panties. 
 
    “Tell me what to do, Master,” Hazel begged, grinding her ass against the bulge in his trousers. “Someone could come out here and see us at any moment, so whatever you want from me, you’d better take it fast…” 
 
    What did he want to do to Hazel? 
 
    First, he had to follow up on his boast from earlier. He wouldn’t truly be the demoness’s Master if he didn’t. 
 
    “Pull those panties to the side,” Wes said, putting his hands on the wall on either side of Hazel’s head. “Let me see that wet little pussy. Let me see my pussy.” 
 
    With his arms flanking her, Hazel felt as if she’d been trapped in place. From the look on her face, the blonde loved it. She grabbed her panties and tugged them to the side, exposing the bare swell of her dripping wet mound. With her free hand, she reached between her legs and spread her folds, arching her back and sticking her ass in the air as she showed off her pink interior for Wes’s pleasure. 
 
    “It’s all yours, Master,” Hazel panted, her eyes rolling back in her head. “It’s been yours since the moment you fucked me. God, you pounded me like a fucking whore last night! I want to feel that again, baby—I want you to use me. Stretch my little pussy out around that big dick—” 
 
    Thwap! Wes’s hand came down on Hazel’s ass cheek. Hazel let out a lusty groan, her mouth dropping open as her eyes glazed over from the combination of pleasure and pain. As she came back to herself, Wes tangled his fingers in her hair and tugged, pulling her back against him and pinning her there. 
 
    “You don’t tell me what to do,” he said against her ear. Holy fuck, where did this guy come from? Even with his previous girlfriends, Wes had never dared be so dominant before. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Master!” Hazel gasped like she was getting off on her own apology, grinding her wet pussy against the front of his pants as she begged for forgiveness. “Fuck, I’m so sorry! Of course I shouldn’t be telling you what to do—you should be telling me what to do! That’s your right as my Warlock, as my owner!” 
 
    “I want to see you touch yourself,” Wes commanded. “Right here, right now. Stroke that tight pussy, demon girl. I want to see the way you masturbate. Spread those soft folds for me, let me see what’s mine.” 
 
    Hazel obeyed eagerly, her fingers sliding inside herself like they were meant to be there. “Like this?” she asked, spreading her legs wider so Wes could see what she was doing. “Is this what you want to see, Master? Me finger fucking my tight little pussy out here in the hallway, where anyone could see?” 
 
    It was. Wes delivered a stinging slap to Hazel’s ass, watching the supple flesh jiggle as the girl’s fingers swirled around her clit. Juice dripped down the blonde’s thighs, proof positive of just how turned on she’d become from the treatment Wes was giving her. 
 
    Heat rolled from between Hazel’s thighs like an open oven as she rubbed her pussy. Her swollen mound glistened with moisture, the pink folds within so soft and slick that Wes nearly ripped off his pants and mounted her right then and there. But that wasn’t what he wanted—not right now. He needed something else; something he hadn’t gotten from the blonde the night before. 
 
    With a savage grunt, Wes grabbed the hand Hazel had buried in her snatch and brought her fingers to her own lips. Hazel barely hesitated before opening wide and greedily sucking her own juices off of the digits. 
 
    “Mmmh, yes,” Hazel whimpered, only the whites of her eyes showing as her soft pink tongue swirled around her fingers. “God, I taste like such a slut, Master! Please, please, I promised I wouldn’t tell you what to do, but my hot little pussy needs you! Fuck me, Wes, please fuck me…” 
 
    “I’m going to fuck you,” Wes told her, staring deep into her pleading eyes as she looked back over her shoulder. “But not in the pussy, little demon girl.” He nodded at the hallway’s carpet. “Get on your knees.” 
 
    This wasn’t what Hazel had expected. He saw frustration glimmer in the demoness’s eyes, her fantasies of being roughly taken from behind in the hallway dissolving like smoke. “But Master—” 
 
    Smack! Wes spanked her even harder. “That’s a direct fucking order, familiar. You said you wouldn’t disobey one of those, remember?” 
 
    The last of Hazel’s resistance crumbled. “Of course, sir,” she purred, smoothly dropping to her knees in front of him. “May I keep touching myself while we do this, Master?” 
 
    Wes smirked down at her. Fuck, she looks so good kneeling before me, he thought, something dark and primal taking hold of his consciousness. He really did feel like a different person now—he had become the bold, powerful man the old Wes only dreamed of being in his darkest fantasies. 
 
    “I order you to keep touching yourself,” Wes commanded, unlatching his belt. He swore he could see Hazel salivating at the sound of the leather coming free, responding to it like one of Pavlov’s dogs. “But you’re not allowed to come, little demoness. Not until you feel my cum hit the back of your throat.” 
 
    His cock sprang free of his boxers, thick and throbbing. Hazel’s eyes widened at the sight of it, and she used the hand not currently between her legs to give the shaft an experimental stroke. Covered in pre-cum, it was easy for her to slide up and down it. 
 
    “Oh wow,” Hazel whimpered, looking at his cock like a Christmas present she was on the cusp of opening. “I mean, I knew you were big, Wes—fuck, I felt you inside me last night, stretching me out. But this… goddamn. I might have trouble fitting all of you down my throat…” 
 
    “I order you to take it all,” he rasped, careful to keep his voice down. They were getting into the kind of territory where they might accidentally summon a resident from one of the other apartments, now.  
 
    “Yes, Master,” Hazel whispered. She pressed her soft pink tongue against the underside of his crown, hitting that special spot that made him throb. Precum shot out to coat the blonde’s tongue before she started lapping at his cock and balls, bathing them in warmth and slickness as she prepared to take him deep. 
 
    Fucking hell, Wes thought, pleasure traveling down his spine. He glanced back and forth across the hallway, as if needing to remind himself they were really doing this. I’m really going to get blowjob right here, right now! 
 
    A moment later, Hazel opened wide and made this fantasy come true. Her warm, wet mouth enveloped his cock, taking him all the way down to the base with the kind of tight seal that made lesser men erupt instantly. As it happened, Wes had to concentrate not to shoot his load right then and there. The excitement combined with the arousal to make his heart pound like a kettle drum. His cock jerked against the back of Hazel’s throat as she swallowed him, like the blonde had never heard of the words ‘gag reflex’. 
 
    “That’s right,” Wes grunted, somehow coaxing Hazel even deeper. “Take it all. I want you to swallow every drop of my hot cum…” 
 
    From the way Hazel bobbed on his dick, that was exactly what she wanted as well. She had one hand on his hip, the other still pumping into her hot little channel as she swallowed him, swirling her tongue across every sensitive spot on his dick. Now she gagged around him, though it was clear from the look in her eyes that she didn’t need to—it was for his benefit. In response, Wes grabbed her tighter and thrust his hips forward, filling her mouth and hammering the back of her throat as she blew him. 
 
    Then he got an idea.  
 
     “Stop moving,” Wes growled, the savage thing inside of him rearing up stronger and darker than ever. “Hold your sweet little mouth right there, slut. Open wide for me…” 
 
    Hazel could tell what he wanted. She arched her back, batting her eyelashes up at him with as demure an expression as a woman could manage with a cock in her throat.  
 
    “Mmmmmh,” she groaned, opening her mouth wide and freezing in place. Her hair made perfect handles for Wes to hang on to, letting him tug hard enough to bring tears to her eyes while he filled her mouth with dick. 
 
    “There we go,” Wes groaned, his legs shaking as he bottomed out inside of her. He moved slowly at first, filling Hazel’s throat with deep, gentle strokes as he tested how far he could thrust without making her tear up and gag. The answer, it appeared, was as far as he wanted. He let out a surprised noise as he thrust himself as deep as he could, burying his prick in Hazel’s throat only to discover she looked perfectly capable of taking him. 
 
    Hazel winked up at him. Good girl, he thought. 
 
    “Fuck yeah, that’s nice,” he whispered, stroking the side of her face as he used her cheeks and mouth to pleasure himself. “Keep rubbing that wet little pussy, familiar. Keep yourself right on the edge—remember, you’re not allowed to cum until I do…” 
 
    There was no way Hazel could forget a thing like that. As he thrust his hips harder, face fucking Hazel in the hallway, Wes realized she already was on the edge. Her legs shook and quivered with every thrust, juice trickling down her thighs and forming a puddle on the floor. Hazel was hot and ready, the sounds of her fingers in her pussy loud and wet in the narrow hallway. Wes thrust himself forward harder and harder, expecting Hazel to beg him to stop any moment. 
 
    She didn’t. If anything, she liked it more and more. 
 
    Wes lost control. He thrust forward like a madman, using the blonde’s throat just as hard as he’d used her tight, slick kitty the previous night in bed. He kept his eyes open, staring down into Hazel’s face as she gamely took his cock deep in her throat, never uttering a word of protest. Her fingers alternated between stabbing into her opening and rubbing like a vibrator, keeping her right on the edge and ready to cum the moment she tasted his load. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long now.  
 
    Wes could feel the telltale tingle moving from his balls, a wall of warmth that wrapped itself around his shaft like silk as he throbbed and jerked against the back of Hazel’s throat.  
 
    “Fuck, here it comes,” he gasped, wrapping Hazel’s ash-blonde hair around his fingers to fuck her even deeper. “You’d better swallow it all, Hazel. You little demon slut, you nasty little whore. Fuck, eat my cum! Take it all… !” 
 
    His words broke off into a roar of primal dominance as he shot, the pleasure so strong that it ripped away the world. Hot jets of thick, ropey cum sprayed against the back of Hazel’s throat, and she swallowed greedily as he filled her mouth with his load. As his balls drained inside of her, she treated his seed like liquid gold, groaning with bliss as she savored the taste. 
 
    The moment she got her first taste of his load, Hazel’s cheeks flushed as red and ruddy as apples as she came, sailing over the edge while her mouth swallowed again and again. Her legs could no longer keep still, spasming as so much juice gushed from her trembling, clenching pussy that they were going to leave a stain on the hallway carpet. Wes almost wished he would still live here after today, so that he could be reminded of this moment every time he saw the dark patch a little ways outside of his apartment. 
 
    Finally the last few jets of his seed left his balls. Wes held himself inside Hazel’s mouth for a long time as he came down from his peak, hissing with bliss as the blonde worked her mouth slowly up and down his shaft. In contrast to the hard and fast throat fucking she’d just received, this felt loving and worshipful—almost gentle in comparison. She licked his balls and the underside of his cock, cleaning any lingering cum from his manhood and drinking it down. 
 
    “So good,” Hazel gasped, sounding like a junkie who’d just gotten a fix. “Fuck, you taste so fucking good, Master…” 
 
    Master, Wes thought. Yeah, that’s what I am. Your Master. He decided right then and there that he’d stop feeling uncertain about the dynamics of their relationship. Hazel had joined with him voluntarily, and she clearly got just as much pleasure from being the submissive partner in their relationship as he did being the dominant. From now on, he’d spank her and fuck her whenever he wanted—and if she had a problem with it, she’d let him know. 
 
    “That was so naughty,” Hazel whispered as she climbed back to her feet. “I can’t believe we didn’t get caught. Let me grab my pants, then we’ll check out your apartment.” 
 
    Wes watched the blonde scramble over and grab her leggings, his gaze fixed on her ass. A new handprint stood out among the other marks, redder and darker than the rest, and Wes looked down at his own hand, remembering the sting. 
 
    As he watched her dress, Wes tucked himself into his pants and wondered how to phrase the question he wanted to ask. “About this whole familiar thing...” he started, waiting for Hazel to respond. 
 
    The blonde looked light and casual, like everything was smooth sailing. In Wes’s experience, lots of girls were like that after they’d been well and truly satisfied. “Yeah? Are you going to ask if you can put it in my ass next time? Because you totally can.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” Wes said, surprised, “but thanks for the info. No, I wanted to ask you about something you said before. About how Warlocks like me normally have several different demons serving them, augmenting their powers…” 
 
    A knowing look spread across Hazel’s face. “And you’re asking if I’m okay with that? With sharing you?” 
 
    To Hazel’s surprise, Wes shook his head. “No. I know that already. You wouldn’t have entered into this arrangement with me if you weren’t already cool with sharing me with other girls. Besides, you’re looking forward to it almost as much as I am.” 
 
    Hazel pursed her lips. “That’s true,” she admitted, “but I didn’t expect you to say it. So what’s the question, Master?” 
 
    Wes paused in thought, then responded. “My relationships with other demons,” he said. “Assuming I have relationships with multiple demons, that is. Are they all going to be… like this?” 
 
    Hazel’s pretty face scrunched up in confusion. “Like what?” 
 
    It was so cute that Wes had to laugh. “Like, I don’t know—ordering them onto their knees in a public hallway to suck me off? Watching as they cum harder than they ever have in their lives from obeying me?” 
 
    The light of understanding flashed in Hazel’s eyes. “Some demons are more submissive than others,” she said slowly, working through her own thoughts. “You’ve probably already figured out that I’m even more submissive than most—at least where the relationship between demon and Warlock is concerned.” 
 
    “If I hadn’t before, I definitely would have after that performance.” 
 
    Hazel had the temerity to blush. “But if you’re wondering whether all the girls who wind up becoming your familiar will get off on following your orders, well—they will. Not all of them will be as into as I am, but that’s definitely an inherent property of binding yourself to a Warlock’s power.” 
 
    Wes nodded, thinking it over. “So you’re saying I’m making you even more submissive every time I fuck you—and that this effect will carry over into the other girls I add to my team. Shit, should I start calling it a harem or something? It feels weird talking about all this when we’ve literally only got two people in our guild.” 
 
    “It’s good to hash this out now and get it out of the way,” Hazel replied with a shrug. “Besides, we have three people in the guild, counting Deja. And you do want to count Deja, don’t you, Master?” 
 
    Wes’s cock gave a jerk in his pants, and Hazel smiled when she saw it. 
 
    “Admit it,” she giggled, poking him in the chest with a finger. “The whole time you were fucking my face, you were thinking about how it would be to pull out and put it in Deja’s mouth, then go back and forth until you unloaded on our faces.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” he admitted. “But now I definitely will.” 
 
    He walked to his front door, fumbling for his keys. Next to him, Hazel was a live wire, the orgasm she’d brought herself to with her fingers nowhere near enough to satiate the burning lust inside of her. 
 
    “I can’t wait to talk Deja into joining us for real,” Hazel purred against his ear. “She was always the one in charge when the two of us fooled around—did you know that? I bet you’d love to watch that gorgeous bitch sit on my face while you fuck me hard—” 
 
    “Stop,” Wes said suddenly. 
 
    Hazel froze, doing a double take. “What? Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    “My door,” Wes said, turning the knob. “It’s unlocked.” 
 
    Both of them froze.  
 
    “Maybe you left it unlocked when you went to work and forgot about it?” Hazel asked in a whisper. 
 
    Wes shook his head. Neither of them spoke—they knew Wes hadn’t forgotten to lock his front door. 
 
    “Grab your Staff,” Hazel whispered, taking a position on one side of the door. “And not the one I just had in my mouth.” 
 
    As Wes watched, taking up his own place on the opposite side of the door, Hazel began to transform. This time she gave in even further to her own demonic nature, her claws and dark eyes further augmented by a long, sinuous tongue and a pair of narrow horns peeking out from inside her ash-blonde hair. Wes wondered if she’d get a tail and the red skin of a succubus if she amplified her power any further—both could be fun—then turned his attention back to the door. 
 
    “You ready?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    Hazel nodded. 
 
    With a grunt, Wes kicked open the door to his own apartment and stepped inside, twirling the Staff of Dominion in his hands. 
 
    “Alright, assholes,” he snarled, checking the corners of the room for threats. “You messed with the wrong guy—” 
 
    Wes froze. Hazel entered the room behind him, her claws at the ready, only to stop when she saw what he was looking at. His apartment had been broken into after all—only the place hadn’t been ransacked, or even worked over in any way. 
 
    The only evidence that he’d been compromised were the three men in white robes sitting on his living room couch, looking just as startled as he was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Wes demanded. 
 
    Two of the three men sitting on the couch looked at the third, evidently trusting in him as the leader to take point in this situation. Which was strange, because he was the youngest of the three for certain. He was still bald as an eggshell, with deeply tanned skin, a short beard, and a pair of thick black glasses. The other two men—both older with much longer beards—relinquished their authority to him. 
 
    If the bald man looked afraid of Wes and Hazel, he managed not to show it. “Ah, the Warlock,” he said, forcing out a smile while the men on either side of him watched nervously. “You must be Wesley Alban, correct? The front desk employee at the Excelsior?” 
 
    Wes was in no mood for conversation. These men had broken into his home. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill the three of you where you stand,” he snarled, channeling tongues of fire through the Staff of Dominion. He wasn’t sure where the aggression had come from, but it began deep in his stomach and energized his limbs, like... well, like hellfire. 
 
    “I can give you several,” the bald man said, not breaking his stride. “Please, we only want to talk. We mean you no harm—nor do we mean any harm to your familiar. We only wish to speak with you.” 
 
    “Templars,” Hazel hissed from behind Wes. She looked even more pissed than he did, if such a thing were possible. “What are you scum doing in my Master’s apartment?” 
 
    The lead Templar didn’t miss a beat. “Trying to save the universe.” 
 
    It sounded so absurd that Wes couldn’t stop himself from laughing. “The universe? What the fuck are you people on about? Hazel, get your claws ready!” 
 
    The trio of Templars all held up their hands, showing that they were no threat. 
 
    “If you’re going to do it, then do it,” the bald Templar said, his face showing no fear. “We are dead men in any case. Once the voivode discovers we met with you without consulting him, we’ll be executed as heretics.” 
 
    Somehow, the words broke through Wes’s anger. Dead men? Voivode?  
 
    “Why would the Templars do that?” he asked flatly. 
 
    The man stared at Wes, his hands still in the air. “As I said, we are trying to save the universe,” he said smoothly. “May we speak with you, Wes? If you could sit down, we can have a civilized conversation. Afterwards, if you are unhappy, you may kill us at your leisure.” 
 
    One of the bearded men spoke. “This was a fool’s errand, Jerome,” he spat, giving Wes and Hazel a sour look. Unlike his leader, this man hadn’t mastered the trick of keeping a neutral facial expression in the presence of one’s enemies. “The Warlock will not listen to reason. We are all dead men—the three of us will just be learning that fact sooner than the others.” 
 
    “Let’s not be hasty,” Wes said, looking the men up and down. They truly did appear to be unarmed, though Wes had very little idea what kind of magic Templars could command. So it was possible they could throw a fireball or summon thick vines to bind Wes to the living room’s recliner if he sat down. Except, if they could do that, why hadn’t they done so already? “Hazel, what do you think?” 
 
    “That nothing good ever comes from trusting a Templar,” the demoness hissed. “If you want to listen to what they have to say, Master, be my guest. But I have no intention of letting these men leave your apartment alive.” 
 
    “Perhaps you will after hearing what I have to say,” said the man the others had called Jerome. 
 
    Wes made a decision. “Stand down, Hazel,” he said, going to the recliner and seating himself on the edge. “Grab a chair from the kitchen and come join our guests. I want to know what’s so goddamn important that three of you would betray your own Order just to tell it to me.” 
 
    Hazel didn’t look happy to hear Wes say it, but she wasn’t going to contradict him, especially not in front of the Templars. The demoness stalked into the kitchen while Wes finished sizing up the three men, though he noticed that she didn’t transform back from her demonic form. He assumed that was the demon equivalent of keeping the safety off on your gun. 
 
    “So you’re Jerome,” Wes said, gesturing at the man in the middle. “Who are your friends?” 
 
    Jerome looked pleased that Wes had agreed to listen to him. “This is Willem,” he said, gesturing to the bearded man who’d called this meeting a fool’s errand, “and our third member is Sven. The three of us fled the local chapter of our Order yesterday, shortly after hearing that the shard protecting your guild’s headquarters had been stolen by demons working for our voivode.” 
 
    “What the fuck is a voivode?” Hazel asked, carrying a chair in from the kitchen. 
 
    “It’s a band,” Wes said, unable to help himself. “Nothingface is considered their masterpiece, but Dimension Hatross is the one I always find myself rocking out to.” 
 
    The three Templars stared at him as if he’d grown a second head. “What?” Jerome asked. 
 
    “Never mind,” Wes said, shaking his head. “It was a joke. By the way, if your voivode or whatever was thinking of attacking the bar now that the shard’s gone—don’t. The enchantment is already working again, thanks to me, so you and your buddies will be shit out of luck…” 
 
    Jerome held up his hands, practically begging Wes for silence. “Please. That no longer concerns us. As I’ve said, we are dead men walking. I only wish to explain what has happened to our Order—why demons work for Templars, and why Templars have sullied themselves by allowing their leader to consort with demons.” 
 
    The man named Willem leaned over and spat on the ground as Jerome said this.  
 
    “Hey!” Wes snapped. “That’s my fucking living room!” 
 
    “Not for long,” Willem said, snickering to himself. “You’ve already joined up with the striga. Soon you’ll be a depraved monster, like all the other Warlocks. I don’t know why we even bothered throwing ourselves upon your mercy—” 
 
    “QUIET!” Jerome roared.  
 
    To both Wes and Hazel’s surprise, the man did so. Willem looked chastened as he ceded the conversation to his better, looking down at the floor with a bitter expression. 
 
    “Alright,” Wes said, choosing to ignore the interruption. “Spill it. What’s going on with the Templars?” 
 
    The three men shared an anxious look. Once again, it fell to Jerome to fill the breach: his partner merely looked on at Wes and Hazel with scorn, while the third member of their band hadn’t said a word since they’d been discovered in the middle of Wes’s apartment. 
 
    Jerome cleared his throat, then began. “Our leader, we call him the voivode,” the bald man explained, taking off his glasses and using the corner of his white robe to clean it. “Not the leader of all the Templar, you understand? Merely the leader of the local Order.” 
 
    “The mayor, in other words,” Wes said, nodding. “Or maybe more like the regional manager, if you wanted to look at it in a corporate sense.” 
 
    “It is close enough,” Jerome said, putting his glasses back on. “Our voivode is a man named Magnus. Your striga may know of him—he’s somewhat notorious among the demonic circles of supernatural society, from what I’m told.” 
 
    “Oh, I know him.” Hazel’s voice practically crackled with anger. “He’s the bastard who’s been hunting down my guild. My friends are dead because of that man!” 
 
    Jerome nodded. “For many years, Magnus has been everything the Templars could ask of from a voivode. Devout, zealous in his pursuit of demons, yet pragmatic enough to forge alliances within the city and its leadership. For years, we Templars have served at his pleasure.” 
 
    “Alright,” Wes said quickly, not wanting the man to go into any more detail. Hazel looked pissed off enough already—if he kept going on about all the good things this Magnus had done for the Templars, she might leap across the room and rip Jerome’s throat out. If she did that, he’d never get the information he needed. “So what changed?” 
 
    Jerome appeared to note the change in Hazel as well. The man turned noticeably paler, clearing his throat before he continued. “A few weeks ago,” the bald man explained, “a handful of Templars on patrol captured a demon. Or what we thought was a demon.” He looked over at the third man, the one called Sven who’d been silent up until now. “Sven was a member of that patrol.” 
 
    “There were five of us,” Sven said, speaking for the first time, “when we stumbled upon the monster. By the time we got it to Magnus, we were two.” 
 
    “Shit,” Wes said, trying to imagine it. “Sounds like one hell of a demon.” 
 
    “Magnus insisted on interrogating it personally,” Sven continued. His leader looked a little shocked that the man had suddenly become so talkative. “Myself and the other man who’d survived—we stayed outside, listening to Magnus and the creature. Such sounds…” 
 
    Sven put his head in his hands. Wes had never seen a Templar weep before, and he did not now. But it was a close thing. 
 
    “I do not know what happened in that interrogation,” Sven said, looking up at Jerome. “But I can imagine. Whatever that thing was, it spoke to Magnus. Spoke in tongues not suitable for man or demon.” 
 
    “It isn’t a demon at all,” Jerome explained, seizing the thread of the conversation. “It’s a thing from another world.” 
 
    Wes looked taken aback. “Aliens?” he asked. “That sounds crazy—even for a guy who discovered a couple days ago that demons are real.” 
 
    Jerome shook his head. “In a manner of speaking, yes. It is true. We managed to get that much out of Magnus after the interrogation. After he spoke to that thing… he changed. He’s always been a zealot, a single-minded seeker of demons—but the insanity that’s come over him since his encounter with that creature is like nothing else. He’s a different person now, Warlock.” 
 
    “Forgive me for asking,” Wes said, absorbing the Templar’s words. “But what does any of this have to do with me?” 
 
    “We don’t give a shit if any of your Templar buddies go crazy,” Hazel growled from behind him. “If it gets more of you killed, then good.” 
 
    Jerome looked as if he’d expected this. “It should concern you,” he said, calm and implacable, “because this is the reason the Templars have been consorting with demons. Magnus has been hiring them in secret, violating all the rules of our Order. He’s done so without the approval of the Most High, moving in the shadows.” 
 
    “He confers with that thing,” Sven added, his tone full of revulsion. “It’s still under lock and key in our headquarters, though I doubt it would leave even if it could. It has its tendrils in our voivode’s mind now.” The man looked disconcerted in the extreme. “It will destroy the Templars, and the entire city, just to get what it wants.” 
 
    This interested Wes. Not so much the whole ‘Templar leader goes crazy’ thing —in that, he agreed with Hazel. Let misfortune fall on the Templars as much as it could, as they were the guild’s, not to mention all demons’, enemies. But this creature…  
 
    Wes kind of wished he could see it, speak to it. And at the same time, he hoped he never did. 
 
    “What does it want?” Wes asked, leaning forward. “Templars working with demons, what’s it leading to?” 
 
    Jerome met his gaze and held it. “It wants shards,” he explained. “Under the creature’s influence, Magnus has been moving Heaven and Earth to get all the shards of magic he can. The attack on your headquarters had nothing to do with what happened to you at the Excelsior, Warlock—it had been planned weeks in advance. The gang Magnus hired were to break in, subdue the bartender, and make off with the shard with no one being the wiser.” 
 
    Pieces clicked together in Wes’s head.  
 
    “They didn’t expect me when I came downstairs,” he realized. “They weren’t looking out for Hazel, either. Those guys were surprised that Deja Vu was so well defended.” 
 
    Jerome nodded. “Magnus did not anticipate any resistance,” the bald man explained. “It’s why the local Templars had to scramble to support the Wheat Kings—to ensure that the shard ended up in our hands.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” That was Hazel, not Wes, who abandoned her chair and took a seat on Wes’s knee. If the naked display of affection disturbed the Templars, they at least had enough composure by now not to say anything about it. “Why this sudden madness for the shards? What is Magnus after?” 
 
    Jerome once again looked at Sven, as if imploring the man to speak. “Go ahead,” he said after a moment, nudging his comrade. 
 
    Sven looked like he would have rather done anything but elaborate, but beneath Hazel’s wrathful gaze, he was powerless to resist. “When we brought in the demon—the thing we thought was a demon—it had… documents on it,” he said. He sounded as if the words were being tugged out of him with a length of chain. “Secret documents.” 
 
    Hazel laughed harshly. “What, they had Templar secrets on them? Who’s screwing who, who’s got a winter residence in the Maldives with a bunch of secret lovers, that kind of thing?” 
 
    Sven shook his head. “They were blueprints,” the man said reluctantly. “For a door.” 
 
    The hair stood up on the back of Wes’s neck. He couldn’t have said why if asked, but something deep and primal sent a cold chill down his spine at that simple word: door.  
 
    This is bad, he thought, noting for the first time how utterly terrified the three men sitting on his couch looked. Bad enough that three Templars are willing to risk their lives to tell me about it. 
 
    “A door to where?” Wes asked, dreading the answer. His hands encircled Hazel’s waist, holding her to him. 
 
    “That is the question,” Jerome said. “Only Magnus knows for sure, but we have a theory. It’s a door that opens a portal between our world and that eldritch plane this creature calls home. Which means that there are only two possibilities in play. Either this creature is homesick and wants to return to the unfathomable realm it came from, or…” 
 
    “Or it wants to bring some friends over to our world,” Wes finished, gritting his teeth. “Hell, it could be both, couldn’t it?” 
 
    Jerome leaned forward, his manner turning pleading. “This is why we came to you,” the bald man explained, looking pained. “As Templar, it goes against everything in us to disobey our command chain—obedience is in our very blood. But Magnus has gone insane. If he collects enough shards to power the door this creature wants him to build, many more monsters like the one who corrupted our voivode will spill into the world. It will be an utter catastrophe, destroying demons and Templars alike. It may even get the Heavenly Host involved, which is something we do not want to happen.” 
 
    “With the residents of the city caught in the crossfire,” Wes said. “Ordinary people who don’t even know demons and monsters exist—people like the guy I was a week ago.” 
 
    Jerome nodded eagerly. “Of course,” he said. “So you should understand better than most why we need to stop this.” 
 
    “It pains us to trust a Warlock and a striga,” Willem said, looking like he wanted to spit on Wes’s floor a second time. “But the alternative is utter annihilation for our Order. Under the circumstances, we have no choice. There’s simply no one else in the city powerful enough to do what needs to be done.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Wes said, fixing the man with a bitter smile. “And what is it that I need to do, exactly?” 
 
    Jerome spread his hands. “Stop Magnus from getting any more shards. If you can get to them first, and hold onto them, the Templars will never be able to construct the door. Meanwhile, our contacts will be doing their best to enact a coup from within the Order—to get in touch with higher authorities who can strip Magnus of his title.” 
 
    “Why don’t you contact the authorities yourself?” Hazel asked. 
 
    Jerome frowned. “As I’ve said,”' he whispered, looking defiantly proud, “we have turned against the rules of our Order. Once Magnus discovers what we’ve done, we’re dead men.” 
 
    It was an interesting proposition. Wes leaned back in his chair, taking Hazel with him as he thought it over. Thinking wasn’t too easy with a gorgeous blonde squirming in his lap, but considering the relief Hazel had given him with her sweet little mouth a few minutes ago, he could control himself long enough to reply to the Templars. 
 
    Did he want to do this? Part of him yearned to unleash Hazel, to rip these men apart for what they’d done to her and her guild. But they had a point. He couldn’t deny that. 
 
    “Fellas,” Wes said, casually putting a hand around Hazel’s throat. The three Templars looked so shocked their eyes nearly bugged out of their heads, but if there existed a faster way to display his absolute dominance, Wes didn’t know it. “This is all very interesting stuff. My girl and I—I believe you keep calling her a striga, which is almost certainly some kind of racist term—will have to talk about this. But you do see the issue, don’t you?” 
 
    The three Templars looked at each other, mystified.  
 
    “What?” Jerome asked. 
 
    “I don’t trust you,” Wes said, letting the words sink in. “Not as far as I could throw you—and I mean how far the old me could throw you. Not the Warlock.” 
 
    The three men looked more than a little bit hot under the collar at that.  
 
    “Isn’t stopping unfathomable monsters from consuming the world enough?” Jerome asked. 
 
    Wes shook his head. “Nope.” 
 
    Silence reigned in the room for several moments. Then Jerome sighed and rose from the couch. Wes tensed up, expecting a fight, but the Templar was merely reaching for a parcel he’d hidden behind him before Wes and Hazel had entered the room. 
 
    “We thought you might say that,” the Templar said heavily, as if he’d hoped Wes would agree to help out of the goodness of his heart. “Here, take this. Perhaps it will sweeten the deal.” 
 
    Hazel caught the parcel in mid-air and handed it to Wes. It was an old fabric bag from a grocery store—the reusable kind made of thin material, designed to hold a few vegetables and a baguette for local shoppers. Inside lay a heavy robe, along with a smaller parcel wrapped in a delicate foil. 
 
    “We didn’t expect you to work with us easily,” Willem said, making a sour face. “Demons always expect to be paid, after all.” 
 
    The robe was of fine quality, and certainly looked like the sort of thing a Warlock would be wearing. It had the same color scheme as the Staff of Dominion—green and black—in a triangular pattern all around the robe’s sleeves and hood. Wearing it, Wes would feel like an actual magician from a medieval court, not a guy who rode the subway to work and back. 
 
    The more intriguing package, however, was the smaller one. “Open it,” Jerome implored him, gesturing at the foil. 
 
    Wes did. As he peeled it back, something glinted from inside, even brighter than the material it was wrapped in. Wes tore off the rest and found himself holding a small silver ring, covered in miniature runes. He held it closer, squinting as he scrutinized the text carved into the band. 
 
    “It looks like Viking runes,” he muttered, handing the jewelry to Hazel to look at. Maybe she’d recognize it easier than him. “I’m not really a ‘ring’ kind of guy—I’m sure Hazel’s going to be heartbroken to hear that, but it’s true…” 
 
    “We looted this ring from Magnus’s personal stores,” Jerome explained. “At great personal risk. Simply stealing it will greatly hamper his ability to locate new shards—but for you, it will be a godsend. Put it on.” 
 
    Wes shared a look with Hazel. Is that safe? He wanted to say, but it would have made him look weak before the eyes of the Templars. Instead, he cocked his head to the side a bit, trusting Hazel to understand what he meant. 
 
    The bond between them must have been even deeper than he’d guessed. It was like he’d pumped a psychic command into Hazel’s brain. The blonde weighed the ring on her palm for a few seconds, lifting it up and down, then looked back at Wes and shrugged. Best appraisal I’m likely to get, he thought. 
 
    With a grunt, he took the small silver band from Hazel and slipped it on his finger. It fit perfectly, as if it had been made just for him. 
 
    Wes waited for something to happen, but nothing did.  
 
    “I don’t feel any different,” he said, glaring skeptically at the trio of Templars on his couch. “Are you sure this ring works? Whatever it’s supposed to do, it feels like it’s doing nothing at all.” 
 
    Jerome, however, wasn’t daunted. “This ring is one of Magnus’s greatest relics,” the bald man explained, looking at the ring with a jealous expression. “It allows whoever wields it to sense nearby shards of power—the same shards Magnus is desperately tracking down in order to power the door. You can use that ring to locate the shards before Magnus does, and hold onto them so he cannot fulfill the creature’s desires.” 
 
    Really? That sounded pretty good, actually. Wes had just found himself in need of a shard, after all. Without one installed in the disco ball back over at Deja Vu, he’d be locked into recharging the enchantment on the church every few weeks. It hadn’t sapped much energy from him the first time, but who was to say that subsequent recharges wouldn’t require greater and greater amounts of power? Better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    Besides, what else could those shards be useful for? 
 
    “That… is a useful relic,” Wes admitted. “Thank you for giving it to me.” 
 
    “The robe is more complicated,” Jerome said quickly. “We’ll need to explain all of the powers it bestows upon the wearer—it’s abilities are myriad, though none of them are anywhere near as game changing as the ring. Go on and put it on, and we’ll walk you through a few of its abilities.” 
 
    Wes looked with greater skepticism at the robe in the bag. It had the look of a Warlock’s fancy attire, of course, but it looked ancient as well—as if it had fallen on better days, only to be located at some thrift store. The fabric smelled vaguely stale and musty as well, like mothballs. 
 
    Wes got Hazel out of his lap with a flexing of his thighs and stood up, fumbling in the bag. The black and green robes slid from the reusable bag, surprisingly comfortable in his hands. It might not have looked like much, sure, but something inside of Wes liked the garment. It had the right ‘feel’, as difficult as it would have been to explain that to someone else. 
 
    “How do you know this is going to be my size?” Wes wondered aloud, checking the sleeves of the robe. It looked like it would cover more than an ordinary shirt, almost like a hoodie he’d buy off the rack at a department store. “Wait a sec. Who the fuck is Ente Nachtflugel!?” 
 
    Inside the robe, where Wes expected to find a little ribbon stating the size of the robe, there were instead tiny, monogrammed words. They read ‘Eigentum de Ente Nachtflugel’, which in Wes’s admittedly high school level of European languages clearly meant: ‘Property of Ente Nachtflugel’. 
 
    “That’s the stupidest name I’ve ever heard,” Hazel said with a snicker. “What kind of trick are you trying to pull over on my man, you weirdos?” 
 
    “No trick!” Jerome was quite insistent. “This robe once belonged to an extremely powerful Warlock! Dead now, of course, in the purges that drove so many of your kind from the world, but it’s the genuine article! It’s been sitting in our storehouse for ages!” 
 
    “Yeah, it kind of smells like it,” Wes said, slipping one arm through the sleeve. The moment his skin touched the robe, it molded itself around him, changing size in an instant. The dust and dirt fell away from the fabric, and even the smell vanished. It was like the whole thing had been whisked away to be dry cleaned and returned to him in the same moment. In the back of his mind, he heard a distinctly feminine whisper, though he couldn’t understand the words, and he half-wondered if he’d been imagining it.  
 
    Feeling a bolt of inspiration, Wes tugged on the back of the robe and peered at the little ribbon. It now said: ‘Property of Wesley Alban’, written in English. 
 
    Huh, he thought, straightening up. That’s fucking weird…  
 
    “Okay, I believe you,” Wes said, slipping his other arm into the robe. It felt warm and good around him, filling him with a sense that he was somehow protected. “This thing is clearly the real deal. Tell me how it works—and go ahead and give me everything you know about this ‘Nachtflugel’ dude, while you’re at it…” 
 
    As Jerome opened his mouth, a sizzling sound cut through the air. A shimmering white vertical line unfurled across Wes’s living room, neatly bisecting his couch into two halves. The startled Templars jumped away as the line became an oval, through which a rowdy roadhouse full of demons in familiar biker jackets could be seen. 
 
    A moment later, a half-dozen of those same demons began to climb through the portal. 
 
