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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The problem with Warlocks was that you couldn’t make appointments with them. 
 
    Wes had tried. They didn’t advertise in the phone book, not even the supernatural ones. Deja had even leafed through one for him, pulling out her tattered copy from beneath the bar at Deja Vu one afternoon when Wes had asked. “Not a thing,” the genie had told him in her smoky contralto with that hint of an Arabic accent that drove him wild. “The people we’re looking for don’t advertise their services or contact information, Master. As much as I hate to admit it, we have to wait for them to come to you.” 
 
    Which left Wes doing a lot of waiting lately. A frustrating amount of it, in point of fact. It had been nearly two weeks since the events in the Templar’s tower, when as a newly minted Warlock he’d squared off against Genbu, the hideous abomination that Wes had watched take over the body of the Templar’s local leader, Magnus. Genbu had come within a finger’s length of awakening Kulili, an ancient elder God, in the center of the universe before Wes and another Warlock named Nacht managed to put the monster down—and if they’d failed, the entire universe would have been in flames by now. 
 
    Before that battle Wes had understood the basics of being a Warlock: he’d already bound two supernatural creatures to his side, gaining magical prowess from each. One was Deja, the gorgeous genie who had been around since before the days of ancient Egypt—the other was a beautiful ash-blonde demoness named Hazel, who Wes had rescued when the Templars attacked a supernatural card game at the hotel where he used to work. 
 
    But the battle in Kulili’s world was the start of something new for him. After everything that had happened there he started to understand the true purpose of his new mantle: gaining power, adding women to his harem, and keeping the world safe from the hideous abominations that wanted to snack on it. Of course all those things sounded great to Wes—but he still wanted more. He wanted to move to the next level. He wanted to be like Nacht, the heroic Warlock who’d sacrificed himself to stop Magnus from awakening Kulili. An Arch-Warlock: a truly powerful spellcaster. 
 
    For now, the communications between himself and the remaining Warlocks in the world had been decidedly one-way. But that was about to change. 
 
    “Azura!” Wes called out, taking the stairs from the second floor two at a time. “How’s it going over there? We got more prep work to do?” 
 
    For most men, the sight of the succubus Azura bent over a table in the middle of the bar with a dishrag over her shoulder would have provoked them into incoherent babbling. Even after a few weeks Wes still wasn’t immune to it. Ever since she’d been brought into Deja Vu, the cherry-skinned demoness wore the same uniform every day: a French maid’s get-up cut low in the front, with a pair of fishnet stockings caressing her long legs like a second skin. She was a vision of submissive servitude—assuming you could ignore the pissed off look on her face, that is. 
 
    “I’m working on it, Sir,” the succubus growled, scrubbing the table faster. “Get off my case!” 
 
    Wes had to fight to hold back a smile. Azura might have detested being brought to the level of a common servant, but anyone with a pair of eyes could tell that the succubus wanted badly to become the third female member of Wes’s guild. Although she’d been the familiar of Magnus, Wes’s bitter enemy, the Templar had never pursued the obvious carnal pleasures of the bounty by his side, a fact the succubus had been grateful for. But as a result, Azura wasn’t just desperate to join Wes—she’d gone so long without anyone to warm her bed that she was starting to feel like less of a succubus. He’d heard her complain about it to both Deja and Hazel. 
 
    “Don’t tease her,” a feminine voice said from behind Wes. He turned just in time to see Deja step out from a back room, fresh bottles of liquor clutched in each of her hands. The eponymous owner of Deja Vu, she had depended on Wes to keep the enchantments protecting her establishment powered up even before joining his harem. “She’s doing the best she can.” 
 
    “Everything needs to be perfect,” Wes reminded both women. “You both know I normally wouldn’t care, but these are the Warlocks we’re talking about. The people who move mountains, perform miracles, who secretly run world events the way I set my alarm clock in the morning. I’m aiming to impress these people, girls. Which means nothing goes wrong.” 
 
    It wasn’t long ago that Wes couldn’t think about the Warlocks without feeling an uncontrollable spasm of rage. The way the secretive group had hung Nacht out to dry, allowing him to live alone on Kulili’s world for years while acting as a Guardian—these were actions Wes found hard to forgive. But he’d had enough time for his anger to cool. Now the why of their actions was also of great interest to him. 
 
    I’m eager to meet these guys, Wes thought, but I can’t seem too eager. I’ve got to play it cool, like a game of poker. Because these guys have hundreds of years of experience on me. 
 
    Maybe they did. But Wes could play a hell of a game of poker. It was part of how he’d made such a positive first impression on Hazel, in fact. Even if she had won that hand. 
 
    As if summoned by his thought, a door upstairs opened and the demoness herself stepped out onto the second-floor landing. Wes whistled when he saw the blonde leaning over the railing, and a few moments later, he heard Deja and Azura doing the same. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late!” Hazel leaned over even further, flattening the bottoms of her breasts against the polished railing of Deja Vu’s second floor. She grinned at both Wes and Deja, with a little eye-roll at the bratty way Azura was trying to avoid doing her work. “I wanted to look good for you, Master. I know it’s really important for you to have some arm candy when you meet with the other Warlocks.” 
 
    Wes appreciated the way Hazel stayed on his wavelength—and her fashion sense was second to none. Across the table in the Emperor’s Suite of the Excelsior hotel, she’d seemed like the romantic interest straight out of a 1940’s spy movie. Now, with her long ash-blonde hair teased into shimmering waves and her skintight red minidress clinging to her curves, she looked beautiful enough to make a Victoria’s Secret model have a nervous breakdown and consider switching careers. 
 
    As Hazel made her way down the stairs, her ass swaying seductively back and forth, Wes did an inventory on their surroundings. The place looked clean and orderly, and Wes said a silent prayer of thanks that he’d spent so much time renovating the place back when he’d first begun living beneath Deja’s roof. The bar had undergone a radical transformation since Wes took up residence there: over the last month or so, it had gone from a dive to the nicest watering hole in the neighborhood. If Deja hadn’t emptied the place out to clear it for the meeting with the Warlocks, most of the tables would have been occupied by paying customers. 
 
    Just then, Azura let out a frustrated groan. The succubus blew a lock of raven-dark hair from her face, then channeled monochrome flames around her fingers. With a grunt of effort, she summoned tongues of black magic around her equally dark-tipped nails, then raked them down the surface of the tabletop like someone trying to replicate the sound of nails on a chalkboard. 
 
    Wes reached for his ears, but the annoying sound he expected failed to materialize. Moving quickly, Azura went from the final table to the bar top itself, stalking over and raking her claws across the polished surface so hard that it threw up sparks. Deja took a surprised step backward, the genie’s shoulder blades bumping into the rows of alcohol bottles on the wall behind her. 
 
    Azura did this two more times, then let the magic go and checked her nails. When Wes leaned over to inspect her handiwork on the bar, his eyes went wide. He’d expected to see deep gouges in the wood—instead, the succubus had used the element of Darkness to scour the bar top like an industrial cleaner. She’d removed all the stains the bar had accumulated since Wes arrived—and some that had been there for years, hanging on stubbornly to the wood. 
 
    Deja let out an approving little whistle as she surveyed the succubus’s handiwork. “Very nice,” the genie said, crossing her arms beneath her ample breasts. “You’re really earning your keep around here, Azura.” 
 
    It was one of those rare times when Wes saw what lay beneath the succubus’s carefully cultivated mask of haughty brattiness. She might have been annoyed at having to wait on Deja and Hazel hand and foot, or help with all of Wes’s renovation work, but whatever else might be true the succubus absolutely saw a future for herself here with the three of them. And she was clearly willing to work to make that happen. 
 
    Wes just needed to work on trusting her after everything that had happened. He knew it was probably only a matter of time at this point. 
 
    A compliment worked its way onto Wes’s tongue, only to be stilled as the sound of knocking came from the other side of the bar’s front door. Both Hazel and Deja froze, their gazes traveling to the front of the bar as the knocking repeated a second time. 
 
    “Is that them?” Deja burst into motion as if she hadn’t been expecting company so soon, and now was trying to get a few last-minute things done. “They weren’t supposed to be here this early, Wes! Azura, go get the door.” 
 
    The succubus rolled her eyes. “You really want the first thing the all-powerful Warlocks see to be me in a maid uniform?” 
 
    “Why not?” Wes laughed. “Lets them know how we do things around here. Go get the door, Azura. Seat our friends at the table you just got finished cleaning.” 
 
    As the succubus walked off to obey his commands, Hazel and Deja drew closer to Wes.  
 
    “This is it,” Hazel whispered, sliding her hand into Wes’s and interlacing her fingers. “Meeting with the Warlocks at last.” Something dawned on the blonde’s pretty face, and her jaw dropped open. “Oh shit, where’s the spear?” 
 
    Wes hadn’t expected anyone to mention it. “Relax,” he told Hazel, reaching over and resting his free hand on the swell of Deja's ass on his other side. “I’ve got it covered. It’s in the chapel with the rest of our stuff. I don’t want them to see it too early.” 
 
    That was part of the whole ‘poker game’ mentality Wes hoped to emulate. In their letter to him, the Warlocks had been far more interested in getting their hands on Nacht’s magical spear than they had in actually meeting Wes. He had a feeling they were going to want to see it as soon as possible—and that they might try to bail on the meeting once they had it. Not that he wanted to assume the worst about the all-mighty Warlocks, of course, but it was best to keep his options open. Wes wasn’t about to let himself get outflanked, even when dealing with a superior opponent. 
 
    Hazel picked up on that immediately. “Smart,” she said, giving Wes a little peck on the cheek. “You’re going to do fine, Master. Remember, these people are only as big and bad as their reputation. Deja and I will be with you every step of the way.” 
 
    It felt good to know that his women supported him to such a degree. Wes slipped his arms around his mates’ waists, giving them both a little squeeze to remind them how much he appreciated them before he began heading toward the table. “Let’s have a seat,” he told the women, nodding toward the door. “Azura can handle the drinks once the Warlocks join us—” 
 
    “Uh, Wes?” 
 
    That was Azura. Wes had heard the succubus in quite a different number of moods—most of them some variant of irritated or angry—but he’d never experienced her caught quite as off-guard as she was in that moment. Something’s wrong, Wes thought, rising from the table as quickly as he’d sat down. 
 
    “Yes?” He moved toward the door. 
 
    “There’s someone here for you,” the succubus said, stepping out of the way of the door. “But it’s not a Warlock.” 
 
    Wes froze in the entrance, his fingers balling into fists. A surge of unexpected anger coursed through him, spreading through his veins like liquid fire. His anger might have cooled somewhat where the Warlocks and their sacrifices were concerned, but there was no love lost between Wes and the Templars. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” Wes growled, reaching for the bonds between himself, Hazel and Deja. I promised them I’d never let them be taken from me, he thought, gritting his teeth. The Templars had already abducted one of his women once, and that was just the top of the list of the crimes they had committed as far as he was concerned. 
 
    The figure standing just outside the door was a woman in white Templar robes, with a short bob haircut. She took an involuntary step backward at the anger Wes was displaying, waving her arms frantically in front of her like the gesture could somehow save her from a Warlock’s wrath. 
 
    When she saw Wes wasn’t going to attack her, the woman forced on an awkward smile. “You must be Wesley Alban,” she said, speaking quickly. There was a strange accent to the woman’s voice that made Wes think she wasn’t from around here—New York or Boston, maybe. Somewhere north. “The voivode told me that I could find you here at this hour. They didn’t mention the company you’d be keeping…” 
 
    Wes groaned internally. This was the last thing he needed on a day like today. “Your voivode is dead,” he snapped, reaching for the door. “I killed Magnus, and as far as I’m concerned, all of you got freed from your Templar oaths or whatever it is you take the moment that monster’s heart stopped beating.” 
 
    As Wes went to shut the door, the woman’s hand shot out and grabbed the frame. Like a damned door to door salesman, Wes thought, impressed despite himself. Or a Jehovah’s Witness. Maybe the Templars have a little experience proselytizing? 
 
    “Magnus is indeed dead, thank God,” the woman said with a crooked smile. “But the voivode is not. Our new leader arrived at headquarters just yesterday, and when she found out she had unfinished business with the city’s Warlock, well—you can imagine how eager she was to complete your business transaction…” 
 
    Business transaction? It was only now that Wes noticed the barrel sitting on the corner of the stoop. It was black and metallic, like an oil drum, only taller and thinner. Definitely not something you’d see Donkey Kong tossing around, but you wouldn’t want to be hit with it all the same. 
 
    “She?” Wes asked, chuckling to himself. “I guess the Templars don’t discriminate.” 
 
    “They do not!” the woman agreed happily. “The light of the Heavenly Host shines on men and women alike. And bless us all for it! Voivode Valente would be honored to meet with you as soon as you’re able, Warlock. But until then, she insisted that one of our acolytes deliver your agreed upon compensation for the unfortunate capture of a certain genie.” 
 
    The woman smiled when she said that last part. Wes got the impression the Templars had been more upset about the shards Magnus had stolen than they had been about Deja being kidnapped—but of course, they couldn’t say that now. Not when all the shards the former voivode had used to build his door to Kulili's world were now in the possession of Wes and his guild. 
 
    Wait a second. Compensation? That couldn’t mean… 
 
    Turning to the side, Wes latched his fingers beneath the cap of the barrel and lifted it. 
 
    It had been designed to allow easy access, and the top ratcheted upward at his touch like it had been greased, popping open like the lid of a kitchen trash can. 
 
    Inside lay a human-sized pile of small change. Demonic small change. 
 
    Tiny coins glittered inside of the barrel like a dragon’s hoard. If Wes had the ability to shrink himself down, he could have leapt off of the rim and gone swimming in them like Scrooge McDuck. At a glance, most of the coins resembled the one Hazel had given him back at the Excelsior, with the profile of a demon on the front and the sheaves of wheat being held in a clawed fist on the opposite side. But many of the tokens were even stranger. 
 