    “Lord’s Light!” Jerome gasped, his face turning as white as a sheet. “Magnus found us! Run!” 
 
    The Templars screeched in fear as the first wave of demons stepped through the portal. Each of them wore the black leather vest of the Wheat Kings, although none of them looked like the guys who had attacked the bar earlier. Notably, one of them was taller and more muscular than the others, and carried a heavy chain that went back through the portal to some corner of the room that couldn’t be seen. 
 
    “Here, boy!” the big man roared, cupping a hand around the beard covering his mouth. A three-headed dog with the body of a pitbull and the face of a lion jumped through the rent in the air, the chain in the man’s hand connected to a metal collar around its neck. The monster looked like a miniature Cerberus, vicious and angry and ready to strike at its Master’s command.  
 
    “Shit,” Wes snarled, grabbing the Staff of Dominion. Fire ignited across his body as he reached for his powers, grabbing them with more ease than he’d done the last time he needed to use them. “Hazel, we’ve got company!” 
 
    “I can see that!” the demoness growled. She was still in her transformed state from earlier, complete with her new horns and improved claws. Wes briefly wondered again what her final form would look like. 
 
    For the moment, though, he needed to worry about the fight. Five demons in jackets had already stepped through the portal, not to mention the dog. The Templars crowded behind Wes, looking at him like the savior they resented needing to have. 
 
    The big demon with the chain took one look at Wes and began to chuckle. “Warlock,” he said, his voice a deep rumble in his chest. “You have an unnerving knack for showing up where you don’t belong.” 
 
    “This is my apartment, asshole!” Wes countered, the Staff crackling in his hands. 
 
    The big guy shook his head. “You weren’t supposed to be involved,” he said, wrapping his fingers around the chain holding his miniature Cerberus at bay. “Magnus doesn’t give a shit about you, Warlock—he just wants his shiny toys. Step aside, let me kill the fuck out of these traitors, and I’ll pretend you and your bitch weren’t here.” 
 
    Wes considered it—he really did. And under different circumstances, he might even have taken the big demon up on his offer. This wasn’t his fight, and he’d gotten everything he really needed from the Templars already. It would have been safer to retreat, to leave the men to their fate and ignore what Magnus’s demons were doing. 
 
    There was just one problem with that. Wes still remembered their friends opening fire on his girl, puncturing her shoulder with a magical bullet. An insult like that couldn’t go unreturned. 
 
    I’m going to have to declare war on Magnus sooner or later, he realized, looking the hulking demon in the eye. Might as well do it now and get it over with. 
 
    Hazel, bless her, was already on the same wavelength as her Master. “Fuck off,” the demoness spat, flexing her claws. “We’re no fans of the fucking Templars, but you’re the ones who stole Deja’s shard and would have put her in the goddamn hospital if we weren’t there asshole.” 
 
    The big demon didn’t have an easy response prepared for that. He looked at Wes, his mouth opening and closing for a few moments as he tried to retort, then he showed his teeth and grimaced. “So it’s to be a fight, then,” he grunted, tugging the leash. “Very well. Erebos, attack!” 
 
    With that, the demon dog leaped into the air with a surprising speed, knocking Wes over and pinning him to his own carpet. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m dead, Wes thought, struggling to sit up. Holy shit, I’m dead. This fucking dog killed me…  
 
    The three-headed monster the big demon had referred to as Erebos stood on Wes’s chest, snarling over top of him. All around him, the room descended into chaos as the demons sprang into action, two of them flanking Hazel while the others charged the three cowering Templars. He could feel the heat of the massive beast above his chest, and feel the slavering from its jaws. 
 
    Those jaws slammed shut inches away from his nose as he scrambled to dodge while being pinned, pressing back into the carpet and using his shoulder blades to try and get away from the beast. He’d lost his staff in the fall, and he now reached out desperately across the carpet, hoping to find it before the creature pouncing on him ripped his face off. 
 
    “Get him!” the big demon roared, sounding like he was enjoying himself. “Get him, Erebos! Crush the Warlock!” 
 
    Somewhere behind him, Wes could hear the Templars screaming in fear as the demons cut them down. These guys weren’t like the big, dangerous guy who’d broken up the card game at the Excelsior—they were more like middle managers, office functionaries who’d once served under Magnus. As a result, they were nearly powerless against the attacks of the leather-clad demons. 
 
    They resisted as best as they were able, but their best wasn’t enough. Wes heard as one gasped and collapsed to the carpet, speared through with biker demon claws. Wes struggled to rise, shoving the three-headed mutt as hard as he could. All it did was knock the thing off balance for a brief moment, keeping it from biting down on his head. 
 
    Hazel needs me! Wes thought. He could hear his girl fighting like a hellcat, but she was outnumbered two to one. Worse, the demons attacking the Templars would soon be turning on Hazel and himself, acting as reinforcements. He had to act now, or both of them were dead. 
 
    He reached out again and again, channeling as much power as he could through the bond connecting himself to Hazel, amplifying the flames that coursed across his fingers. His fingers balled into fists, striking upward at the three-headed monster, trying to punch his way free. 
 
    The monster snarled in anger, but did not leave his chest. He could feel his ribcage beginning to buckle, as if hairline fractures were forming in all of his ribs at once. He couldn’t fight this off for much longer—already, darkness had begun creeping in at the edges of his vision. How much more could he take? 
 
    With a final lurch, Wes picked a side and rolled to it. He had a fifty-fifty chance of moving closer to the Staff of Dominion on the floor, and by either fate or providence, the coin came up heads. His fingers closed around the twisted black staff, and the power inside of him became a hurricane. 
 
    Erebos paused, letting out a confused whine at this sudden change in the atmosphere. 
 
    “Bad dog,” Wes snarled, unleashing a wave of power directly upward. 
 
    He heard rather than saw what happened next. Green lights filled his vision, flames flaring across the mutant dog’s skin, and when they faded a moment later, the monster was in the middle of fleeing, mostly unharmed, back through the portal through which it had come. Wes couldn’t help but notice that the flames which had been channeled from the staff had been green. 
 
    “Erebos? No, boy! Come back and fight!” The big demon tightened the chain, trying to stop the dog from fleeing. The links bent and whined before finally snapping. Erebos disappeared, fleeing the battle with its tail tucked between its legs. 
 
    Good, Wes thought, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand as he got to his feet. I’d have hated to kill a dog, even a demonic one. 
 
    Freed at last, Wes took stock of the situation in his living room. The Templar known as Sven was well and truly dead, his eyes staring up at the ceiling without a trace of light left in them. Both Jerome and Willem had taken what looked like fatal wounds, three demons surrounding them with long black claws now covered in  blood. The other two demons danced around Hazel, striking this way and that as they tried to land a hit on the beautiful demoness. So far, they’d failed—but Hazel hadn’t been able to land a solid strike with her claws, either. 
 
    Let’s even those odds, Wes thought, gripping the Staff of Dominion with both hands. Time to find out what this thing can really do! 
 
    He aimed the staff at one of the demons and channeled a wave of fire from tip to tip. A flat beam of green flame shot from within the spiral of the staff’s head, so bright and loud that he nearly dropped the Staff of Dominion to put his hands over his ears. 
 
    The beam struck one of the biker demons fighting Hazel between the shoulders, spreading across his clothing instantly. The man forgot all about the demoness, batting at his jacket and pants with growing alarm. It’s just like those bullets, Wes realized, excitement surging within him. The flames won’t go out, even if you stop, drop, and roll. This guy needs to take his clothes off, or he’s finished. 
 
    The biker demon, however, hadn’t thought things that far through. He was still patting at his clothing as the flames consumed him, exploding when they reached his chin as if he’d wrapped his head in flash paper. He transformed in an instant into a human flare, filling the room with acrid green smoke as he toppled over. 
 
    His death startled the other demon enough for Hazel to go on the offensive. She slashed out with her claws, leaving a deep gash in the biker demon’s throat that left him clutching at the wound, gurgling as he gasped for air. Then she set him alight with her own fire. 
 
    “Nice job, Master!” Hazel said fiercely, grinning at Wes like she’d never been more proud of him. “Let’s take the rest of these fuckers out!” 
 
    Wes turned to the big demon standing next to the portal. Lacking his massive canine companion, he suddenly looked a whole lot less undefeatable and imposing. He looked back through the portal his dog had disappeared through, as if deciding whether to fight or run. 
 
    Little did he know, he wasn’t going to be given the chance to choose. 
 
    Before he could move, the robe around Wes’s shoulders suddenly loosened and came free. There was no explanation for how it moved—seams simply ripped open as if they’d never been fixed in the first place, the whole garment turning into something like an unfurled flag before racing across the room. 
 
    Seeing it, the big demon jumped at the portal. The fabric was faster. It sprang ahead of him, wrapping itself around the rent in the air before tightening like a drawstring being tugged shut. 
 
    Wes blinked, unable to believe what he was seeing. His Warlock robe had just eaten the portal. 
 
    The hulking demon looked just as shocked as Wes by what had transpired. He turned back to Wes, his bottom lip trembling as he shored himself up as best as he could. “You…” he whispered, pointing at Wes. “What the fuck are you?” 
 
    Wes smirked back. “I’m a fucking Warlock,” he said, calling the robe back to him with a gesture. It wrapped around him, reforming this time into a green and black hoodie a bit more appropriate for a modern man. “And I just took away your escape route, asshole.” 
 
    It was fight or die for everyone now—no other options. Yet even without the portal there to summon reinforcements from, Wes and Hazel were outnumbered. They were two against four demons, one of them much larger and more powerful than the others. Under normal circumstances, the pair ought to have been shaking in their boots. 
 
    But these weren’t normal circumstances. 
 
    The three demons who’d finished off the Templars turned around, doing their best to sneak up on Wes while he was busy enjoying his new power. Each of them would have been more than enough to demolish the young man back when he was fully human, before he turned into a Warlock. 
 
    As they prepared to pounce, Wes spun around and swung the Staff of Dominion in a horizontal swipe. Fire erupted from the tip as he attacked, forming an arc through the air that sizzled through the very atoms holding the world together. The beam cut through the trio of demons in a single blow, leaving each of them clutching their chests. They tried to hold their wounds together as they stumbled to their knees, a terrible reminder of the otherwise pleasant memory of Hazel doing the same back in the hallway. 
 
    Wes watched the three demons die, a dark mirror image of the blood-stained Templars dying on his living room floor. Then he turned back to the demon’s leader, the big guy, and smiled. 
 
    “Two on one,” he said, taking a step forward. “I’m sure you weren’t expecting to be outnumbered at any point during this fight, were you?” 
 
    The demon backed up again and again, his lips snarling so far back that Wes could see his crooked teeth beneath the beard. “Fuck you,” he growled, reaching into a pocket on his leather pants. “I’m not going down like no fucking punk, Warlock!” 
 
    The man tossed a splinter of crystal into the air, and a new portal opened. Wes had just enough time to peer through it when the three-headed dog pounced through the rent in the air, forcing him backward. Hazel let out a surprised scream and dived out of the way, climbing on top of one of the ruined halves of Wes’s couch and crouching like a gargoyle. 
 
    “Get him, Erebos!” the demon roared, getting a second wind. “Slaughter that smug Warlock!” 
 
    Suddenly the fight’s momentum had tilted back in the opposite direction. Wes had been wrong when he’d chased the demon dog back through the portal—it hadn’t been defeated at all. Instead, it was pissed off. The thing surged forward like a natural disaster, stomping through furniture like they weren’t even there. Wes was forced back into the kitchen, spinning the Staff of Dominion to create a shield of green flames that the mutant dog bit through again and again. 
 
    “Uh, Hazel?” Wes’s boot touched linoleum, and he knew he’d backed up just about as far as he would be able to. “A little help here, please?” 
 
    But Hazel had problems of her own. While Wes faced off against the titanic, three-headed pooch, the big demon who’d lead the leather-clad pack through the portal set his sights on his demonic paramour. If he couldn’t strike at Wes, he could at least demoralize him by defeating his woman. 
 
    “I’m a little busy!” Hazel admitted, ducking beneath a shelf as the lead demon destroyed it with a powerful blow. “I was about to ask you for some help, actually!” 
 
    “I’m working on it!” Wes shouted back. A short distance away, the big demon picked up half of the ruined couch and literally threw it at Hazel, trying to knock her off her feet. Were it not for her wings, he would have succeeded. “Just hold on a minute, okay! Let me think of something!” 
 
    Guess I’ll have to handle this by myself, Wes thought. 
 
    Fortunately, he still had the Staff of Dominion. The three-headed dog didn’t seem to be able to break the guard the mystical length of twisted wood threw up in front of Wes’s body—but his defense left no room for offense, either. He couldn’t strike back, could do nothing but back up against his own refrigerator as the angry dog snarled and snapped just outside of arm’s reach. 
 
    It didn't help that the mutt was relentless in its attack. It started to throw its bulk against the shield again and again, cracking through the flames only to watch as they reformed themselves like the heads of the mythical hydra. Wes continued to pump more power into his staff, using it to hold back the creature while he spent precious moments thinking. 
 
    Maybe he could push the thing back toward its owner. Except he had just as much chance of barrelling into Hazel instead. That was no good. 
 
    The beast wasn’t terribly clever, but eventually it began to realize it had no chance of breaking the shield. So instead, it attacked the kitchen around it, doing as much damage to the apartment itself as it could. Wes could see its plan, plain as day—rip the place apart around his shoulders, burn it all down to flush him out. The worst part was, eventually it would work. 
 
    The big demon slashed with his claws missing Hazel by inches. Wes needed to act now! 
 
    As he thought it, a strange pulse in his wrist made him look down. He’d been feeling it for a while, actually, but he’d written it off as one of the oddities of using the Staff of Dominion so hard—that the warped wood kicked against him like a rollercoaster’s tresses. 
 
    But it wasn’t the staff that shook. It was the ring. 
 
    The Templars had told him the ring’s purpose was to track down errant shards, to aid the Templars in collecting them. But those Templars were dead—and besides, who ever said magical items only had one use? So what the fuck was the ring trying to compel him to do? 
 
    He knew one thing for certain. If he didn’t do something, Hazel was as good as dead. 
 
    So the next time Erebos got the bright idea of tossing itself at his shield, Wes pulled the staff back at the last moment and thrust his other palm outward, holding the ring at the creature. 
 
    He had no way of knowing what it would do. As the big dog slammed into him, it suddenly distorted like a Photoshop tool being used incorrectly. Erebos let out a mournful howl as the ring pulsed like a living thing, flashing with power as a blinding pulse filled the kitchen. 
 
    When it faded, the three-headed dog was gone—and Wes’s ring felt ever so slightly heavier than before. 
 
    “What the fuck!?” Wes looked down at his hands, not believing he’d just seen that. Where had the monster gone? It had been inches away from him, then it touched the ring and it just… disappeared. Had it been sucked inside somehow? 
 
    There was no time to think about it. Before Hazel or the demon she fought noticed what had happened, Wes hurled the Staff of Dominion like a javelin at the hulking demon, throwing it with unerring accuracy. 
 
    No magic augmented his throw. The full weight of the Staff—a heavy, ancient walking stick made of solid wood—thumped against the big demon’s head, knocking him off his feet. 
 
    It wasn’t a bolt of fire or a wreath of pure power, but it did the job.  
 
    Hazel looked back at Wes as her attacker fell, slamming against the carpet like a couch someone had dropped on the wrong end.  
 
    “What happened to the dog?” the blonde asked, cocking her head to the side in confusion. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Wes admitted. He had an idea, but he wasn’t sure if he wanted to share that with Hazel or Deja just yet. It might be a little bit too weird, even for them. 
 
    The ring continued to pulse faintly on his hand, as if the energy inside of it had yet to dissipate. To Wes’s surprise, it didn’t stop vibrating as he took a step forward toward the big, defeated demon—if anything, it grew stronger. 
 
    Hazel shrugged, dismissing the need for an answer about where the mutant dog had gone. She trusted him implicitly, which was great as far as Wes was concerned.  
 
    “Fine,” she said, extending her claws. “Just give me a minute to take out the trash, okay?” 
 
    The big demon lifted a hand, about to beg for mercy, but Hazel didn’t give him the opportunity. Her claws came ripping downward, opening a wound across the demon that made the ones she’d given out earlier look shallow in comparison. The creature was speared open from chin to groin, helplessly clutching at itself as it whimpered and died. Blood seeped into the carpet, the stain spreading across the living room floor. 
 
    Wes clucked his tongue as he looked at the devastation left over in the apartment. “I am never going to get my deposit back,” he said, his gaze moving from the bodies on the floor to the rent in the air toward the back of the room. Unlike before, the portal hadn’t closed—and the robe around Wes’s shoulders had shown no initiative to suddenly fly across the room and eat this portal. That made Wes think. 
 
    He took an experimental step toward the magical opening. The rune-covered ring on his finger pulsed like a second heartbeat, growing faster the closer he came to the rent in the air. 
 
    “Wes?” Hazel sounded worried. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I’m better than alright, actually,” he said, waving his hand in front of the portal. “I think my ring is doing what it’s supposed to do, Hazel.” 
 
    On the other side of the portal Wes could see a dimly lit subway station. This wasn’t one of the ones passenger cars traveled through every day—it clearly lay deeper within the tunnel system, probably one of the maintenance stations used to take care of the underground’s upkeep. The second time the big demon had gone for reinforcements, he’d pulled from this portal—which meant his overgrown puppy could either teleport or there was more than one of them. Wes wasn’t sure which option was worse. 
 
    Hazel stood next to him, peering through the portal. “You think there’s a shard on the other side of this?” she asked, sliding an arm around his waist. 
 
    “I don’t think,” Wes said, holding the hand wearing the ring right up to the portal. The band of silver vibrated so hard it felt like the bone beneath might break. “I know. Those Templars said that this Magnus guy was going hard for shards. I bet the Wheat Kings have them stashed all over the place for him. Shit, this could be the one they stole from Deja Vu!” 
 
    Hazel looked warily at the portal. “Maybe we should go back to Deja Vu,” she said, looking at the destruction in the room and the bodies on the floor. “This is already crazy. More Templars could show up at any moment—or their mercenary demons. We should get out while the getting is good.” 
 
    But Wes shook his head. “No way. I’m not giving up the opportunity to get a shard. You heard those guys—if we don’t grab them before Magnus does, this whole town’s finished.” 
 
    “You really believe that?” Hazel asked, glancing back at the bodies. 
 
    “Those three died to give us that information,” Wes said gravely. “I don’t think they were making it all up. And you don’t either, Hazel.” 
 
    “No,” the blonde agreed, shaking her head. “I guess I don’t. Alright, let’s jump through this portal without knowing where it leads. Great idea. I’m sure it won’t get lots of people killed.” 
 
    “Oh, it’ll get plenty of people killed,” Wes said. “Just the bad guys.” 
 
    Wes squared up in front of the portal and psyched himself up to jump through. Before he could, however, Hazel grabbed him and kissed him, hard. The blonde demoness melted against him, going back to her fully human form as she guided his hands to her ass and jumped up to wrap her legs around him. 
 
    “I’m horny too,” Wes said with a smile. “But we don’t know how much longer this portal’s going to stay open, babe.” 
 
    Hazel broke the kiss, something new shining in her eyes as she looked up at Wes. Something he’d never seen in the face of a woman before. His heart hurt at the sight of it, but in a good way. 
 
    “I just want to say,” the blonde began, “in case we don’t make it back from wherever this portal is going to send us, that I know there has never been anything transactional about our relationship.” 
 
    Wes liked having his hands on Hazel’s ass. He gave her pert rear a squeeze, smiling at her. “I’m glad you got over all that,” he said, letting the blonde feel how hard he was in his boxers. 
 
    Something inside Hazel had finally torn free. She was being fully open and honest with him, turning over her innermost hopes and dreams to her Master. She might have been his familiar before, but her heart hadn't been truly his. Now he wasn’t just her Warlock, he was her man. 
 
    “Seeing you in all that danger—it made me realize that we could get destroyed at any moment,” the blonde admitted. Tears collected in the corners of her eyes as she spoke. “It’s made me realize what I want, Wes. And what I want is you. I love you, Master. I love you so much…” 
 
    “It’s still a little early in the relationship for that, don’t you think?” Wes teased. In all honesty, he felt a little bit overwhelmed by Hazel’s declaration of love and devotion. Not that he hadn’t expected it—he’d felt some of that connection from the moment the hot blonde agreed to become his demonic familiar. It was just a lot, all the same. 
 
    “I know,” Hazel said, brushing a lock of hair out of her face. “But it’s true. You don’t have to say anything back to me either, Wes—not until you’re ready. I know that I’m just one of your future demons. But… I just want you to know, that doesn’t change how I feel. I’m so happy that I’m your demon, and I can’t wait for us to make this guild what it used to be!” 
 
    Wes grinned like an idiot. He felt like he’d scratched a winning lottery ticket—especially when it came to Hazel. She was incredible. Fierce in battle, submissive in the bedroom, she was everything the old him could have imagined he wanted. He cupped her chin, matching the love and devotion in her eyes with his own. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to having you as my first partner in crime,” he said, the corner of his mouth curling upward. “And seeing the look on Deja’s face when you offer the threesome I know you want. Now let’s go get that shard back so she’s more likely to say yes when you do pitch it…” 
 
    As Hazel gasped, Wes set her down and took her hand before stepping through the portal. They disappeared from the apartment, leaving the last of his old life behind. 
 
    It would be a long time before Wes remembered about the letter tucked in his pocket. 
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    As the portal sealed up like a zipper behind them, Wes and Hazel stepped out into the subway tunnel. “Careful,” Wes warned his woman, watching his feet as the line of light disappeared. “Just because there aren’t trains running through this section of the subway, it doesn’t mean the third rail isn’t still live. We could electrocute ourselves if we’re not cautious in our steps.” 
 
    With a smile, Hazel arched her back and extended her wings. “Then I’ll fly,” the demoness purred, glancing up and down the tunnel. “I should be able to get enough lift down here to stay airborne. If bats can do it, why not demons?” Her eyes flashed in the darkness, full of mischief. “Which way do we go, Master?” 
 
    Which way indeed? There were no signposts or maps in this section of the subway—from the slime on the walls and the decay all around them, Wes reasoned that this section of the underground had been shut down for a long, long time. Small wonder the Wheat Kings had chosen this location to store their treasures. 
 
    To find his way, Wes held up his hand in one direction, then after a second raised it in the other. One direction caused the ring on his finger to pulse slowly, like the heart of a man sitting on the couch watching television. The other caused it to race rapidly, like the heart of a man sitting on the couch watching porn on television. The choice was obvious. 
 
    “This way,” Wes said, gesturing in the direction the ring indicated. “Stick close to me, Hazel. We’ve got no idea what the hell might be lurking in these tunnels.” 
 
    To her credit, Hazel managed to avoid stating that she’d told Wes the same thing before coming here. But with the portal closed, leaving them far beneath the city, there was no turning back now. It was do or die. 
 
    Fortunately, Wes had a divining rod pointing him toward the objective. He felt almost like a character in a video game, following the indicator toward where he needed to go next. The ring continued to pulse harder and harder, even as the path sloped sharply downward and deeper into the darkness. 
 
    “Ugh, what’s that smell?” Hazel wrinkled her nose, landing next to Wes as they descended. It was clear by now that the third rail was almost certainly not electrified in these tunnels—if this section of the underground had ever been used to transport cars, it had been left in a state of disrepair for years. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Wes said, lifting his nose. “It smells kind of… metallic. And like meat, in a way.” 
 
    Whatever it was, he didn’t like it. Wes’s spidey-sense was tingling, though he was uncertain whether that was one of the powers granted to him by the robes or not. This wasn’t what he’d expected when he took Hazel’s hand and walked through the portal—far from it, in fact. Based on the ring's insistence Wes had guessed he and his demonic familiar would probably step right out and into the heart of the Wheat Kings’s base, but instead they’d found themselves far from the source of the shard. What the hell was going on? 
 
    The sense of unease only deepened as the subway tunnel descended into the earth. It was Hazel who first spotted the blood on the walls—as dark as the path they walked down had become, Wes had first mistaken it for more slime. 
 
    Beneath their feet, the rails rusted and decayed. The further they walked, the more signs of horror they found, until both Wes and his familiar could feel the hair standing up on the backs of their necks. More blood spread across the tracks, along with deep gashes in the rails that could only have been made by creatures every bit as large and vicious as the mutant dog Wes had fought. 
 
    “Wes,” Hazel said, her voice echoing cavernously in the tunnel. “I don’t think this is where the Wheat Kings are storing the shard they stole from Deja Vu.” 
 
    “I don’t, either,” Wes admitted. He’d made his peace with that shortly after they had started moving down this strange underground line. “But there’s definitely a shard at the end of this trail. I can feel the ring calling me toward it.” 
 
    The pulses came quicker and quicker as they descended. Then, as abruptly as a slap in the face, Wes and Hazel came to a dead end. The tunnel stopped as if it had been abandoned by its builders, the concrete giving way to hard packed earth. 
 
    “The fuck?” Hazel opened her palms, flames appearing in each of her hands as she used them to illuminate the darkness. “Where is the rest of the tunnel? Where the fuck are we? I don’t think there’s a subway line like this underneath the city, Wes.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” A growing certainty had been hardening inside of Wes as they walked, and it was this: that wherever this portal had spit them out, they were no longer in the city they knew and loved. There was a possibility that made Wes’s stomach tighten. One that he wouldn’t have thought possible only a few days ago. Could they be no longer in the same world?  
 
    Then Hazel noticed something. “Look over there,” the demoness said, walking toward the sudden dead end, right where the developed section of track gave over to a bare wall. “There’s a tunnel over here. It’s not very big, but it’s wide enough for both of us to walk through. It looks like they reinforced it with some boards, too!” 
 
    As Wes walked to the tunnel, his ring went nuts. “This is definitely the place,” he said, sticking his head inside and looking around. The tunnel extended on into the darkness, tight and claustrophobic. He and Hazel would barely be able to stand side-by-side as they walked. “It looks like an old mining tunnel or something. Like from a movie.” 
 
    It did. The two of them had no choice but to make their way inside, feeling along the walls to make sure there were no other secret passages carved into the landscape. The temperature dropped precipitously as they made their way further into the passage, until Hazel and Wes were using their flames more for warmth than illumination. 
 
    “This place is weird,” Hazel said flatly. “I really, really don’t like this. We should turn back—if we make our way back to the station, we can work our way to a newer section of the subway. Maybe then we can find out where the hell we are…” 
 
    Wes didn’t particularly want to know. His guesses were bad enough. “No,” he said firmly. “There’s a shard up ahead. We’re going to get it, and we’re going to deliver it back to Deja. She deserves that much, at least.” 
 
    Yet even as Wes said it, the tunnel they were walking through delivered a new surprise. The bare rock walls opened up and gave way to another more developed section of tunnel, as if the goons the Templars hired had been trying to connect two parts of the subway via a narrow tube in the ground. Only no rails or concrete walls greeted Wes and Hazel as they stepped out of the gloom. 
 
    Neither of them spoke for a moment. Then Hazel swallowed hard, her voice breaking as she wrung her hands beneath her breasts.  
 
    “What the fuck am I looking at!?” the demoness asked, looking helplessly back at Wes. 
 
    He wished he knew. Scales covered the walls, as if they had moved into the interior of some massive, armored creature. Torches studded the scales at intervals, burning with sickly green flames that looked corroded and almost radioactive. All that on its own would have been disturbing, but the path both widened and grew taller just up ahead, leading to a short set of stairs and the front of a building with otherworldly statues flanking the entrance. 
 
    Those figures were anything but human. Tall, with bulbous heads, they loomed like silent sentinels over the strange landscape Wes and Hazel had discovered. Tendrils of stone hung from their heads in all directions, like the petals of some distorted flower. They had three legs instead of the usual two, each thick and bulging with muscle even through the imperfections of the sculptor’s stone. 
 
    “You’re the expert,” Wes managed. “Is this some kind of demon I don’t know about, Hazel? Educate me.” 
 
    The blonde shook her head, her gaze fixed on the two massive stone statues flanking the entrance. “These things don’t match the description of any demon I’ve ever heard of,” she said, stepping closer to the massive entrance. It was a tall, narrow slit in the stone, directly between the two statues. “Wes, I think this is a church. Of a sort, anyway. Only it’s much, much older than the one Deja bought and turned into a bar.” 
 
    “Probably for worshiping a very different god, too,” Wes said, examining some frescoes he had noticed on the wall behind the statues. “Or gods, plural. Whatever this place is, the shard’s got to be inside. My ring is going nuts.” 
 
    Hazel whirled on him. For the first time since he met her, there was real fear in the blonde’s eyes. “What if that’s not what the ring does?” Hazel asked. He could tell it was a struggle for her to even contradict him that much, but this was too important for her to let slip away. “What if the Templars lied to you, Wes? We could be walking into a fucking trap!” 
 
    Wes thought about it. “Maybe,” he said. “But I don’t think so. Those Templars didn’t die for no reason—they risked their lives to deliver us the information about Magnus, as well as my robe and ring. And if this has all been some sort of long con to lure us in, then the Wheat Kings would have needed to have been in on it from the beginning.” The more he spoke about it, the firmer his resolve became. “No, there’s definitely a shard in there. I just don’t know what the fuck else is waiting for us inside that church.” 
 
    Given the circumstances, the pair made their way gingerly up the steps. Near the top of the stone walkway, they found a body laying at the foot of one of the statues—a demon wearing the leather vest of the Wheat Kings, staring silently at the wall. A huge hole had been torn in the front of his chest, and his heart had been removed. 
 
    Wes and Hazel stared at the body as they passed.  
 
    “Holy shit,” the demoness whispered. “Whatever these guys found, it didn’t like them very much.” 
 
    Inside, the gloom intensified. Two rows of what could charitably be called pews ran down the length of what Wes was choosing to think of as the ‘chapel’, but no human could have sat in such benches without significant personal discomfort. They were both larger than an ordinary bench and oddly shaped, with random jutting pieces sticking out every which way. Wes couldn’t even imagine the creatures immortalized in stone outside sitting down and worshiping at all, to be honest. 
 
    Feeble green light illuminated a pulpit at the back of the chamber. A dark book sat atop the pedestal. Despite the age of the scene, not a trace of dust lay on its cover. Wes took a hesitant step inside, then another, noting the high, vaulted ceilings and the strange stained glass windows. 
 
    Hazel had been right—this was a church. To what, however, Wes hadn’t the faintest idea. 
 
    With every step, the pair expected something to leap from the shadows and strike. They’d seen so much blood, so many things to set them on edge since arriving here, that it seemed impossible that they could mount the platform and reach that strange book without a fight. But the hall remained stately and silent as Wes attained the top of the pulpit, with Hazel standing just behind him. 
 
    “What do you think?” Wes asked, glancing at the blonde over his shoulder. Despite the situation, he wore a rakish smile on his face. “Should I touch it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Hazel whispered. “This place gives me the creeps, Master.” 
 
    “I doubt any huge stone balls are going to come rumbling through the place if I remove the book from the platform,” he reasoned, reaching out with his free hand while the other clutched the Staff of Dominion. “Let’s just reach out and… ah! There we go.” 
 
    Wes scooped up the book, half-expecting the lectern to sink into the ground. When nothing happened, he relaxed a touch and examined the tome’s cover. The letters weren’t English, but they weren’t runes, either. In fact, they looked vaguely familiar. 
 
    “Is this… Arabic?” Wes asked, handing the book to Hazel. “I don’t recognize the script, but it looks like it could be. And what’s this book bound in, anyhow?” 
 
    The blonde took the tome and leafed through it, glancing at random pages. “I don’t have an answer to either of those questions,” she admitted. “But it does sort of look like Arabic. Man, some of these drawings are strange…” 
 
    Wes peered over her shoulder. Some of the sketches made his eyes hurt—it was as if they’d been crafted at angles specifically designed to injure the human visual cortex, so painful that he had to glance away from them. But one caught his attention and held it—a fractal spiral of intersecting lines, with a doorway in the center. Around the edges, shards studded the drawing. 
 
    “You don’t suppose this is what Magnus is trying to build, do you?” he asked, looking up from the page at Hazel. The blonde stared at the drawing, her face pale with recognition. “What?” 
 
    “We need to take this book to Deja,” she said, slamming the grimoire closed. “Wes, I can’t be sure about this—and I know it’s going to sound crazy, for sure—but I think this is the book. Holy shit, if this thing is real it might be worth a fortune!” 
 
    “The book?” Wes asked, putting the emphasis on the first word the way Hazel had. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Hazel held up the tome, flattening the back cover against her breasts. “This,” she said, her voice filled with awe, “might just be the Necronomicon. The Book of the Dead.” 
 
    Wes could feel his brows furrowing together. “Like from Evil Dead?” 
 
    Hazel laughed. “From a lot of things,” she said, tucking the book behind her back and into her leggings. “The Necronomicon is a legend, but it’s also part of the historical record—in supernatural society, anyway. Humans still think it’s just fiction.” 
 
    Something horrible occurred to Wes. “If that’s the Necronomicon, then isn’t it supposed to be bound in human skin?” 
 
    Hazel scoffed. “Probably more propaganda. Who knows if the people who wrote this book even had humans around to harvest skin from, Wes?” 
 
    He stared at her for a long moment. “The way you phrased that doesn’t really make me feel any better,” he whispered, making a face. 
 
    Hazel was just about to launch into a detailed explanation of the Necronomicon and its relation to supernatural history when they heard the screams. A terrified, shrill shriek filled the chapel, coming from somewhere far beyond the pulpit near the back of the chamber. No, beyond the back of the chamber. Except wasn’t there a solid wall there, the literal rear of the church? 
 
    Wes and Hazel shared a look.  
 
    “We should take this back to Deja,” the blonde tried to say. 
 
    Wes was already shaking his head. “My ring hasn’t stopped pulsing,” he told her, gesturing toward the shadows. “Whatever it’s tracking, we haven’t found it yet. I’m betting it’s still a shard, and that this book we just found and whatever’s in it, is just a bonus prize.” 
 
    “Some prize,” Hazel muttered as another scream filled the chapel. “If we’re going to help whoever that is, let’s be quick about it. They sound like they’re being torn apart!” 
 
    On closer inspection it was clear someone had attacked the rear wall of the church with a large tool, like a pickaxe or a shovel. The plaster had been torn away, leaving bare dirt and rock beneath—into which a short, small tunnel had been carved.  
 
    Another tunnel? Wes wondered, peering into the gloom. But the screaming sounded close by now. So close that the other side of the tunnel was probably no more than a stone’s throw away. 
 
    Tossing caution to the wind, Wes lowered his head and plunged through the tunnel, staff first. He kept the Staff of Dominion at the ready, a trickle of flame coursing through his body at all times like a gun ready to be fired. As he’d guessed, the tunnel only lasted a short while before opening up into a chamber carved into the rock. 
 
    The source of the screaming was in here. It was even worse than Wes had feared. 
 
    They were, indeed, being torn apart. 
 
    The chamber was roughly oval shaped, and appeared to be some sort of storeroom for the church they’d just left. Whether there was a way to reach it from a different passageway, or the entrance had been buried long ago, Wes had no idea. Four demons still stood in the center amid a mass of bodies, watched over by a Templar in white robes. All of them, including the dead, looked scarily powerful, the kind of creatures who would make even experienced Warlocks more than a little concerned. Those that remained standing didn’t look like they would last much longer against the figure they were up against. 
 
    Wes thought figure, because the thing couldn’t possibly be a person, demon or anything else he had words for. It moved like smoke, sliding around each of the demons as they struggled to land a single blow on the creature. Looking directly at it made Wes’s eyes scream at him like he was trying to stare at the sun, so he watched from the corner of his eye, stealing glances whenever he could. 
 
    The monster had too many angles, too many limbs. From the little he could make out of it, it seemed almost like the big brother of those statues he’d examined outside—except those statues had about as much relation to this thing as a baby chick does to a full grown cockatrice. 
 
    As Wes tried to peek, the creature slammed a double-jointed limb right through one of the demons, gripping its heart in its fingers. Now I know what happened to that guy on the steps, Wes thought, horrified. He and Hazel huddled near the entrance, trying to figure out what they ought to be doing. 
 
    As the four demons and the Templar failed to so much as dent the strange creature, Wes had a truly horrifying realization. He’d been doing his best to adjust to his new life as a Warlock, and part of that involved classifying the people around him based on a rough scale of their power level—how much damage they could do to the world around them with tooth, claw, and magic. It allowed him to separate people into neat little boxes. For example, Hazel was quite a bit more powerful than Deja, while both possessed abilities far beyond that of an ordinary human. Using this metric, he’d formed a sort of rough pyramid, with elder demons and the leaders of the Templars at the top. 
 
    That pyramid had just been exploded by the entrance of this strange monster. Outnumbered five to one, it treated its opponents like amateurs, its punches strong enough to splinter bone and destroy flesh. Within thirty seconds, all four of the demons were dead, and the Templar was on his knees begging for mercy. The creature had none. 
 
    As it murdered the Templar, Wes suddenly saw what he’d been tracking all this time. Two shards sat atop a stone table at the back of the chamber, each tied in a single red ribbon. All this time, he thought he’d jumped through the portal after a single shard, only to discover two. 
 
    And none of it could do him any good. Because there was no way he could defeat this thing—not even with Hazel by his side. He’d need an army to kill it and that still might not be enough. 
 
    As Wes thought it, the monster turned from the pile of corpses to stare back at the entrance of the chamber. Wes still couldn’t look directly at it, as doing so made his eyes water like someone had poured salt all over them. But what he could see was as pale as a corpse and muscular as an Olympic swimmer. The thing let out a hooting whistle as it lumbered closer, picking its way over the scaly floor. 
 