    And yet, looking at the pile of currency on display, Wes got the distinct impression that what he was looking at didn’t actually comprise that much wealth in the supernatural world. These were quarters, nickels, and dimes—not the gold doubloons pirates fought over back in the old days, and buried at the point on the map where they put an ‘X’. 
 
    The Templar woman explained. “This is merely the down payment,” she assured Wes and his entourage, smiling like a well-trained diplomat. “You did specify small denominations of currency, Mr. Alban. Even the Templars require a bit of time to scrounge up Macca in these amounts.” 
 
    Macca. Hazel had told him it was the name for demonic currency. 
 
    “We weren’t entirely sure why the payment needed to be made in such small denominations of coins,” the liaison continued in an amused tone, “but obviously we wished to honor your arrangement with our Order’s former voivode.” 
 
    Closing his eyes, Wes held his hand just over the mound of silver. For a moment, everything remained stubbornly mundane—then he felt it. A faint tingle in his fingertips, like he’d been sitting on his hand for too long and it had begun to go numb. 
 
    Trace amounts of demonic magic, Wes thought, Hazel’s words coming back to him. Like cocaine residue left over on twenty dollar bills. It’s faint, but it’s there—and shit, there’s a lot of it! 
 
    Wes had first used magic like that in the bathroom of the Excelsior’s Emperor Suite. One demonic coin was all it took to cast a small, simple spell—enough to convince the bouncer that Wes was a Warlock and not some hotel employee. Wes had thought he had been bluffing at the time, of course, but it had saved his life. 
 
    “Thank you,” Wes said, replacing the lid on the barrel. “Tell your Mistress that I’m not sure when we’ll be able to have that meeting, but that I appreciate her honoring her predecessor’s arrangement.” 
 
    From the look on the liaison’s face, she’d been expecting to be invited in for tea and snacks. That was tough. As far as Wes was concerned, paying off her debts didn’t make this new Templar leader trustworthy enough to start being friendly with her or anyone else in the organization for that matter. Her subordinate seemed like a perfectly nice woman, but on today of all days, Deja Vu had very little in the way of hospitality. 
 
    The woman stared past Wes’s shoulder, gazing at the unoccupied common room of the bar, then gave an almost imperceptible shrug. “I will carry along your message,” she assured Wes, putting a pleasant face on her disappointment. “Should you need to speak with our new voivode, please don’t hesitate to make an appearance at our downtown headquarters. She’s been told that you’re already familiar with the location—” 
 
    “Oh, he is,” Deja said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Trust me, Templar, our Master has plenty of familiarity with your leader’s headquarters.” 
 
    The Templar liaison cleared her throat. “Well, then, I’ll wish you all a good day,” she said, turning away from the stoop with as much grace as she could muster. “Do be certain to drop in, should you need anything from our voivode or the Templar community…” 
 
    Wes had already forgotten she was there. The barrel turned out to be surprisingly heavy; he needed to wrap both arms around the thing in order to lift it off the ground. His mind was already churning, trying to figure out where he could store it. Obviously having  some metallic barrel sitting in the corner would look completely out of place after all the effort they had put in to get the bar looking perfect. Maybe Deja could put some candles on it and turn it into a decorative piece or something? 
 
    The woman herself disabused him of that notion. “Shove that in the chapel,” Deja said as the trio stepped back inside. “If our customers find out I have a bunch of change stashed in a big barrel, it’ll be gone by Monday.” 
 
    “’Take a penny, leave a penny,’” Hazel recited with a snicker. “Except everyone would be taking whatever they can get their grubby little paws on…” 
 
    Wes didn’t want anyone taking their money. Not only for the reason that it was a font of potential demonic energy, but because it was money. Even with the recent increase in business the bar had experienced the guild wasn’t exactly rolling in cash. Wes hadn’t even had the chance to figure out what they were going to do with all the shards they had taken. 
 
    Grunting softly, Wes carried the barrel across the main bar area and into the chapel. As always, stepping into the cavernous space behind Deja Vu felt to Wes like entering another world. The fact that the walls' muffled sound didn’t help matters—if Wes closed his eyes, he could almost imagine he was standing in an actual church, rather than the half-renovated section behind the bar his guild called home. 
 
    A single beam of light shone from a gap in the ceiling, illuminating motes of dust as Wes dragged the barrel across the floor. Now that his women were no longer watching, he didn’t feel the need to show off for them, and could rest one edge of the barrel on the boards as he moved it to the back of the chapel. While this area was larger than the bar itself, the whole church was an excellent metaphor for the neighborhood: it had been decaying for decades before Wes showed up, and was now experiencing something like a resurgence. 
 
    After taking in the atmosphere of the place for a moment, Wes decided to leave the barrel where he’d picked up the Staff of Dominion on his first trip here. It would be a good hiding place should any drunk bar patrons get the bright idea to go exploring. That meant piloting the barrel over to a secret compartment behind the lectern where Hazel had kept the guild’s treasure safe for years. 
 
    He didn’t make it. Halfway up the steps, Wes heard a horrible cracking sound just beneath his heels. Instinct took over—he threw himself to the side as the stair beneath his foot buckled inward, revealing an unfinished section of floor beneath the stairs leading to the pulpit. The barrel tipped sideways, and though the lid held and kept all the coins safe, the rest of the stairs weren’t so lucky. 
 
    The barrel crashed right through, dropping about a dozen feet before hitting solid ground. A cloud of dust rose through the hole the barrel had just created. Wes stared at it, his mouth hanging open with shock at what had just happened. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he whispered. Then he approached the edge of the hole, peering down into the gloom. 
 
    On the one hand, he felt bad about damaging the chapel. Screwing up a church was never good juju, and bad karma was the last thing he needed before his meeting with the Warlocks. Yet even as ice filled the pit of his stomach at the idea of explaining to Deja and Hazel what he’d done, his gaze filled with interest. 
 
    This hole was old. So old that Wes immediately revised his estimates of when this place had first seen human habitation. As the dust cleared and the chamber beneath the chapel became visible, Wes realized that what he was seeing wasn’t merely a basement, or some unfinished section of the church that had been abandoned. 
 
    This was the church. 
 
    The buildings that had come later had been built on top of this much older structure. What had probably been the original church had sat there since, abandoned and forgotten, until his barrel full of money broke through the floor. 
 
    Wes could see the beam of light glinting off the metallic casing of the barrel below. The impact had rattled the lid enough for a few coins to leak out, fanning across the tiles in a glittering spray. 
 
    What was down there? Wes wanted to know. 
 
    He glanced back toward the door of the chapel, thinking about the Warlocks. They could arrive at any moment, sure, but it wasn’t every day you discovered a secret church beneath the church you’d been living in. Besides, there was something about the strange chamber below him that felt oddly familiar. The vague tendrils of memory tickled the back of his skull, faint but undeniable. 
 
    Only I’ve definitely never been down there before, Wes told himself. When would I have visited such a place? 
 
    A phantom finger trailed down Wes’s spine. For all the wonderful people he’d met since becoming a Warlock, there were a few he’d be just as happy to never see again, including the strange, eldritch creature that called itself Inamorato. What had that creature told him the first time they’d met? 
 
    “You know me better than the face you see in the mirror every morning,” Wes whispered, feeling as if he were on the verge of some grand discovery. “Fuck it. Let’s see what’s down there.” 
 
    He’d risk a quick dip and come climbing back up. And if the Warlocks showed up in the meantime? Well, it would be one hell of a flex to make them wait a bit. 
 
    “Hey, Hazel!” Wes cupped a hand around his mouth, raising his voice. 
 
    It took a few moments for a response to come. “Yeah, babe?” The demoness sounded like she was in the middle of some last-minute cleaning. 
 
    “If I don’t come back in fifteen minutes,” Wes said with a smirk, “avenge my death!” 
 
    “What?” Even from this distance, Wes could hear Hazel laughing. She thought he was joking. Why wouldn’t he be? 
 
    They’ll figure it out soon enough, Wes told himself. Let’s check this place out. 
 
    He hopped into the hole and was gone. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The drop turned out to be further than Wes had anticipated. 
 
    He landed hard, only the infusion of magic he’d forced into his limbs before the jump prevented him from a sprain or worse. He sprawled out on his hands and knees, kicking up dirt as he hit the tiled floor a few feet away from the barrel. 
 
    Wes coughed through a cloud of dust, his eyes stinging. Once it settled back to the stones, he was able to see his surroundings with a greater degree of clarity. This was indeed a church, as he’d guessed before jumping into the hole. But the God that was worshiped here wasn’t one Wes recognized. From what he saw, he wasn’t sure he would have wanted to come to one of their Sunday services either. 
 
    The chamber had roughly the same structure as the room above it: several rows of pews leading to a raised stage with a pulpit in the center. But the similarities ended there. Instead of wood, the benches had been carved out of some strange metal. Smaller structures covered each row, a set of evenly spaced out ridges like the bones of a massive creature’s ribcage. Both pews and pulpit were so black they almost couldn’t be picked out from the rest of the underground church. 
 
    As an experiment, Wes spit on his fingers and rubbed them along the top of one of the benches. The dust was nearly an inch thick and came off in flakes, and he soon added some more spit to the top of the bench itself in his efforts to clean it. What lay beneath was as glossy as obsidian, so polished that he could see his own reflection in its surface. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Wes stared up into the hole in the floor, which was the subterranean church’s ceiling. None of his women had come running at his statement, so they must have assumed he was joking about avenging his death. Only now did Wes start to actually believe they might have reason to be concerned. 
 
    This place felt dangerous. As dangerous in its own way as that bizarre temple where Wes and Hazel had run into Inamorato for the first time. In fact, the longer Wes stayed down here, the more it reminded him of that whole terrifying experience. 
 
    “Except I doubt there’s a subway station connected to this church,” Wes told himself. “Probably should have thought of that before I jumped down this hole. I’m sure Deja or Azura can throw me down a rope or something…” 
 
    Before checking the rest of the church, Wes leaned over the barrel of Macca. He pushed the lid closed where it had come open, and he pocketed the coins that had fallen out, slipping them into the green and black jacket his Archcloak was currently in the form of. If there was anything lurking out in the shadows, having enough extra energy to cast a few spells wouldn’t be unwelcome. He could still feel the bond between himself and his girls, but it was oddly faint down here—as if the dust itself impeded the bond. 
 
    Wes was just about to call for help getting back out when he saw the coffin. 
 
    It lay horizontal, directly behind the pulpit. At first, his eyes had been unable to pick it out from the rest of the gloom. But as he opened his mouth to shout, the outline became clear and unmistakable. 
 
    That phantom finger was back at Wes’s spine now, running up and down it like a zipper. This was no simple pine box for a pauper to be buried in, or any of the caskets Wes had seen at those unfortunate funerals he’d had to attend in his previous life. This was the sort of box in which a head of state or a military general would be carried to their final destination. The body of the coffin was as black as the rest of the chapel and made of that same glossy material, but the edges had been traced in gold. Runes covered the coffin from stem to stern, and they had started faintly glowing in the dim light. 
 
    It took Wes a few moments to realize that glow had nothing to do with the natural light filtering down from the hole in the ceiling. The coffin absolutely radiated demonic energy. 
 
    A tiny part of his brain screamed at him to run, but Wes took a cautious step toward the coffin. It was clear that whatever chain reaction he’d set off by jumping into this underground chapel wouldn’t reach its conclusion if he ran away now, and if there was some hideous monster about to jump out of the coffin, neither Hazel nor Deja would be able to make it to him in time to pull him out anyway. So a fight it would be. 
 
    Yet Wes didn’t think so. Again, those faint whispers of memory tickled in the back of his mind. Though he couldn’t connect them to any specific events in his past—indeed, they felt like the faint remnants of a dream he’d forgotten immediately upon waking—they did come with an emotional component. And it wasn’t fear. 
 
    Whatever lay inside this coffin was something he was meant to find. For good or ill, he had no idea. But it hadn’t gotten here by chance. Either someone—Inamorato would have been Wes’s guess—had placed the thing down here as a kind of gift, or… 
 
    “Shit,” Wes whispered. What would it mean if this entire church, and the bar it had eventually become, had been built on this spot just for him? 
 
    Moving like a man in a trance, he reached for the lid of the coffin. The gold runes were now bright enough that he noticed for the first time that no dust had touched its surface. He could easily see where he needed to put his hands to slide the lid to the side. From what sounded like a very great distance away, he could hear Hazel calling him, but he ignored it. 
 
    As his hands settled on the smooth surface, he heard Hazel’s laughter turn to an exclamation of shock as she presumably discovered the hole. He vaguely heard her calling out for Deja and Azura’s help, but it was too late now. Even if the trio had jumped into the hole immediately and swarmed him, they wouldn’t have been able to stop him from opening the coffin. 
 
    How strange, Wes thought as he slid the lid to the side. You’d think the cover would at least be latched shut or something, but it hardly even weighs anything at all… 
 
    The reason the coffin was easy to open became apparent the moment he pushed the lid free. 
 
    The interior was red velvet, the inside covered in silky ribbons that made him think uncomfortably of the womb. Lying in the center, resting peacefully with her hands over her chest, was a young blonde woman. 
 
    Wes leaned over, his heart skipping a beat as he got a better look. 
 
    Innocent was certainly the word for the girl, there was just something about her. Her hair was platinum blonde, so pale that it looked nearly white. She had a heart-shaped, almost cherubic face, with broad cheeks and pouty pink lips. She wore a wispy, diaphanous white robe that looked like something a housewife would go to bed in on a special night, only the housewife would probably have worn a bra and panties underneath. This girl wore neither, leaving the most intimate parts of her body sheathed in nothing but semi-transparent fabric. She— 
 
    She had wings. 
 
    Wes did a double take. He blinked, expecting the feathery appendages to dissolve from his vision like sugar poured into tea, but they stubbornly insisted on existing. Bright white wings protruded from the space between the young woman’s shoulder blades, wrapped halfway around her slender body like a blanket. Even after everything he had experienced, something about this still seemed impossible to Wes, but there they were—wings. 
 