    To Wes’s very great surprise, the thing did not look as if it wanted to fight. It cocked its unfathomable head to the side, as if it were listening to something being whispered a very great distance away. Then, shocking the pair even further, the thing spoke. 
 
    “Decimator,” it hissed, its voice so incomprehensible that only a strong force of will kept Wes from unraveling. “Hail and farewell to you. Have you come to harvest the shards?” 
 
    Wes’s mouth moved soundlessly for several moments, his brain struggling to come up with a reply. “What… what are you!?” he finally blurted. It was far from the most diplomatic thing to say, but it was the best he could come up with on short notice. 
 
    A rasping chuckle left the creature. Its ghostly white limbs flexed in the darkness, like a spider’s limbs but with a sickening degree of wiggle. Even if it didn’t hurt Wes’s eyes, he wouldn’t have looked too closely. 
 
    “My name is Inamorato,” it said, sounding almost amused. “I am the paramour of this world.” 
 
    That didn’t make a goddamn bit of sense. But at this point Wes didn’t particularly care what the strange creature said—merely that it continued speaking, rather than launching itself into an attack. He’d seen what it had done when outnumbered five to one. In a single dual, Wes would have no chance. 
 
    Lacking a better option, Wes went with humor. “Of the whole world?” he asked, forcing out a laugh. “That must be exhausting.” 
 
    “It is,” the creature rasped. “Unfathomably, unspeakably exhausting.” 
 
    He’d meant to be funny. But the creature’s response was like ice water in his veins. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Hazel asked, shivering behind her man. “Are you the same sort of thing that spoke to Magnus?” 
 
    “Why am I here? Because I’m here.” Another chortle left the mass of writhing limbs. “Are these really the questions you allow your familiar to ask, Decimator? Truly, you have fallen far from the last time we spoke.” 
 
    Wes froze. “I’ve never said a word to you in my life,” he said, grabbing the Staff of Dominion with both hands. “I don’t know you!” 
 
    “You know me more intimately than you know that woman at your side,” the thing insisted. It had a maddening cadence to its voice—every time Wes thought he was getting used to it, the creature switched things up. “You know me better than the face you look at in the mirror, Decimator.” 
 
    This conversation had started creepy, and now it had become positively spine-tingling.  
 
    “Is that why you won’t attack me?” Wes asked, glancing past the creature to the two shards sitting on the table. “Because you think you’re linked to me in some way?” 
 
    “What about those people behind you?” Hazel asked, gesturing at the pile of bodies the strange thing that called itself Inamorato had left in the center of the chamber. “Did you know them intimately, too?” 
 
    “Yes,” Inamorato said. Now its laughter held an element of pain. “They disgusted me. As do you.” 
 
    Wes stiffened. Tongues of green magic trickled up and down the Staff of Dominion, forming the same shield he’d used against the mutant dog Erebos. “Back off of her. I warn you, I’m no easy meat,” he growled, trying to sound brave. 
 
    “Decimator.” The creature’s tone was almost chiding. “You, of all people, have a chance to be free. To fulfill your destiny, and become beautiful in my sight.” It cocked its head the other way, and only now did Wes realize the thing rotated more than three hundred and sixty degrees whenever it did that. “I shall leave you to it. Perhaps you will remember me the next time we meet.” 
 
    A sense of almost incalculable relief flooded Wes when he heard the monster intended to leave. Yet he couldn’t allow it to run off just yet—not when so many questions remained unanswered. 
 
    So, hating himself all the while, he lifted his voice when the thing turned around. “Wait a second!” 
 
    The creature paused, appearing honestly surprised for the first time since Wes and Hazel stumbled into its chamber. “Yes, Decimator?” 
 
    Still avoiding looking directly at the creature, Wes gestured around the room. At the shards, the creature itself, and the bodies left in its wake. “Why are you doing this?” he asked, feeling like he needed to know the answer. Like it was connected to something deep inside of him—something he hadn’t known existed until that moment, but wouldn’t go away until it was satisfied. Like a maddening itch inside of his brain, one he could never scratch. 
 
    “Why?” Inamorato asked. 
 
    “You’re not here for the shards,” Wes said through grit teeth. “Are you just here to scare me? Is that it?” 
 
    For a moment, the question hung in the air, and there was silence in the chamber. Then that deep, rumbling laughter came back—even louder this time, practically causing the monster to vibrate the way Wes’s ring did in the presence of a shard. 
 
    “No, Decimator. As important as you are, this world does not revolve around you.” 
 
    The creature leaped into the air, clinging to a narrow opening in the wall that neither Wes or Hazel had seen before. 
 
    “I came for something the Templars did not even realize they had,” the thing said, sounding like it had more important business elsewhere. “Take the sacred book and the shards,” it suggested. “They will help you on your way.” 
 
    “Hey!” Wes roared. But the strange creature was already gone, disappearing into the tunnel without another word. Wes and Hazel stood in the center of the eldritch chamber, surrounded by dead bodies, wondering just what the hell all that had been about. 
 
    “Paramour of the world,” Hazel muttered. Wes’s woman had recovered quicker than Wes himself, and she’d decided to make her way over to the shards. “What the fuck does that even mean? He loves everybody in the whole world?” 
 
    “I doubt a creature like that can understand the concept of love,” Wes spat, shaking his head. “I don’t know that thing, Hazel. I’ve never met it before in my life. I’d sure as shit remember running into something like that monster. What did it mean when it said it knew me better than I know you?” 
 
    Hazel shrugged. “It was probably trying to freak you out. Like it needed more help doing that. Creepiest damn thing I’ve ever seen. I’d rather face down a whole squadron of Templars than be in the same room with this ‘Inamorato’ thing again, I can tell you that…” 
 
    Wes felt the same way. “Well, it’s gone now,” he said, staring warily at the hole. The monster had disappeared, but was it truly gone? Or was it listening in on them, even now? 
 
    The first shard left the table easily when Hazel grabbed it, but the second lay within some kind of indentation in the stone table top. The demoness had to dig in with her nails to free it, and when she did, a white line appeared in the air a short distance away. It rippled downward, unfurling like a ribbon to show the street a few blocks away from Deja Vu. 
 
    Hazel let out a gasp and pointed at the portal. “That’s our ticket home,” she said, grinning widely. “Let’s go, Master!” 
 
    In a reversal of their earlier positions, Wes regarded the portal with a great deal more wariness than his familiar. “Why would those Templars have a portal that leads right outside Deja Vu?” he asked, directing the question at Hazel. “Why would the demons, for that matter? And why did removing the shard suddenly trigger it?” 
 
    “Maybe they were thinking of grabbing a few drinks after work,” Hazel said quickly. “Who cares? It’s a way out of this fucking place, and that’s good enough for me.” She paused before the portal, striking a pose with her back arched. “You coming with, Master?” 
 
    “You’re damned right,” Wes replied.  
 
    Together they stepped through the portal and found themselves back on the street, right next to home. The late afternoon sky was clear overhead. Checking his phone, Wes discovered that it had only been a few hours since they’d stepped into the subway on the way to his apartment. 
 
    “Let’s get this book to Deja,” Hazel said, a spring in her step. “She’s got a mystery to solve for us—and a couple of new presents.” She took out both of the shards, holding them up to the sky and peering through them. “One of these babies will power the enchantment in Deja Vu, so that you don’t have to, Wes. The other one, well—we’ll figure out what we’re going to do with that later. Something cool, I’d bet.” 
 
    Both of them felt better as they made their way to the bar. The sunshine had a way of washing off the chill of the subterranean tunnels they’d been walking through, making the whole thing seem like a dreadful nightmare that was better off forgotten. By the time they made it to the church, Wes had almost managed to convince himself the whole thing was no big deal. 
 
    “Deja!” Wes called out as they stepped into the bar. “Pour my woman and I something tall and strong! We have one hell of a story to tell you… !” 
 
    Only silence greeted them. The tables were empty, and no one stood behind the bar polishing glasses. The whole place had an eerie, absent atmosphere that made all too familiar tingles travel down Wes’s spine. 
 
    “Where’s Deja?” he asked his familiar. “Could she be upstairs or something?” 
 
    “No, she would have locked up first.” Hazel sounded even more worried than Wes—she looked around the room like Deja might pop out from behind a corner at any moment, declaring the whole thing one big joke. “Wait a second, what’s this?” 
 
    Wes came over and looked. There, sitting on the bar like a piece of mail someone had brought in from the mailbox outside, was a DVD in a clear plastic case. Two words were written on the front of it—simple words, but they froze Wes’s blood. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” he snapped, his words becoming a growl. “I’m going to kill that fucker…” 
 
    Written on the plastic was a simple message: 
 
    From Magnus.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Greetings, Warlock,” the blandly handsome man on the screen said. “I realize now I should have introduced myself to you shortly after the events at the Excelsior. Most likely a lot of difficult things could have been avoided had I done so, and for that I apologize. My name is Magnus, and I’m the leader of this city’s chapter of the Order—” 
 
    The image froze. Wes looked back to see Hazel holding an old-school remote control, a mask of focus over a cocktail of other emotions on her face. “Hang on just a sec,” the blonde said. “I’m going to get a beer—I don’t think I can watch this sober. You want anything?” 
 
    “Get me one too,” Wes said, leaning backward in his chair. This backroom was what functioned as an office at Deja Vu, though it was little more than a broom closet with a computer, a couple of desks, and an old filing cabinet. But it did have a DVD player. An old television sat on top of it; It wasn’t even high-definition. Deja must not have been one for watching the soaps while she balanced her business’s check book. 
 
    Hazel came back with two halfway decent beers, the bottle caps already removed by her claws. She handed one to Wes and sat on the edge of the desk, the fabric of her leggings riding up on her ass. Neither of them had the chance to shower or change clothes since their adventure, though they both could have used it. 
 
    “Alright, let’s fire this thing up,” Hazel said, aiming the remote at the tiny television. “What do you have to say to us, you bastard?” 
 
    “—of the Knights Templar,” the recording continued. “Which means that you and I are destined to interact quite a bit during the course of your career, Warlock. It’s best that we get the opportunity to know each other better sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Wes was getting to know Magnus better all the time. The man was much younger than he expected the voivode of the local Templars to be—he looked to be only a decade or so older than Wes himself. He guessed Magnus and Deja were pretty close in age. A thin sheen of stubble covered the man’s cheeks, and his eyes were piercingly green. 
 
    “So,” Magnus said, as if he were standing before Wes himself rather than being captured on video. “On behalf of myself and the rest of my Order: welcome to the city, Warlock.” He smiled, revealing a mouth full of even, white teeth. 
 
    “He’s completely crazy,” Wes said, watching every motion on Magnus’s face. “If he wasn’t before, brushing up against that thing from another world pushed him over the edge. It’s his eyes—there’s just nothing in there. It’s like I’m getting a lecture from a mannequin.” 
 
    “You don’t think the thing Magnus has locked up in his headquarters is like Inamorato, do you?” Hazel asked. “The idea that there’s more than one of those things around gives me the chills.” 
 
    Me too, Wes thought but didn’t say. Some things were better left unspoken. 
 
    “So!” On the screen, Magnus clapped his hands together. “First things first. I’ve detained the owner of your bar. Don’t be concerned: she’s being taken very good care of by my men. Deja is comfortable, well-fed, and looking forward to you and your familiar picking her up.” 
 
    “Oh I just bet she is, you son of a bitch,” Hazel snapped. “I hope she bit you and your friends when you dragged her in. Fucking Templars…” 
 
    “I think it would be best for us to meet,” Magnus said, as bland and affable as a weatherman. “I’d like to speak with the new Warlock in town, and together, we can negotiate a fair settlement toward Deja’s return. Despite what you may have heard about me, Wes, I’m not a monster—and neither are the Templars. We can find an arrangement that allows us both to prosper and thrive.” 
 
    “We can’t thrive if you open a portal to some fucking nightmare world,” Wes snarled. He knew it was useless to talk to the screen, as Magnus was incapable of hearing him. But he couldn’t help himself. Everything about the man just infuriated him so much. On top of everything else, he reminded Wes of a particularly soulless actor or politician—one of those people capable of making any promises or pledges of loyalty, just before he stabbed you in the back. Wes was certain there wasn’t anything even remotely human inside of Magnus’s heart. Maybe there never had been. 
 
    “I’ve left an address on the back of the DVD case,” Magnus said—then smiled. “Well, technically, one of my men did that, but it means the same thing. The address corresponds to a restaurant downtown. I’ll be eating dinner there for the next three nights, at eight o’clock sharp. Please feel free to join me whichever day works best for you. And of course, your familiar is invited.” 
 
    Both Wes and Hazel grimaced at the screen.  
 
    “That’s a clever way to do it,” Wes muttered, shaking his head. “Put the onus on me, so he can blame the Warlock if I don’t show up.” 
 
    “Oh!” Magnus was really one hell of an actor—he made it look as if he’d only just thought of something else to say, something he’d almost forgotten. “One other thing. Should you turn down my invitation and fail to appear, I’m afraid I won’t be able to release Deja back to you. If you want her returned in a timely—and safe—fashion, you’re going to need to meet with me. I have faith that you’ll do the right thing, however, Warlock. You see, we Templars have a great deal of faith.” 
 
    With that, apparently, Magnus viewed the one-sided meeting as over. He nodded at the camera and smiled, his blandly handsome visage cutting to a black screen. Wes ejected the DVD and put it back in again to rewatch it in silence. On her perch on the corner of the desk, Hazel squirmed. 
 
    “You looking for something hidden?” she asked, glancing at the screen from a different angle. 
 
    “No,” Wes replied, sipping his beer as Magnus went through his speech. “Just thinking.” 
 
    Once the scene ended for a second time, Wes ejected the DVD again and picked up the case. An address had been written along the back in tiny print, using much more dainty hand than the broad strokes of the Sharpie on the front. Wes had no doubt that Magnus was as good as his word—he’d made three nights of reservations at the restaurant at that address, and would be eating there at eight o’clock sharp. 
 
    “Magnus,” Wes grunted, staring off into the distance. “What’s your game, you asshole?” 
 
    “What do we do?” Hazel asked. “Show up on night one, two, or three?” 
 
    Wes was quiet for a long moment. “It could be a trap,” he said, rubbing his chin with a knuckle. “Even if it’s not, we should consider if it’s a better idea to stay away. Tell Magnus to pound sand—you know, without actually telling him anything.” 
 
    The look on Hazel’s face when Wes said it was something to behold. “You’re kidding,” the demoness whispered, her face paling to the shade of milk. “Master, you can’t be serious!” 
 
    “I don’t like it one way or the other—but right now, we’ve got two shards all to ourselves.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So,” Wes said, “any ‘deal’ we strike with Magnus to get Deja back will involve handing over those shards. If we lose those, it won’t just be Deja who gets hurt—it’ll be everybody. Keeping that portal closed outweighs any single human being’s life, even mine. Even yours.” 
 
    Wes didn’t think he’d ever seen Hazel look so offended.  
 
    “I won’t hear it,” the blonde said, slapping a hand over Wes’s mouth. It took him a second to realize that she’d done that so he couldn’t give her a direct command. “We owe Deja too much, Master. I owe Deja too much! That woman’s saved my life several times over, and I’d never be able to live with myself if I left her in the hands of those fucking Templars!” She leaned forward, tugging down her top to expose even more of her ample breasts. “Besides,” the blonde added, “she totally has a crush on you.” 
 
    The words made Wes smile. “You sure about that?” he teased, smiling up at Hazel. “Seems pretty unlikely. Besides, I’m with you now. Even though our relationship is purely transactional, of course—” 
 
    “Stop it, stop it!” Hazel giggled as he grabbed at her sides. The blonde could be surprisingly ticklish sometimes. “Quit it with this ‘transactional’ shit! I admitted how much I care about you already, Wes. You know I’m happy to be your demon, and I can’t wait for Deja to join us!” 
 
    Wes knew. But he still liked to hear her say it. “But Hazel,” Wes said, feigning ignorance, “I can’t very well date two women at once. I’ve got to choose either you or Deja.” 
 
    “You know you don’t have to choose,” the demoness said, shifting to sit in his lap. “You’re a Warlock, Wes. Getting more demons beneath you is how you get stronger—literally beneath you. If you’re going to reach your maximum potential, you can’t just talk about adding more women to the team, you’ve got to do it!” 
 
    Wes nodded. Part of him had known all along that he could never bring himself to ditch Deja like that; the situation was just too serious to not consider the consequences of his actions. Ultimately he knew he’d be walking into a viper’s nest when it came to Magnus and his meeting with the ‘new Warlock’, but he didn’t really care. If he caused some chaos and threw a few wrenches in supernatural society, so much the better. Things wouldn’t be the same now that Wes was in the picture. 
 
    “And you’re sure you’re okay with that?” Wes asked. Before Hazel could respond immediately, Wes held up a hand to silence her. “Not Deja—I know about her. You and her had a thing, so you’re cool with fooling around with her. But me with a whole bunch of women, each a different kind of demon or supernatural that augments my powers. Would you really be okay sharing me like that?” 
 
    Hazel’s smile grew a touch awkward. “I won’t lie,” she said, looking at him sweetly. “The thought of not having you all to myself does sting a little. You already know I’m not really worried about things with Deja—but once you start bringing in others, things will probably start to get a little challenging. But I’m sure we’ll be able to figure something out.” 
 
    “You could try and forbid me,” Wes mused, not entirely sure if he was teasing anymore. “It might even work, if you keep blowing my mind the way you’ve been doing so far.” 
 
    Hazel crossed her arms beneath her ample breasts, giving Wes a knowing look. “I would never do that,” she said, sounding even more offended than when Wes suggested they leave Deja behind to twist in the wind with the Templars. “I can’t possibly hold you back from your full potential, Master. As a Warlock, you need to grow as powerful as possible. Not just the future of my guild is at stake, but my own life. Without you, I’m nothing. So I want you to get as many girls as you deserve.” She nibbled her bottom lip, a spark of something bratty in her eyes. “Just don’t forget about me, okay?” 
 
    Wes wrapped his hands around the demoness’s ass and pulled into him. “How could I possibly?” he asked, laughing at her as the two kissed. 
 
    “Hey,” Wes gasped, breaking off suddenly. “We should take another look at that weird book before we go. Since Deja’s not here, we’ll have to figure it out all on our own.” 
 
    “You mean the Necronomicon?” Hazel looked worried. “Maybe it’s better that we wait for Deja to tackle that. God only knows what kind of spells are in that thing…” 
 
    Wes picked the thick tome up from the table, leafing through the vellum pages with a casual air. “Some of these diagrams are pretty creepy...” 
 
    They certainly were. The strange door that opened a portal to things from another world comprised the least of it. All sort of things lay inside the book Wes and Hazel had taken from that strange, subterranean church, from what looked like medival torture devices to modern-seeming electronics with purposes Wes could only guess at. 
 
    “I’m going to take a shower,” Hazel said, looking over Wes’s shoulder. “Then get all dressed up for our dinner tonight. I want to look my best when we’re pushing the Templar’s shit in.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Wes said, flipping toward the front of the book. “How about I join you?” 
 
    Hazel grinned at him—then her expression collapsed as the pages turned, replaced with one of confusion. “Master, what the fuck is that?” 
 
    Wes looked down. Toward the front of the strange grimoire—Wes couldn’t bring himself to think of it as the Necronomicon—lay a number of blank pages, their contents either empty or concealed by some hidden or magical means. Except that suddenly, the frontmost of those pages was no longer blank. Tiny lines covered the page, dividing the paper into rows and columns like a balance sheet. 
 
    In one of the squares was a tiny image of the three-headed dog Wes had defeated earlier. Beneath it, a bunch of statistics appeared in tiny print, written in the same script as the rest of the book. Wes couldn’t make heads or tails of it, but his heart began pounding faster when he saw the end result. 
 
    “This book—it’s connected to the ring somehow. And it’s not just a repository of blueprints and theories either,” Wes realized. “It’s a roster. Did you see how during the fight earlier the dog just disappeared into my ring after I weakened it a bit?” 
 
    Hazel nodded. “It was the weirdest thing. I was meaning to ask you about that, but I forgot with all the other crazy stuff that happened after. You think Erebos went into your ring, somehow?” 
 
    Wes held the book up, his hands shaking with excitement. “It absorbed the demon,” he said. “And now it’s listed inside this book—these numbers and words are a catalog of its abilities. Fuck, do you think I can feed off Erebos, the way I used my bond with you to replenish the enchantment around Deja’s bar?” 
 
    Hazel looked poleaxed. “I’m not sure,” she said, playing with a lock of her long hair as she stared at the pages of the book. “Can you try and summon it somehow? Reach for it, the way you reach for me when you need to use my power?” 
 
    Wes tried. Really, he did. But he couldn’t find the ability within himself, any more than he’d been able to touch his Warlock abilities before Hazel had given him the coin. If the power of Erebos lay within him, or his ring, the means to access it still lay beyond him. 
 
    “Damn it,” he snapped. “It’s not working. I guess we need Deja to explain all this to us after all.” He pointed at the tiny column of figures beneath the picture of the dog. “Whatever these are, they have to be the key. Once we figure those out, I should be able to tap into the stored power and use it like any other spell.” 
 
    He hoped so, in any case. Otherwise, how would he access the power he’d pulled into the ring? And if he could use Erebos in this way—what other demons could he store inside his new toy from the Templars? 
 
    I wish those guys were still around, Wes thought. Then again they only seemed to know about the ring’s ability to detect shards, so maybe they wouldn’t be any help with this. At least they could tell me more about my robe. I still have no idea what it can do, besides eating portals and making them disappear. 
 
    That would have to be enough for now. Wes and Hazel had a date with destiny. Hopefully soon, Deja would be able to translate the book and give him some instructions on using his new powers. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes had to hand it to Magnus—he might have been an evil bastard, but he had great taste in restaurants. 
 
    The address left on the DVD case turned out to be one of the city’s swankiest places to eat, the kind of establishment where the waiting list was measured in months, not days. The fact that Magnus had managed to secure reservations at eight o’clock three days in a row spoke highly of his authority in the city—or maybe it was just a flex, and he’d bribed someone. Either way, the place looked intimidating as hell. 
 
    Hazel, on the other hand, looked to be in her element. “Just follow my lead, Master,” she said, sensing his anxiety through the bond that connected them. “We’ve got this.” 
 
    Hazel certainly did. She had picked out another red dress after their shower together (a very long shower), and this one fit her gorgeous curves even better than the one she’d worn at the poker game in the Excelsior which was no small feat. She’d done her hair and makeup so well she looked like a Hollywood celebrity, and Wes could practically feel heads turning every time she walked through a room. Wes hadn’t known what to wear, but upon thinking of needing to find something suitable, the robe the Templars had given him had changed into a midnight-black suit. As he’d put them on, he once again heard that strange feminine whisper. It was clearer this time, but he still couldn’t make out the words. He dismissed it again, wondering if the robes enchantments were playing tricks on him. 
 
    Hazel flashed a dazzling smile as they stepped inside the restaurant, heading toward the maitre d’s desk where several parties waited for their turn to be seated. 
 
    A gorgeous woman stood behind the desk in a slinky black dress, a solid eleven out of ten. “Good evening, welcome to Vesuvio,” the woman—maybe a little girlish, really—said with a model-perfect smile. Her hard little body looked amazing in her tight outfit, and the nametag stuck just above her cleavage said ‘Azura’. Kind of an odd name for a girl, Wes thought, but who am I to judge? “Do you have a reservation?” 
 
    Before Wes could say anything that embarrassed him, Hazel smoothly stepped into the breach. “My date and I are joining someone for dinner,” she said, matching the hostess’s smile with one of her own. “The reservation should be under Magnus?” 
 
    The hostess made a big show of scrutinizing the reservations, which was strange because Wes knew instantly that she recognized them both. Obviously she’d been briefed by her VIP customer ahead of time to look out for both of them. So why the act? 
 
    “Ah yes, Magnus,” the hostess said with a wan smile. “Follow me, please.” 
 
    With pleasure, Wes thought, his eyes on the hostess’s ass as she led them across the dining room. Under normal circumstances, he might have felt guilty for gawking at a beautiful woman while taking a different stunner out on a date, but Hazel had made it perfectly clear that this was exactly what she wanted. If she was cool with Wes having a wandering eye, or bringing other girls into the group for that matter, that’s exactly what he’d give her. 
 
    The hostess guided them to the second floor of the establishment, then out onto a covered patio. It had an enviable view of the sunset over the city, but as soon as he stepped outside, Wes felt several prickles on the back of his neck. He couldn’t have said how he knew, exactly, but he sensed that there was not one, but several snipers keeping an eye on them as they headed to Magnus’s table. Snipers with glowing green bullets. 
 
    So you want to play it that way, huh? Wes thought. Alright. 
 
    “Don’t start any trouble,” he whispered to Hazel as the hostess led them to a corner table on the edge of the patio. “We’ve got people looking in on us.” 
 
    “No worries,” Hazel told him, flashing another of those special smiles. “For you, I’ll restrain my usual fiery temper for the remainder of the meeting.” 
 
    Wes knew that promise wasn’t worth much, as Hazel would be apt to fly off the handle at the ‘fucking Templars’. But he appreciated it. 
 
    As they reached the corner table, a figure in white robes stood up and spread his arms. Magnus cut just as dashing a figure in person as he did on DVD, with the same stubbly beard and piercing green eyes. His hair had been swept back and tied into a ponytail, hanging between his shoulder blades to make him look like some hippy software developer. 
 
    “Ah, Wes!” He looked pleased as punch to see the pair. “Please, have a seat. I’m so happy to see you! Thank you for coming.” 
 
    Wes froze a short distance away from the table. “You said you wanted to meet me. You didn’t say anything about guests.” 
 
    For Magnus was not alone at the table. Several people he assumed to be high-level demons as well as surly Templar guards sat around the long table, conversing and drinking and sharing gossip. The last time Wes had seen a table like this, it had been in the Emperor’s Suite at the Excelsior. Things hadn’t gone well then, and he was hoping not to repeat the same mistake. 
 
    Wes wasn’t completely sure how he could tell the demons from the Templar guards. It was almost like he had a sense for who was a supernatural and who was not. On closer inspection, he noticed a strange aura, like a glimmering haze, that wafted from those he identified as supernatural in origin.  
 
    Magnus’s smile froze on Wes’s face. “Well, I hadn’t expected you to come so quickly,” he said, sounding only a little thrown off his guard. “So I decided to get a little business meeting taken care of this evening. But please, sit! The more the merrier. Besides, all these people are on my side, contracted to the local order of the Knights Templar. They consider me their voivode, so they wouldn’t dare discuss the details of what we talk about tonight.” 
 
    Wes looked to Hazel, taking her emotional temperature. The blonde gave an almost imperceptible shrug and smiled, accepting the chair that had been pulled back for her.  
 
    “Thank you so much,” she said, taking her place among the powerful in supernatural society like she belonged there. 
 
    Wes decided to follow her example. “Sure,” he said, pulling his jacket a little tighter around himself. “The more the merrier.” 
 
    The hostess gave a little nod and walked off. Wes gave her ass one final look in that short skirt as she walked away, then started as he saw what appeared to be a tail beneath the fabric. It swished back and forth across her round ass, exposing a lacy black hint of her panties. 
 
    What the fuck!? Wes thought. Is she a demon, too? 
 
    None of the human diners in the restaurant seemed to notice it, which made Wes think that regular humans couldn’t see it. He concluded that the supernatural must be somehow hidden from human eyes, which made sense to him. After all, there’d been no fallout from Hazel soaring above the streets while in her demon form. 
 
    He didn’t have time to think much more about it. He sat at the table now, with the big demons of Magnus’s court. Around the card table at the Excelsior, he’d been gambling for money—now he was playing for his very life, with Hazel by his side. He was glad he had the demoness with him, as alone he’d be completely lost. 
 
    As when he’d shown his stuff on video, Magnus had the debonair manners of a man utterly at ease holding court. Yet when Wes looked into those piercing green eyes, he saw nothing but a madman staring back at him. Magnus had clearly lost his mind, either before, during, or after meeting with the strange creature from beyond the stars. Wes never stopped shivering inwardly at the emptiness in Magus’s gaze, even when the man called for a new round of drinks for the table. 
 
    “So, Warlock,” Magnus said once the waitress had brought glasses of dark liquor to everyone sitting at the table. “I heard you made quite a stir at the Excelsior hotel. You’re not a man to be trifled with, are you?” 
 
    It was the exact wrong thing to say, and the more frustrating thing was that Magnus knew it. Heads turned around the table as demons and Templars alike glared at Wes and his date, giving him sour looks as they mentally connected the carnage at the Emperor’s Suite to the man sitting before them. 
 
    I just became a very unpopular man among this crowd if I wasn’t already, Wes thought. He shrugged internally. Good thing I don’t give a shit about being popular. 
 
    “Let’s get down to brass tacks,” Wes said, matching Magnus’s cold smile with one of his own. “You have something I want. And I have something you want—in fact, I have two somethings. So why don’t we do business?” 
 
    Magnus coughed, then made a gesture with his hand beneath the table. A big burly demon Wes hadn’t seen before arrived on the patio, wearing a suit so cheap it shone. A figure trailed along with him, looking utterly exhausted. 
 
    Wes froze in his seat. It was Deja. 
 
    “As you can see, your friend is perfectly fine,” Magnus said with a shit-eating grin. “Why don’t you have a seat right next to me, honey? Put her down there, Clyde. Thank you.” 
 
    Magnus had probably been as good as his word not to directly harm Deja. But the genie clearly had not had a good time during her stay in Magnus’s hospitality. Deja looked run down. She managed to keep her calm as she sat next to her captor, however. Only her eyes, which begged Wes to grab her and get her out of there, showed how deeply disturbed she was by her treatment. 
 
    “I was hoping you would at least stay for the entrees,” Magnus said, looking a little put out. “But I suppose if you’re insistent on getting down to business, the rest of us can wait to eat.” 
 
    Wes stared the man down. He sensed there’d be no intimidating Magnus—for that, there’d have to be a soul behind those eyes for him to frighten or overcome. Magnus stared back at him with the bland composure of a hangsman on the gallows, waiting for his next victim to stick his head in the noose. 
 
    “I want my girl back,” Wes said, grunting. “You give me Deja, we don’t have a problem, Templar.” 
 
    Magnus watched him blankly for a moment, nothing behind his eyes. Then the white-robed Templar tossed back his head and laughed. The sound was so disconcerting that several demons sitting around the table suddenly looked as if they’d rather be elsewhere. 
 
    “That’s great,” he said, reaching over and clapping Wes on the knee. “Really. If this whole Warlock thing doesn’t work out for you, Wes, you’ve got a brilliant career as a comedian ahead of you. Anyway, here’s the deal.” The Templar cleared his throat. “You set the two shards you stole from my people on this table, then take your genie friend and leave. Don’t worry about the meal—we’ll comp it.” Magnus smiled. “And just because I’m such a good guy, I’ll also agree not to stand in your way while you rebuild your guild or whatever it is you demons do.” 
 
    “That’s mighty nice of you,” Wes said. The sarcasm in his tone was lost on Magnus. 
 
    “I have no reason to quarrel with you,” Magnus said. Wes got the impression he’d already been dismissed in the Templar’s mind—that he considered this deal nearly done, and that once it was complete, he’d never have to think about Wes again. “You handle your business, and I handle mine. Once we leave this room, I see no reason why we would ever have reason to speak to each other again. Understood?” 
 
    “Crystal clear,” Wes said, leaning back in his seat. “Like those shards. I’m sure you want those, right?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” Magnus snapped, his mask of geniality slipping for a moment. “Do you have them or not, Warlock? Don’t tell me you’ve hidden them somewhere, locked up with a code I only get once your precious genie is safely reestablished in her bar. I do so loathe spycraft.” 
 
    “Nah, I’ve got them on me,” Wes said. “Well, I have one, and my date has the other. But I’ve got a couple conditions of my own first, before I hand them over to you.” 
 
    Conversation at the table had quieted. The other demons and Templars found what was happening between Magnus and Wes far more interesting than the usual gossip and bickering. Other than an occasional whisper between demons, the rest of the table watched in silence. 
 
    Magnus drummed his fingers on the table, clearly annoyed. “Very well,” he said, forcing out a smile. “Tell me what you want, Warlock. If it’s within my power, I’ll give it to you.” 
 
    And if it doesn’t cause you too much trouble, Wes thought, scrutinizing the man’s gaze. But Wes didn’t think there was much Magnus wouldn’t do to put all this behind him, when it came right down to it. It was the strangest thing—ever since the two men sat down and began negotiating, Wes had the oddest sensation that Magnus was frightened of him. It didn’t make any sense, but the feeling was unshakeable. 
 
    Why’s he looking at me like that? Wes wondered. What is it I don’t understand about this man? 
 
    He needed to know. His life might depend on it. 
 
    But for now, he needed to negotiate Deja’s release. “First of all,” he said, leaning forward across the table, “I want you to call off your snipers.” 
 
    Magnus blanched, the color draining from his face. For a moment, the Templar looked almost as white as his robes. “Snipers?” he asked, forcing out a laugh. “I don’t have any snipers, Warlock. What a silly notion. Are you sure you’re feeling alright?” 
 
    Frustration welled up within Wes. “Don’t fucking lie to me,” he snapped, startling the rest of the table. “You have a half-dozen people with magical rifles trained on this patio right now, voivode. Call off your dogs, because I wouldn’t want to wind up using a few of your guests as human shields.” 
 
    The demons and Templars around the table stiffened, looking offended. They didn’t know, Wes realized, pleased that he’d gotten one over on Magnus. They had no idea that Magnus had guns trained on the dinner this whole time. That’s got to be awkward. 
 
    Magnus coughed, then made a little hand gesture to the big demon in the suit on the other side of the patio. The demon spoke rapidly into a handheld radio, and the sensation of being watched faded from the back of Wes’s neck. 
 
    “That’s better,” he said. “Hazel, babe, what do you think of Magnus’s offer?” 
 
    The demoness clearly hadn’t expected to be asked. But now that she was up to bat, she had no intention of wasting it. “This isn’t our fight,” she said, all bubbly and giggly like her job was to look as good as possible on Wes’s arm and nothing more. “Templar business was never any of our business in the first place.” 
 
    “Your woman sees sense,” Magnus said, looking relieved. “I think we can come to an understanding—” 
 
    “But,” Hazel added, favoring the table with a winning smile. “You did steal something from our guild, Magnus. That sort of behavior doesn’t get forgiven without making amends.” 
 
    “Stole? Ah… your shard.” The grin was back on Magnus’s face, though it still failed to reach his eyes. “From what I understand, your new Warlock has the ability to safeguard your headquarters without the need of a shard of power. So there’s really no reason why you should be upset about losing yours. It was never utilized for anything but the enchantment to begin with.” He nodded, as if Wes and Hazel were already agreeing with his point of view. “I tell you what—why don’t I compensate you for the missing shard? Not with a shard, of course—those belong to me—but with something of equivalent value.” 
 
    Hazel looked like she wanted to argue about that, but Wes cut her off. An idea had just blossomed in his brain, carried on by something Hazel had said to him when he was first learning his Warlock powers. Residual energy, she’d told him. Have you ever heard that every dollar bill in circulation has at least a trace amount of cocaine on it? 
 
    “Like macca?” Wes asked, stepping smoothly into the breach. 
 
    Magnus’s face lit up. Clearly, the man had expected to have to compensate for Wes’s loss with some esoteric gift—cold, hard cash was so much easier. “Of course, I could repay you in demonic coin,” the Templar said smoothly. “But human money would be much easier to spend—” 
 
    “Macca,” Wes said, saying the way a chess player might tell his opponent checkmate. “I want to be paid an equivalent amount of macca for the shard. In small coin denominations, if you’ve got them.” 
 
    Magnus stared at him curiously. “That… can be arranged,” the Templar said, looking from Wes to Hazel like he couldn’t quite figure them out. “You would be willing to accept this?” 
 
    Alright, Wes, he told himself. Time to play the part of an aloof poonhound. You got this. 
 
    In front of the entire mass of huddled supernaturals, he casually reached out and grabbed Hazel by the throat. 
 
    It was a full-on power move, and the rest of the people at the table knew it. Several gasped as he pulled the gorgeous blonde demon to himself, holding loosely onto her very life in a way that made it perfectly clear to anyone with a brain that Hazel served him. 
 
    “Why not?” Wes said with a snicker, sounding like every douchebag he’d ever known. “It’s like my bitch says—this isn’t our fight. You pay me, I don’t see any reason to get involved.” 
 
    Magnus clapped his hands together, looking like he couldn’t believe his luck. “Then it’s settled,” the Templar said, the first genuine smile Wes had ever seen from him spreading across his face. “Clyde, free the genie.” 
 
    The big demon in the suit pushed a button on his lapel. The handcuffs Wes hadn’t even seen until now snapped open across Deja’s wrists, freeing her from her bondage. The bartender rubbed her sore wrists, wincing at the pain, and moved quickly to the other side of the table. 
 
    “Now,” Magnus said. “My shards. Unless you’d like those eavesdroppers with guns to return.” 
 
    With a yawn, Wes pulled one of the two shards from his shirt and let it fall to the table. Magnus looked like the poor man might shit himself at the casual treatment Wes gave the relic, tossing it away like a cheap toy. Fortunately, the shard neither broke or chipped as it landed on the table top. 
 
    “Hazel,” Wes said, turning to the blonde demoness. “Give the man your shard.” 
 