    How long had this woman been hidden beneath their feet? Since Magnus? Since he met Deja? Hazel? Wes had a sudden, horrifying flash of the woman lying in the coffin for decades, centuries. Surely it couldn’t have been that long, could it? 
 
    She certainly didn’t look like she’d been dead for centuries. More like she’d just laid down for a quick nap. As if in response to Wes’s thought, the woman suddenly gave a gentle snort. 
 
    Wes jerked back in surprise. His gaze traveled to the lid of the coffin, as if wondering whether he could put the proverbial genie back in the bottle. He couldn’t, of course. He’d have to bring this woman back upstairs and figure out what to do with her. 
 
    He laced an elbow beneath her back and lifted the young woman from the coffin, cradling her in his arms. What happened next was so fast that Wes would later think he’d imagined it: the young woman relaxed against him and sighed in her slumber, as if she’d just sunk into a warm bath after a long time being cold. 
 
    “Wes!?” Now Hazel’s voice echoed down the hole to him. “Holy shit, baby! What the hell happened…” 
 
    The demoness trailed off as Wes turned around. When she saw what he was holding—who he was holding—her mouth dropped open and her eyes went as wide as saucers. 
 
    The smell of spices hit Wes’s nostrils. Only now did he notice what had been hidden by the girl’s body: along with the ribbons of silk, the young woman had been packed into the coffin with long strands of exotic herbs. Despite who knew how long they had remained in the casket with the blonde, they still smelled as strongly as if they’d been freshly picked. Another mystery, Wes thought, cocking an eyebrow at Hazel and shrugging from the subterranean pulpit. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Hazel whispered, her face paling at the sight of the winged figure in Wes’s arms. “Deja! Deja, get your ass to the chapel and help me with this! I... I’m not really sure what I’m looking at!” 
 
    In no time at all, the genie stood next to Hazel. Both of them were still well out of Wes’s reach, even with the added height given to him by the pulpit. They’d need to toss down a rope or something else in order to get him out of there—but getting him out didn’t seem to be on the forefront of anyone’s minds. They were too shocked by the winged woman. 
 
    When Deja saw the blonde, she let out a long string of Arabic curses. It was hard to know for sure, but Wes was pretty certain that the genie probably had some idea of what they were looking at. 
 
    “Let’s get you out of there,” she finally said, gesturing for Hazel to go and grab some tools. “Both of you. I hope you didn’t damage the floor too badly with that barrel, Wes. If the rest of this chapel collapses, you’ll have to find a different way out…” 
 
    Wes kind of doubted that he could. Unlike the above-ground version of the church, this subterranean chapel had no windows and no doors. He hadn’t allowed himself to consider how the people who once congregated there entered and exited the house of worship. 
 
    But within the span of a few minutes, Deja and Hazel managed to help the other two up. They got the rope around the girl with wings first, Wes tying her up so tightly and efficiently that it brought knowing snickers from his women who’d both seen and experienced him do the same thing in the bedroom. Once the girl was up, they tossed down a strand of rope with a large knot in the end, which Wes shimmied up like a monkey. He couldn’t avoid thinking about gym class as he scrambled back onto the chapel’s ground level, moving on his belly to avoid smashing through the rest of the stairs. 
 
    Once he was up and clear, he flipped onto his back and gasped. Deja had the winged girl in her arms and was doing something to her, passing her fingers back and forth in front of the blonde’s face while muttering an incantation in Arabic. Whatever magic she’d brought out of her old-school arsenal, it wasn’t doing a thing to the girl. Her eyelids didn’t even flutter. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Hazel asked. “She’s not dead, is she?” 
 
    It was a decent enough question—the girl wasn’t showing any significant signs of life, and the demoness had probably noticed the coffin at some point—but Deja shook her head. “She’s sleeping,” the genie said, her brows furrowed with worry. “I thought I knew all the magical means of putting someone to sleep, but this outstrips my knowledge, Wes. Nothing I do is helping the girl.” 
 
    Wes nodded, rising to his feet. “Any idea what we’re looking at here?” he asked, looking from one woman to the other. The girl was obviously some type of demon he hadn’t run into yet, one that slept in a coffin. The inspiration for vampires, maybe? 
 
    Both women looked back at him. Not in confusion. Both of them looked like they wished they could look at him in confusion, or better yet complete incomprehension. 
 
    “I have an idea of what she might be,” Deja said quietly. “But Master, you’re really, really not going to like it—“ 
 
    Before Wes could find out what exactly about the cute, practically naked blonde with wings he wasn’t going to like, the door to the chapel swung open.  
 
    “I tried to stop them,” Azura called out even as she tried and failed to push the door closed behind her, looking about as harried as Wes had ever seen the succubus.. “But they wouldn’t take no for an answer!” 
 
    Before Wes could ask Azura who they were, the door slammed fully open on its hinges. The succubus maid was tossed forward, nearly losing her balance as a trio of robed figures swaggered into the chapel. Each of them wore the black and green robes that Wes knew so well, but augmented with such a copious amount of gold and jewels that his eyes nearly fell out of his head. These people were loaded. 
 
    They were also pissed.  
 
    “I told you,” the figure in the center, an Asian woman with an ageless face, said harshly. “No one keeps us waiting—”  
 
    She trailed off, the trio coming to a sudden halt in front of Wes. One look at them was enough to erase any doubts—these were the people he’d waited for so long to meet. The Warlocks. The true Warlocks, magic users so powerful that they could eat people like him and his guild for breakfast. 
 
    Only that couldn't be entirely true. Because they were staring right at the winged woman in Deja’s arms like she was a bundle of armed explosives. 
 
    It only took the lead figure a moment to regain her composure. “And why,” she growled, cocking an eyebrow in Wes’s direction, “did you not inform us that you had captured an angel!?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes was stunned. “An angel? I just found this lady in my basement. You see the hole back there?” 
 
    On cue, all three of the Warlocks craned their necks to try and see into the opening Wes had indicated. It would have been funny if it wasn’t possibly the most important moment of his life. 
 
    “Aye, that is a hole,” the man standing on the right said in a faintly amused tone. He had a heavy Scottish accent, making him sound more than a little bit like Scrooge McDuck. Though his appearance couldn’t have been more different. “Seeing as I’ve met plenty of junior Warlocks who couldn’t tell their own asses from one, I’d say you’re ahead of the curve, Alban.” 
 
    Junior Warlock? Is that what he was? 
 
    “I tried to tell them to wait in the bar, Wes,” Azura said from behind the trio. She didn’t look happy about being ignored. “But they wouldn’t listen—” 
 
    “You’ve done fine,” Deja snapped. She motioned for the succubus to go back into the bar and turned to the visiting Warlocks. “We just discovered this girl in the cellar of our church. More specifically, Wes did. You’re telling me this young woman is definitely an angel?” 
 