    Hazel looked like she’d rather be doing anything other than surrendering a shard of power, but she did as Wes asked. Her shard had been secreted in her cleavage, which caused a lot of snickering among the men sitting around the table. Soon the two shards sat together, in front of Magnus as he scrutinized them to ensure they weren’t some kind of trick. 
 
    “They’re the real deal,” the Templar finally said. “Brilliant! Have a wonderful day, Warlock—a pleasure doing business with you!” 
 
    Magnus reached out to take Wes’s hand, but Wes shrugged it off.  
 
    Is this guy for real? he wondered. He steals my girl, threatens my life, then expects us to all shake hands like it was no big deal? Something truly was up about the Templar. 
 
    Deja managed to hold herself together until they left the restaurant. Once they’d taken a few steps away from the establishment, however, the dark-haired bartender threw herself in an alley and began to sob. Wes and Hazel squatted in the shadows with her, rubbing her back and calming her down until she was ready to continue the walk back to her bar. 
 
    “Thank you, Wes,” Deja said as they walked. He couldn’t help but notice that any distance between him and the genie had melted away—the older woman now pressed herself against him like a needy cat, yearning for attention. She seemed grateful for his touch and was eager when he slid his arm around her narrow waist. It was like a totally different Deja—one who looked more than ready to join the group. 
 
    “You don’t need to thank me,” Wes told the genie. “You would have done the same thing for me, or Hazel. We’re a team, and we stick together.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe you just gave up the shards,” Hazel said. “Don’t get me wrong, Deja, I’m glad you’re okay. I’d give the damn things up to Magnus all over again if it meant we got you out of there. But those things are super important.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Wes said. He held Deja tighter, letting the dark-haired beauty feel the reassurance of his touch. “Were you paying close attention when I spoke with Magnus, Hazel? Did you notice anything odd?” 
 
    Hazel thought it over. “I noticed about a hundred odd things,” the blonde admitted. “What in particular were you thinking about, Master?” 
 
    Before Wes could answer, Deja let out a little laugh.  
 
    “I agreed to give up the shards,” Wes explained. “But I never actually agreed to Magnus’s second suggestion—that we form a mutual non-aggression pact of sorts. Now that I’ve sat down with the leader of the Templars, I’ve learned two very important things.” 
 
    “What are those?” Deja asked, her dark eyelashes fluttering. She honestly seemed to want to hear it, which was just about the biggest turn on Wes could have asked for. 
 
    “First,” Wes said, “that Magnus is afraid of the power of a Warlock, or maybe me specifically, I’m not sure. Clearly I’ve got a lot of potential power so that might be what was scaring the hell out of our dead eyed friend.” 
 
    “And second?” Hazel asked. 
 
    Wes grinned. “Magnus still needs more shards,” he said, savoring his small triumph. “He can’t give up any of the ones he’s already got, and the doorway isn’t open yet, which means he still needs more. As long as we get the rest of the shards before the Templars can, we can stop the creatures from another world from fucking up our own. We can still win this thing!” 
 
    Deja’s eyes widened. “Creatures from another world? What the hell have you two gotten us mixed up in?” 
 
    Wes and Hazel both laughed.  
 
    “We’ve got a lot to explain when we get back to home base,” Wes told the bartender. “Not to mention, there’s a very special book we need you to take a look at once we get there. It might be a big help…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hazel lost the bet. The strange book they’d looted from the eldritch church was not the Necronomicon. 
 
    “How could you even think that?” Deja asked. The bartender had just poured herself a tall glass of her signature drink, and was busy downing it while listening to Hazel and Wes tell her all about their adventures at his apartment and in the bizarre, subterranean subway system. “The Book of the Dead is bound in human skin, Hazel. Human skin! This stuff isn’t even suede!” 
 
    “Geez, I didn’t know that for sure!” the blonde demon protested. “Look, it’s a crazy book we found in the middle of some Cthulhu church. It wasn’t the craziest thing in the world to think that it might be the Necronomicon!” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Deja said, downing her drink. “Gods, that tastes amazing. You have no idea how annoying it was to be held prisoner by the Templars. Not only are they a completely dry order, they have zero sense of style.” 
 
    Wes looked the gorgeous bartender up and down. “Unlike you,” he said, nodding at Deja’s tight silks. 
 
    “Exactly,” the genie agreed. “Ah, I could sleep for a fucking week! Unless you two need me for something, I’m going to go upstairs and crash. I’ll take the book with me, and sneak a peek at it when I’m able. But right now, I need to seriously decompress from that little adventure in enemy territory.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Wes said. Translating the book was definitely a priority, but not so much that it had to come before his friend’s mental health. If Deja needed to relax, she needed to relax. He could understand that—especially after everything he and Hazel had been through. “Go crash, genie girl. Get some rest, and we’ll start figuring out that weird Arabic script in the morning.” 
 
    That should have been the end of it. But as Deja ascended the stairs, she slowed and then stopped about halfway up. She looked back over her shoulder at Wes and Hazel gazing at them with a new sense of longing. 
 
    Deja caught herself and blushed. “I just wanted to say,” she said, smiling at Wes in particular, “thank you again for saving me. I really, really appreciate everything you’ve done for me.” 
 
    “Our pleasure,” Wes said, giving her a mock salute. “It’s not like we don’t owe you our lives too, Deja. Nothing we’ve done for you is anything but what you’d do for us.” 
 
    “Well,” the genie said with a little smile. “Good night!” 
 
    Then she went up the stairs the rest of the way, wiggling her ass like a stripper on a catwalk. 
 
    Both Wes and Hazel watched her go, their mouths hanging almost all the way down to the floor. Once the genie disappeared around the corner, Hazel gave a low whistle and turned the barstool to face Wes. “Now that,” the demoness said, her elbows on the counter, “is an open invitation.” 
 
    “For you, or for me?” Wes asked, musing to himself. It could be both, of course, but somehow he figured Deja probably didn’t have the energy for that kind of love making at the moment. 
 
    Hazel had obviously been wondering the same thing. “You, I think,” she said, giving the stairs a shrug. “After everything she’s been through, I can imagine Deja wants to feel safe and protected—in more ways than one. As a genie, she wants the security of a bond between herself and a Warlock—and as a woman, she wants to be held by a big strong man, told that everything will be alright and then fucked hard.” 
 
    Wes chuckled at that. “Is that so?” 
 
    Hazel giggled like she knew exactly what Deja was feeling. “I know so,” the demoness purred. “She wants stability, a strong pair of arms around her, and a big dick. Lucky for her you can give her all three.” 
 
    Wes beamed toward the second floor, picturing Deja in her bedroom. Was the bartender getting herself ready for him right then and there? Was she playing with herself on top of the covers, hoping he’d throw the door open and see? 
 
    “Even after everything that’s happened it’s still hard to believe,” Wes said, “that you’re cheering me on to do this.” 
 
    Hazel snorted. “Why not? I like Deja a lot—she’s a cool girl, and she deserves to have great sex. Having had great sex with you recently, I know you can give that to her—and a lot more besides.” She grinned at him knowingly before giving him an encouraging nod. “Go on, stud, rock her world. I officially give you a hall pass to go upstairs and fuck my friend’s brains out.” 
 
    This is crazy, Wes thought, shaking his head. I can’t believe I’ve got a girlfriend like this now. And soon I might have another. I’m a lucky fucking man…  
 
    He had to check one more thing, though. “And you’re sure you don’t want to come upstairs, too?” 
 
    As if by magic, Hazel let out an explosive yawn in the same moment. The two looked at each other, then the blonde demon began to giggle.  
 
    “Nope,” Hazel said. “I’m wiped. Between the subway, your apartment, and that amazing blowjob and the rest of our adventure today, this girl needs her beauty sleep. You and Deja go have fun.” She kissed Wes on the cheek, like a 1950’s wife wishing her hubby a productive day at work. “Have a great time. Maybe I’ll cook you two breakfast in the morning.” 
 
    A hall pass, Wes thought, dazedly making his way up the stairs. From my gorgeous demonic girlfriend. She really wants me to go down the hall and seduce her best friend. 
 
    Good thing that was exactly what Wes wanted, too. 
 
    Deja’s room was all the way at the end of the hall, the final suite in the upstairs of the church. It was by far the largest of the rooms, previously reserved for the church’s pastor. Wes knocked three times on the door and waited, his heart anxiously pounding in his chest. When there wasn’t an immediate answer, he began to get nervous. 
 
    Maybe she really did crash, Wes told himself. Ha, wouldn’t that be something. Hazel and I have this whole discussion about her giving me a hall pass and how badly Deja wanted me, and then I get up here to find she’s already gone to bed— 
 
    The bedroom door opened. Deja stood in the doorway wearing a slinky, see-through nightgown with a lacy bra and pair of panties underneath. Wes’s jaw dropped at the sight of it—the genie looked like the platonic ideal of a red-hot MILF. 
 
    “Hello there, Wes,” the genie purred, leaning against the doorframe. She’d obviously expected Wes to come upstairs to her, and made herself up for the occasion. “Couldn’t stop thinking about that book, huh?” 
 
    More like I couldn’t stop thinking about you, Wes told himself. But if the beautiful, mature genie wanted to make a game of bringing Wes into her bedroom in the middle of the night, then he could play along. 
 
    “Sure,” he said, making no secret of his eyes trailing over her bust and hips. “I figured we could have a little chat about the book before we both crash. Maybe figure out a couple of those spells—make a few sparks fly.” 
 
    Deja grinned like she could see what was inside Wes’s brain and liked it. “And Hazel is alright with this?” she asked teasingly. “You being in my room alone in the middle of the night, with me dressed… like this?” 
 
    Wes decided to lay his cards on the table. “The only thing that might be bothering her is that she’s too tired to join us. Can I come in?” 
 
    Deja stepped aside and let Wes enter her bedroom. It was much cleaner than Hazel’s quarters—much like the bar on the first floor, Deja seemed to take pride in keeping her surroundings clean and tidy. The only thing that looked out of place was the thick grimoire next to her bed, which resembled a medical textbook more than some light before-bed reading. 
 
    “I ought to have you handle the cleaning once we get this guild off the ground,” Wes said, looking around the room with an impressed expression. “Work like that’s probably beneath you, though.”
Behind him, Deja closed the door. “Not at all,” the genie said without turning around. “It’s not like I’m a washerwoman or a maid, Wes. I use magic to keep the place clean.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Finding out a thing like that should have made Wes less impressed with Deja’s diligence, but instead it only made him admire her more. “Nice. You think you could show Hazel how to do that? Her room looks like a disaster area…” 
 
    Wes trailed off as Deja stepped around him, posing like a lingerie model as she moved towards the room’s bed. “I’m sure Hazel and I can come to some kind of mutually beneficial arrangement.” Her voice was smoke and sex, though carefully restrained in a way Hazel’s wanton need never could be. “I haven’t had much time to look over your book.” 
 
    Wes followed Deja’s gaze as it shifted to the nightstand, reluctantly tearing his eyes away from her body. He’d always known Deja was a looker, but he hadn’t realized just how gorgeous the genie was until he saw her wearing a getup out of the Victoria’s Secret catalog. He wanted to tear that flimsy nightgown off her body with his teeth. 
 
    “That’s not a problem,” he said, putting a hand on her arm. “We can take a peek at it together, if you want. Would you mind if I sat on your bed?” 
 
    Deja grinned at him like a shark sizing up a wounded dolphin. “Be my guest,” she purred, sitting on the side of the bed and patting the place next to her. “My home is your home, Warlock. Consider yourself entitled to everything that resides within it.” 
 
    The implication couldn’t have been clearer if Deja had leaned back, spread her legs and whimpered ‘fuck me’. Wes reached for her, his cock surging in his boxers, but before he did, Deja’s eyes narrowed. The dark-haired genie looked past him, frowning at the heavy tome on her nightstand. 
 
    “It’s the oddest thing, though,” she said, looking just as reluctant as Wes to do anything other than get intimately acquainted. “That inscription on the book’s cover—I recognize it, though I wouldn’t call myself fluent in it’s language by any means. You said you found it in a strange, alien subway tunnel?” 
 
    Wes bit back a sigh. Both of them wanted to fuck—hell, they were sitting on top of her bed, and Deja had on just enough clothing to barely qualify for a PG-13 rating if this were a scene in a movie. But neither of them could concentrate on each other fully. 
 
    It’s because we know what we really should be doing, Wes reflected, sitting up. It’s like when you know you’ve got some awful chore to do later—until you knock it out, you can’t really enjoy your day. Because you know you’ve got it hanging over your head, like a sword on a rope… 
 
    Wes would have that stupid book in his head if he fucked Deja now. Better to take care of business—then enjoy the pleasure. 
 
    “I thought it was in Arabic?” Wes asked, following Deja’s lead. 
 
    Deja pursed her lips, looking both a little offended and amused at the same time. “There are many different types of Arabic, Wes. It’s an ancient and multivariate language, one that has splintered into dozens of different dialects as those who speak it interact with other cultures and spread across the world.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to offend you,” Wes said, putting a hand on Deja’s thigh as she picked up the book. “If I did, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It takes a lot more than that to offend me, young man,” Deja said with an amused glance. “There are three major varieties of Arabic, and the language in this book”—she flipped through the pages, holding it upright—“are none of them. Nor is it any of the major dialects a native speaker would immediately recognize. You’re actually very lucky to have brought this tome to me, Wes—because I’m one of the few supernaturals who would recognize what it truly is.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” Wes asked. His heart pounded with more than just arousal. Discovering the secrets of that strange tome would be a major boon. Even the monster he’d met in the alien church thought so—otherwise, it wouldn’t have encouraged him to take the book along with him when he left its lair. 
 
    Thinking about that thing made him shiver, which Deja promptly misinterpreted as being lust-related.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” the genie whispered, giving Wes’s thigh a deep, needy squeeze. “We have all night to spend together, Wes.” Then she turned her attention back to the book. “The inscription is written in Egyptian Arabic. More specifically, Middle Egyptian—which hasn’t been spoken in thousands of years. That would be why the runes in the book don’t look like Arabic letters, not really.” 
 
    Deja held open a page for Wes to look at. Now that he scrutinized the text closer, he could see what Deja meant. He wouldn’t consider himself an expert in languages by any measure of the term, but even he could discern the difference between Arabic and Greek. The language in the book looked like a combination of both, haphazardly slapped together to form glyphs that were simultaneously more and less detailed than their source material. 
 
    “It’s a demonic language,” Deja concluded with a smile. “That’s what the inscription on the front says, actually. Hazel tried to claim it was the Necronomicon, but a better title for this grimoire might be the Demonomicon. ‘The Book of Demons’.” Deja ran a finger across the cover as she spoke the words. “A tome like this would have been of extreme value to a demonic priest.” 
 
    Wes could feel his brows furrowing together. Something about what Deja was telling him didn’t add up. “Demons?” he asked, leafing through the pages. “I thought you said the language in this book was Egyptian.” 
 
    Deja nodded, switching into a mode that reminded him of a teacher. “Of course it is. The ancient Egyptians were in tune with their local demons in a way that has never been replicated in any other society. You’ve absorbed most of Egypt’s cosmology through movies and TV shows—gods like Anubis and Ra, the weighing of someone’s soul against a feather as they move into the afterlife. You recognize these concepts, yes?” 
 
    Wes nodded. “Of course. I didn’t realize they were demonically inspired.”
The corner of Deja’s mouth curled upward. “Blame time and erosion, Wes. Scholars have had to make their best guesses about ancient Egypt, using crumbling documents and abandoned tombs as their guide. Most of what they’ve learned is actually misinterpretations of the way the Egyptians interacted with demons. Of course, they interacted with other supernaturals, but demons were their go-to. Believe me, they had a very deep relationship with the demonic world.” 
 
    Something about the way she said that last part made pieces click together in Wes’s head. “You know because you were there, weren’t you?” he asked, the words hardening to certainty when he saw Deja’s expression. “A supernatural among the demons of Ancient Egypt?”
“A lady never tells her true age,” Deja said slowly, a faint smile playing across her features. “But yes, I do have some familiarity with that time and place. Not that you would think it when you look at me, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Wes agreed, devouring her with his eyes. “Fuck, Deja, you’re absolutely gorgeous.” 
 
    The dark-haired beauty looked from Wes to the book, as if deciding which one she needed more. Then she set the heavy tome aside, apparently happy enough with the information they’d learned to move on to more practical matters. 
 
    “Thank you,” she purred, leaning back on the bed. 
 
    Sitting up with just her elbows, Wes became aware of the way her body naturally curved—Deja was more feminine than almost any other woman he’d ever seen, and her lingerie and makeup merely accentuated what was already there. 
 
    “I would have you tell me more nice things about me,” Deja said with a wink. “What part of my body pleases you the most, Wes?” 
 
    Was she really asking that? The old Wes would have been intimidated by her frankness, but the man he’d become thrived on it.  
 
    “I haven’t seen every part of you yet,” he said, leaning over her. “But so far, I very much like what you’ve shown me. I want to see some more.” 
 
    “Bold boy,” Deja growled, the words lusty in her throat. “I like that in a man. I’m much the other way with women, as I’m sure Hazel has told you, but when I take a male lover, I like him to be the one in charge.” 
 
    “Hazel did tell me,” Wes said with a smile. His body felt amazing next to Deja’s—he crawled up onto the mattress until he was above her, almost on top of her, bringing his lips inches away from hers. “I have to admit, though, I wasn’t sure you’d want me to be dominant in bed. Hazel also told me that freed genies are either hyper-individualistic or extremely submissive, and you seem like the former.” 
 
    “Oh, I can be both,” Deja purred, spreading her legs. “It all depends on who my owner is.” 
 
    A surge of possessiveness washed over Wes. “I don’t want to hear about your former owners,” he said, cupping Deja’s chin in his hand and peering deep into her eyes. “All that’s in the past now.” 
 
    He expected the genie to fold, to turn super submissive the way Hazel had when he’d asserted control. But it seemed things with Deja weren’t going to be quite so straight forward. 
 
    Not to mention she had another surprise up her sleeve. 
 
    “Oh?” A mischievous smile spread across the genie’s face. “You really don’t want to hear about her?” 
 
    That last word caught in Wes’s ear, making him miss a step. “Her? Your last owner was a woman?” 
 
    Seeing that she’d seized the momentum, Deja arched her hips from the bed, grinding against him. The movement made Wes’s heart skip a beat, a groan of pleasure erupted from his throat. Deja chuckled, obviously pleased by what she was doing to him. 
 
    “She was,” Deja said, the words dripping like honey from her lips. “It was she who decided to free me with her final wish, although I appear to be on the verge of putting myself once again within a mortal’s power…” 
 
    Wes hardly paid attention to that part of it. It was the beginning that interested him, and hearing it put a big, silly grin on his face. He just couldn’t help himself. 
 
    “She freed you with her final wish,” he repeated, chuckling to himself. “So it really is like Aladdin!” 
 
    Doubtless her recent change in attitude was the only reason she wasn’t annoyed at him for that. “Gods!” the genie groaned instead, hooking one leg around Wes’s lower back to offer what was beneath her panties to him. “You and that fucking movie! Do all mortals have such a skewed view of my kind as you?” 
 
    “Probably,” Wes said with a laugh, unable to help himself any longer. His fingers went all over Deja’s body, exploring her curves while unhooking the catches and loops fastening her undergarments. “I gotta ask—if you wind up underneath me, does that mean I get to have three wishes?” 
 
    In response, Deja bit down on Wes’s lip. The combination of pain and pleasure intoxicated him, and made him grind his hips against the valley between Deja’s thighs. 
 
    “That depends,” the genie said seductively, “entirely on what they would be.” 
 
    Wes kissed his way down Deja’s neck, making the dark-haired beauty gasp and buck her hips. “Well,” he said, loving the way the gorgeous genie felt beneath him, “I can think of one wish I’d like you to make come true right now…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The taste of Deja’s sweat was still on Wes’s lips as he kissed his way lower, working his way down the dark-haired beauty’s collarbone on his journey to her breasts. With a grunt, he grabbed the gauzy fabric of her nightgown and tore it loose, leaving her wearing nothing but her lacy black bra and matching panties. 
 
    “Oh shit,” the genie gasped, grinding her hips against him. 
 
    The touch of her soft, feminine body against his felt amazing, despite the barrier of his clothing. Her curves complimented his new muscles perfectly. Wes wanted her to feel how strong he was now—to keep exploring how dominating and powerful he could be in the bedroom. His hands went to her bra, unclasping it before ripping the fabric away from her heavy breasts. 
 
    At the sight of her luscious, uncovered orbs, Wes buried his face in Deja’s cleavage. Her nipples were hard as diamonds, aching for him to wrap his lips around them—so he did so, pulling one into his mouth and sucking before he continued to kiss his way downward. Deja’s nails dug into his back, showing her raw need as he nibbled and bit his way to her navel. 
 
    Wes could feel the heat rolling off the genie’s panties. They were soft and silky, clinging wetly to the swollen mound of her pussy. He grinned as he lowered his head, preparing to tear them off with his teeth. As he did, Deja suddenly stiffened, her back arching as she glanced down at him. 
 
    “Hey, Wes,” Deja gasped, nibbling her bottom lip. Her eyes were heavy-lidded with lust, but a note of caution now showed in her face as well. “Before you do that, there’s something you should know…” 
 
    Too late. Wes bit the edge of Deja’s panties and tugged them down, like a predator who’d just closed in on his prey. The fabric slid down her curvy thighs as he pulled, a triumphant growl escaping his throat as he lifted his head, eager to see what he’d uncovered. 
 
    Deja’s bare pussy lay before him—impossibly bare even. Even waxing wouldn’t have accounted for what lay between the genie’s legs. It was probably the tattoo that did the job, judging by the magic emanating from it. 
 
    Wes’s eyes widened like saucers when he saw it. Just over the soft pink slit of Deja’s sex, spreading across her lower abdomen from hipbone to hipbone was an intricate mass of swirls and curlicues, looking both regal and slutty at the same time. Wes was no stranger to girls with tattoos—his first girlfriend had something not too terribly different from Deja’s ink on her lower back—but he’d never seen one this close to a woman’s private parts before. 
 
    For a moment, Deja stared at him, anticipating his reaction. Nothing about the sight of the intricate tattoo cut through his lust, instead only enhancing it further, though it did make him laugh with surprise. 
 
    “Wow,” Wes said. “That’s a hell of a thing, Deja. When did you decide to get your pussy tattooed?” 
 
    “I didn’t ‘decide’ to get a womb tattoo,” the genie said matter of factly. “One of the wishes I granted for my previous owner was that I be adorned with this design.” 
 
    Immediately Wes knew that what he said had left him treading on thin ice. Probably something about wishes and free will. Though based on everything he’d heard so far that was a complicated mixed bag that he was probably better off not diving into. 
 
    The lines intersected over each other in tiny formations that made Wes think of one of the fractal illustrations from his college math textbook. The sight of that much ink between the genie’s thighs was hot, no doubt about that, but Wes didn’t like hearing the O-word out of Deja one bit. 
 
    “Wait a second. The same owner who freed you? The one who was a woman?” 
 
    Deja pursed her lips, like she wasn’t sure whether to laugh or get offended. “It’s easy to forget that you’re new to demons and supernaturals with everything you’ve accomplished so far. Womb tattoos are fairly common in supernatural creatures—ones who serve sexually, in any case.” 
 
    Wes couldn’t help but wonder what she meant by that. “I can’t say that I’ve heard of it,” he said, his gaze traveling from Deja’s mound to her dark, almond eyes. “Hazel doesn’t… I mean, obviously I would know if she had any ink. I’ve seen every inch of her naked body—” 
 
    “As have I,” Deja agreed with a knowing smirk. “I’ve worshiped at her altar, just as you have.” 
 
    Fuck. Why did that make him so god damn hot? 
 
    He let his hand trace a section of the tattoo’s design, his thumb grazing the roughness of her inner thigh as he did so. Deja shivered at the touch, as if by doing so he were channeling a sort of magic spell—one that had little to do with being a Warlock and everything to do with being a man. Wes liked the way it made Deja squirm, so he decided to push things a little further. 
 
    “So what does it do?” Wes asked, continuing to rub the space just above Deja’s slit with growing abandon. He thought he saw one of the swirls to the side of the main body of the tat glow for a moment, shining purple against the tanned surface of Deja’s thigh. “Does this womb tattoo give you power?” 
 
    Deja worked her hips in a slow, sensuous circle. “In a manner of speaking,” the genie gasped. “You said that you know about the stereotype that genies are super submissive in bed, right?” 
 
    Wes nodded as his fingers trailed closer to Deja’s slit, and she gasped. Oh yes, something was definitely starting to happen with that tattoo.  
 
    “It’s not true for everyone,” she said in that intoxicating accent of hers. “But my owner wanted it to be for me. That’s why she gave me the ink. Once it’s activated, I turn into every bad depiction of a slutty, needy, submissive little genie. I’ll do anything, no matter how depraved, and I’ll do it with a smile! My Mistress loved watching it take hold of me, commanding me to do the dirtiest things…” 
 
    “And do you want to know a secret Wes?” Deja’s eyes shone with an arousal that came from more than just Wes’ continued teasing touch. “I loved it. I loved getting this mark and everything it did to me. I loved what I became when it was activated—like something was unlocked inside of me I never knew I wanted.” 
 
    “But I see you’d prefer me not to speak about what happened before with my former Mistress. I can stop, if you like.” She couldn’t help adding more. “Is that what gets you hard, Wes? You like Hazel pretending to be a sweet, innocent little virgin when she’s underneath you?” 
 
    He hadn’t before but now he was most definitely considering it. 
 
    Then a spark of inspiration entered Deja. “Or maybe you’re the virgin,” the tawny goddess whimpered. “And I’m the older woman teaching you how to fuck. The MILF who makes you a man, who shows you how good it feels to fuck a tight, wet little pussy and claim it for your own…” 
 
    Fuck! Wes couldn’t hold back any longer. As Deja had been talking, deepening the fantasy, he stroked the hood of her clit with his fingers, not even thinking about it. He probably never would have noticed what had begun happening to the tattoo if it hadn’t started to glow. 
 
    The pinkish, purplish flash he’d seen for a brief moment returned as a soft glow, spreading across the tattoo’s ink. As it did, a similar light began to shine in Deja’s eyes, turning them pink before they rolled back in her head. Her tongue lolled from the side of her mouth as the womb tattoo filled her with the need to be a good, submissive little genie. 
 
    “God damn,” Wes groaned, unable to tear his eyes away from what was happening to Deja. “You weren’t kidding about that tattoo, were you?” 
 
    “Ngggh!” Deja arched her back like a porn star, her hips lifting from the bed to meet Wes’s fingers. Pleasure coursed through the genie’s body as her tattoo fully ignited, filling the room with a pink glow. Her mouth formed a perfect ‘o’ of pleasure, and Wes could swear her lips grew plumper and fuller as she gasped. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a good genie,” Wes replied, really getting into it now. “Fuck, just fingering you a bit turns you into a needy little slut. Fuck my fingers Deja—let’s really get that womb tattoo going.” 
 
    Before the genie could say a word, Wes grabbed her legs and roughly pulled them apart. Burying his face in the quivering, dripping mess he’d already made of her slit provoked a deep groan of need from Deja as her new Master took control. He slid his tongue inside as he worked his fingers around her clit, lapping at her pussy like a cat with a bowl of cream. 
 
    An array of rich spices washed over Wes’s tastebuds. Deja smelled like cinnamon and tasted like pure sex, and the more he ate her out, the bigger and harder his erection throbbed against the mattress of her bed. Wes could have gladly spent all day between her thighs, letting the genie sit on his face and offer him her pussy until he’d had his fill. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Deja’s moans to turn into something deeper, more insistent. She locked her thighs around his head, the heel of her foot pressing between his shoulder blades as she tried to press him even deeper into her pussy. Where other men might have pulled back, Wes got his hands beneath Deja’s thick ass and lifted it, using the contact as leverage to bury his face in her snatch. 
 
    “Unnngh, Master yes!” Deja panted, her voice sounding like it was on the edge of exploding. “Ohhh, I don’t deserve this! Oh please, I should be the one worshiping you, sir! Oh gawwd I’m gonna cum, Master, I’m gonna soak your face…!” 
 
    Wes didn’t need Deja to tell him she was on the edge. He could feel the tension inside of the genie, her inner walls tensing like a spring as his tongue and fingers carried her to the peak. Deja’s legs tightened around him, then tightened so hard it hurt… then, a moment later, the dam inside of her broke. The genie went weightless in his arms, crashing into the kind of climax that broke lesser beds than hers. 
 
    “Yes, Master! Yes! Oh God, yes I’m cumming! I’m cumming!” 
 
    Deja was relentless—but then again, so was Wes. As the flood of her juices coated his tongue, the Warlock lapped them up like ice cream, savoring the taste of her eager, spasming pussy. The pink glow coming from her womb tattoo was now more like a halogen bulb, glowing fiercely above her thighs. As she finally relinquished her grip on him and slumped back, exhausted, Wes saw the look shining in her eyes and knew the truth. 
 
    He’d just made himself Deja’s newest Master. 
 
    Three wishes, Wes thought, chuckling to himself at the thought of the grief Deja had given him over his references to genies in other media. Hell, girl, you’re about to give me a whole lot more than three… 
 
    Some men might have found themselves gripped with decision paralysis in such a moment. What to do next? What commands to give a woman with so much power, one so gorgeous and shameless? But Wes knew immediately. He’d do exactly what Deja had told him she craved and enjoyed: take control. 
 
    When his hands went to his belt, unloosening his buckle, Wes swore he could hear Deja salivating at the sound. 
 
    “Come here,” Wes grunted, getting on his knees on the mattress. He took his cock out of his pants as he slipped his belt free, latching the leather around the back of Deja’s slender neck. Her hair fell over it like a messy black waterfall, the tension pulling the genie to him so fast she had to scramble on her hands and knees. 
 
    Deja showed nothing but excitement to the idea of being used like Wes’s personal whore. The face that peered up at him was filled with lust, devotion and maybe even love—hell, he could practically see hearts in those eyes of hers. As he tightened the belt, Deja purred like a kitten, turned on by the way he commanded her to kneel before without even having to use words. 
 
    “I’m here, Master,” Deja whimpered. 
 
    He guided Deja’s mouth to his throbbing cock and swept her long hair back over one shoulder. Deja moved as if to do something other than please him, but the belt tightened across the back of her neck, gently coaxing her onto his member. 
 
    “I want to see you suck it,” Wes said. “Then I want you to swallow every drop for me, Deja. You’re going to eat my cum, and you’re going to treat it like it’s liquid gold.” 
 
    Deja still paused for a second, seeming to work through something in her head before she waved one hand over the side of her face, moving up and over her head like someone taking off a bonnet. Sparks of pink magic flew from her fingertips as she did it, and by the time her hand was back on the mattress, her long dark hair had been cinched in a neat high ponytail. 
 
    “Of course, Master,” Deja whispered, running her tongue along that sensitive spot on the underside of Wes’s cock head. He shivered with lust, a spurt of clear pre-cum spraying on the mature beauty’s tongue. She laughed like she’d just crossed the finish line at a marathon and kissed his crown, murmuring appreciatively. “Is this the first time you’ve ever let a woman kiss your cock, Master? They say older women give the best blowjobs, and I wouldn’t want to disappoint you…” 
 
    From any other throat, the words would have sounded absurd. Deja knew damn well that Wes understood what a blowjob felt like—hell she’d heard him and Hazel through the walls last night even if there hadn’t been any blowjobs involved then. But this was all part of the fantasy she had set up. She’d zeroed in on what made her Master hottest, then pursued it with relentless efficiency. He wouldn’t have had it any other way. 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes panted, managing to convey just the right amount of youthful excitement and innocence into his tone. “Fuck, I’m kind of worried I might blow too fast. I’ve never had a girl as gorgeous as you on her knees, ma’am…” 
 
    Ma’am was apparently exactly what Deja wanted to hear. Wes could see the juice trickling down the genie’s thighs as she arched her back, pressing her hot mouth and pouty lips against the side of his manhood.  
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” the genie purred, moving swiftly from submissive slut to know-it-all MILF like she’d been born to play the role. “You just lay back and enjoy this. Let Ms. Deja do all the work…” 
 
    Wes closed his eyes and groaned as slick, wet heat enveloped his shaft, his cock jerking against the roof of the genie’s mouth. His fingers tightened around the belt, using the gentle (and not so gentle) pressure to guide the genie even further down his dick. 
 
    “Oh fuck, that’s so good,” he let out, the brief roleplay evaporating as they reversed their earlier roles—now he was the one receiving the pleasure, panting as Deja gave him everything he could have ever asked for. “Yeah, take it all the way down, you gorgeous MILF. Let me go balls deep in that sweet little throat…” 
 
    Deja did. The dark-haired genie formed a tight seal around Wes’s prick, gagging gently as the crown of his cock slammed into the back of her throat. The pink light in her eyes disappeared for a moment as they rolled back so far that only the whites could be seen. From the way her thighs shook and her hands clenched, the gorgeous MILF genie was getting just as much pleasure from sucking Wes off as he was from being sucked. 
 
    Any time Deja tried to slack, the belt tugged around her neck, forcing her down onto his cock. Wes soon realized he enjoyed controlling the pace, using alternating patterns of pressure and slack to speed Deja up or slow her down. 
 
    He let this go on for several minutes, the only sound in the room the sloppy noises of Deja’s head game, then unlaced the belt from the dark-haired beauty’s neck and pulled out of her mouth.  
 
    Deja’s eyes were unfocused with pleasure. They beamed up at him, blinking rapidly as she realized he was no longer fucking her face. “Did I do something wrong, Master? Do you not like it?” 
 
    “Oh, I do,” Wes grunted, cracking the belt. The sound was obscenely loud in the quiet bedroom, so much so that Deja jumped. “But I just changed my mind, genie girl. I want to come inside that sweet little pussy. Turn around.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Deja said without hesitation. God damn, the woman knew how to present herself! There was definitely something to be said for raw experience. Deja knew just how to arch her back, how to lower her head submissively on the pillow and wiggle her rear in just the right inviting manner to make Wes lose all of his inhibitions at once. 
 
    He ran his hand over her ass and gave it a quick spank. “Very nice,” he concluded, watching the pink tattoo glow over the swell of Deja’s mound. “You really will do anything I ask you to, won’t you, Deja? You’re totally committed to your Master?” 
 
    “Yesss,” the genie whined. The sound of it was like steam boiling from a kettle—an appropriate sound considering how aroused and keyed up poor Deja was. “Anything you want, Master, anything that gets you hard—” 
 
    Thwack! Wes brought the belt down on Deja’s ass. 
 
    He’d thought her eyes rolled back in her head before. As the pain infiltrated her, Deja arched her back like a bow and cried out in mingled pain and pleasure, her mouth opening wider than an opera singer’s. The mark the belt left on the tanned flank of Deja’s rear would definitely bruise, but for now it was an angry red smear that made Wes’s cock throb even harder than before. 
 
    “Is this what you like?” he said, wrapping his fingers around Deja’s ponytail. He still wasn’t able to name the sensation that came over him when he was in the bedroom with his women—he only knew that it felt good to use her like his personal fuck doll. It made him feel like a King—like a Master. 
 
    “Yes!” Deja whimpered helplessly, wiggling her ass back and forth as Wes savaged her backside with more stinging slaps. The leather belt left a mark each time it impacted Deja’s ass, and soon her behind lay covered in marks. Once he saw what he’d done, Wes tossed the belt away and mounted the mature genie from behind, pushing the head of his cock into her open slit. 
 
    “Gonna fuck you hard,” Wes said. “Fuck you deep…” 
 
    He was a man as good as his word. One hard thrust buried him hilt-deep in Deja’s perfect, heavenly tightness. Her walls, made so incredibly wet and tight by the orgasm he’d given her with his mouth and the pain of the belt, wrapped around him like the world’s tightest hug, welcoming him inside of her. As he lifted one leg to go deeper, Wes explored her from different angles, fucking the side of her face into the pillow as he used her curvy MILF body. 
 
    “Ungh, shit that’s so good” Wes leaned back and watched as his cock disappeared and reappeared inside of Deja’s tight channel. Each time it emerged, more of her juices covered his shaft, letting him thrust even deeper. “You were right about older women, Deja.” 
 
    The look Deja gave him over her shoulder would have stopped the heart of a lesser man. “Hazel should be here,” Deja groaned, rubbing the wounds of her ass with her free hand before using it to spread her folds wider for Wes. “You should be fucking us both right now, Master. Both of us lined up in front of you, offering our bodies to you. Only you…” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” he asked, leaning back and ratcheting his hips forward. He liked fucking Deja from this position—it made her tits bounce spectacularly, and he could go so much deeper from behind than on top. “Are you excited to share the same bed with a blonde demon half your age again, little genie?” 
 
    “She’s much less than half my age, Master,” the genie groaned, her eyes rolling back and her tongue sticking out as she fucked back on Wes’s cock. “But yes. I know how much it would please you to watch me bury my face between her legs, or to feel her tongue on your balls while you fuck me.” 
 
    Her expressions grew increasingly exaggerated as her words spurred Wes on even further until she almost looked like some kind of anime character as he pummeled her pussy. Wes didn’t know much about the whole ‘ahegao’ thing besides a few pictures of girls in cosplay doing it online, but he suddenly felt pretty sure that with a camera and a few lights, he could make a ton of money off Deja’s pleasure faces on the Internet. 
 
    Not that he would, of course. She was his—and Warlocks didn’t share. 
 
    “You do have a way with words, little genie. Any other tricks you’d like to share?” Wes asked, his words coming out in a gasp. He would never have admitted it, but it was tough keeping pace with Deja. Even from behind, letting him take control, she knew exactly the right angle to thrust back into him, the perfect noises to make, and which ways to contort her body and her pussy to maximize his pleasure. Considering the fact that she remembered Ancient Egypt, he was going to go ahead and assume she had dozens of centuries of experience on her side. Even the most expensive escort in the world couldn’t compare. 
 