    “You don’t recognize an angel?” That was the third member of the Warlock group. Like the Scotsman he was male, though his skin was so dark he almost resembled the pews hidden in the chapel beneath their feet. He favored silver jewelry over gold, as if heightening the contrast between his skin and clothes, and his teeth were so perfectly even and white that they practically shone in his face. “Of anyone here, you ought to be able to remember the Before Times, genie. Or have you chosen to forget?” 
 
    Deja looked down at the blonde in her arms who still looked as if she’d just settled down for a quick nap. “I remember,” Deja said, her voice grave. “Perhaps I’d just hoped those days were gone forever.” 
 
    “Don’t we all,” the man replied. “Now look, Xue—obviously we caught the junior Warlock and his guild at a bad time. Perhaps we ought to cut them a bit of slack…?” 
 
    The woman in the middle of the Warlocks didn’t look like she wanted to give any, but after a moment, she sighed. “Very well. What’s a little apocalyptic incident between Earth and the Heavenly Host anyway, right? Bring the angel in, Warlock. We’ll conduct our business at a table, like civilized patrons.” 
 
    This woman appeared to be nothing but business, but Wes had yet to decide if she was civilized. She turned away quickly, as if she didn’t care whether the rest of the guild or even the Warlocks she’d brought with her followed. She was certainly a striking woman—though she dressed in a less flashy manner than the two men who’d accompanied her here, there was no doubt in Wes or anybody else’s mind that she was the leader. Her midnight-black hair was drawn up in a tight bun held together with a pair of jade chopsticks. She could have been thirty five or three hundred for all Wes knew. 
 
    The Scottish man followed her immediately, but the other Warlock lingered in the chapel as Wes and his women carried the angel out.  
 
    “What’s the Heavenly Host?” Wes asked the man, his conversation with the Warlocks hardly registering. Jumping from the subterranean chapel and the winged woman into negotiations with the ancient magicians was giving him whiplash. “I’ve heard the term a few times now. Something to do with the angels I’m guessing?” 
 
    The man looked amused. “If you don’t know that, then you need even more help than I figured,” he said with a chuckle, nudging Wes with an elbow. “Good thing you came to the right people, eh?” 
 
    Maybe, Wes thought as he stepped back into the bar. But these Warlocks didn’t have the air of a group looking to help. Wes felt the way he had the first time he’d stepped onto a used car lot as a teenager. Like he was being sized up by a predator, weighed on a scale to see how much flesh could peeled from his body while leaving a little bit to grow back for later. 
 
    He had to be careful. He knew that. 
 
    Deja and Hazel laid the winged woman out across the top of the bar as Wes moved to where the other two Warlocks were arranging themselves at the largest of the main room’s tables. The woman with the chopsticks in her hair sat down as if she already owned the place, then flagged down Azura as the succubus watched the other two women in the room attend to the apparent angel. 
 
    “A drink,” the female Warlock snapped, literally snapping her fingers like a disgruntled customer in a restaurant. “Let’s get this done already.” 
 
    Both the men snickered as they settled into their seats next to her.  
 
    “This eager young woman you see sitting before you is Xue,” the man with the perfect teeth said. His tone was so charming that it was almost possible to believe he wasn’t being sarcastic. “The gentleman beside her with that delightful brogue is Archibald, though you can call him Archie—“ 
 
    The Scotsman cocked an eyebrow. “You may not call me Archie,” he interjected. 
 
    “And I am Kwame,” the man finished, evidently not perturbed by the interruption. “We are not the only Warlocks, of course, but we are the delegation sent out to make contact with you, young Wesley Alban. We’ve heard much about your... adventures.” 
 
    Before Wes could come up with a response to that, the woman that Kwame had called Xue spoke up.  
 
    “I can handle it from here,” she told Kwame in a sarcastic tone, evidently done with him having taken the lead. 
 
    Kwame just leaned back in his chair and smiled. “Of course.” 
 
    Wes might have expected the woman to move on to business after a statement like that. If so, he was to be disappointed. She stared balefully past him, frowning as she glared at the angel laying across the bar. Over on that side of the room, Hazel was holding the angel’s mouth open while Deja tried unsuccessfully to pour a little bit of a healing potion between her lips. 
 
    “An angel,” Xue said, shaking her head. “After all this time, to see one here of all places! What the hell do you think you’re doing, holding one captive? Do you have any idea how much trouble you might be getting all of us into?” 
 
    Her tone raised Wes’s hackles. He hadn’t expected the Warlocks to be his best friends or anything like that, but the naked disrespect with which they were treating him was more than a little hard to swallow. 
 
    “I don’t know anything about that,” he said, trying to control his temper. “Like I already told you, I just found the girl in the basement. It’s not like I pulled her out of nowhere just to cause you problems or anything like that.” 
 
    The man named Archibald made a hand gesture, evidently fed up with waiting for their point woman to get to the, well, point. “Enough of this dilly dally,” he said in that thick Scottish brogue. He had the temperament and appearance to match it, although his thick beard had more gray in it than the fiery red he might have sported in his prime. “We came for the spear. Where have ye been hiding it?” 
 
    Wes had suspected something along those lines, but to hear it stated so directly caught him off guard. “I was told you wanted to meet me,” he said, his anger beginning to slip its bonds. “I can’t help but notice not a single one of you has asked about my guild, or about Nachtflugel and our fight against that monster, Genbu. It’s like none of you even give a shit about your fellow Warlocks!” 
 
    The woman named Xue gave him a withering stare. “Fine,” she snapped suddenly. “How has all of this been going, Wes?” 
 
    The question took Wes completely off-guard once again. “I’m worried,” he said after a few moments, “because I know we have so many enemies. But also…” He looked over at his women, watching them tend to the nameless angel for a few moments. “Also, it’s been the best fucking thing that’s ever happened to me.” 
 
    “Well said.” Kwame chuckled. 
 
    The other two Warlocks didn’t even look at him.  
 
    “I’m not trying to be rude,” Xue said in a tone that immediately made her a liar. “We all appreciate Erde Nachtflugel’s sacrifice.” 
 
    “He gave his life to make sure that spear got back to where it was meant to be,” Archibald added gruffly. “So you’d better hand it over, lad, before we force the location out of you!” 
 
    Wes stared at the trio of Warlocks, his face filled with disbelief. Then he tossed his head back and laughed. 
 
    The move was so unexpected that the trio of Warlocks on the other side of the table stared at Wes like he’d grown a second head. It took them several moments to regain their composure, and when Xue next spoke, her cheeks were as red as a stop sign. 
 
    “I fail to see what is funny,” the leader of the Warlock delegation snapped—but Wes didn’t let her keep pontificating. He’d heard more than enough from these puffed-up assholes. 
 
    “Nact gave his life to save the fucking universe, not to get this spear back into your hands. None of you gives a shit about him,” Wes said, still laughing as he shook his head. Abruptly, he shoved back the chair and rose to his feet, prompting the Warlocks to stiffen. “Much less me or my guild. You didn’t come here to induct me into your order, or to help me reach my full potential. You want to get that fucking spear and go back to wherever it is you’ve been hiding while the world fucking burns!” 
 