    So he was almost overwhelmed when Deja suddenly propped herself up on one elbow, reached back, and showed Wes exactly how naughty she was prepared to be. 
 
    “For now? Just this,” the MILF purred, gently taking his wrist. He wasn’t quite sure what to expect after everything else so far—but she moved his digits toward her tight, more forbidden hole. 
 
    The tip of Wes’s index finger immediately pressed into Deja’s pucker, stretching it around the digit. At the touch, the genie growled low in her throat, like she knew it was dirty but it turned her on all the same. Wes pulled back his hand, then spread Deja’s cheeks himself, pointing his thumb at her tight little asshole. 
 
    “You really are a naughty MILF,” Wes said, pushing his thumb deeper into Deja’s backdoor with every stroke of his cock. First the nail disappeared, using her cream as lube, then he went in all the way to the first knuckle, massaging her channel this way and that. The inside of her ass was soft and silky, and even tighter than her pussy. 
 
    “Unnngh! Oh fuck, Master, you have no idea how long it’s been! I need you in my ass, I need you in my ass now!” 
 
    Damn! Wes was impressed.  
 
    “That,” he said, pulling himself out of Deja’s spasming pussy, “I think we can do.” 
 
    He lined Deja up against the headboard and parted her thighs even further with his knee. At first, the head of his cock refused to budge against her tight pucker, but swirling it around relaxed her tight ring until he could finally push inside. Deja tossed her head back and groaned as inch by inch, Wes filled her tightest, most private entrance. 
 
    He’d only had anal sex once before, when a drunk girlfriend had insisted on it in a moment of passion. Neither of them had mentioned it the next morning, and it had never been repeated, which had made Wes feel like such an experience couldn’t possibly be pleasurable for the woman. The look on Deja’s face proved him wrong. 
 
    Though the genie had a hand between her legs, rubbing herself silly while he bottomed out inside her, it was clear that not all the bliss coursing through her body came from her pussy. Deja rode the hot, nasty sensations of opening up her ass for her Master, whimpering with pure need as he pushed deeper and deeper into her with each stroke. Her earlier juices lubed his prick, letting him finally go balls-deep into her tight asshole and experience what it was like to pound Deja’s backdoor. 
 
    It was amazing. It was bliss. 
 
    Wes grabbed the genie’s ponytail and used it as leverage to go deeper. His balls bounced against the backs of her thighs with each thrust, swelling bigger and heavier as his load bubbled inside of its vessels. Deja’s cries rose higher and higher, keening like a banshee as she slammed herself back on him. The genie impaled herself on his cock, taking it balls-deep inside of her tight, perfect asshole. Though Wes knew in the back of his brain that Deja couldn’t possibly be an anal virgin, she sure as hell felt that way! 
 
    “Don’t hold back, Master!” Deja begged, spreading her soft pink folds to stroke her clit while he pounded her. “Fill me up! Fucking pump your cum inside of my ass! I need it, Master, I need it! Ungh, God, I feel like such a whore!” 
 
    Wes’s orgasm approached like an oncoming freight train. “Deja, your ass feels so fucking good around my cock…!” 
 
    He was right on the edge, he could feel it. Every thrust inside of Deja’s incredible tightness felt better than the one before, until the pleasure threatened to blind him. But there was one thing he needed before he could shoot his load. 
 
    Deja had to cum. 
 
    Marshaling every bit of dominance inside of him, Wes put his hands on the back of Deja’s neck and pinned the curvy MILF to the mattress. A surprised little urk left her lips as Wes used his strength, filling her asshole with heavy, driving strokes as he tried his level best to fuck her right through her own bed. 
 
    “Cum for me,” Wes demanded, wrapping a hand around Deja’s throat. “That’s my first command as your Warlock, genie girl. Fucking cum for me.” 
 
    The words had barely left his lips before Deja did as she’d been told. A flood of pink light filled the bedroom as her womb tattoo went supernova, kicking her feelings of submission and pleasure into overdrive. The fact that she had Wes’s thick cock buried deep inside her ass while she came, combined with that soft pink light filling her brain, sent her into the fucking stratosphere in a way that left the walls of the bar shaking with the resonance of her magic. Her own walls clenched around Wes’s cock, suddenly so tight that it took all his power just to thrust hilt-deep into her supernaturally tight asshole. 
 
    The heat and the friction was so strong that Wes was finished with his next thrust. As Wes bottomed out inside of Deja’s most forbidden opening, his cock jerked and shot a streak of white-hot cum into her. More followed, each turning Wes’s vision white and blurry as his synapses overheated. Pure animal bliss filled him, his hands tightening on Deja’s flesh in ways that would have left bruises on an ordinary woman. Not that they would have bothered the genie any—every pain he inflicted on her was instantly transmogrified into pleasure. As he choked her, spanked her, grabbed her tits and mauled them as the orgasm washed over him, he heard her pledging to serve him forever. Her words were barely audible over the continued sounds of fucking and the roar of her magic, but he knew that from now on, and forever, Deja would be his genie.  
 
    As the pleasure passed its peak, tendrils of the pink magic wrapped around Wes. For a moment he feared it, his post-orgasm addled mind worrying that somehow the magic of her tattoo was somehow spreading to him. Instead, new knowledge filled his mind. The bond between himself and the gorgeous genie lying beneath him thickened and solidified, until Wes could feel the woman the same way he could Hazel. 
 
    Wes opened his hand and channeled his new power. No flame roared to life in his open palm this time. Instead, a miniature tornado churned to life above his hand, buffeting the walls with gusts of wind strong enough to knock over pictures and shake the windows in their frames. He let the power fade after a moment, looking back to the genie he was still balls deep in. 
 
    “Wind,” Deja whispered, her eyes glowing with more than just the influence of her tattoo and the new bond. “The power of the desert, Master. It now belongs to you. Just… like… me…” 
 
    Suddenly she collapsed forward and then rolled onto her side, her eyes going back to normal as the glow from her tattoo faded, becoming an ordinary expression of ink once more. Finally the genie was overcome with a fit of giggles, tugging the covers up over her naked body as her old personality reasserted itself. 
 
    Wes curled up next to her, running his hands all over her bare skin. Her breasts, her ass, the valley of her thighs, and her taut, flat tummy—now that both of them were satisfied, Deja left him to explore to his heart’s content. The genie yawned explosively as she undid her ponytail, letting her long hair fall free and wild over the pillows. 
 
    “That was everything I could have hoped and more,” Deja said silkily, winking at him over her shoulder. “I tried to go with the hot MILF meets younger man thing, but you didn’t seem as into it as I’d have expected. You’re much more of a ‘pin me down and fuck me hard’ kind of man.” 
 
    “I liked it,” Wes said, gripping Deja’s thigh. “It’s a hot fantasy. But we can do fantasy shit later. I don’t know, I just wanted to claim you. You know?” 
 
    Deja knew. “Consider me claimed,” the MILF purred, turning around and nuzzling against Wes’s chest. “Signed, sealed, delivered—I’m all yours. It’s you, me and Hazel from here on out, rebuilding this guild.” 
 
    And speaking of which… 
 
    Faintly, through the walls, Wes gradually became aware of a rhythmic thumping sound. While he’d been inside of Deja it had been easy enough to mistake it for a water pipe or some other anomaly old buildings tend to have, but its quality wasn’t quite metronomic enough to be a structural issue like that. Instead, it was exactly what it sounded like. 
 
    Distant applause. Coming from a room a few doors away from Deja’s. 
 
    Wes chuckled, pulling the genie tighter toward him. “It sounds like Hazel likes that idea, too,” he said, resting against the pillow. “She’s cheering us on.” 
 
    “She’s also happy I finally got laid,” Deja said with another one of those explosive yawns. “She’s always complaining that I have such a stick up my ass about the bar. I’d like to see her keep this place running ship shape for… yawn… months on end…” 
 
    The genie closed her eyes, utterly exhausted by the events of the day and their vigorous coupling. She was out in moments, snoring gently against Wes beneath the covers. 
 
    Wes rolled onto his back, letting her curl up in the nook of his shoulder and use him as a pillow. He stared up at the ceiling, riding the afterglow, feeling the lassitude in his limbs that always came after a good, hard fuck. Once, that had been a rare enough sensation to be notable on its own—but Wes was getting the impression that he’d be experiencing it all the time from now on. 
 
    Two gorgeous women who both call me Master, Wes thought, marveling up at the ceiling as the applause faded. I’m either the luckiest man on Earth or I’m about to become the unluckiest because of all the other shit headed my way. I guess I’ll find out which is which soon enough… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For several days after his incredible first-time experience with Deja, nothing much happened on the supernatural front. On the relationship front, however, things were getting better than ever. 
 
    True to their prior experience together, Deja and Hazel got along like a house on fire. Despite Wes’s knowledge of their previous relationship, in and out of the bedroom, he was shocked at how quickly and naturally the genie and the demon slipped into their respective roles at the Deja Vu hideout. Hazel was his hot, carefree partner in crime, always ready to get into trouble or slip between the sheets. Deja, meanwhile, as the older and more experienced member of the trio became something of a den mother to the pair—fully embodying the ‘mom’ in MILF. 
 
    Shortly after the three of them settled into their new life at Deja Vu, Wes began making some changes to the place. Before he hadn’t really had the chance to take a close look to notice how run down and decrepit it was in certain areas, even outside of the chapel. He discovered things like cracked plaster or sunken, half-collapsed walls, not to mention the state of the front of the building. He knew that his genie had put a lot of work into the combination bar and social club but there was still a lot left to do. Besides, as the leader of Hazel’s guild and in some ways the indirect owner of Deja’s establishment, he wanted this place to reflect well on him and his girls. So he threw himself into repairs with the sort of abandon men normally reserve for their first sexual partner after a long dry spell. 
 
    Renovations weren’t Wes’s thing before he’d become a Warlock, but he’d begun to realize that all sorts of things about himself had begun to change after that fateful night at the Excelsior. It wasn’t just his boldness in the bedroom either—he found himself drawn to more hands-on work. Hard labor. He had discovered something that provided him a greater dopamine hit than video games or movies had in the past: progress. 
 
    YouTube provided a wealth of information on how to fix the problems with the bar and chapel, and a few long conversations with local supernatural-aligned craftsmen over beers filled in the rest. It turned out that not everyone who came into Deja’s bar was a demon or some other species of supernatural creature. Monsters and magic users needed services like everyone else, and those capable of piercing the veil to interact with members of the supernatural community were able to charge a premium for their services. Some of them were also given tokens, bound to the individual to maintain security, that allowed them to pass through certain general protective enchantments like the one on Deja Vu. 
 
    Whenever the bar filled up—which, to be fair given recent events, wasn’t all that terribly often—Wes pitched in helping fill drink orders and chatting up the local clientele. Everyone seemed both shocked and oddly relieved to have a Warlock in their midst. From the things the supernaturals living in the neighborhood told him (and more importantly, the things they didn’t tell him) he got the impression that the district around Deja Vu had become much rougher of late, and that having a Warlock around was just the thing needed to ‘make the neighborhood safer’. 
 
    The checklist of improvements to be made to his new home grew and grew, until it encompassed the greater part of his daily life. If Hazel’s prophecy predicted Wes would be the man to restore her guild, then over the next week, those words became utterly literal. Wes was indeed restoring her guild—one brick at a time, throwing out moldy or worm-eaten fixtures and replacing them with new ones, repainting and remodeling and generally giving Deja Vu the kind of facelift an aging but beautiful building like the genie’s bar deserved. 
 
    His magic aided him along the way. It hadn’t taken long to realize his Warlock abilities provided him solutions a normal human could only dream of. He’d discovered this on the second day, when pulling away a section of drywall in the bar’s storage room revealed a black mold problem advanced enough to force him to head to Home Depot and buy a respirator and a few cartridges. He’d been bracing himself to spend days replacing ruined plaster when he’d stumbled, quite by chance, upon the solution. 
 
    Of course, it was fire. 
 
    Well, not fire, per se—it was something even purer than fire, the utter essence of the flame he channeled when he reached for the powers Hazel gave him. Spraying a small amount of it across a mold-covered surface killed everything unlucky enough to be growing on that surface, while leaving the material underneath cool and sterile. In this way, work that would have taken a dedicated team weeks required only hours of Wes’s effort. When Deja had seen what he’d done, she’d been so shocked that she’d dropped to her knees right then and there and given him a quick, sloppy blowjob. What a girl. 
 
    Meanwhile the sexual tension between himself, Hazel and Deja was thick enough that he’d need a machete to cut through it. He wasn’t quite sure how he’d not found the opportunity to take both his girlfriends at the same time, especially when he’d done just about everything else his oversexed brain could think of. There hardly existed a table left in Deja Vu that hadn’t had its eponymous proprietor bent over it or spread across it in a moment of passion, and the pool table in the corner had been the platform for more than one amorous experiment involving the lovely Hazel. 
 
    Wes’s dick barely had time to dry off these days before Hazel or Deja grabbed it and forced it into their hot, hungry holes. With his past girlfriends Wes had been a devotee of regular evening romps along with an occasional bout of morning sex. Now he’d quickly gotten used to performing with his ladies at every hour of the day, often without any more warning or buildup than a come hither gesture and a suddenly dropped pair of panties. Sometimes he felt like he was burning the candle at both ends and was supremely exhausted, but the sex was so fucking good he couldn’t bring himself to care. Life was great. 
 
    Lately, however, Wes had begun to notice things had begun to escalate even further with Deja. She’d begun fucking him back harder when he took her to bed, as if she wanted to break him in half—and every time they fucked, she brought up something Hazel had said or an attractive thing she’d worn during the day. This dirty talk made Wes fuck the genie even harder, which prompted Deja to do it even more, and so the loop continued. 
 
    It didn’t take a rocket scientist to realize the woman wanted a threesome. Needed it. Deja was so turned on that no amount of fucking could quench the fire within her, no matter how savage or deep. Under different circumstances, Wes would have drawn out her lust for as long as he could, enjoying the way it made her squirm. But Deja being so focused on sharing him with his other girlfriend left her mind seriously clouded. Patrons at the bar were beginning to notice it, and progress on deciphering the strange tome he and Hazel had looted became slow as molasses.  
 
    Somehow in between everything else, Wes found some time to practice his new powers, though not nearly as much as he probably should have. He kept promising himself to train more with it in the future, but sex always got in the way. Not that anyone was complaining. 
 
    Besides, sex was supposed to make them stronger anyway, right? It wasn’t just adding new familiars to his harem but also physically bonding with his existing ones that made a Warlock more powerful. Unfortunately, it didn’t take too long for the trio to realize there was definitely a plateau on that front before diminishing returns kicked in. Not that it stopped any of them from trying, nor would it in the future. 
 
    Still, at least Wes could feel the link between himself and Deja even when the genie wasn’t in the room with him, the same way he could with Hazel. It was like an invisible string tied between himself and each of his girls. Touching the link with his genie gave him the power of wind, which could be combined with fire in interesting ways or used by itself to create miniature gusts and cyclones.  
 
    In this way, more than a week passed. Wes’s days were filled with repairs and sex, while his nights swelled with drinking, partying, and more sex. Eight days after his lunch with Magnus, the enchantment protecting Deja Vu from the outside world failed. Wes quickly reestablished it, using the link between himself and Deja as a magical battery to bring the aura of protection back online. It took about as much effort as it had the first time he’d done it, but that could have been because Wes was using a new type of magic. Next time, it might require more effort—or fail even faster. Maybe it would get easier or last even longer. There was just too much Wes still didn’t know about magic. 
 
    Deja’s own assessment mostly echoed his own. “Eight days,” the genie said, sipping a glass of water she’d filled from the tap behind the bar. The experience of being linked to him in a magic spell had left her about as exhausted as it did for Hazel, though she wasn’t quite as amped up thanks to their constant coupling. “I expected that enchantment to last a month at least, Master.” 
 
    Wes nodded gravely, trying not to smile. The fact that Deja also naturally reverted to the M-word whenever the bar had no customers never failed to make him feel good—and cause him to think dirty thoughts about the relationship between mortals and genies. 
 
    “It just means we need to get a shard as quickly as possible,” Wes said. “Until the guild has its own power source, we’ll be at the mercy of this enchantment. What if it fails while me and Hazel are out on some errand, or while we’re asleep? We’d be totally defenseless against the Templars.” 
 
    Deja nodded, which meant she’d been thinking the same Wes had. Even though Wes had let Magnus and the local branch of the Knights Templar believe he’d agreed to the nonaggression pact, none of the three members of the guild were naive enough to think the man would refrain from stabbing them in the back as quickly as possible. The moment they showed weakness, Magnus would pounce on them like a cheetah running down a wounded gazelle. Wes had watched enough nature shows to know how that went—it was rarely a happy ending for the gazelle. 
 
    Just then, Hazel entered the bar. Deja’s eyes lingered on the demoness as she sashayed her way across the empty room, appraising the genie in return with the cheetah-like gaze Wes had just been thinking about. The sheer animal need between his girlfriends was panty-meltingly hot. If he didn’t pull both of them into the bedroom sometime soon and put out the twin fires between their thighs, they’d probably end up going at it like rabbits right in front of him one of these days. Maybe today, now that he thought about it. 
 
    It would be nice to take a break, he thought, staring at Deja’s chest. A glance across the room confirmed Hazel was doing the same. Their eyes met, and the blonde gave him a knowing little wink, as if to say aren’t her tits fabulous? 
 
    The demoness looked around the room and closed her eyes, reaching out with invisible fingers across the bond connecting herself and Wes. “The enchantment’s back up,” she said, nodding at the blue flames on the walls. “So you can do it even if I’m not around, then. Good to know.” 
 
    “It still requires at least one familiar,” Wes said, wanting to make sure the blonde understood. “I was able to use Deja as a battery to charge up the enchantment protecting this bar—a pretty appropriate thing, since this is her place after all. But there’s no guarantee it won’t require even more power next time. I might need both of you here.” 
 
    Hazel kissed Wes on the cheek, then took a seat at the bar. “Good for you I’m not going anywhere then,” the demoness said, putting one elbow on the counter top as she made eyes at Deja. “How’s about getting a girl a drink? Put it on my tab?” 
 
    “Your money’s no good here,” Deja said with a smile. “How about you, Master? You want a drink, too?” 
 
    Both Wes and Hazel kept their eyes glued on Deja’s curves as she turned around and bent over the keg, doubtless an intentional move from the genie. Those pants did absolutely incredible stuff to everything below the genie’s waistline.  
 
    “Sure, I could go for a beer,” Wes said mildly. “As long as Hazel and I aren’t drinking up all your profits.” 
 
    Deja smiled cheerfully as she filled two glasses. “Profits will come from the guild,” the genie explained, setting the frothing mugs before Wes and Hazel. “Now that we’re a real organization at last, with a restored base of operation and enchantment protecting us, you’ll both need to get out into the world and start earning us some macca. Clean the neighborhood up, and the customers will start flocking back to the bar, which is another plus. You’ve already seen some of that happening from the way people have responded to you just being here.” 
 
    “There’s also a man who owes me a great deal of demonic money,” Wes said as he sipped his drink. One of these days he’d have to ask Deja where she got her alcohol from—the stuff she had on draft beat the hell out of any craft brew he’d ever drunk. “Maybe Hazel and I should go pay him a visit, see if he’s forthcoming with his compensation for those shards.” 
 
    Deja hid her discomfort well, but her face darkened all the same. “Magnus,” the genie said, spitting behind the bar like she was uttering an old world curse. “That rat bastard. Him and all his Templar assholes.” 
 
    “At least those assholes promised to pay you back for the shards, though,” Hazel added, taking a sip of her drink. “Or they promised Wes, in any case. Of course he’s going to drag his feet as long as he can, but Magnus will have to pay up sooner or later. Probably. Maybe.” Hazel gave Wes a thoughtful look. “Speaking of which, how’s the hunt for more shards going?” 
 
    Wes glanced down at his special ring. Three Templar had died to put that small silver band on his finger, yet since the day he and Hazel had ventured to that strange, otherworldly church, he hadn’t felt its pull a single time. No vibrations, no pulses—nothing to indicate there was a new shard in the city, ripe for the plucking. 
 
    In a way, no news was good news. If Wes couldn’t detect any new shards of power to collect, then Magnus couldn’t find them, either. But somehow, that didn’t make Wes feel better. It put him in mind of a storm brewing on the horizon, cutting through an otherwise sunny day. The thunder might be far off, but it was coming. For sure it was coming. 
 
    “Haven’t felt a single tug,” Wes said, holding his hand out for Hazel’s inspection. “Have a look.” 
 
    Hazel made a big show of looking the ring up and down. She even stuck out her tongue and licked the narrow band, as if reminding Wes of all the things that tongue could—and would—do. “Nope,” she finally said with a giggle, taking a big swig of her drink. “Doesn’t taste like there’s a shard nearby.” 
 
    Wes rolled his eyes. “At least we know Magnus hasn’t been able to find a shard and open up that weird door yet.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” Hazel said, beaming as she took Wes’s wrist. “We don’t know how far a distance the ring can track shards of power from. If Magnus is going to a whole different city to hunt shards, or traveling across the country, he might be able to elude us.” 
 
    “The ring once belonged to a Warlock,” Wes replied. “It’ll point me in the direction of any new shards. I know it.” 
 
    “How do you know it?” Hazel teased. 
 
    Both of them were so into each other that they hadn’t noticed what their conversation had just done to Deja. 
 
    “Because…” Wes trailed off as he noticed the bartender’s stance. “Uh, are you okay?” 
 
    While Wes and Hazel had been talking, Deja had grown very still. The bartender stared out into the middle distance, as if trying to focus on something far away. Her normally tanned skin paled to the shade of milk. 
 
    “I think I just realized something,” Deja said in a whisper as she leaned over the bar. Wes couldn’t help but notice the way it flattened her tits against the wood, making them look even more amazing than usual. “Tell me everything again,” the genie demanded, looking about as intense as Wes had ever seen. “Start from the beginning.” 
 
    So he did. Over the next half hour, while the genie wordlessly poured them refills to their drinks, Wes and Hazel went back over the whole episode. They started with the portal in Wes’s apartment, then moved on to the strange, otherworldly subway station on the other side. By the time Wes related his meeting with the multi-limbed creature that called itself Inamorata, the genie behind the bar had begun to shake. 
 
    “You’ve figured out what it all means?” Wes asked once he finished. The look on Deja’s face filled him with apprehension—even if she had, was this really something he wanted to know? 
 
    He was a little relieved when Deja shook her head. “Only a tiny sliver of it,” she said, walking away. “But a sliver’s more than enough to scare the hell out of me…” 
 
    “Hey!” Hazel called after her. “Where are you going?” 
 
    Deja left the room, only to come back a few moments later carrying the heavy tome they’d brought back with them from that eldritch sojourn. Even looking at the grimoire sent a tingle down Wes’s spine. That pale, unseeable creature had sounded almost sympathetic when it told Wes and Hazel to take the book with them. That it would help them immensely… 
 
    “I don’t know why I hadn’t put it together before now,” Deja said, setting the book down on the bar with a thud. “You don’t need to wonder any longer what Magnus’s end goal is, Master. I’ve figured that out for you already.” 
 
    Wes’s interest was piqued. “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    Deja thumbed open the book, flipping through it rapidly while Wes and Hazel watched. Eventually, she came to a section of the tome filled with sketches and diagrams, like a hazy and medieval version of blueprints. She pointed at one page in particular and motioned for Hazel and Wes to look at it. 
 
    “You saw this already, right? And you figured out that this is probably the portal Magnus is trying to build?” Deja asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but there didn’t seem much point at looking at it too closely, even the pictures don’t make a whole lot of sense to me,” Wes nodded as he scrutinized the sketch again. Tiny notes in that same pseudo-Arabic script surrounded the drawing at different points, and seemed clustered especially around the many shards of power slotted into the doorway. Shards encircled the portal like the jewels on a King’s crown, and whoever had made this drawing had labored over the sketches of them so lovingly that they almost looked like true shards, brought to life on the page. 
 
    “So what is it?” Hazel asked. A note of fear cut through her tone, as if she were afraid of the answer. “It lets that thing go back to its homeworld, doesn’t it? It’s a doorway stretching between its world and ours?” 
 
    Deja shook her head. “It’s worse than that,” she said, her accent a bit more pronounced than usual. “So much worse.” 
 
    “Spill it,” Wes said, his nerves starting to get to him. “Please, Deja. Don’t leave me in suspense.” 
 
    The genie’s lips formed a tight little line. For a moment Wes wondered if she was angry at him, then he noticed the way her hands shook as she clutched the heavy tome. She’s terrified, he realized, the knowledge hitting him like a slap in the face. What’s awful enough to make a creature as powerful and beautiful as her shake like that? 
 
    A lot, as it turned out. 
 
    “All of this relates to events from a long time ago. A very, very long time ago. The notes in here,” Deja motioned to the tome without looking at it, “are all instructions regarding the portal, but don’t go into detail regarding its purpose. We’ve been talking about it like it was just another portal so I didn’t connect the dots until just now.” 
 
    The genie poured herself a shot and knocked it back, almost slamming the glass down on the bar top. It was clear she needed the liquid courage just to force the words out. 
 
    “The portal doesn’t lead to the homeworld of the thing that corrupted Magnus’s mind,” Deja said in a matter of fact tone. “It also doesn’t lead to where the creature you met came from, although that would be bad enough in and of itself.” She pointed to the drawing. “From what I remember, everything you’ve told me and what I’ve read in this book, this sketch refers to the building of an ancient structure simply known as The Door. Once it is completed, and opened, it connects whoever is on our side of it with the center of the Universe.” 
 
    Wes frowned. “That doesn’t sound so bad,” he mused, noting that Hazel appeared to be confused as well. “What’s wrong with the center of the Universe?” 
 
    Deja looked at both of them with horror. “You’ve really never heard of Him? Of Kulili?” 
 
    Wes and Hazel shared a look. The word sent a spike of vague panic through his guts, the way it did when he’d forgotten something important and was desperately trying to remember what it was. But the jaw-clenching, knuckle whitening terror Deja had perhaps expected to materialize on his face failed to occur. 
 
    “No,” Wes said, looking to Hazel for confirmation. “Neither of us have. I’m guessing he’s bad?” 
 
    Deja sighed. “Kulili is as old as the stars,” she explained, sounding suddenly weary. “When all the continents of Earth were together as one, when the first fish hadn’t even started to think about maybe making a break for the shore and giving walking a try—Kulili was already ancient.” 
 
    “An elder god,” Wes said. “Is that the kind of thing we’re talking about, Deja?” 
 
    “Something like that. The gap between an ordinary person—hell, even a supernatural being—and Kulili is so vast that you might as well think of creatures like it as capital-G Gods. This one’s been sleeping for about a billion years at the dead center of the universe, and it took an interstellar war to get him that way.” 
 
    “I guess there’s a benefit to having been around for such a long time,” Wes said, unable to help himself. 
 
    Rather than argue, Deja simply held up the book. “Resources like this make a big difference too,” she said, inviting him to take a look. “Probably why Inamorata wanted you to have it.” 
 
    Wes examined the pages with a critical eye. The runes written across the pages still didn’t make a lick of sense to him, as he’d never learned Arabic or any of its dialects. But now that he scanned the page next to the drawing of the Door, he began to notice a certain familiarity to the way the text was structured. 
 
    God damn it, Wes thought, his heart sinking. It’s set up exactly like a fucking college textbook. What other important information is in here that we’ve been ignoring this whole time? It was quite a blow. 
 
    “Out of curiosity,” Hazel said from behind Wes, “what happens if Magnus does build that portal? Say he manages to burrow a tunnel all the way to the center of the universe and right in front of this Kulili thing? I’m assuming it kills him, right?” 
 
    Deja’s face was grave. “Him,” she whispered, “and every other sentient creature in the universe.” 
 
    You could have heard a pin drop in the bar. Wes, Hazel, and Deja stared at each other for long moments, no one able to work up the nerve to speak. Then Wes took his drink and tipped it back, polishing off the whole two thirds of a glass remaining in one long, noisy gulp. 
 
    “Well,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “We’d damn well better keep that from happening, then.” 
 
    Both Hazel and Deja looked at him approvingly. “You’re absolutely right, Master,” Deja purred, arching her back to make her tits look even more inviting against the polished surface of the bar. “You’re the only man who can stop Magnus now. No one else in this city is powerful enough to take the Templars on.” Her eyes shined with pride. “Finding the next shard isn’t going to be enough. You’ve got to take what Magnus has—destroy that Door before he can get it finished.” 
 
    Wes knew Deja was right. And yet, he found himself hesitating. 
 
    Up until now, Wes had been a passive presence in his own life. Oh, he’d fought plenty—from the demons who had attacked Deja Vu to the ones that showed up in his apartment, he’d more than proven himself an able fighter. But about the only step he’d actively taken toward becoming a Warlock up until that point was responding to a complaint at a hotel. His other actions, like making the deal with Magnus for Deja’s return or powering the enchantment that now kept Deja Vu safe, were merely reactions. Sure, rebuilding Deja Vu had felt good, and getting some more demonic money to mine for spell energy was a great goal. But up until that moment, Wes had been more than happy to let life come to him as it might, to sit back and enjoy his two women and his newfound power. 
 
    Finally pulling the trigger on Magnus would be something different. Wes had already intended to move against the voivode, but plans were different from practice. This would be Wes officially declaring himself a new power in the city—the leader of a reborn guild. A guild comprised of just a Warlock, a demoness, and a genie, sure, but a capital-G Guild all the same. It would be a gauntlet thrown down at the feet of the city’s supernaturals, an open invitation to try and take him on. And an open declaration that he’d be taking as much power and privilege as he could win from them. 
 
    Did Wes have the guts to take that step? Even with the future of the whole universe at stake? 
 
    All these thoughts flickered through his skull as Hazel and Deja looked at him, both women competing to appear as submissive and supportive as possible. Aw, Hell, Wes thought, grinning internally at the sight of his harem. I can’t let these two down. 
 
    “I’ve existed my whole life,” Wes said. “I happen to like existence, thank you very much. I’m not going to let some Dollar Store Cthulhu take that away from me. Especially when I haven’t gotten to see the two of you in bed together yet!” 
 
    Hazel and Deja shared a steamy look.  
 
    “We were hoping you’d say something like that,” Hazel said with a giggle. 
 
    “We take the fight to the Templars,” Deja said, a fierce look on her face. “And then we celebrate, in the way only a Warlock and his familiars can…” 
 
    Wes heard the sound of breaking glass a moment before the two women. Even as Hazel and Deja started, he was already reaching for the Staff of Dominion, plucking it from its new hiding place next to Deja’s shotgun behind the bar. 
 
    “The chapel,” Wes grunted, switching from boyfriend mode to soldier mode at a moment’s notice. “We’ve got company. Looks like that new enchantment isn’t keeping everyone away.” 
 
    With his women at his side, Wes went to meet the intruders head on.

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Inside the chapel, the scene was even worse than Wes had feared. 
 
    Shards of stained glass littered the chamber’s floor. One of the frescoes open to the street had been ripped open by a billy club, and now its owner was trying with increasing fury to slam through the enchantment protecting the guild. Each strike against the invisible barrier kicked up a cloud of blue sparks that matched the flames inside the bar, sending a jolt of pure rage through him as he stepped into the center of the chapel. A half-dozen demons waited on the other side of that barrier, evidently expecting the enchantment to have already run out of juice. 
 
    So Magnus already betrayed us, Wes thought, twirling the staff in his hands. Good. Now I feel less bad about stabbing him in the back! 
 
    As Wes readied himself, a small crack formed in the barrier. The demons on the other side hooted and howled with glee, redoubling their efforts to break through. More cracks spiderwebbed across the translucent barrier, splintering Wes’s view of the street outside. 
 
    “The enchantment must not be as powerful without the shard,” he grunted, noting Hazel and Deja at his sides. “If we had already replaced the one in that mirror ball, this probably wouldn’t be happening—” 
 
    But Deja was already shaking her head. “They’d just keep trying. It’s not your fault, Master.” Then the genie cocked her head, raising her voice at the demons outside. “Why don’t you come through the front door like civilized demons, you pieces of shit!?” 
 
    One more blow and the barrier over the shattered window gave. The whole enchantment shimmered wildly, like a still pond with a rock thrown into it, then winked out entirely. Wes couldn’t see back into the bar, but he knew that the candles all along the walls over there had just gone from blue to ordinary orange.  
 
    They completely broke the enchantment, he thought, seriously pissed off. Now I’ll have to charge it back up. As soon as I’m done with these assholes… 
 
    These assholes were already climbing through the window, stumbling over each other in their eagerness to throw themselves into the fight. They wore the biker vests he expected, although he couldn’t see the insignia of the Wheat Kings on any of the leather this particular strike team was sporting. But what he did see left him shook. 
 
    These demons weren’t the same ones they had been dealing with up to this point. They were actually armed, for one thing. In addition to their clubs, each of them had a projectile weapon strapped to their back that resembled an AK-47 designed by H.R. Giger. They didn’t seem shy about drawing them either—as they piled into the chapel, each demon either drew a melee weapon or their rifles. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here?” Wes demanded. Sparks of green energy trickled up and down the Staff of Dominion—he didn’t even do that consciously any longer, it was just a reflex. Power flared in his chest, ready to be aimed at his enemies whenever he wanted. The robe he had received from the Templar defectors clung around his shoulders in the form of the cloak that had become its default when dealing with the supernaturals. The fabric rippled on a phantom breeze, as if letting him know that it too was ready for action. 
 
    Of course there was no response, just as he’d expected. Instead, more demons plowed into the chapel, carrying those arcane weapons. Each guy who piled in looked bigger and beefier than the one before, as if they were having some kind of fucking competition. 
 
    Then a new figure slipped through the gap, and Wes froze in his tracks. 
 
    He recognized this demon. For the life of him, he couldn’t remember from where—but he was sure he’d seen her before.  
 
    The other men formed a rough circle around this newcomer, obviously marking her as the leader. She wore skintight leather armor as black as midnight, forming a luscious contrast with her cherry red skin that would have made him drool if he wasn’t in the middle of combat. A pair of narrow horns stuck out from either side of her forehead, slightly curved like a ram’s. A tail flickered just over her heart-shaped ass, moving back and forth like a cat’s— 
 
    The tail. That was what made him remember. Although the last time he’d run into her, she’d been significantly less red. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Wes said, doing a double take. “You’re the fucking waitress!” 
 
    It was the woman who’d seated them at Magnus’s table during their meeting. He would have recognized her anywhere—it was hard to forget a babe with such a hard, tight little body. Her nametag before had said ‘Azura’, but of course she wore nothing of the sort here. Even the air around her felt different as she commanded the demons around her to surround Wes and his girls. 
 
    “The what?” Hazel asked, not comprehending. Then she saw Azura and her mouth dropped open. “It is the waitress! From the restaurant!” 
 
    The cherry-skinned demoness—some kind of succubus, if Wes had to guess—narrowed her eyes. “You agree to work undercover one time, and that’s all they remember you for,” Azura snarled, shaking her head. “I’m never doing that again, Master, not even if you beg me!” 
 
    At the word Master, Wes’s heart gave a leap. He’d already become so used to hearing it, to knowing he was completely in control of a situation as a result. But as he learned a moment later, the succubus wasn’t referring to him when she said the M-word. 
 
    Not even a fucking little bit. 
 
    A lone figure stepped through the shattered window, brushing dust off their long white coat as they brought up the rear of the group. Even before they lowered their hood, revealing the face of a blandly handsome middle aged man, Wes could feel his gorge beginning to rise. 
 
    “Magnus,” Wes snapped, aiming his staff in the direction of the newcomer. “We had a deal!” 
 
    The voivode of the Templars seemed as hale and hearty as ever. Magnus looked like he subsisted on a diet of green tea and kale, but his eyes were that of a mass murderer presiding over a concentration camp. He managed a sad, rueful look that failed to reach his eyes as he stepped inside, looking from Wes and his group to the much larger band of demons he’d broken in with. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure we could break the barrier,” Magnus said to Azura. “You were right—channeled magics aren’t as powerful as shards. Otherwise we’d have built the Door long ago I suppose.” 
 
    The succubus shrugged. “It’s not often I get to say you were wrong, Master,” the demon said simply. “I don’t relish it.” 
 
    “Stop saying that!” Hazel said, focusing all her ire on the gorgeous red demon girl. “You don’t get to use that word! That word is for our Warlock, not for him!” 
 
    Magnus snickered in response. “There are many different types of mastery in this world,” the Templar said, stepping over the broken glass his demons had left behind. “This creature has every right to refer to me as her Master. I did bind her to me, after all. Much as your fool of a Warlock bound you to him.” 
 
    Deja spit on the floor. “Abomination,” she said, pointing a finger at Azura. “A demon willing to bind itself to a Templar? You must truly be mad, whoever you are.” 
 
    The succubus pursed her pouty lips. “The name’s Azura,” she said, making a gesture at Deja like she was an annoying fly. “And I’m making more money this week than you’ll ever see in your life, sweetie, so get off your fucking high horse.” 
 
    Wes couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “The Templars must have fallen far indeed,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest, “for the local voivode to be physically consorting with demons.” 
 
    Magnus just laughed. “Oh, I don’t know our dear Azura in that way,” the Templar assured him. “Trust me, I’m not interested in Azura’s prowess in the bedroom, skilled succubus that she is.” 
 