    The words stung. Both Xue and Archibald looked as if they’d been slapped; Kwame just tilted back his chair and smiled even wider. Wes got the impression that if the man could have gotten away with it, he’d have conjured a bucket of popcorn to better watch the show. 
 
    “Hiding!?” The look Xue gave Wes could peel paint. “Is that what you think we’ve been doing all this time, you fucking infant!?” 
 
    Wes was not about to let himself be intimidated. Not now, not ever—and especially not in front of his guild. 
 
    “I call it like I see it,” he said, resting his hands on the back of the chair. “Where were you while this guild was hunted down one by one by the fucking Templars, until only Hazel was left? Where the fuck were you while Magnus was building that door to Kulili’s world, gathering shards around him like fucking Funko Pops so he could bring the universe to an end? Huh?” 
 
    All three Warlocks stared at Wes like they were seeing him for the first time. For a moment, he almost thought he’d gotten through to them—that they were actually going to apologize, and agree that they’d been wrong. To start treating him with a little bit of respect. 
 
    Then Xue stood up. 
 
    “You listen to me,” she growled, waggling a finger in his face like someone scolding a misbehaving pet. “You don’t understand the first goddamn thing about being a Warlock! You haven’t seen the things that we’ve seen—lost the things that we’ve lost! You couldn’t possibly understand!” 
 
    Now it was Wes’s turn to take a step backward. Xue’s lips peeled back in a snarl, showing her teeth like an angry dog. 
 
    She seemed to come to some sort of snap conclusion. “I refuse to train you,” she said suddenly, spitting onto the floor next to the table like a punctuation mark. “I’m sure the other Warlocks will agree with me, as well. You don’t deserve to be one of us!” 
 
    The edges of Wes’s vision went red. How dare this woman pass judgment on him, without knowing a damn thing about him or what he and his guild had been through? 
 
    “Now, let’s not be hasty,” Kwame chortled, spreading his hands. “Perhaps if our junior Warlock agrees to spend some time filling Nacht’s shoes, we could reconsider letting him into the fold.” 
 
    “And if he gives up the spear,” the Scotsman added. 
 
    Wes had heard more than enough. “You want me to go stand guard on some alien planet for the next few decades?” he asked, infusing the idea with all the scorn it deserved. “You must think I’m a gullible idiot. I know you’ll just leave me there the way you did to Nacht.” 
 
    “Nacht understood what he was doing,” Kwame said calmly, speaking up before either of two other Warlocks could. “He made his choices with full awareness of what they meant, Wes.” 
 
    That didn’t make it any better. 
 
    “I’m not agreeing to any of that,” Wes protested, shaking his head at the very idea. To agree to Kwame’s proposal would mean turning his back on his guild and consequently his women—something that went against his very principles. “To be honest, I’m not sure I even need the three of you. I’ve already bound two supernatural creatures to my will, gained a bunch of spells, and saved the world from an eldritch abomination. It seems to me that you’re the ones who need to prove you’re worth your reputation…” 
 
    Wes had more to say after that—a lot more—but he trailed off. As he’d been talking, the front door of Deja Vu had slowly opened to admit a woman with blue hair in simple robes. She wasn’t all decked out in jewelry the way the ostentatious Warlocks were, but she did have a little bit of hardware. Three tiny rings pierced each of her earlobes, along with a tiny silver nose ring and one of those studs just above and to the side of her lips. Combined with her oddly colored hair, it gave the young woman a very ‘alt-model’ sort of appearance. Wes had been very into those kinds of girls in college, and the woman caught his eye and held it as he lost his train of thought. 
 
    The Warlocks kept on arguing, but Wes only had eyes for the girl. She didn’t move with the self-confident gait of the other three Warlocks, which told Wes she was either a subordinate or some kind of junior partner, the way he’d expected to be. She wore the green and black robes that he’d come to consider standard warlock attire, but underneath that she wore a comfortable looking pair of navy blue leggings and an old t-shirt of a death metal band. Who was this girl? 
 
    She saw the angel and gave a start, then headed across the room toward Wes’s women. She’d made it halfway across the room when she looked up and locked eyes with Wes for the first time. 
 
    The girl froze. 
 
    In an instant, he saw the two of them in bed together, having some of the hottest sex Wes could have imagined in his old life. He didn’t even need to see beneath her t-shirt and leggings to know what she looked like naked. He could picture every inch of her pale, flawless skin as she rode him, could feel the way her taut little belly would bulge up every so slightly at the hip as he filled her as hard as he could with his cock. It was like it had already happened. He could taste it. 
 
    One look in the girl’s eyes, and he knew she felt the same way. The blue-haired girl gasped, her dark lips opening to reveal the tip of her soft pink tongue. She looked like she’d been hit with an aphrodisiac gun the second her eyes focused on him. 
 
    Suddenly, the argument he was having with the Warlocks didn’t seem quite as pressing. While his women attended to the half-naked angel splayed out on top of the bar, Wes stepped around the table and held out a hand to the newcomer. 
 
    “Hello, I’m Wes,” he said, taking the woman’s hand and kissing it. He swore he could feel a tremor of lust pass through her body at the touch of his lips on her. “I can’t imagine why the Warlocks would be keeping a beauty like you hidden. What’s your name?” 
 
    The girl opened her mouth—and Xue cut her off. 
 
    “She’s not important,” the elder warlock snapped. “She shouldn’t be in here in the first place.” 
 
    The girl looked like she’d swallowed a fish while it was still wriggling. “I’m sorry,” she whimpered, her voice so high and submissive it instantly made Wes want to step in and defend her. “You said to check in after fifteen minutes—“ 
 
    “Well, she’s here now,” Kwame said, looking like this was just the latest twist in his favorite TV show. “Sweetheart, while you’re here, why don’t you help the genie and the demoness see if they can’t get some info out of that angel they dug up?” 
 
    The blue-haired girl looked relieved to have something to do. With a final long, lingering look on Wes, she double-timed it across the room and wordlessly took a bottle from Deja. The newcomer fit into the group so smoothly that Wes wanted to add her to the guild right then and there. With everything that would imply. 
 
    “Smooth,” Xue said, cocking an eyebrow in Kwame’s direction. “As my esteemed colleague mentioned to you, Alban, we are prepared to offer you an olive branch. You’ve noted that there’s no longer a Guardian stationed on Kulili’s world. That’s absolutely true.” 
 
    “We need someone keeping that place safe,” the Scotsman added, thumping a fist on the table. 
 
    Xue looked displeased at the interruption, but continued. “Precisely. So we’ll make you an offer. If you fulfill Nacht’s role as Guardian for a length of time—oh, say the next five years—we’ll officially allow you to petition to be made a full Warlock. You’ll be brought to our training facilities in Shangri-La and taught all the tricks: binding advanced demons, casting miracles, all the things you no doubt witnessed while Nacht was defending the orb. What do you say?” 
 
    “And,” Archibald interjected before Wes could even think of responding, “you give us Nacht’s spear.” 
 
    That damned spear. Was it the only thing the man thought about? 
 