    “What a waste,” Wes said, shaking his head. 
 
    Magnus laughed, while his demonic familiar looked like she’d just bitten down on a lemon. “I’m sorry to have to drop in on you this way,” the Templar explained, looking for a moment as if he almost actually meant the apology. “But I know you never actually agreed to the ceasefire—and even if you and your little whores had been planning to use that to stab me in the back, it’s not like you’d actually turned against me yet. Consider this a preemptive strike. I just couldn’t leave a loose end like you laying around, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “A loose end like me?” Wes asked. “Is that all you fucking see me as, Magnus?” 
 
    “It won’t matter for long anyway,” the voivode of the Templars waved a dismissive hand. “The Door is nearly complete, Wesley of House Alban. The final piece I need—the Keystone, the most important of the shards—is being delivered to the Templar headquarters as we speak. By the time Azura stands over the dead bodies of you and your familiars, it will be in my hands. And soon after that, in my portal.” 
 
    As if on cue, the ring on Wes’s finger began to vibrate wildly, drawing both his and Magnus’ attention. Wes knew what that meant—Magnus was telling the truth. There was indeed a powerful shard in the city, and the fact that the ring was only now beginning to shake meant it had just arrived. 
 
    Exactly what Magnus needed. 
 
    “Without the Keystone, of course, it probably would have taken years to complete the Door,” Magnus said, more relaxed now that the ring showed him physical evidence of his soon to be victory. “Shards like the one that protected this establishment are a dime a dozen in comparison. Oh, don’t get me wrong, they’re plenty powerful—especially when blessed by the right priest or imbued by the proper Warlock. But the Keystone is a whole other order of magnitude. It will open the Door and give me access to Kulili’s realm, at long last.” 
 
    Deja sputtered at the words, barely able to contain herself. “Kulili will destroy the universe!” the genie howled, making her plea as much to Azura as to Magnus. “He’s not something you can reason with or treat like a diplomatic envoy! He’s a being as ancient as the stars—he cares not for the affairs of men!” 
 
    Her accent had become a strange blend, her speech stilted, underlining how vast and storied Deja’s past was despite her good looks. And it had an effect on Azura, who immediately looked uncomfortable with what she was hearing. 
 
    But Magnus just snickered. “Nonsense,” he said, gesturing for calm among his demons. “You got that from your book, didn’t you?” 
 
    It took Wes a moment to realize Magnus knew about the tome. “You know about it?” he asked, honestly curious. 
 
    Magnus shrugged his shoulders. “Superstitions. Old superstitions, mind you, practiced by the kind of creatures I wouldn’t like to meet in a dark alley. Still nothing but myth, all the same. Kulili is not some galaxy-destroying threat. This isn’t a comic book, Wes, as much as you and your women would like it to be.” 
 
    “Then what?” Now it was Wes who was driven to get answers. “What could you possibly get out of riling up one of the oldest beings in the universe?” 
 
    “Don’t you know?” Magnus looked like he was relishing this conversation. Like he’d been looking forward to it for weeks. “Ultimate power. Whoever frees Kulili from his prison at the center of the universe will be richly rewarded for their efforts. They’ll be given anything they want—anything they could wish for.” He relished this word in particular, casting an acidic gaze toward Deja as he said it. “I intend to have Kulili grant me a wish, and I won’t treat it like any of your owners have, djinn. Can you guess what it will be?” 
 
    “Knowing you,” Hazel said, “something incredibly shitty.” 
 
    Magnus tossed back his head and laughed. “For you, it will be,” he agreed, even giving Hazel a tiny, faked amount of applause before continuing his spiel. “My ‘wish’ will be for enough power to finally end the war between demons and Templars. Once the balance of power is shifted, I’ll accept the unconditional surrender of the supernatural world. Including the Warlocks.” His grin grew wider, as if he were already thinking of the humiliations and tortures he’d be submitting Wes to. “You see, Wes? I don’t want to destroy the universe. I love the universe! So much that I want to make it safe, by destroying demons and Warlocks once and for all.” 
 
    Azura gave a start at his words. 
 
    “Present company excluded, of course,” Magnus said with a sheepish grin. 
 
    The succubus rolled her eyes. “Can we kill them yet?” she asked, eager to be on with it. Wes couldn’t help but notice that unlike her subordinates, the succubus had brought neither melee weapon or gun to this fight. What might she be hiding under that skin tight armor, he wondered? Some vicious claws? A transformed demon version of herself like Hazel, with enough strength to tear the roof off? 
 
    “Yes, you may,” Magnus said. “Unless you have any last words, Wes. An attempt to bargain, perhaps?” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “I already talked to one creature who claims to be the lover of the whole universe,” he spat, charging up his staff. “He looked a hell of a lot creepier than you on the outside, Magnus—but I’m willing to bet you’re even creepier than him on the inside.” 
 
    Wes didn’t know what he’d expected with that remark, other than for it to sting. But rather than order Azura and the other demons into battle, Magnus just stared at Wes and his women blankly, as if the computer inside of his head had just been hit with the blue screen of death. 
 
    “Lover…” Magnus mused, shaking his head and putting a hand to his forehead. “My God! You’ve really met Inamorata?” 
 
    Now it was Wes’s turn to do a double take. He wasn’t sure what to do—the Templar seemed intimidated by the name, but would mentioning his adventures force Magnus to back off, or provoke him even harder? 
 
    Well, Wes thought, it’s not like I can make him want to kill me more… 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said. “I know that guy.” 
 
    Magnus stared back at him a moment longer, then turned to Azura with a grunt. “Change of plans,” he said. “We’re not killing the Warlock. We’re taking him with us.” 
 
    Huh? Wes didn’t understand. “I’m not going anywhere, asshole,” he said, conjuring a flame in the palm of his hand. “You’re the one who broke into my house! Now you can get the fuck out, or my girls and I can make you! Choice is yours!” 
 
    Azura groaned and rolled her eyes. “Really? Poo. Can I at least kill one of his slutty little pets?” 
 
    Magnus sized up both Hazel and Deja, considering. Just his gaze on Wes’s women activated every protective instinct in the man’s mind, and made him step between his girls and the group of heavily-armed demons. Don’t you fucking dare, Wes thought, readying himself for battle. 
 
    “Hmm,” Magnus mused. “No. Not yet. A familiar’s death would incapacitate the Warlock, making him useless in the short term. No, we might need him. His friend might try to save him.” 
 
    Friend? Wes tried to imagine the multi-jointed monster he’d spied in that alien chamber as a trusted friend, but his imagination didn’t stretch that far. Besides, Inamorata had told Wes it had bigger fish to fry, right before it climbed over a pile of bodies to make its exit. What could it possibly get out of protecting him? 
 
    “Fine,” Azura said. She didn’t sound happy about it, but she squared up all the same. “Stand back, all of you. I’ll handle the Warlock.” 
 
    A one-on-one fight? Wes’s heart leapt into his throat at the thought. “Yeah, I bet you will,” he snarled in response, holding the Staff of Dominion at the ready. If this was single combat, he might actually have a chance. “You want to feel what a Warlock is like, you fucking traitor? Shit, I can’t believe you hitched your wagon to Magnus of all people! And he doesn’t even fuck you!” 
 
    Azura’s pretty face contorted with rage. “How dare you?” the succubus growled. Even her growls sounded sexy. 
 
    But by now, Hazel and Deja had picked up the thread.  
 
    “Magnus could never satisfy you like our Master,” the blonde demoness cackled, nibbling her bottom lip and giving Wes the most ‘yes Daddy’ look she could muster. 
 
    “He’s got a limp little Templar dick,” Deja threw in, raising and wiggling her pinkie finger back and forth. “Only gets it up for otherworldly monsters. Succubus pussy might as well be his fucking Kryptonite!” 
 
    “Fucking bitches!” Azura howled, throwing herself into the middle of the room. The succubus was a blur of leather and red skin, moving almost too fast for her individual motions to be made out. Wes decided to seize his chance. 
 
    As Azura crossed the room, he feinted to the right then threw himself to the left. The Staff of Dominion moved like a cobra in his hand, striking out at Azura’s face with a blow that would have broken her nose if it had connected. The succubus was just too fast. She stepped out of the way just in time, letting out a little ‘hah’ of surprise at the strike. 
 
    “A sucker punch?” she teased, her tail batting at her ass like she was desperate to get Wes’s gaze away from her fists. “Not very sporting of you, Warlock!” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit,” Wes said, unwilling to waste time with more trash talk. “Your so-called ‘Master’ is going to end the fucking universe, Azura. You’re an idiot to follow him.” 
 
    Suddenly something shifted in the succubus. It was a subtle thing and Wes wasn’t sure he hadn’t imagined it. But then she did something surprising: she straightened up, her back to the demons around her, and unbuttoned the top stitch in her armor. Just that slight slackening allowed a surprising amount of cleavage to come free—so much that Wes could hardly keep himself from staring. Azura was what the boys back home would have called stacked—she had that Christina Hendricks cleavage. 
 
    “You think you can do better?” the succubus cooed, going from pissed off to ‘sex kitten’ in a heartbeat. “You think you can claim me, Wes? Force me to call you Master?” 
 
    “Fuck yes I can,” Wes heard himself say, but something wasn’t quite right. He could feel the Staff of Dominion resting in one hand, the power building to strike, but for some reason, he was holding himself back. 
 
    Azura leaned forward, arching her back and thrusting out her tits even more. “Then kiss me,” she begged, running a black nail across her pouty, glossy lips. “Do it, Warlock!” 
 
    “Wait!” Deja cried out. “Wes, don’t—” 
 
    But it was already too late. Wes’s mind had begun to cloud over. In that moment, he was sure that his ability to conquer the hearts of hot demon women could overcome any challenge. After all, if a single kiss could turn Azura, switch her from Magnus’s team to his, it could win the fight against the Templars right there and then. 
 
    Wes dropped the Staff, slipping an arm around the succubus’s waist and swept her right off her feet. She melted against him, her arms wrapping around his shoulders. Before he could actually kiss her however, she pressed her lips against his ear. 
 
    “I’m sorry about this,” she whispered, surprisingly earnest for someone who seemed intent on killing him just seconds ago. “I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    Then, like the sun burning away a fog, his mind cleared. Immediately he tensed, ready to lash out at the succubus who had apparently been using magic to manipulate him. But before he could even start reaching for his magic again, she tightened her arms around him. 
 
    “Please, just listen,” Azura whispered urgently, her leg hooking around his hip, keeping him close while also putting on a performance for their audience as she started to grind against him. “Magnus needs to be stopped. I have poison on my lips that will knock you out, but if you willingly take the bait I’ll do what I can to help you escape when the moment is right.” 
 
    Wes didn’t have a lot of choices, and not much time to make a decision. The fact that she was moaning a little and nuzzling into his neck to buy them time wasn’t making it any easier either. He wanted his anger to be the thing keeping his lust in check, but really he was aware how close his dick had come to getting him into some real trouble, even if there had been magic involved. 
 
    The bottom line was that he didn’t trust her, but this might be his best chance. Especially when he considered the safety of his girls. Besides, she didn’t have to tell him like this. She could have just kept using her magic and he would have knocked himself right out.   
 
    Rather than answer her, he grabbed her by the hair and twisted her head around to look into her eyes. He stared for a long second, searching for any indication that she was lying. When he couldn’t find any evidence of deception he took the plunge and pressed his lips to hers in a steamy kiss that she returned with a surprising amount of lust as her mouth opened beneath his. 
 
    Pinning her to him, he gave his desire free reign again as he let himself appreciate her sinful beauty. He pressed the bulge in his pants into her, like he was trying to physically force the images of her riding him into her. He wanted her to think about what it would feel like to be held down and pounded—to be used in the way his women so enjoyed. Besides, returning the favor of getting her drunk on lust was the least he could do. 
 
    He felt something inside of her give. She wants this, Wes thought, not hearing the dismayed hiss of Deja. 
 
    He broke the kiss, watching as the succubus’s eyes slowly refocused. Azura brought her fingertips up to her lips, staring at him in amazement as she ran the tip of a digit over the spot where he’d just left his mark. 
 
    “That was… wow,” the succubus panted, looking for a moment like Deja did after Wes activated her womb tattoo. 
 
    “That’s just the start,” Wes said, forgetting about the situation in order to make the promise of more to come and slackening his hold on the demon girl’s waist. “You belong in my fucking harem, Azura—” 
 
    The succubus let out a laugh. “I can’t believe you actually fell for it,” she giggled. Her acting was good enough that Wes went a little pale, wondering if he hadn’t been wrong about their little conversation. 
 
    The world lurched sickeningly around him. Whatever that poison of hers was, it certainly wasn’t a fun ride. The strength left his arms, his fingertips turning cold. His legs went to jelly beneath him, and it was suddenly a struggle to stand. 
 
    “That was hawt,” the succubus purred, the lust burning in her eyes showing that she really did want to jump ship and join Wes’s guild. “But I’ve got prior arrangements, boy toy. This contract’s worth too much, even for a dick like yours…” 
 
    Wes slumped to his knees. His own fingers touched his lips, coming back with a pink substance that stuck to his skin. The last thing Wes saw as the edges of his vision started turning gray and he slumped to the floor was Hazel and Deja being hustled into the center of the room by demons, and magical ropes tied around their wrists. 
 
    “Bring them all,” Magnus said, his voice echoing in Wes’s head. “We want to make sure our friends don’t have any tricks up their sleeves. And after all…” 
 
    The wood floor of the chapel was cool against Wes’s cheek. So cool. So comforting… 
 
    “Kulili might be hungry.” He heard Magnus laugh. “It wouldn’t hurt to bring him an appetizer or two! After we’re done with the Warlock, that is.” 
 
    The darkness pushed in, and Wes was gone. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Wes woke up, bolting upright out of an inchoate nightmare of tentacles and multi-jointed monsters, he felt like he was on top of the world. Literally. 
 
    A ray of evening light filtered through the window, showing off the kind of view of the city people paid good money for. As consciousness returned, Wes turned his head to see more windows—stretching across each of the walls, from floor to ceiling. This wasn’t the chapel behind Deja Vu, or some underground hideout for demons. Magnus had brought Wes and his women back to the tallest building in the city. Everything he had heard from Hazel and the local demons, this was the Templar home base—this part of the world anyway—and they were in the penthouse level all the way at the top. 
 
    Wes blinked rapidly, trying to shake off the cobwebs. He tried to move his arms and legs, only to find them bound in rope the same way the demons had been doing to Hazel and Deja when he’d been knocked out— 
 
    Hazel! Deja! 
 
    Wes jerked his head as far to the sides as he could. Both women were also tied to chairs, bound in ropes even more ornate and elegant than his. Their chairs lay to either side of him and slightly behind, so that he could only see them from the corner of his eye if he really stretched for it. Mostly he could see the city. The Excelsior lay dead ahead. He could see the roof from where he sat, even if he couldn’t have thrown a stone all the way between the buildings. 
 
    When I said I wanted to take my girls to the penthouse, this wasn’t what I meant, Wes thought. For one thing, there would have been a lot more sex. There would still be ropes at least, but in a different context. 
 
    Deep impressions in the carpet showed where there’d once been a conference table in this space. This room, with its enviable views of the city and perfect lighting, must have been the meeting chamber for the local Templars whenever they needed to conduct some Templar business. Magnus had turned it into a hall of horrors. 
 
    At the far side of the room, near the elevator, lay a very different kind of door. It was more like the impression of a door—the kind of thing you might see in a cautionary fairy tale, that led to a place young children didn’t want to tread. The structure had been built out of twisted metal tendrils, looping back and forth around each other to form a rough rectangle against the glass of the far wall. It looked exactly like the drawings in Deja’s book.  
 
    The Door. 
 
    Grooves had been carved into it at intervals, little notches in the ridged metal. Lots of notches, some bigger than others. Each of them glistened with a precious stone, bathing the floor just in front of the door with a different color of light. The shards, Wes thought, looking the thing up and down. Holy shit, Magnus had to collect so many of them. There must be a hundred of the fucking things embedded in that fucked up sculpture! How did he get so many in such a short space of time? 
 
    Yet many of them still lay empty. Instead a larger notch had been added, like a tumor growing out of the metal. It was dead center in the middle of the door, right over the top. If it had been Christmas time, it’s where you would have put the mistletoe. The groove there was longer than it was wide, like a jelly bean or the cap of a pen. Whatever stone was supposed to go there would have been massive—easily enough to buy a fancy house or a private jet if it was just a mundane gem. 
 
    “Hazel,” Wes said. His voice sounded rough to his own ears, and he had to clear his throat a few times to speak more. “Deja. Are you two with me?” 
 
    “We’re here, Master,” a voice came from behind him. Deja’s smooth contralto. 
 
    “I’m here, too,” Hazel added. 
 
    Just hearing that soothed away some of Wes’s worries. His girls were there. 
 
    “Are you okay, Wes?” Hazel continued. “Those demons did a number on you before they carried you up here.” 
 
    Had they? Wes did a quick self-examination. Cuts and bruises covered his body, though nothing so severe that he’d noticed overmuch. They’d even left his fancy cloak and ring on. What worried him was that they’d taken the Staff of Dominion. Without it, his Warlock powers would be nowhere near as strong as they’d be with the weapon at his side. He’d be concerned with what they could do with it except there were much bigger concerns to worry about regarding the near future. 
 
    “Nothing a cup of Deja’s special brew wouldn’t fix,” Wes said with a chuckle. “How are you two? Those bastards didn’t do anything to you, did they?” 
 
    He could sense Deja and Hazel shaking their heads.  
 
    “Just tied us up,” Hazel said. “They wouldn’t dare. They were too busy kicking you while you were down, anyway.” 
 
    Deja spit to the side. “That fucking bitch of a succubus,” the genie said. “How could she betray her own people like that?” 
 
    “And how could Wes kiss her?” Hazel asked, rocking her chair back and forth. It appeared to be bolted to the ground, otherwise she’d have been able to get into his field of view. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, Master, that girl’s hot as fuck. Literally. I can see why you’d want to pound her little succubus pussy into next week. But to kiss an enemy like that!?” 
 
    Wes laughed. “She and I had a nice little chat while she was all over me,” he said, remembering. “I think there’s more going on there than we realize. We’ll have to see how things play out.” 
 
    Like the fact that she said she would help them escape but there was no sign of her. Maybe it really was just a trap. Damn it, he’d have to worry about all of that later. 
 
    Wes tried his best to look over his shoulder at Deja. “Have you tried to get out of these ropes yet?” he asked, struggling against his own bonds. “Any luck?” 
 
    He could just barely see the genie shaking her head. “They’re strong—and they resist magic. Forget asking me to wish them loose, it won’t work. We’re trapped. For now at least.” 
 
    So they were. Wes glared at the Door, counting each shard trapped inside those tendrils. Sure they symbolized the danger of an elder god coming through the portal and ending the universe—but for Wes, they also represented an opportunity. 
 
    Those were a lot of shards. There was a lot of power, running that portal. 
 
    The kind of thing that could catapult a Warlock’s guild into the heights of supernatural society, virtually overnight. 
 
    Wes’s ring had already been a constant hum, but now it started to vibrate madly, growing stronger and stronger with each passing moment. “Something’s coming,” he told his girls, flexing his fingers as best as he could inside of his bonds. “I think they’re bringing this Keystone shard of theirs up now. Be ready.” 
 
    “We are, Master,” Hazel said firmly, sounding committed and loyal. “I’m just not sure what we’re going to be able to do.” 
 
    “We’ll think of something,” Wes said as the elevator door opened. Then he shut up and listened, waiting for an opportunity. 
 
    Apparently, tying them to these chairs filled the Templars with a sense of security. Wes had expected a whole strike team of demonic guards to be waiting inside the elevator, but when it slid open soundlessly, only Magnus and Azura stood inside. There was no sign of the Keystone, but the ring on Wes’s finger continued like a joy buzzer on full blast. 
 
    “Ah, good,” Magnus said, spreading his arms as he entered the penthouse. “You’re up. I was worried you’d miss all the fun.” 
 
    Azura gave Wes a puckish glance as she walked behind her Master. For his part, Wes didn’t bother saying anything to the delicious succubus—he just favored her with his sexiest smirk, as if to remind her of his promise. The succubus’s gaze lingered on Wes longer than necessary, her eyes filled with that same complicated mix of emotions Wes had seen earlier, before she remembered their surroundings and turned away. 
 
    Yeah, that woman is definitely shook, Wes thought, flexing his fingers against his restraints. Maybe she’s really going to come through after all? 
 
    “The Door,” Magnus said, slipping into the didactic tones of a college professor as he hung his jacket on a nearby hook. “A marvel of esoteric engineering. I know it looks like a rough draft of a more elegant, finished conveyance method, but trust me—it’s taken weeks of planning to get this device exactly to the specifications laid out in the blueprints and steal all the shards of power from the other branches of the Knights Templar.” 
 
    “Steal?” Deja stiffened in her chair. “So that’s where you got all those shards from…” 
 
    The Templar laughed, though it still never reached his eyes. “You think every bar in the city has a shard or two lying around? I’m still not sure how a run-down dive like your base managed to get something so powerful installed, but I’m not about to question it. Rest assured that most of those shards came from the private collections of some very powerful Templars.” 
 
    Wes had remained silent up until now, but he saw no further utility in playing mute. “Templars who would be upset to discover you’re consorting with demons,” he said, looking Magnus straight in the eyes. “If they found out what you’re trying to do, would they stop at excommunicating you? Or would it be a long drop off a short rope?” 
 
    Magnus had the good grace to shrug. “Who cares? It’s worked out this way. Nothing stepped in my path—none of the other branches of the Knights Templar were savvy enough to work out where their shards went, or who took them. Most were too embarrassed to even report the theft.” He snickered at Azura, who obviously had played a part in that. “For the last few days, the only thing I’ve been afraid of is a surprise appearance by your new friends—and they seem more than happy to sit on the sidelines and watch me do my work.” 
 
    He must have meant Inamorata and its kind. What sort of game those creatures were playing, Wes had no idea, but he sensed it wasn’t one parallel to Magnus’s thinking. More like orthogonal—or some other math in a completely different ballpark. 
 
    “You’re completely insane!” Hazel cried, though her plea was directed at the man himself, it was clearly for Azura’s benefit. “You’re not going to get a wish, Magnus! You’re going to get the entire planet destroyed! You think opening that portal will get you a world free from demons and Warlocks? It’ll get you a world free of life!” 
 
    “Superstitious drivel,” the Templar said, realizing what Hazel was doing and flashing a beaming smile at Azura. “That’s all this is, Azura. Don’t worry, I have every intention of fulfilling the terms of your contract to the letter. In fact, I think you’ve earned a bonus for your little trick subduing the Warlock without bloodshed…” 
 
    To Azura’s credit, she didn’t do anything that might reveal her true intentions. Even the blush on Azura’s red cheeks could have easily been written off as embarrassment rather than a flush of warmth at the memory, but Wes was paying very close attention to the pair.  
 
    “Azura,” Deja said, making her entreaty more directly than Hazel had. “I’m a genie, darling. I can tell you all about wishes—and I swear to you on my Master and my bond as a familiar, Kulili does not grant them. If he’s freed, only endless death and insanity will be the result! You have to stop Magnus, before it’s too late—” 
 
    Magnus’s face twisted. He doesn’t like that, Wes thought, triumph flaring in his chest. We might have just provoked him into making a mistake— 
 
    The Templar moved fast as thought, coming around Wes’s side and slamming a fist into Deja’s face. Only the fact that the chair was bolted to the ground kept the genie from toppling over—as it was, she rocked sickeningly back and forth, gasping with pain. 
 
    Wes’s vision went red. 
 
    “You dirty bastard!” Hazel screamed. “Can’t stand to listen to a woman, so you have to hit one? Is this who you serve, Azura!?” 
 
    Magnus turned to hit Hazel, too—but suddenly, he had bigger problems. 
 
    With a roar, Wes ripped right through his restraints, flames coursing up and down his body. Miniature gusts of wind wrapped around his arms like the tendrils surrounding the Door, stoking the flames so high that even the magic dampening field of the enchanted rope couldn’t hold him back. He didn’t even bother standing before he charged, slamming into the Templar like a linebacker. 
 
    The Templar’s head cracked backward like a whip. For a moment Wes dared to hope he’d killed Magnus, but then the man jumped to the side, staggering slightly from the blow. 
 
    “You’re too late,” Magnus muttered, coughing up a bit of blood. He motioned for Azura to leap into the fray, moving further back to stay out of the range of Wes’s fists. “The Keystone will be here any minute. All you’re doing is delaying the inevitable!” 
 
    Wes struck out again, showing his teeth—only to punch what felt like a brick wall. A red palm lay outstretched across his knuckles, crackling with magical energy. 
 
    Azura had just stepped between Wes and the Templar. 
 
    “Oh, come the fuck on!” Wes took a step backward, raising his fists like a bare knuckled boxer. “You can’t still seriously be serving this guy?” 
 
    “I told you,” Azura whispered, so quiet he could barely hear her over the roaring wind of his magic. “I don’t have a choice. Play along and fight me. We’ll figure something out.” 
 
    A second later and the serious expression melted off her face, replaced by a naughty smile. “Did you seriously still think you swayed me with a little kiss?” She blew one at him, bobbing side to side like a prize fighter as she stalled for time. “I’m a succubus, Warlock. You don’t have anything I haven’t seen a hundred times before.” 
 
    Wes gave her an almost imperceptible nod. “I’m going to pay you back for that fucking kiss,” he said, his anger at seeing Deja hurt making the act all too easy as the flames on his fists flared. “Then I’m going to beat your boss to death for touching my women!” 
 
    Azura’s eyes widened a fraction. “You really do care about them,” she said, her smile dropping again, her tone unreadable. But then she dropped into a battle stance, her tail flicking between her legs like a tiger on the prowl. Wes had to admit that part of him was looking forward to getting the measure of her. 
 
    “Come on, then!” the succubus said, sounding angry at herself for something that had nothing to do with the fight as she flexed her claws. “See if you can beat me, Warlock!” 
 
    If he’d had the Staff of Dominion things would have been different. But without his weapon, Wes had only the bonds between himself and his women to work with. The Staff, which amplified his powers dozens of times over, was nowhere to be found—and that made all the difference. 
 
    Wes charged forward like a bull, lowering his head as he barreled into the succubus with all his might. He hit the point where he’d have expected to collide with her and kept right on going, nearly slamming into a wall. God damn she was fast! He’d hardly seen her move. 
 
    “I feel like a fucking bullfighter,” Azura smirked, waving her fingers like she was holding an invisible cape. “Come on, toro! Show me what you’ve got!” 
 
    Wes didn’t need a red cape—his vision was plenty red enough already thanks to Magnus. He threw himself at Azura again and again, swinging with flame-infused fists and kicks that left whirlwinds in their wake. Yet he couldn’t lay a finger on the succubus. She was too fast, too graceful—each of her moves betrayed an elegance so far outside Wes’s realm of experience as to be almost alien. She clearly had centuries of experience behind her, and the combination was almost enough to beat him. 
 
    Wes tried the same trick he’d used on her before—faint right, swipe left. He felt the meaty slap of knuckle against flesh as his punch connected with Azura’s side, hitting her where the kidney would be on a human woman. It was the kind of punch that ended boxing matches, but the succubus shrugged it off, twirling a little pirouette before slashing inches from his face with her claws. 
 
    Enough. They either had to figure this out or he had to end this. The longer it went on, the more chance the Keystone would arrive—along with more of Magnus’s guards. Their best chance was to take Magnus down together before anything else happened. What did she mean when she kept saying she didn’t have a choice? 
 
    Then, as he moved in, Azura pulled out a move that blew his mind. She flipped head over heels, like a dancer doing a handstand, her sinuous legs cutting through the air like the blades of a windmill. At the apex of her cartwheel, she pushed off the floor with her hands and spread her legs, like she wanted to mount him from a standing position. 
 
    It was such a ludicrous move that Wes could mount no proper defense for it. He let the succubus straddle him, almost laughing with the sheer ridiculousness of it—but Azura was deadly serious. Those thighs gripped his midsection, her heels digging into his lower back like a lover begging him to go deeper. 
 
    He could tell in that moment that she had enough strength in her legs to crush him and rupture his organs. Her thighs themselves were weapons many people would probably have gladly said they’d die inside, either laying between them or with the gorgeous succubus sitting on their face. But saying it was a whole other thing than experiencing it. It already felt like the lower half of his body had been put into a hydraulic press.  
 
    Holy shit, Wes thought. She’s a fucking James Bond villain! Fortunately, he also realized that she was holding back. 
 
    What made it even worse was the intimacy of the position and the way their bodies wanted to pick right back up where they had left off in the chapel. He could literally feel Azura getting turned on by the contact. She was a succubus after all, and being in the middle of an intense situation wasn’t enough to stop a sex demon from getting at least a little keyed up in a position like this. 
 
    With the grace of a stripper, Azura arched her back until her palms touched the floor again. She used the leverage to push off, toppling Wes and sending him onto the carpet on his back. He barely had time to adjust before Azura shimmied up his chest, applying her deadly thighs to either side of his chest. 
 
    “Shit, you really know how to ride,” Wes managed weakly. “But we don’t have time for this. The Keystone is going to show up any minute now.” 
 
    Azura almost smirked but it dissolved into an angry expression. “Quiet,” she grunted, squeezing him for emphasis before dropping her voice again. “I know, alright? I know. But I can’t act against him, and I can’t let you hurt him. I literally can’t. At best I can do something indirect, but I don’t know what I can do that will help.” 
 
    Before Wes could try and think of a response, the elevator door chose that moment to open with a cheerful little ding. 
 
    Azura relaxed her grip on his chest instantly. It was enough for him to rise or fight if need be, but for now, he stayed still to watch as a small, wizened old man came out of the elevator, taking shuffling steps like he feared falling down at any moment. A pair of thick coke bottle glasses clung to the man’s head, making him look like Mr. Magoo. 
 
    In his hands lay a golden, glittering jewel the size of a loaf of bread. The Keystone! 
 
    “Ah! It’s finally here!” Magnus looked like a kid on Christmas morning. “Bring it here, Dominic! I’m ready whenever you are to finally open the Door!” 
 
    Even with everything at stake, Wes couldn’t help but laugh. This was the thing that had spooked the three Templar into going rogue? The one that had set events into motion to bring about the death of the universe? He looked like he belonged on a park bench feeding the pigeons. His shuffling gait made him appear even older than he was, though the deep wrinkles in his forehead and cheeks did a good enough job of that. 
 
    “Who the fuck is that?” Wes gasped, managing to crane his neck enough to see Magnus. “Is that the creature you’ve been consorting with, you Templar bastard? A little old man? You’re going to end the world on the advice of a little old man?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to understand,” Magnus sniffed derisively. “You just lay there and continue enjoying the attention of my succubus. That’s the only attention you’re going to get from her.” Then he turned to the old man—Dominic—with wide eyes. “At last. We’ve completed it!” 
 
    The old man stopped a pace or two from Magnus, smiling like a proud grandpa bouncing a baby on his knee. “Yes,” he wheezed, cocking his head to the side. “We have.” 
 
    Wes sensed the danger an instant before Magnus did but still couldn’t react in time. The old man dropped the massive jewel to the carpet, certain it wouldn’t be damaged, and in the same moment, his right arm elongated into a kind of fleshy, bony spear. He pierced Magnus’s chest with it in a single motion, moving with a surprising strength and speed for someone so old. 
 
    Someone as old as he appeared to be, in any case. 
 
    Magnus looked down at the spear in his chest, his eyes boggling. He shook his head gently back and forth, bringing a hand to the weapon piercing him, as if he could push it away and undo the strike in the first place. 
 
    “But… why?” Magnus asked, blood trickling from his lip. 
 
    “Sorry, old boy,” the man said in a bolder voice. “Now that the Door’s complete, I don’t need you any longer. But I will take a couple of parting gifts, since you’ve been so good to me…” 
 
    What happened next shook Wes to his very core. As Magnus gasped, struggling to comprehend what had just happened, the spear inside of him flexed and trembled. It expanded rapidly, coating his skin with tendrils of flesh as others of bone wormed their way beneath his skin like the two were racing each other to see if they could rip him apart or keep him held together. As he was fully consumed in the fleshy mass, the old man standing next to him shriveled and dissolved, leaving nothing but his clothes behind. 
 
    When the tendrils retreated, Magnus was left standing there, hearty and whole. Except it wasn’t Magnus any longer—those insane eyes of his were gone. 
 
    The eyes of the old man stared back at Wes. 
 
    Apparently the nightmare wasn’t over. The tendrils beneath his skin were still moving in places, looking like there were maggots writhing beneath the flesh of the new Magnus. A maniacal grin spread across the creature’s face as it took a shuffling step toward Wes, then another. 
 
    Above him, Azura howled in pain as something inside of her broke. Apparently taking Magnus’s body had still severed the connection between the Templar and his familiar, and Azura was suffering the backlash for that. The succubus grabbed the sides of her head with a horrible wail, sinking to the side and curling up in a fetal position as tears streamed down her face. The sight was so devastating that Wes promised himself to never let his women be put in such a position. 
 
    Somehow, he managed to get to his feet. “What the fuck are you?” he asked, more shocked than anything by the new Magnus. 
 
    “My name would be too difficult for your heathen tongue to pronounce,” the creature inside of Magnus hissed. “But as far as you’re concerned, it is Genbu who will finally bring Kulili back into the world.” 
 
    Genbu. The name was unfamiliar to Wes, but he figured he could look it up later. First, he had to stop this monster. The thing inside of Magnus had already picked up the Keystone, cradling it the way a mother holds her infant baby. Any moment now, he’d put it inside of the Door, and it would open to that terrible plane where Kulili resided. 
 
    “Wait!” Wes howled. He very much wanted to turn and free his women, but he couldn’t afford to spare the time. “Magnus was wrong, Genbu.” 
 
    The thing paused, a foot away from the Door. “Hmm?” 
 
    It was a chance—the only one was likely to get. “Hazel, Deja, me—we’re all telling the truth,” he said, putting up his hands. “Kulili doesn’t grant wishes, or give the people who come to him power, or anything like that. Once you free him, her, it—whatever that thing is—it’s going to rampage across the universe, killing every living thing. All you’re going to accomplish by opening that Door is killing the entire world!” 
 
    Genbu stared out at him through Magnus’s face, appraising him like a barbequer trying to figure out if ants were going to ruin his picnic. Then the creature laughed. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I want to accomplish,” Genbu informed him. 
 
    Wes was poleaxed. “That’s… that’s crazy,” he said, trying to wrap his head around it. “You’re part of the universe, too! How could you possibly want to destroy it!?” 
 
    “You couldn’t possibly understand.” For a moment, something as ancient as the stars themselves shone through the orbs that had been Magnus’s eyes. The thing standing before Wes sounded as if it had been tortured for thousands of years—like it would do anything to make the pain stop. “You may not believe this, Warlock, but I’m actually saving you a great deal of pain by doing this. The least you could do is be grateful for it!” 
 
    “For destroying the world? Fuck you!” Flames coursed up and down Wes’s arms. “I won’t let you do it!” 
 
    A demented grin spread across the creature’s face. “It’s already done.” 
 
    And it slid the Keystone into the slot over the Door. 
 
    A tremor passed through the building. Outside, the sky quickly darkened, clouds rushing in to block out the moon and stars as a sickly red stain spread across the horizon. Wind buffeted the windows, shaking the thick panes of glass until they wobbled back and forth.  
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Hazel cried, staring out the window with a horrified expression. “The city… it’s—” 
 
    “Changing,” Genbu said with a laugh. “The Door is beginning to open! It cannot be stopped now! Hahahaha!” 
 
    As the man’s insane laughter filled the room, the landscape outside of the windows distorted even further. The outline of the Excelsior a few blocks away blurred, its rough edges dripping like candle wax across the skyline. Wes tried to blink the effect away, dismiss it as merely a trick of the eyes, but it refused to yield. As he watched, more buildings twisted and changed, beginning to look less like edifices of steel than dark fingers stretching toward a now blood red sky. 
 
    But the worst part was what was going on with the Door. Inside the space at the center of that twisted doorway, a swirling vortex of unimaginable colors churned like a maelstrom. What lay in the middle of that bizarre contraption looked like a window into the very mouth of madness itself. 
 
    Up until this moment, Wes had treated the existential threat of a creature like Kulili as more of a thought experiment, rather than something to be truly afraid of. But as he watched his city melt beneath an impossible sky, the fabric of reality torn by Genbu’s horrible Door, a bolt of pure, primal fear speared his heart. 
 
    He did not want to know what would happen if Genbu was allowed to take Magnus’s body through that doorway. There was no way it would end in anything but insanity and death for him and his women. 
 
    “It’s almost ready,” Genbu said, giving the doorway the look of a man waiting for his dinner to finish cooking. A horrible eagerness peered through Magnus’s corrupted eyes, like headlights in the parking lots of Hell. “Any moment now, the connection will complete, and I’ll step through. My audience with Kulili has been a long time in the making, Warlock. Finally, I’ll be getting what I’ve always wanted—” 
 
    As the creature trailed off, the rippling surface of the Door solidified into a solid black rectangle. It filled the interior of the twisted gateway perfectly, as if a liquid had been poured into a mold to fill it. Nothing but pure darkness could be seen through the gate—a darkness so perfect that Wes suspected light itself would be unable to leave its surface.  
 
    He had to do something. There was no way he could let this monster step through the door— 
 
    A fist hit Wes in the chest. 
 
    Magnus—Genbu—whatever the fuck he was, he’d already anticipated Wes’s attack. With a sick, savage grin, the ancient creature twisted his knuckles in Wes’s solar plexus before shoving him away from the eldritch gateway. 
 
    “Sorry, Warlock—I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist playing the hero.” Genbu regarded the gate with a cocked eyebrow, looking as eager as a man watching his girlfriend pull down her panties and bend over the bed. “Say your goodbyes to your women. This will all be over soon—” 
 
    A blast of flame struck Genbu between the shoulder blades. 
 
    Wes blinked rapidly, his brain trying to catch up to what his eyes were seeing. The creature staggered before the portal, taking a step toward the Door only for one leg to buckle underneath of him. Genbu let out a gasp and whirled around, his limbs moving unnaturally beneath his long white Templar robes. 
 
    Wes looked along with him. Three women stood in the middle of the room, each looking more pissed off than the last. 
 
    “I am not going to let you end the world!” Azura growled, her clawed hands balled into fists. “Not after I’m finally free, monster!” 
 
    Wes couldn’t believe it. Despite the pain, the succubus was able to free Hazel and Deja, the three of them doing their best to block Genbu from moving through the portal.  
 
    She’s a free agent now, Wes realized, and she’s not about to let him get away with this bullshit… 
 
    “Not if we have anything to say about it,” Deja hissed. Both of Wes’s women moved to the sides, flanking the white-robed Templar. If they could have somehow gotten between Genbu and the Door, they would have—but he and Wes both stood too close. “I’ll kill you, you bastard. No one lays hands on my Warlock and lives!” 
 
    Shit, Wes thought. The sight of three women coming to his aid should have heartened him, but his mind was already calculating the odds of the trio managing to stop Genbu in the next few seconds. He could see the maggots writhing beneath the skin of Magnus’s face, could watch as the creature came to the conclusion that he couldn’t easily fight off the four of them at once. 
 
    But they couldn’t stop him from reaching the portal. 
 
    Wes had to admit it was hopeless. Even as he tensed on the floor, preparing to launch himself at the Templar’s body, he could see the next sequence of events playing out in his mind’s eye. He could cling to Genbu, kick and tug as hard as he could, but it wouldn’t stop the man from getting through the Door. It would still head straight to the center of the universe, leaving the four of them and the rest of the Earth behind, and touch a creature with the capability of ending life as they know it. 
 
    No, Wes couldn’t stop Genbu from reaching the Door. 
 
    But there was one other thing he could do. 
 
    Deja and Hazel moved in perfect unison, closing in on Genbu from either side in a perfect pincer attack. As they both struck, the creature in the Templar’s body turned to run—but Wes was faster. Grabbing the bonds between himself and both women, he pulled a surge of magic into his body and used it to launch from the floor. Not in the direction of Genbu, as the creature might have anticipated, or even in the space between the Templar and the horrible Door. 
 
    Wes launched himself directly at that rectangle of black. 
 
    He closed his eyes as he flew through the air, not wanting to see it up close. All around him he could hear cries of dismay: Hazel and Deja’s cries for him to stop, Genbu’s roar of rage as he realized what Wes was about to do. But it was already in motion. Nobody could stop him. 
 
    Wes sailed straight through the Door. 
 
    Back on Earth, the rectangle of darkness disappeared, leaving an empty doorway behind. Hazel, Deja, the false Magnus, and Azura all remained in the penthouse, staring at each other in shock. 
 
    Wes was gone. 
 
    Wes was somewhere else. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes stepped out of the portal and into a world of horror. 
 
    A pitch-black sky roiled above his head, filled with dark red clouds the color of dried blood. A constant roar of thunder filled the world, flashes of purple lightning darting between squalls like birds on the wing. The atmosphere had the quality of a heavy storm just about to wash through the area—only it never broke. The heat and humidity pushed against Wes’s enchanted cloak like a living thing, trying to shove him off his feet with each step. 
 
    This world was dark, which annoyed Wes for a few moments until he began to be glad for it. He wanted to see as little of this strange place as humanly possible. The small amount his eyes could register without light already threatened to snap his sanity. To the immediate right and left of the portal stood twin statues, half enclosed in shadow, with features so horrifying Wes nearly attacked them before realizing they were merely stone. Each of them wore a face that was utterly alien, but there could be no mistaking the expression on the creatures’ eldritch features: Hate. 
 
    In an all too familiar sensation, Wes couldn’t look at the statues for very long. Their bodies were composed of too many angles, the arms and legs multi-jointed in ways he unfortunately recognized. If these creatures standing silent vigil over the portal weren’t part of Inamorata’s family, they were definitely distant cousins at the very least. 
 
    He took one step forward and sank ankle-deep into slime. 
 
    The portal he’d stepped through was on a raised platform of some kind, the twisted tendrils of the doorway making it look like a twin to the insane sculpture Magnus had built back on Earth. Surrounding this were deep, gooey patches of slime, which spread in every direction to become the dominant feature of the landscape. Although no rain fell from the foreboding sky over Wes’s head, the stones surrounding the portal were all wet. 
 
    “Gross,” he whispered. He couldn’t say why he kept his voice down when he appeared to be alone—other than he was feeling that strange, otherworldly sensation of having eyes on the back of his neck. As a result, he moved slowly, as quietly as possible, like a burglar trying not to attract attention. Every second here was another reminder that this was not Wes’s world. 
 
    Having figured out that nothing with sharp claws and fangs lurked in the immediate vicinity of the portal, Wes waited to see if it would open again behind him. Right now, the creature who called itself Genbu was undoubtedly doing everything it could to get the Door to open a second time. If there was a way to do so quickly, then he’d be right on Wes’s heels—along with any guards the creature could muster. 
 
    Wes waited for a hundred heartbeats, scanning the alien horizon all the while. The doorway remained empty. 
 
    Wes already wanted to go home, but the reality sunk in with a stab of sudden regret and panic: he couldn’t go home. This doorway had no obvious mechanism with which to open a portal leading back to Earth, no grooves for shards or any other indication of a magical mechanism of any kind. He’d sealed Genbu on the other side, sure—but in doing so, he’d trapped himself on this strange planet. 
 
    Kulili’s planet, Wes reminded himself. Better tread lightly. 
 
    Yet he couldn’t stand there all day. Wes decided to take his chances. Maybe there was another portal somewhere on this planet he could use to go home—failing that, he’d need food and shelter sooner or later. 
 
    “Get busy living,” Wes told himself, quoting his favorite movie. “Or get busy dying.” 
 
    Moving slowly, Wes picked his way through the ankle-deep slime, wincing every few steps. The path angled slowly downward, winding back in on itself as he traced the contours of the landscape. It soon became clear that the portal he’d stepped through stood on the summit of either a very tall hill or a very small mountain, and the path he walked wound around it like a spiral as it made its way down to ground level. Every so often, he encountered a set of obsidian-black steps cut into the path, a great deal deeper and wider than the normal human gait. These were miraculously free of slime, as if the strange algae were repelled by the stone. 
 
    The further he walked, the more signs of civilization he saw. One thing was perfectly clear—Kulili was not alone on this planet. Although whether the people who lived here hid in his shadow or openly worshiped him, Wes had yet to figure out. The interior of the winding path had been carved by skilled artisans, showcasing scenes involving more of those horrific, multi-jointed creatures Wes couldn’t look directly at. Most of them made no sense at all—the ones that did, turned Wes’s stomach. Whoever these people were, he didn’t want to meet them. 
 
    A few minutes later, Wes reached what he expected would be the ground. The darkness encroached deeper into his vision here, robbing him of his view of the horizon. He took several tentative steps ahead, then frowned and reached for the magic inside of him. To his shock, he could still touch the bond connecting himself to Hazel and Deja. Though faint, it charged his abilities, and gave him hope that he would see them once again. 
 
    A flame burned to life on Wes’s palm, illuminating the darkness. 
 
    The ground shifted beneath him. 
 
    Wes let out a noise of surprise and snuffed the flame, going down on one knee on the ground. The world shook around him, and for a moment, the word earthquake flashed through his mind before being dismissed. This wasn’t Earth. And whatever was happening far beneath him, it didn’t involve anything as comprehensible as the shifting of tectonic plates. 
 
    Gradually, the movement around him slowed. As it did, a horrifying realization tickled at the back of Wes’s brain. He recognized that motion. 
 
    It was the same gentle rise and fall of a cat nuzzling against a human. Except whatever caused it was larger than the mountains. So large that it might as well be considered the planet itself. 
 
    Kulili, Wes thought, his eyes growing to the size of saucers. He froze in place, his legs refusing to move for several long moments. It’s huge! How big is it? Is this whole world built on top of it? 
 
    He didn’t have much time to think about it. Just up ahead, the path narrowed, darkness pushing in both sides as Wes abruptly realized he was no longer seeing the ground. The path dropped off on both sides, leaving a narrow bridge of land stretching out over a deep canyon of nothingness. What was at the bottom? The sleeping creature whose back Wes walked across? 
 
    He couldn’t think about that. There had to be another portal up ahead. Or at least someone who could explain where the hell he was. 
 
    And indeed, it wasn’t long before he found himself coming up on something like a destination. For in the center of the canyon, the path sloped upward precipitously, coming to a raised platform almost like the one Wes had used to make his entrance into this bizarre, eldritch world. Only no doorway lay at the top of this one. 
 
    Instead, an orb floated on a pedestal in the center. It glowed faintly, a wisp of amber in a deep sea of black, illuminating several smaller platforms studding the central spire that looked like control mechanisms of some kind. Wes approached cautiously, his eyes fixed on the orb. Could it be a way out of here? 
 
    Blame tunnel vision for what happened next. Wes had focused himself so deeply on the only bright spot in his vision that he didn’t see the robed figure standing a short distance away from the orb—not until he was practically on top of him. Wes jerked to the side as the newcomer drew a long, silver spear from inside of his cloak, holding it up like he knew how to use it. 
 
    “I won’t let you do it!” the figure howled in a surprisingly human voice. His words had a slight quaver, like an old man yelling for kids to get off his lawn. “Come no closer to the orb, ruffian, lest you be struck dead where you stand! I may not be the man I once was, but I’ll protect the world from what you’re trying to do!” 
 
    Wes threw up both his hands, showing the man he meant no threat. “I’m not trying to hurt anyone!” he said, taking a step away from the orb to show he wasn’t an enemy. “I came here through a doorway—I’m just trying to get back home. I come from Earth!” 
 
    The figure gave a start. “Earth!?” 
 
    Oh shit. He knew about Wes’s home. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said, deciding to risk it. “Earth. You’ve heard of it?” 
 
    The figure peeled back their hood, revealing an aged face covered in salt-and-pepper stubble. A pair of thick, dark glasses clung to his face, giving him a dignified appearance despite the horrors all around him. Now that Wes was looking, he could see a small tent and the remains of a fire not far behind where the figure stood. 
 
    Wes hardly had time to look at the man before he was in his face. “You…!” The figure ran his hand down Wes’s sleeve, looking as shocked as if he’d been punched in the throat. “You have my robes!” 
 
    “Your robes?” Wes looked down at his cloak—the cloak the trio of turncoat Templars had given to him. He tried to remember the name that had been on the ribbon on the back before it had magically transformed to his own—it had been something patently ridiculous. A joke among Warlocks, obviously. And yet… 
 
    “And my ring!” The figure grabbed Wes’s hand almost hard enough to bruise, holding the ring close to his eyes. “Bastards ripped both of them off me before they threw me in here. That was a long time ago, though. Speaking of which… what year is it back on Earth, young Warlock?” 
 
    It took Wes a moment to respond. The sudden change in the man’s demeanor, from enemy to confidant, left his head spinning. “It’s 2018,” Wes managed to say, taking another step backward as the strange old man rubbed Wes’s sleeve between his index finger and thumb. 
 
    “Two thousand and… my Gods,” the figure said, shaking his head. “I’m glad my belongings are in the hands of a new generation, at least. Don’t know how the other Warlocks managed to pry my stuff away from those long-armed bastards, but I’m glad they’re getting used. Which House are you with?” 
 
    His question brought Wes up short. Not in the least because the things he’d said before it made Wes want to ask him about a thousand different things. Long-armed bastards? Other Warlocks? 
 
    “House Alban,” Wes said, the words coming to his tongue before his brain could check them. It was what he’d said to the dealer back in the Excelsior hotel, and it had seemed to defuse the situation. 
 
    It did not do so here. “House… what!?” The old man frowned deeply. “Things must have changed even more than I feared since I’ve been gone.” He peered into Wes’s face, a piece clicking into place behind his eyes. “You don’t know who I am, do you?” 
 
    Wes saw no profit in lying. He shook his head. “Not in the slightest. There was a name on these robes when they were given to me, but it didn’t make any sense. It was…” 
 
    “Nachtflugel,” the man said proudly, jerking a thumb at his own chest. Only now did Wes pick up the hint of a German accent in his tone. “Erde Nachtflugel, Arch-Warlock. It is my Archcloak and my Ring of Seeking you wear, young Alban. You should know the depths of history from whence they came.” 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute, if you’re a Warlock, where’s your demons?” 
 
    “They cannot enter this place. Thankfully, as I’m sure you’re aware, we Warlocks can still tap into the magic of our bonded demons. Even so, I do miss them all terribly. Although I see the magic that keeps them out of this world doesn’t extend to my former cloak. Now, I have told you my name, how about you tell me yours?” 
 
    “My name’s Wes,” Wes said, glad they were on a bit firmer ground. “Listen… is there any way out of here? I have some friends who are in trouble, and probably need me right now.” 
 
    The man who’d called himself Nachtflugel looked at Wes strangely. “Time passes very slowly on Kulili’s planet,” the Arch-Warlock explained. “So if your friends are in danger, you may have time left to save them. I will help you get to them.” 
 
    A surge of relief flooded Wes’s chest. “Thank you,” he said, meaning it from the bottom of his heart. “This place is crazy. I really shouldn’t be here…” 
 
    “No,” Nachtflugel said. “You shouldn’t. How did you manage to end up on Kulili’s homeworld, Wes? The Warlocks should not have allowed such a thing to happen twice—not with me here to hold the Breach.” 
 
    The way Nachtflugel said that last word filled Wes with certainty that it had a capital-B.  
 
    “The Warlocks,” Wes repeated quietly, an awkward look filling his face. “Yeah, them…” 
 
    Nachtflugel’s wrinkled face froze, going as hard as stone. “Tell me everything,” the man said, gripping his silver spear a little tighter. His tone brooked no argument. 
 
    So Wes did. 
 
    He explained everything Deja and Hazel had told him about the fall of the Warlocks, starting with the war against the Templars and going to the purges from there. By the time he was done, the old man had his silver spear pressed against the ground and was leaning on it heavily, a horrified look on his face. He seemed to have aged decades in minutes. 
 
    “All gone,” Nachtflugel said, his voice barely above a whisper. “But that means… oh by the Gods! I’m the only Guardian left!” 
 
    “I don’t know what that is,” Wes said, “but the Warlocks aren’t all dead—” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Nachtflugel said harshly. “You haven’t even met them! You’ve received no formal training in your powers, the way a man with your ability ought to! Everything you’ve learned you’ve picked up from… from a demoness and a genie, from what you tell me!” 
 
    Wes couldn’t stop himself from laughing nervously. “I know it’s pretty crazy,” he said, feeling an urge to defend himself. “But I’m doing pretty well so far. We’ve got a good guild started up, and we’re planning to expand…” 
 
    Nachtflugel put a hand to his forehead. “How did you even get here?” he asked, exasperated. 
 
    In response, Wes pointed back to the doorway at the top of the hill behind him. “Through that,” he said. Briefly, he tried to explain the situation back on Earth, starting with the strange designs in the book Deja had been translating for him. 
 
    He got about two sentences into his explanation when Nachtflugel dropped his spear in shock and grabbed Wes’s shoulders. 
 
    “Wes,” the man said, sounding as serious as a policeman. “Listen to me now, young man, and answer me as quickly and thoroughly as you can. What is on the other side of that doorway?” 
 
    He could tell by the look in the ancient Warlock’s eyes that Nachtflugel didn’t mean Hazel or Deja. “A thing wearing the body of a Templar,” he said, watching fear enter Nachtflugel’s eyes. “Something that came from the stars. Calls itself Genbu.” 
 
    Nachtflugel nodded once, fiercely, then bent down and picked up his spear. “Brace yourself,” he said, commanding Wes to his side. “If one of them managed to get the Door built, then it won’t be long before they manage to restore the connection. They’ll be here any minute. And there’s no one left but you to help me stop them…” 
 
    Wes looked back between the Door—still mercifully still—and the Warlock at his side. “Stop them from doing what?” 
 
    Nachtflugel jerked a thumb at the orb behind them both. “This pedestal is linked to the beast slumbering beneath these mountains,” the man explained, sounding as if this was something Wes should have learned right around the time he first began to crawl. “It took beings more powerful than you or I can even imagine decades of war and oceans of spilled blood to place it here and seal Kulili away. If it is destroyed—if the orb is even removed from its proper place and tossed into the canyon—Kulili will be free. After that, well… nothing else we do will matter very much.” 
 
    Suddenly Wes understood. This old man wasn’t a crazy hermit—he was a sentinel. A watcher placed on the orb, living on Kulili’s planet as the last line of defense against the destruction of the universe. Probably he’d been intended to stay here for only a few years of subjective time, swapped out frequently with other Arch-Warlocks in a kind of guard duty. 
 
    But then the war had started. The other Warlocks fell. 
 
    And when no one came to relieve him, Erde Nachtflugel had a choice: abandon his post and leave the orb undefended, or stay. 
 
    He’d made the hard choice. And if he hadn’t, Wes would be facing what was coming with no backup, no knowledge by his side. He felt absurdly grateful to Erde Nachtflugel—even if he couldn’t have said it to the crazy old man. 
 
    Just then, the hill began to tremble. A dark vortex filled the space inside of the empty doorway, like sand filling an hourglass, then solidified into a rectangle of perfect darkness. 
 
    A moment later it shattered, and the thing wearing Magnus’s skin stepped through. 
 
    “Fuck!” it roared, gazing down from the hill at Wes and Nachtflugel standing before the orb. “Do you have any idea how much toil I spent finding those shards? It was fortuitous the portal remained open, or I would have had to collect a second batch. I am displeased with you, Warlock. Very displeased.” 
 
    The Warlock next to Wes tensed up, his hands steady around the silver spear. “It’s him,” the ancient Warlock whispered, looking down at the ground. “Blessed All-Mother, we’re not ready. There should have been a dozen of us here to fight this, and not just two…” 
 
    “Oh well,” Genbu said. “The cost is worth it!” 
 
    The Templar kicked off the summit of the hill, floating to the ground like a leaf on the wind. Genbu’s smile widened as he coasted over to the small island in the canyon’s darkness, his gaze fixed on the glowing orb behind Wes and Nachtflugel. He wanted it. 
 
    Wes wouldn’t let him have it. 
 
    As the Templar touched down on the narrow bridge, Wes channeled flames into his palms. “Where the fuck are my girls?” he said, getting himself as angry as he possibly could. “What did you do to Hazel and Deja?” 
 
    “The sluts?” Genbu let out a harsh bark of a laugh and glanced back toward the portal. “They were delicious.” 
 
    Wes’s vision flashed red. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the false Templar chuckled, waving his hands. “This will all be over soon, Wes. Just close your eyes and think happy thoughts.” 
 
    Wes could hear Nachtflugel praying in a low voice next to him. Words trickled from the old man’s lips, in clipped syllables that matched no language Wes had ever heard before. Somehow, he doubted even Deja would have been able to identify the dialect in which Nachtflugel spoke. Something about the gesture was strangely touching, and filled with Wes with both pride and longing. How much had he missed about being a Warlock by not being among his own kind? What lessons had he yet to learn from these people? What basic principles had he completely missed? 
 
    To his surprise, it made him angry. The Warlocks should have been looking for young men like him, not hiding in the shadows. They hadn’t just abandoned Wes—they’d failed him. The same way they’d failed Nachtflugel when they’d committed him to a lifetime of guarding the orb. And yet the man’s resolve never wavered. 
 
    If I manage to get out of here, Wes thought, I’m going to find those Warlocks and give them a piece of my fucking mind. 
 
    The Arch-Warlock finished, then drew his silver spear, holding it before him like a battle standard. 
 
    “Young Wesley of House Alban,” the man asked, looking like the years had dropped from his face with his newfound resolve to fight. “Will you stand with me against this abomination?” 
 
    Wes nodded. “Fuck yes!” 
 
    That brought a smile to Nachtflugel’s face. “I see you have been separated from the Staff of Dominion,” he said, sizing Genbu up as he approached. “Use my cloak instead. It should be able to help you even the score!” 
 
    Before Wes could tell the Arch-Warlock he didn’t have the faintest idea how to use the cloak, the man leapt into battle with Genbu. Wes wouldn’t get the chance now—he’d have to wing it. 
 
    The fight for existence itself had just begun. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nachtflugel and Genbu fought. 
 
    To say that they fought was nothing more than a simple statement of fact—but it was also the understatement of the century. As Wes watched, struck dumb by the ballet of martial and magical arts on display before him, he realized exactly how much he had left to learn about being a Warlock. Namely—all of it. 
 
    Genbu was utterly terrifying. The moment the creature hiding within the Templar’s skin realized the old man standing between himself and orb intended to fight, anything and everything that even vaguely resembled humanity dropped away from the monster’s expression. Nachtflugel had been right to call this thing an abomination—looking at it hurt Wes in ways even deeper than the strange, multi-angled presentation of Inamorata and his kind. Not a trace of an expression remained on what was left of Magnus’s face as the thing inside him charged forward, moving the body it inhabited on puppet strings as it closed the distance. 
 
    The face of Magnus had about as much life in it as a stuffed fox—yet the invisible hands moving him were deft. 
 
    As the white-robed Templar charged forward, Wes looked at him the way a man holding a terrible hand at a poker table looks at the cool customer betting all his chips on a hand. He knew instinctively that if he’d been by himself, left alone to defend the orb keeping Kulili contained, he’d have been dead in moments. The thing charging across the floating island was a creature out of a nightmare, a being designed solely to kill, a monster that hated all life. Wes no longer wondered why it wanted to destroy the universe. 
 
    And yet… 
 
    And yet Nachtflugel. Now that Wes thought about it, he remembered that he’d Googled the strange, silly surname not long before he’d completely forgotten it existed. In German, the Arch-Warlock’s name meant “Wings of Darkness”—a far less ridiculous name than its syllables would imply. 
 
    Yet there was nothing of darkness about the Arch-Warlock. He was a creature of light—and like light, he banished the darkness wherever he touched. 
 
    If Wes had been given the silver spear and several decades of training under a skilled master, he might have been able to achieve a quarter of the grace and fury with which the elderly Warlock struck out at the monster in front of him. He parried, thrust, riposted like a tornado given flesh—like an avenging angel out of a storybook. Each blow of the silver spear left a twinned, overlapping ribbon of magic glowing in the air, like an afterimage of divinity itself. 
 
    The monster avoided those ribbons like the plague. Each strike with the silver spear left it less and less space to maneuver, fewer avenues for attack and retreat across the platform. The maggots beneath its skin writhed madly, though the stuffed, blank expression on Magnus’s face never wavered. The creature threw itself into each attack like a toy being hurled across a room by an angry child, putting enough force to crack bones into each strike. 
 
    It shot forward and was blunted against the hilt of the silver spear, the pointed end glowing like a bug zapper as a tongue of lightning struck Genbu’s chest. Wes thought he had understood a few of the underlying principles of magic—after all, he’d now claimed two mates, each of whom gave him the abilities of a different element for his command. But as he watched Nachtflugel fight, Wes realized he’d hardly taken his first step toward being a true Warlock. 
 
    The old man wielded all of the elements with ease, tangling them around each other like a skilled seamstress forming knots in fabric. Weaves of light and fire, wind and water cascaded across the platform, cutting Genbu off at the knees before he could throw himself into another one of those crazed, frenzied attacks. The monster howled in pain, its expression finally changing, and Wes thrust a fist into the air. The fact that he hadn’t so much as stepped into the ring yet didn’t seem to matter. 
 
    Nachtflugel was winning. And winning well. 
 
    The monster backed up, finding itself trapped between two walls of glowing white ribbon. Nachtflugel stepped closer and closer, spinning his silver spear like a thresher cutting through wheat, a look of supreme concentration on his aged face. 
 
    Genbu watched him come and tried to predict his movements. The monster faked to one side, then the other, then realized it could dodge to neither side. It had to fight head-on, and charge into that spinning circle of light if it wanted to do any damage to its opponent. 
 
    So it did. 
 
    It was the craziest, dumbest thing Wes had ever seen. Without a moment’s hesitation, the creature inside of Magnus’s body hurled itself forward, arms outstretched like a zombie trying to break through a wall. Even Nacthflugel looked a little surprised to see the white-robed Templar behaving in such a suicidal fashion. Was this some kind of a trick? 
 
    At the last moment, Genbu leapt directly into the spinning shield. The tip of the silver spear slashed across his chest in a wide arc, tearing through the fine fabric of his robe along with several layers of Magnus’s flesh. Blood trickled from the wound, though far less than if it had been dealt to an ordinary human. 
 
    The monster staggered backward, an obscene smile spreading across its face. Genbu fell to his knees, grabbing at the wound across his chest as if he could hold it closed. 
 
    Wait. Wait… no… 
 
    Wes’s triumph turned to horror. The creature wasn’t trying to hold the wound from the silver spear closed—it was ripping it open. Peeling it like a plastic covering off a package that came in the mail. How could anything behave in such a fashion? 
 
    Without so much as a grunt of pain, Genbu rammed his fingers into the wound and tugged. Magnus’s skin ripped open, the Templar’s chest turning to ribbons as he began to unravel. Beneath the shell of the man Genbu had consumed lay nothing like organs and bone—instead, he fell apart like a poorly-made cake, breaking into long strands like a human set of paint swatches. 
 
    Nachtflugel took a step backward in horror, holding the silver spear at the ready. “Wes,” the old man said, watching the creature collapse with a severe expression. “I’m going to need your help for this part, young man.” 
 
    “My help?” The monster on the ground resembled a twisted mass of shoelaces—shoelaces made out of human flesh. “I thought you just killed him!” 
 
    “I have slain his human shell,” Nachtflugel said, the rise and fall of his shoulders the only testament to his weariness, “although some of that the creature did to itself. Now we’ll face the true beast. Whatever happens, young Warlock—do not let the creature grab the orb!” 
 
    “Got it,” Wes said. He understood that much, at least, though nothing else in this world made a goddamn bit of sense. 
 
    “I’m counting on you,” the old Warlock said. “I can’t do this alone, Wes. No one can.” 
 
    It sobered Wes up like nothing else. 
 
    The creature shimmered and writhed across the platform, its many ribbons overlapping and grinding against each other as it tried to form itself into something capable of locomotion. The more he looked at the thing, the sicker Wes felt. It looked like something from a Japanese horror manga—a true ‘thing that should not be’, in every sense of the term. 
 
    With a retch, Wes realized that the many ribbons making up the creature’s body were not all of Magnus. What Genbu had done to the deluded Templar had been repeated dozens of times across the creature’s lifespan, tallying almost too many lives for Wes to count. Each long ribbon of flesh carried a different identifying feature: a pair of young woman’s lips, a rheumy eye ringed with wrinkles and a deep bag. The victims had nothing in common—they made up every conceivable race and nationality, were young and old, male and female. 
 
    “You were right,” Wes said, channeling Wind and Fire together. “This thing is an abomination. Fuck, I can hardly stand to look at it!” 
 
    Once it had called itself Genbu, but that name applied to it no longer. Wes didn’t know if this thing had a name—perhaps it had dozens. Whatever it was, he wanted to put it in the ground. 
 
    “All of this must end!” the monster cried in a hundred voices. “The pain! The suffering! There must be release! There must be a line of division!” 
 
    “There is indeed a line,” the ancient Arch-Warlock said, holding his weapon high. “Monster, you are looking at it.” 
 
    With a roar loud enough to shake the clouds above, the monster shot toward the orb. It slithered across the platform like a snake moving on fast-forward, kicking up a cloud of dust as it rolled end over in a huge mass that made Wes think of the old video game with the ball-pushing alien. 
 
    A dozen ribbons of flesh rippled outward in all directions, encircling the orb from every angle the frayed creature could muster. It became instantly clear for Wes that no amount of parries or blocking could stop the creature from grabbing the glowing jewel—it simply attacked with too many arms, moving like the mythical hydra with its endless array of regrowing heads. Though Nachtflugel stared the creature down with all his pride, there was no way the old Warlock could stop its attack. 
 
    That’s what Wes thought. Then Nachtflugel took to the sky. 
 
    The Warlock leaped into the air with a surprising speed and strength, jumping over the ribbons of flesh in a single massive bound. With the only obstacle between it and the orb suddenly gone, the monster advanced, each of its slavering jaws quivering with anticipation of its goal. The ribbons stretched out, going taut as they drew toward the orb with a motion that seemed almost loving to Wes’s eyes. 
 
    Wes jumped between the ribbons and the orb, unleashing a wall of wind. A half-dozen of the strands of growling flesh were tossed off-course by the attack, but for every one Wes was able to blow backward with his power, two more slipped through the net. A pair of ribbons passed him by on either side, grabbing for the orb, and he knew he’d lost. 
 
    Then something silver flashed through the air, and the monster froze. 
 
    Every ribbon surrounding Wes went as taut as a bowstring. The creature stretched, then stretched some more, but it could not reach the orb. Its countless eyes rolled madly in their sockets, its mouths groaned sickeningly. All of the creatures’ many appendages looked backward, intent on seeing what had stopped them inches away from victory. 
 
    It was the silver spear. Nachtflugel threw it downward, spearing the horrific creature to the ground at the very point where the myriad ribbons connected to each other in a central body. As much as the monster could stretch, its closest strands of flesh remained inches away from the glowing surface of the orb. 
 
    “No,” Nachtflugel said, staring insanity and death itself in the face. “The end is not today, abomination. And you have much, much more suffering in store.” 
 
    Each of the monster’s mouths hissed in unison. As one, the fan of fleshy ribbons whipped across the ground, intent on plucking the silver spear from the ground. They shot across the packed earth, spitting defiance at the heavy sky as they moved toward their objective. Standing between them and the spear was the Arch-Warlock, rolling up his sleeves to reveal wrinkled arms covered in freckles. 
 
    What Nachtflugel did next was the sort of thing Wes could only fantasize about. The man channeled every element at once, whipping a dozen tendrils of pure power together and knotting them into a tight cord of pure magic. The result was a beam of piercing white light, as bright as the sun, which he aimed at the oncoming wall of monsters and raked back and forth. 
 
    Everywhere the light touched, the creature burned. Chunks of its flesh ripped away, smoking and sputtering against the earth as it advanced. The monster roared in pain and rage, advancing even as the ultimate spell of the Arch-Warlock dealt tremendous amounts of damage to the horrifying creature. 
 
    Nachtflugel roared like a Teutonic warrior, adding a second beam of light to the first. His very hair rose into the air around his head like a messy halo, buffeted on the wind as his scream echoed across the canyon. The world rocked sickeningly beneath the platform, hauling Wes and Nachtflugel and the monster through the air as the creature known as Kulili flipped over in its eldritch prison. More smoke poured from the monster as Nachtflugel raked it with the beams, doing his best to disintegrate it completely before it could reach the spear. 
 
    It looked like the Arch-Warlock’s moment of triumph. But Wes knew better than that. 
 
    Without his weapon in hand, a Warlock’s powers weakened. Even Wes knew that, as untrained and green as he was. He’d felt the way the upper limits of his ability melted away when the Staff of Dominion was stripped from his hands, as if the bonds between himself and his familiars diminished from a flowing river to a creek’s trickle. Nachtflugel was drawing far more of his Warlock magic than he could handle without his silver spear—in other words, writing a check his body couldn’t cash. 
 
    The monster sensed this, moving in for the kill. The twin beams of light sputtered and dimmed as flesh tendrils ducked beneath and around it, wrapping around the Arch-Warlock’s legs like a lasso. Within an instant, the ancient mage was hauled bodily off his feet, hanging upside down as the hideous creature pulled him away from his weapon like a small child being separated from their toy. 
 
    Wes ran to the man, but he held up a hand and shook his head. “The orb! Defend the orb!” Nachtflugel cried, caring for nothing else but saving the rest of the universe from Kulili. 
 
    The man’s cries turned to howls of pain as the flesh ribbons began beating him. Sparks flew from his fingers, but the Arch-Warlock’s magic fizzled as the beast known as Genbu began pummeling him against the dirty ground. 
 
    No! Wes went to save him anyway, but the creature had already plucked the silver spear from the ground and tossed it over its shoulder. It landed a few feet away from Wes, rolling over in the dirt a few times before finally coming to a stop barely a stone’s throw from the edge of the platform. Now he had the monster to contend with—and no time to either grab for the spear or save his friend. 
 
    So Wes did the only thing he could think of. He fought. 
 
    As the first ribbon darted toward the orb, Wes pounced on it and wrestled the thing to the ground like a fucking alligator. It writhed beneath him, struggling to get away, but a quick series of punches infused with fire burnt the ribbon badly enough that it couldn’t crawl any closer to the orb. Triumph flared in Wes’s chest as he let the monster’s tendril go and stood up, ready for the next one. 
 
    Instead of one, there were three. Most of the creature’s tendrils were still busy beating the hell out of Nachtflugel, pummeling him into the dirt. But there were more than enough left over to overwhelm Wes, to strike out at the orb and grab it from its perch. He flung orbs of wind strong enough to cut through glass, caught tendrils in lassos of fire that burned them in half before they could touch the orb, but none of it was enough. 
 
    Then something slipped. It happened too fast for Wes to catch—one of the ribbons of flesh managed to get past him just long enough to graze the orb. He snatched the ribbon in his bare hand, channeling fire through his fingers to roast the thing where it stood, but the glowing jewel rocked sickeningly on its pedestal, inches away from tumbling over the side and falling. 
 
    While it did, the ground rumbled like all the earthquakes in the world happening at the very same time. Wes lost his balance, the only saving grace of it being that the monster lost its balance, too. It sank to the ground in a spray of ribbons, grasping wildly at thin air as it tried and failed to knock the orb from its place on the pedestal. The glowing jewel wobbled, tilted, then settled back down, bringing Wes’s heart along for the ride. 
 
    He scrabbled in the dirt, desperate to pull back the few strands still surrounding the orb. Behind him, he could hear Nachtflugel’s cries of dismay growing increasingly wet, gradually sounding less and less like the noises a human being would make. The two of them had lost. The monster had too many limbs, and too single-minded of a focus. Keeping it away from the orb was insane, completely impossible. The only way to stop Genbu was to kill it, and Wes didn’t have the strength. He didn’t have the knowledge. 
 
    He’d never had a chance. 
 
    Letting loose a roar of primal rage, Wes wrapped his arms around as many of the writhing ribbons as he could and pinned them to the ground. More sailed right over his head, as if mocking the impossibility of the task he’d set himself to. Any moment now, the orb would slip right off its pedestal and fall into the darkness. After that, the insane would begin. 
 
    As the ribbons shot toward their target, Wes felt a wind blow the hairs up on the back of his neck. A voice—the most sultry female voice he’d ever heard in his life—whispered against his ear, like a lover whose lips lay inches from his own. 
 
    Master, the voice panted. Unleash me! 
 
    Huh? Wes’s confusion deepened. Was he hallucinating now? It was a pretty good time for it, all things considered, but not if he actually wanted to keep the universe safe for the next few minutes. He grabbed hold of the strands of flesh beneath him, rolling to the side to avoid a snarling mouth on one, and thought back at the strange presence. 
 
    What are you!? Wes thought. 
 
    The voice was insistent. Unleash me! Set me free! It’s your only chance! 
 
    Just ahead of Wes, a half-dozen strands of flesh encircled the orb. Now that victory seemed assured, the creature known as Genbu was in no hurry. Its tentacles moved almost lovingly, caressing the golden orb on its perch as the world beneath them all lurched sickeningly back and forth. 
 
    How do I do that? Wes thought. What the hell—if this truly was the end, he might as well spend his last few moments of life arguing with himself. 
 
    Just think it! The voice whimpered. How did it manage to sound like a battle-hardened Valkyrie and a needy little schoolgirl at the same time? It must have been drawn from Wes’s id. Set me free, Master! 
 
    Wes grit his teeth. I unleash you, he thought, his eyes fixed on the glowing orb as it began to topple. Do whatever you’re going to do— 
 
    Suddenly his cloak was gone. 
 
    The thing just tore itself right off his shoulders, flying like an arrow toward the glowing orb surrounded by monsters. A gleeful squeal filled his skull as the garment sailed through the air, crackling with magic as it cut off the half-dozen tendrils reaching for the magical jewel. 
 
    What happened next defied easy description. If Wes hadn’t been there himself, wrestling half of the creature’s tendrils to the ground while the cloak activated, he’d never have believed it. The long cloak fluttered in the wind, moving like a living thing—a living person—still stood inside it. And that person was pissed. 
 
    The cloak wrapped itself around the tendril closest to the orb, cutting it off at the base. An otherworldly scream filled the air, and the tentacle ribbon of flesh was just gone—ripped away as if it had never existed. Beneath Wes, the ribbons of flesh he had pinned against the ground suddenly went stiff, as if horrified. 
 
    The monster threw itself into an attempt to knock the orb from its perch. Its ribbons lurched sickeningly, cutting through the darkness, but each one found itself plucked from the central mass by Wes’s cloak. The garment flowed like water, grabbing each tendril as it drew close to the orb and ripping it away like the world’s most morbid game of ‘he loves me, he loves me not’. The monster beneath Wes shrieked in pain and rage, flabbergasted at this unexpected resistance on the cusp of victory. 
 
    “No!” the thing yelled in a hundred voices at once. “No, you must let me reach it! I have to destroy it—I have to end the suffering!” 
 
    Yet the cloak stood firm. 
 
    The robes of an Arch-Warlock, Wes thought, dizzy with awe. No wonder Nachtflugel wasn’t worried about me not having the Staff of Dominion… 
 
    The thought of the Staff made Wes remember what lay a short distance away from him. He let go of the mass of tentacles beneath him—he guessed quite rightly that his cloak had those covered for now—and picked up the silver spear. Nachtflugel’s weapon, the spear of an Arch-Warlock. A weapon to match the cloak he wore around his shoulders. 
 
    As he grabbed it, a rush of power surged through Wes. It was like nothing he’d ever felt before—compared to this, using both of his familiars’s bonds at the same time was like a candle next to the fucking sun. The wave of magic threatened to rip away Wes’s senses, blurring the world as it dispelled the darkness to all sides of him. He could see the canyon, the veins running across the surface of this world, and knew them for what they were—the spots where the prison containing Kulili had worn down to their weakest point. 
 
    That was important, he knew. But important for the future, while killing the monster beneath him was important now. Wes traveled down the creature’s length, each step on the cracked, barren ground kicking up a tiny wave of magic around his footprint as he made his way toward where Nachtflugel lay helpless on the ground. 
 
    Next to him was what passed for the creature killing him’s body. It was the central point all the ribbons of flesh converged on, the spot the Arch-Warlock had placed his spear to slow down the monster’s assault on the orb. As Wes saw it, the world faded away. 
 
    Tunnel vision overtook him. Like a berserker on the battlefield, who sees nothing but the enemy before him while men fight and die in all directions, Wes roared loud enough to split the heavens and struck. Ribbons of light erupted from the point of the silver spear as he drove it deep into the monster’s flesh, spearing it to the ground in a single powerful blow. 
 
    Genbu screamed. And screamed. And screamed. 
 
    Wes lost control. Later, he wouldn’t be able to remember how many times he stabbed the horrifying, eldritch creature trying to choke the life out of Nachtflugel—he just knew that by the time he was done, frothy white blood covered the platform. It bubbled around his ankles, dissolving like acid into the poisoned atmosphere of the planet. Good riddance, Wes thought. 
 
    Behind him, the tendrils reaching for the orb withered and died. A gentle pressure on his shoulders told him his special cloak had finished its work and had settled back onto his shoulders.  
 
    Well done, Master, that feminine voice purred in the back of his head. You and I have a lot to talk about. Once we get back to Earth, I have some things to tell you! 
 
    I’m sure you do, Wes thought, coming back to himself. But right now, I have someone to see to. 
 
    Nachtflugel looked bad. The man had fought off the beast admirably, using all the powers of an Arch-Warlock—but without the silver spear, he’d been severely limited in his options. Dozens of the creature’s fleshy tendrils lay dead on the ground around the Warlock, having been burned or frozen or ripped apart by lightning long before Wes killed the beast with the spear. The Arch-Warlock had fought for his very life, and he’d almost won before being completely overwhelmed. 
 
    Wes dropped to the man’s side. The blood that surrounded Nachtflugel was terribly ordinary—red, copious, and too much to measure. The Arch-Warlock himself sputtered up at the sky, his face ashen beneath his salt-and-pepper stubble. He clutched at his chest, holding a wound closed there that looked deadly. 
 
    “Don’t try to get up,” Wes said, stopping the man as he tried to sit. “Shit, Nacht, you did a hell of a job. Just stay there, and I’ll… I’ll try to get you some help.” 
 
    A faint smile spread across the man’s ancient features. “Nacht,” he whispered, chuckling gently to himself. “I kind of like that. Would have been a less embarrassing name than what the other Warlocks referred to me as, that’s for sure…” 
 
    Suddenly the old man gasped. He rose part way off the ground, grabbing Wes with his free hand while the other desperately held his wound closed. Blood covered his fingers, staining Wes’s special robe. No matter—he owed Nachtflugel for it. For everything, now that he thought of it. 
 
    “Listen to me,” the old man said, with a surprising degree of kindness considering his injuries. “There’s no coming back for me from this. I’m too wounded… and too old. My time here is done, which means that there are no Guardians left to protect this place from creatures like the one you killed. You… you need to help…” 
 
    “I will,” Wes promised the man. “What do I do, Nacht?” 
 
    Do I stay here? Wes thought, panic filling his veins. If the Arch-Warlock requested it, he couldn’t very well say no. But to stay beneath this leaden sky for a lifetime, watching a dark canyon to keep it safe from intruders, was no life at all. He’d never see Hazel or Deja again. 
 
    Fortunately, Nachtflugel had already thought that far. “You said that some Warlocks still live,” the man rasped, his voice growing weaker with each passing minute. “You must go to them. Now that those creatures got within an inch of achieving their goal, there’ll be no stopping them now. They’ll throw everything they have into coming back, into freeing Kulili from his prison. And there’s no one to stop them.” His smile grew, blood trickling from the side of his mouth. “Except you, young man.” 
 
    Except me. The words hit Wes like a truck. 
 
    “Destroy the Door,” Nachtflugel begged. “As soon as you get back. Don’t let anyone create another one.” The man’s gaze traveled to the silver spear in Wes’s hand, and his eyes unfocused as if he were thinking of distant memories. “Take that to the Warlocks who still live. It will prove to them that you’re telling the truth. Let them know I’ve fallen and that the breach is open. Tell them… tell them they must rebuild…” 
 
    “Shh, it’s okay,” Wes said. Nacht’s exertions were making his wound worse. “We’ll figure something out. You can’t go! You’ve got to teach me how to use your stuff, remember?” 
 
    The old man chuckled. “Tell the Warlocks I died well,” he said, looking to the sky. “And tell my familiars that I miss them. All of them. I miss them… most of… all…” 
 
    The light left the old man’s eyes. Wes knelt in the dirt, holding Nachtflugel’s body, for a long time. Only once his bitter tears had dried did he notice the way the silver spear had begun to faintly glow in the darkness. 
 
    Wes picked it up, and a bolt of magic shot from the tip. It arced over the hill in the distance, striking the twisted doorway at the top where Wes had entered this strange realm. A miniature tornado kicked up around the center, rippling the doorway back into life. 
 
    From here, he couldn’t see what lay in the middle of that archway. Yet Wes already knew. It was Nachtflugel’s last gift to him. The option the man himself had never been able to bring himself to take. 
 
    A passage home. 
 
    “Thank you,” Wes said, gently setting the Arch-Warlock’s body to the side. “For everything. I won’t forget you, Nacht. I’ll make sure those Warlocks hear about what a hero you were…” 
 
    The walk back up to the top of the hill felt like it took about a hundred years. Wes’s steps were slow and heavy, filled with exhaustion after the long fight against Genbu. He’d left the corpse of the monster on the platform to rot, lacking a better option. Kicking it over the side and into the dark canyon would have felt satisfying, but there was no telling what kind of horrors the body of Genbu might stir up once it hit bottom. 
 
    Better to let sleeping Gods lie. 
 
    Finally Wes made it to the top of the hill, dragging the silver spear behind him. He no longer felt that strange connection he’d had with the weapon while he used it to slay Genbu. That rush of power, that all-consuming surge of energy had fled his body, leaving Wes to feel like a horse who’d been ridden to the very limits of his ability. 
 
    Wes looked down at the spear as he approached the gate. This thing drained me in order to kill that creature, he thought, seeing his own reflection in the weapon’s blade. Was that the voice I heard in my head earlier, asking me to unleash it? Or are you totally different from this cloak I’ve got around my back, weapon? 
 
    He waited for a response. Honestly, after everything that had happened, it didn’t seem that crazy that the spear would reply. But nothing came—no booming voice, inside or outside of his own head. 
 
    So, with a shrug, Wes squared his shoulders and walked to the portal. The square of darkness began to splinter as he approached it, rippling open to show light peeking through the cracks. 
 
    “I sure as hell hope this thing takes me home,” Wes whispered, preparing to charge into the unknown. “Because I don’t know what the fuck I’m going to do if it sends me to another alien planet…” 
 
    Lowering his head, he charged toward the twisted doorway. He closed his eyes as he jumped through, diving into nothing, and disappeared. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes’s shoulder smashed into the carpet, rising face first to meet him as he fell through the portal. The air sizzled around him as he smacked into the floor, momentarily knocked off balance by the sudden change from the oppressive atmosphere of Kulili’s world to the air-conditioned normalcy of a modern American office. He glanced up and found himself lying on the top floor of Templar headquarters, the twisted doorway a few feet behind him. Its rectangle of perfect darkness had finally disappeared, unsummoned at last. 
 
    He was home. The silver spear lay on the carpet next to him, gleaming and perfect. 
 
    “Wes?” It was Hazel. “Wes!” 
 
    In a flash, the two women were on him. It was hard to tell who’d flipped him over—both Deja and Hazel knelt over him, kissing him everywhere and running their hands over his body. It was like the two gorgeous women needed to reassure themselves that he was back, that he’d survived the trip to Kulil’s hellish realm. 
 
    “Master, it’s really you!” Deja broke her kiss, panting as she brushed a lock of her long, dark hair out of her face. “When you jumped through that portal in front of Genbu, we thought… well, never mind what we thought!” 
 
    “That you were a goner, for sure,” Hazel said, eyeing the portal as if something nasty might come through it after Wes. “I mean, you didn’t have the Staff of Dominion on you—how could you possibly have stopped that tentacled bastard?” Her gaze traveled to the silver spear. “But it looks like you managed to find a weapon after all!” 
 
    Next to him, Deja suddenly grew quiet and still. “This…” the genie whispered, reaching out and touching the spear. “This is exquisite. I haven’t seen a weapon like this in many, many years, Master. How did you come to possess it?” 
 
    Wes managed to get himself to a sitting position. Not that he wouldn’t have gladly lain there and enjoyed the affections of his women all day and night, but they weren’t totally out of the woods yet. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Wes said, looking back at the doorway. “We’ve got to take those shards out. They’re ours now—and we’ve got a responsibility to make sure that door never opens again.” 
 
    Deja looked in his eyes, saw how serious he was, and nodded. While the genie went to collect the shards, Hazel cuddled him from the side and whimpered with relief. “I’m so glad you’re back,” the demoness purred, stroking his chest and the side of his face. “Deja and I were so worried we’d lost you! What happened to that thing that burrowed its way into Magnus’s body?” 
 
    Hazel and Deja shared a look. Both of them clearly worried about that. 
 
    “It’s dead,” Wes said, reluctantly pulling away from Hazel. He worked his way to his feet, using the silver spear to balance himself against the ground. “I killed it. It almost managed to free the thing on the other side of that portal, but we managed to take it down.” 
 
    Outside the window, the eerie discordance that had taken over the sky had faded, leaving the city’s skyline looking sharp and normal as ever. Wes felt relief that the weirdness had retreated, leaving them all safe. He didn’t want to think about what might have happened to the city if he’d failed. 
 
    “We?” Deja’s voice was cautious. “Did you meet something else on the other side of the Door, Master?” 
 
    “Another monster like Inamorata?” Hazel added. 
 
    Wes shook his head. “Another Warlock,” he told the pair. “Without him, I never would have been able to hold my own against Genbu. I think… I think that old man just saved the universe.” 
 
    Both Hazel and Deja clearly had many more questions. But for the moment, Wes had things that needed to be done. 
 
    “We need to destroy the Door,” Wes said firmly, picking up the silver spear, “and then we need to get out of here. Wait a second—what the fuck…?” 
 
    Wes had just turned around. The two chairs that Hazel and Deja had been tied up in lay on their sides across the floor, completely abandoned. But one more had been dragged into the room—a high backed executive chair, the kind a CFO or a Vice President would sit in in their office. It was made of leather and looked comfortable, but not as comfortable as the succubus tied to it. 
 
    “Mmmph,” Azura said around the gag in her mouth. “Mmmph aarrgh mph!” 
 
    “After you left, we overpowered her,” Hazel explained with a grin. She didn’t have much of a chance against us two on one, especially with Deja’s powers. It sucks, because she’s the one who freed us in the first place, but we’re not taking any chances.” 
 
    Wes thought it over and agreed. “Good thinking,” he said, nodding. “I know she helped us in the end there, but we still don’t know if we can trust her. I didn’t get the chance to tell you, but she actually said that she would try and help.”  
 
    “And she did,” Hazel said. “But she’s half the reason why we ended up here in the first place.”  
 
    “True,” Wes said with a nod. “Besides, once a double-crosser, always a double-crosser, I think. She could get second thoughts and run off to her Templar buddies. We should give it some time before we’re ready to let her go freely.” 
 
    Wes hadn’t forgotten about his flight from the Excelsior, carried in Hazel’s wings. He had no desire to face the magical bullets of Templar shock troops a second time. 
 
    As he said it, strange smiles spread across both Hazel and Deja’s faces. 
 
    “What?” Wes asked. 
 
    “The Templars aren’t going to be a problem for the time being,” Deja said, nodding at the closed elevator door. “They came up here not long after you disappeared through that portal.” 
 
    “Taking their leader with you,” Hazel added quickly. “The fact that you disappeared along with the voivode of the local Templar chapter was the relevant part, as far as the boys and girls downstairs are concerned.” 
 
    Exhausted as he was, Wes could hardly will Hazel’s words to make sense. “You’ve been talking to the Templars?” he said, looking at his women with surprise. “Both of you?” 
 
    Hazel’s smile widened. “Let’s just say that more of those people downstairs share the beliefs of those men from your apartment than with the leader of this place. They won’t come out and say it out loud, but I think most of them are secretly happy you took Magnus off their hands.” 
 
    “The man was an insane zealot,” Deja said with a laugh. “He was as much a terror to his own people as he was to demon-kind. Under the circumstances, the Templars are prepared to ‘look the other way’, as you might say, for the remainder of the evening.” 
 
    Wes’s eyebrows rose. “They’re going to let us leave?” 
 
    Deja nodded. “They asked us to leave the shards behind,” the genie said, gesturing toward the half-dozen or so grooves on the doorway she’d already looted of their gems. “But considering everything we’ve been through, I’d assume that my Master would consider those the spoils of war. Meaning they’re his by right.” 
 
    Now it was Wes’s turn to grin. “You assume correctly, my gorgeous genie.” He turned to Hazel. “Help her collect all the shards. We’re going to have a lot of improvements to make to the guild once we get back to Deja Vu—I, for one, don’t intend to have any money problems in the near future. The three of us just got filthy fucking rich, girls…” 
 
    Both women beamed as they swiftly dismantled the doorway. While they did, the sounds of muffled protest grew even louder behind Wes. Ah yes, he thought, shaking his head as he turned around. There’s one more loose end to take care of. 
 
    Azura looked pretty damn good tied to a chair. Hazel and Deja had tried to stay professional, but their minds naturally tended toward the erotic potential of such an act. As a result, the red-skinned succubus had ropes tied just beneath her breasts, pushing and separating her tits like a corset, along with several loops around her hips to make them look even curvier and more luscious than normal. 
 
    What to do with you? Wes wondered. This creature had belonged to his enemy, and had once called herself Magnus’s familiar. Yet he knew the Templar had never laid a finger on her—not in a sexual manner, in any case.  
 
    Before he decided what to do with her, he needed to hear from the woman herself.  
 
    “Hazel,” Wes said. 
 
    The blonde snapped to attention, leaving Deja to finish up with the shards. “Yes, Master?” 
 
    “Take the gag out of our friend’s mouth,” he commanded, picking up one of the fallen chairs and setting it a short distance away from the succubus. “I have a few questions for her.” 
 
    Hazel grinned wickedly as she set to the task. Azura spit as the gag was removed from her mouth, her long tongue lolling back and forth as she groaned.  
 
    “That thing tastes awful,” the succubus snarled. “So what, you’re going to kill me now? After I helped you?”  
 
    “I haven’t decided yet.” Wes sat down, putting his elbows on his knees. He felt like he could pass out for a week, but it wouldn’t do to show anything like weakness in front of the succubus. Not yet. “Thanks, Hazel. Go rejoin Deja.” 
 
    As the beautiful blonde demoness sashayed back to her best friend, Wes looked the succubus up and down. He made no secret of being interested in Azura physically, and the red-skinned woman neither flinched or shied away from his gaze. 
 
    They stared at each other silently, each waiting for the other to speak. Wes picked up the silver spear and cradled it in his lap, running a finger idly down the hilt as he admired the sight of the sexy demon tied up with ropes. There’s no way I’m talking first, he thought. The person who breaks down and speaks first has the most to lose, and I’m never negotiating from anything but a position of strength from now on for as long as I live… 
 
    Finally Azura cleared her throat. “What are you looking at? Are you going to force me to join you like Magnus did? Sure, he never did anything like what you’re imagining in that head of yours, but he still forced me to become one of his minions.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Wes said. “I’m still not sure we can trust you. You might have seen the writing on the wall, that Magnus would be defeated by us, so you decided to switch teams before the bell tolled. Is that it?”  
 
    “Of course not,” Azura said. “I helped you because I thought you’d help me back.” 
 
    “I might help you. Depends on what’s in it for us. Either you’re a liability,” Wes said, setting the butt-end of the spear on the floor. “Or, potentially, an asset. Tell me, Azura—what do you know about the Warlocks?” 
 
    From the look on the succubus’s face, she clearly hadn’t expected this question. “The Warlocks?” 
 
    “There aren’t many of us left,” Wes said, looking the woman square in the face. “Stopping your former Master and keeping Kulili sealed just cost us one of our best. You’ve been at Magnus’s side for a long, long time, haven’t you, succubus? Long enough to have heard where the remaining Warlocks might be hiding out. Where they have their secret meetings.” 
 
    Azura tensed. “You’re barking up the wrong tree,” the succubus tried to argue, shaking her head back and forth. Her slender horns poked through her hair, curved slightly at the tips. “Even if the Warlocks did want to be found, a guy like you is the last person they’d want to have an audience with. Things have changed ever since the war—” 
 
    Wes twirled the spear in mid-air and slammed it down right between Azura’s legs. God, that hurt, he thought, hiding how tired he was. At least it had had the desired effect. The succubus cowered, her legs quivering as she stared at the length of bright silver between her thighs. 
 
    “I didn’t ask if the Warlocks want to see me,” Wes said. “I have a present for them. And a message from an old friend. So the question is this, Azura. Can you help me find them or not?” 
 
    Something changed in the succubus’s eyes. She knows her whole life hangs in the balance right now, Wes thought. He wasn’t sure if he really could kill a woman in cold blood—especially one as sultry as Azura. But there was no reason for her to know that. And from the look on her face, she fully believed Wes would slit her throat if she didn’t give him what he wanted. 
 
    “Yes,” the succubus said, deflating against her bonds. All the fight went out of Azura, like a balloon that had just been popped. “I can do that. Shit, if I stay here, the Templars will probably kill me.” 
 
    “Alright,” Wes said, “you’re coming with us. But you’re going to have to stay tied up with that magic-nullifying rope for now. I’ll let the Templars know that you’re another one of our spoils of war. I don’t imagine they’ll mind us taking you out of here, all bound up like that.” 
 
    While Hazel went to work shifting the succubus’s bonds so that she’d be able to walk out of here, Wes addressed his women.   
 
    “The game has changed, girls. I thought we were going to war with the Templars—but this is much, much bigger than that. The whole universe is at risk.” 
 
    Deja finished removing the gems from the twisted doorway, setting them in a satchel at her feet. She saved the Keystone shard for last, removing the glittering lozenge like a holy relic and placing it carefully in the sack before tying the whole thing closed. 
 
    “Forgive me, Master,” the buxom genie said, straightening up, “but I fail to see how any of this is our problem.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right,” Wes said, glad that Deja had unintentionally hit the heart of it. “We shouldn’t be worried about this shit. You, me, Hazel—the only things we ought to be focusing on right now are building our guild, cleaning up our neighborhood, and maybe adding a couple more girls to the harem.” 
 
    Both women grinned at that last one. 
 
    “More of those creatures are coming,” Wes said, watching the smiles drop off their faces. “And there’s some, like that Inamorata thing, that we don’t even know what the fuck they want. Left unchecked, those monsters will rebuild this Door, free Kulili from his prison, and destroy the universe. Why they want to do that, I can’t possibly understand, but I’m not about to let them.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Hazel said proudly as she placed a gag back into Azura’s mouth. “I happen to like this universe. It’s getting hotter all the time.” 
 
    “There should have been more than one old man guarding that orb,” Wes pronounced, the words coming out even harsher than he’d intended. “Way more. That world should have been protected—and those creatures should have been rooted out long before they were able to steal that many shards from the Templars. As far as I can figure, there’s only one group to blame for all of this.” 
 
    Deja gasped. “The Warlocks.” 
 
    Wes nodded gravely. “I’m going to find them. I’ve got some harsh words for those fuckers for leaving Nacht out to dry. I really, really hope I can get through to them once I find them. Otherwise…” 
 
    He let the word ring out, hanging in the air. “Otherwise what, Master?” Hazel asked. 
 
    Wes smiled without a single hint of mirth. “Otherwise, I’ll make them,” he said, shrugging like it would be that easy. “The Warlocks have stayed in the shadows for too long. It’s time for them to step into the light—and if they don’t want to, then it might be time for some new leadership.” 
 
    No one had to ask who he meant. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Wes said.  
 
    Wes walked to the elevator, the silver spear held in his hand. Not long ago he’d been an overnight desk worker with nothing but a dream of being a professional writer—now he was a man on a mission. With a growing harem of sexy demon girls and a steadily increasing arsenal of powers… 
 
    Wait. 
 
    As the elevator door opened, the doors sliding to the side with a friendly little ping, Wes reached into his jacket. He’d completely forgotten about the envelope in his pocket—the one he’d taken from the mailbox back at his apartment. Not concerned with how long he was holding the elevator, he took the sharp end of the silver spear and used it to slice open the envelope. 
 
    Using an ancient and powerful weapon to open my mail, Wes thought, taking out the paper inside. God, my life really has changed for the better… 
 
    He unfolded the paper and read it. Then read it again. 
 
    Dear Mr. Alban, the words said at the top of the page. It is our pleasure to inform you that after a perusal by our agents, your manuscript has been accepted by the Dragon’s Hoard Publishing Company. At your earliest convenience, we would like to meet in order to discuss necessary edits to ready your novel for publication… 
 
    The paper slipped from Wes’s nerveless fingers. They’d accepted it. They wanted to publish his novel. The book he’d spent so long working on, every night while he tended the desk at the Excelsior. He’d done it. His dream had come true! 
 
    Visions of fame and fortune swam through his head. He saw himself accepting awards, attending book signings, maybe even having his novels turned into movies and TV shows by Hollywood directors. The sky was literally the limit. It was finally going to happen… 
 
    “Master?” Deja took a step forward, a worried look on the genie’s face. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    Wes looked back at Hazel and Deja. At his guild, his harem—his women. Fame and fortune didn’t mix with that kind of attention. And now he had a quest to save the whole world. 
 
    He stared at the paper laying on the floor and made his decision. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Wes said, snatching up the paper and tucking it away. “Just a bill. Don’t have to worry about those anymore, do I?” 
 
    Both women giggled, looking at each other like they knew exactly what they were going to do with him once they got back to the bar.  
 
    “No sir, Master,” Deja purred, nibbling her bottom lip. “From now on, all you need to worry about is us.” 
 
    “And becoming the greatest Warlock in the world,” Hazel added. 
 
    They’re right, Wes said, smiling as he stepped onto the elevator. Right now, that’s what I need to focus on. And on the off chance this whole ‘Warlock with a harem of gorgeous demon girls’ thing doesn’t work out for me, well—then I know I’ve got what it takes to be published, right? 
 
    He most certainly did. 
 
    Wes patted the paper in his pocket and grinned. Some day, he promised himself. Once I’m done with all of this. Once the world is finally safe. 
 
    And, if he kept going the way he was headed, another few dozen sexy babes to be his beta readers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re so big, Master,” Hazel purred, running her tongue down Wes’s shaft. “Even after fucking us both, you’re still so hard! I want to taste you, I want us both to taste you…” 
 
    Wes leaned back in bed, grinning, with sweat trickling down his forehead. Laying on either side of his thighs were two freshly-fucked beauties, kneeling on all fours as they shared his cock. It had been two days since the events at Templar HQ, and Wes, Hazel, and Deja hadn’t gotten out of bed more than was absolutely necessary. He’d thought his two harem girls needed a threesome—but what they actually turned out to need was a whole weekend of sexy depravity. 
 
    He’d lost track of how many times he’d climaxed over the last forty-eight hours. Since coming back to Deja Vu and falling into bed with his harem, he’d indulged just about every facet of his imagination that his dirty mind could come up with. No part of Hazel or Deja’s bodies had been spared. Demon girl and genie MILF, he’d taken them both—their mouths, their tits, their tight pussies and even tighter asses. He’d watched from behind as Hazel buried her face between Deja’s thighs, juice covering her face as Wes roughly fucked her doggy style while she ate the genie out. He’d lined both women up with their asses hanging over the edge of the bed and taken turns fucking them, pulling out of one and into the other like a fucking machine. No matter what he did to his women, they loved it—pain and pleasure, submitting to him or dominating each other. Being in bed with the two of them at the same time was Heaven, and it was exactly what he needed after the ordeal in Kulili’s world. 
 
    Hazel pulled her mouth off Wes’s cock and kissed Deja deeply. Both women were as naked as the day they were born, their clothes and underwear in a neat little pile beyond the foot of the bed. Streaks of Wes’s hot cum dried on Deja’s breasts where he’d shot an hour before, during a particularly spirited bit of ‘mommy’ roleplay. Just thinking about it made his cock jerk in Deja’s fingers, which made both women chuckle knowingly. 
 
    “I don’t know what we need to do to make you soft,” the MILF genie purred, running her slick fingers up and down his manhood. “Maybe you’d like to ride me again, Master? I could do it from behind this time, so you can watch my big ass bounce up and down while you go all the way to the bottom of my pussy?” 
 
    Tempting. But Wes was near to tapped out. Two days of constant sex would do that to a man. So instead, he decided to offer another option. 
 
    “I want your mouths,” Wes groaned, tangling his fingers in Hazel’s long blonde hair. “There’s no need to hurry, girls, We’ve got as long as we want. Get down there and worship me. Show me how good you are at sharing.” 
 
    Deja and Hazel shared a naughty little look. While Deja tied back the blonde’s hair into a ponytail, Hazel resumed kissing the underside of Wes’s swollen crown. Once she was done, Deja joined in on the fun, making out with the blonde with Wes’s cock between the pair. Their tongues snaked out, kissing and licking him as their hot, wet mouths enveloped him. 
 
    Fuck, this is bliss, Wes thought, laying back against the pillow. Occasionally he thrust his hips into the air a bit, sliding his cock between Deja’s lips or going a bit deeper down Hazel’s throat. But mostly, he laid back and enjoyed it.  
 
    Wes sat up on his elbows and watched as the two women worked. Even now, after so many things in his life had been turned upside down, the sight of two beautiful babes worshiping his cock was so amazing it almost didn’t seem like it could really be happening. Hazel worked her lips up and down his shaft, forming a tight seal while Deja cooed words of praise in the blonde’s ear. Then, just as quickly, his cock was passed from one mouth to the other, entering Deja’s throat while Hazel buried her face in his balls. 
 
    Well, it’s not a penthouse overlooking the city, Wes thought, glancing around the walls of Deja’s bedroom. But I’ll take it. For now, at least, Deja Vu would suit him better than a suite overlooking the city skyline. Later, if circumstances dictated, he could lord it up over everyone else. 
 
    “That’s right, help her go even deeper,” Wes said, thrusting his hips upward as Deja guided Hazel’s mouth even deeper onto Wes’s prick. “Show her what a good little slut she can be, Deja. Help her get those soft lips of hers all the way down to my balls.” 
 
    “You’ve got it, Master,” Hazel said. 
 
    Wes knew that being the dominant partner to Hazel while being the submissive partner to him was what really got the genie going. All the evidence he needed lay in the way Deja’s eyes lit up as she tangled her fingers in Hazel’s hair, telling her what a good girl the demoness was as she coaxed her even deeper down Wes’s shaft. 
 
    Soft wet sucking sounds filled the room as Hazel took him all the way to the base. Any trace of a gag reflex had been banished from the beautiful demoness, as she gobbled him down without hesitation or stopping. The crown of his cock slammed into the back of her throat as she bobbed up and down on him like a cork, the gentle lapping of her tongue mixing with the tight grinding of her lips to form a combination that drove him crazy. 
 
    The pace began to change. Wes reached out and grabbed both women, pushing their heads onto his manhood as he thrust upward again and again. Deja and Hazel got the hint—they turned their soft mouths into pouty cushions for his rock-hard cock. They kissed, sucked and licked at his member as he thrust between their mouths, using their heads like a pair of tits as his cock shot skyward with each motion of his hips. 
 
    The pleasure built and built, bubbling in his balls like the beginnings of an avalanche. A low groan escaped Wes’s throat, rising to a roar as the familiar rush worked its way from his scrotum to his shaft. 
 
    “Ahh, shit, here it comes,” Wes groaned, hitting the peak. He wished he could stay there all day, edging himself right on the verge of shooting his load, but neither of the beautiful women kneeling before him would have been able to stand it. He could hear them begging for his load, laughing and giggling as they kissed with his swollen, pulsing crown between them. “Fuck, fuck, I’m going to cum! I’m gonna shoot all over your faces, going to paint you with it…!” 
 
    Hazel and Deja’s cooing turned into triumphant squeals as Wes went over the edge. His cock jerked once, flexing like a muscle, and a thick rope of hot pearly come shot from the tip like a geyser. The demoness and the genie were ready—they’d arranged themselves as convenient targets, each beaming as Wes unloaded across their faces and tits. Deja’s fingers wrapped around the base of his shaft, pumping to add even more pleasure as his load drained from his balls. More spurts of white seed sprayed from his dick, coating the women in his cream as they laughed and kissed and shared it. Wes was amazed to see it—the old him would never have been able to shoot so much, or so far. The bonds that connected him to his familiars didn’t just augment his magic—they changed him physically, making him stronger and faster and more powerful. 
 
    In other words, Hazel and Deja had turned Wes into a sex god. And their reward was to get a one-man gangbang’s worth of cum sprayed all over their eager bodies, proving they were the most pleasing little sluts in the universe. 
 
    As Wes came back to himself, he leaned back against the headboard and enjoyed it. Warm, blissful sensations coursed through his body as the last few jets of his seed trickled down his cock, the relief that accompanied them nearly unimaginable in their dimensions. Hazel ran her tongue from his base to his tip, lapping up the largest gob of his jizz, then wrapped her lips around the head of his cock to gently suck what remained straight out of his balls. While she did, Deja’s tongue worked around his sack, groans of pure satisfaction purring from the genie as she cleaned his balls of a few errant streaks of come. 
 
    “Fuck,” Wes whimpered, exhausted. “You two really know how to treat a guy.” 
 
    Both women looked up, their faces covered in thick streaks of come. They looked at each other and laughed, big smiles on their faces. 
 
    “Thank you, Master,” Hazel purred, scooping a gob of come off Deja’s face and sucking it off her finger. “I mean that. If it weren’t for you, we’d still just be looking longingly at each other, instead of helping each other get fucked by the most awesome guy we’ve ever met…” 
 
    Wes couldn’t help but grin at such a compliment. “Speaking of getting fucked,” he said, sitting up a bit straighter. 
 
    Hazel looked at his cock and gasped. “Really? You’re still hard!” The blonde ran a finger down his shaft, grazing a big vein that throbbed in the side. “How many times do we have to get you off before we finally tame the beast, Master?” 
 
    “At least one more,” Wes said with a chuckle. “And I don’t think I can be tamed. Not now that I’ve come into my Warlock powers. If anything, I’ve tamed you and Deja…” 
 
    There was more laughing and teasing after that, and Deja was just about to turn around and ride Wes from behind when a gentle knock sounded against the bedroom door. Wes straightened up immediately, though neither of the naked women in his bed made the slightest motion to cover up. 
 
    Oh right, Wes thought, remembering. That’s an expected visitor. Our new friend. 
 
    “Enter,” Wes said, idly tossing the edge of a sheet over his cock. There was no reason she needed to see everything. 
 
    The door opened, and Azura entered, wearing the most embarrassed expression Wes had ever seen. Maybe it was the fact that she’d been forced to take a position as the guild’s housekeeper in order to enter Deja Vu that was keeping the succubus down—but if Wes had to guess, it was probably her uniform. 
 
    Azura wore a black-and-white maid’s uniform, along with a pair of fishnet stockings and platform fuck-me heels. The succubus hadn’t quite gotten the hang of walking in the ridiculous shoes yet, so she swayed gently back and forth as she tottered into the room, her tail flickering angrily around the swell of her ass. She stared daggers at Hazel and Deja as she walked into the room, glaring at them as if she could bore a hole through her captors with her eyes. 
 
    If looks could kill, Wes thought. The physical effects of her bond with Magnus being severed had faded quickly, only a few hours after she’d returned with them to the base. Soon after, Wes had arranged an agreement with her, in exchange for her being allowed to stay at Deja Vu. Wes had found more gainful employment for her. Lord knew Deja needed the help—and the guests at the bar certainly didn’t mind seeing Azura in that getup. 
 
    Neither did Wes. His cock throbbed with renewed vigor beneath the thin sheet as he stared at the luscious succubus, providing about a millimeter’s worth of cover to the rock-hard boner he was sporting. Wes hadn’t fucked Azura, and he wasn’t sure if he ever would. But just the sight of her could be stimulating, too. 
 
    “Hey, Azura,” Wes said. “Have you finished cleaning the bar?” 
 
    Azura flexed her claws, swallowing down her anger. With a great deal of control, she reached into the pocket in the front of her mage uniform and pulled out a slender ivory envelope. “This came for you,” the succubus said flatly, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Ah ah,” Wes said, wiggling a finger. 
 
    Azura stared at him like she wished she could kill him, then sighed. “This came for you… sir,” she said in a more respectful tone, handing the envelope to him with extreme reluctance. She clearly didn’t want to get any closer to the bed—and the naked, cum-covered women laying across it—then she needed to. 
 
    And yet. Was that a bit of jealousy in Azura’s demonic eyes? Wes wondered. 
 
    He also wondered what the fuck this envelope was. Had the publishing company managed to find him at Deja Vu somehow? Maybe they were feeling particularly tenacious—or maybe his manuscript had caused more of a stir in the publishing world than even he knew. Was there a bidding war going on for his book that he’d completely missed while he celebrated his victory? 
 
    He didn’t recognize the return address on the front of the envelope. No company or person was listed there, which only deepened the mystery. 
 
    Wes reached down and picked up the silver spear, using the edge to cut open the envelope. Ever since he came back from Kulili’s realm, he kept it near him whenever he could—although of course, the Staff of Dominion was also never far from his hand. He felt that Nacht would have wanted it that way—at least until he handed the spear back to its rightful owners. If he decided to do that. 
 
    Speak of the devil… Wes thought as he pulled the paper from the envelope. 
 
    Wes read slowly, scanning each sentence multiple times to make sure he understood what was being said. As Azura stood there, clearly uncomfortable, the naked women in bed with him crowded around, trying and failing to read the letter over his shoulder. 
 
    Deja’s mouth dropped open. “That’s the seal of the Warlocks,” the genie whispered, pointing at the logo along the top of the page. 
 
    “It is,” Wes agreed. He finished the document, then folded it up and stuffed it back in the envelope. “Hang onto that for me,” he instructed Azura. “Keep it somewhere behind the bar.” 
 
    “Sure,” Azura said. The strangeness of the situation had caused the succubus to forget her usual brattiness, and Wes decided not to give her shit for forgetting to call him ‘sir’. He had a lot on his mind at the moment. “May I go?” 
 
    “Sure,” Wes said, but his eyes were still on the envelope. “Not even a fucking word about their fallen comrade,” he muttered as the succubus closed the bedroom door. “No ‘sorry for your loss’, not even a goddamn ‘condolences.’ It’s like they don’t even care…” 
 
    Hazel could stay silent no longer. “What do the Warlocks want?”  
 
    In response, Wes grunted and threw his legs over the side of the bed. Vacation couldn’t last forever, I guess, he thought, looking at the silver spear and the Staff of Dominion. 
 
    “They want to meet me,” Wes said, standing up and stretching. “And they want that spear.” 
 
    Deja and Hazel shared a long, searching look.  
 
    “I take it you’re not feeling well-disposed toward your fellow Warlocks?” Deja asked. 
 
    Wes snorted. “I haven’t figured that out yet. But I know one thing for sure.”  
 
    “What’s that, Master?” Hazel asked. 
 
    He began to dress, taking back up the hard work of saving the universe. 
 
    “I’m going to answer their summons,” Wes said. “And I’m bringing my guild with me.” 
 
    His women beamed, obviously looking forward to it. Wes was as well—and yet, at the same time, something troubled him. 
 
    Pissed him off, to tell the truth. 
 
    The fact that they hadn’t even mentioned Nacht bothered him. He’d died saving the universe from Kulili, giving Wes his robe, ring, and weapon in the process, yet the man didn’t even rate a mention in the Warlocks’ invitation. 
 
    A man like him deserved more of a tribute, Wes thought, his face hard. More than that. He deserves some goddamn respect. 
 
    Wes decided he would make the Warlocks pay their respects when he met them. 
 
    By force, if necessary. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 1 
 
    Want more Warlock? Leave a review here and let me know you want more! 
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