    Wes wanted to give Xue’s proposal some thought. Really, he did. The only problem was that they were still acting like he needed to make amends for some personal offense to them rather than the other way around. Not to mention the terms were still so disagreeable that he couldn’t ever see himself accepting them. To leave Hazel and Deja behind for a few days would have been one thing—but for five years? It was unacceptable. Even Nacht, dying in Wes’s arms after the fight against Genbu, had spent his last moments alive desperately missing his own demons. 
 
    Wes would never let that be his fate. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Wes said, trying to start over with a civil approach now that he had calmed down. “I can’t do that. There are too many people who need me here. And even if I could stand living on Kulili’s world for five years—what guarantee would I have that you wouldn’t just leave me there? Nacht was a better Warlock than I’ll ever be, and you had no second thoughts about hanging him out to dry.” 
 
    He thought that he’d managed to phrase things better this time, and that the Warlocks wouldn’t lose their cool the way they had the first time he’d accused them of betraying Nacht. He was wrong. 
 
    Archibald shot to his feet, red faced and steaming. “I’ve heard more than enough,” the man growled, pronouncing the first word like ‘Ahve.’ “You need to learn to respect your elders, whelp! If Mistress Xue says your path to Shangri-La involves five years of service to the Warlocks, then you take it with a fucking smile and say bye bye to your demons until your time is done!” 
 
    Wes laughed and shook his head. He would have loved to play poker across the table from Archibald—the man wore his emotions on his sleeve. He probably couldn’t bluff to save his life. 
 
    “That’s not how this works,” Wes informed the table. “I don’t owe any of you shit. In fact, I’m keeping the spear. Nacht gave it to me, and was happy that it had found its way into the hands of a capable Warlock of the younger generation. After meeting you, I’m thinking holding onto it is exactly what he would have wanted.” 
 
    Suddenly the room was filled with magic. 
 
    It sizzled from Archibald’s fingers, kicking up a slight breeze that rattled the glasses on the tables. Next to him, Xue sighed and reached for her own inner power. A thin sheen of kaleidoscopic color surrounded the petite warlock, bending the light around her as if she were charging up some kind of special attack. 
 
    “You really don’t want to walk down this path,” Xue told Wes, moving away from the table with Archibald like they didn’t want it between them and their target. “We can talk about your future as a Warlock, Wes, but that spear is ours. It belongs to the Warlocks, and we will not allow you to keep it!” 
 
    “See, now that’s telling me something,” Wes shot back, silently signaling his women. It was looking like this was about to turn ugly, and if it did, he didn’t want to be alone in a one on three bar brawl. “Why’s this spear so goddamned important to the Warlocks anyway, Xue? You’d think if you needed it so badly, you wouldn’t loan it to the guy you left stranded on an alien world for a few decades—“ 
 
    Even Kwame was out of his seat now. Though he didn’t look like he was readying himself for a fight, but rather getting a better angle to enjoy the view when it broke out. The atmosphere in the room was rapidly reaching a tipping point. 
 
    It’s enough to make a man wish he’d gone into writing fantasy novels instead, Wes thought ruefully. A letter from a major publisher lay in the dresser of his nightstand upstairs, opened and almost forgotten. He’d given that dream up to pursue his life as a Warlock, but sometimes it still looked mighty tempting. 
 
    The two Warlocks dropped into battle stances, preparing themselves to flank him. When a flash of white light engulfed the bar, Wes thought at first that they’d linked up to cast some sort of super spell. 
 
    Then he heard the scream. 
 
    He turned around even as he hit the deck, chest slamming into the floorboards as a wave of power crested just over his head. A shockwave of pure energy crashed through the room from the bar, shattering glasses and knocking over tables. At the center of the eruption of light was the angel girl who was no longer laying comatose across the wood like Sleeping Beauty. 
 
    No, now she was sitting up. And that scream was coming from her. 
 
    Somewhere behind Wes, he heard the Warlocks cry out in shock and pain as they dropped to the ground like flies. Wes wasn’t even paying attention to them anymore—he only had eyes for the girl. 
 
    Girls. 
 
    The blue-haired woman from earlier held the angel in her arms, her eyes wider than the Grand Canyon. Whatever she’d done to snap the blonde out of her stupor, she obviously hadn’t expected it to work so well or so quickly. The angel was now bolt upright, her long platinum blonde hair lifting around her like she’d been shocked with electric current. The scream that left her throat sounded like it came from a banshee, rising higher and higher until Wes had to throw his hands over his ears. 
 
    Just as the noise became completely unbearable, both it and the light faded. The blue-haired girl could again be seen clearly, her face inscrutable as she held the angel girl tight. Deja and Hazel both lay on the floor, dazed, while Azura had been far enough away to stay upright by clinging to a door frame. Wes wasn’t sure how the Warlocks had fared through that little display, and he didn’t particularly want to turn around and find out. 
 
    Then it hit him. The blonde angel in the junior Warlock’s arms. 
 
    Her wings were gone. 
 
    Even as he thought it, the blonde’s eyes rolled back in her head. She went boneless in the other woman’s grip, sinking back to the bartop with a groan. Within moments, she was snoring gently, the outside world forgotten as she sank back into slumber. 
 
    Asleep in a bar that had just been totaled.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Xue said. Wes could barely hear her over the ringing in his ears. “Yet another potentially world-ending threat to deal with. This is exactly what I needed today.” 
 
    After the angel girl’s little surprise show, things had quieted down a bit between the Deja Vu crew and the visiting Warlocks. The Scotsman had stopped making demands for the spear, and seemed to have bitterly accepted that he wasn’t going to get his hands on it today.  
 
    Xue had likewise come to some conclusion about the blonde angel, though she looked as if she’d have to be dragged through a field by wild horses before she’d ever share her thoughts with the likes of Wes.  
 
    Worst of all, the trio had dismissed their blue-haired assistant immediately after blondie passed out again, so Wes didn’t even get to say goodbye to the young Warlock. He hadn’t even learned her name. 
 
    Having tried and failed to rouse the angel again, Hazel and Deja had settled for throwing a towel over everything below her collarbone and leaving her on top of the bar. This had the effect of finally giving her a PG-13 presentation, but did nothing for her conversational outlook. Both the demoness and genie were drinking to cope with the shock of the event, while Azura served drinks with none of the usual brattiness Wes had come to expect from her. 
 
    Silver lining, Wes thought, taking a mug of something dark and spicy from the succubus. At least we’ll have plenty of chances to see this side of her, considering everything we have to deal with around here. 
 
    “Again—I had no idea she was going to do that,” Wes said. Relations between himself and Xue were still icy, but not quite as frozen as they’d been before the angel girl screamed with enough magic to destroy half the bar. It’s miraculous what a shared near-death experience will do to people’s sense of camaraderie. 
 
    Xue dismissed his explanation with a gesture. “I’m washing my hands of all this,” she said, sipping her own mug and giving warning looks to both Archibald and Kwame. “I’ve just decided. I won’t attack you, Wes—but I won’t back you, either.” 
 
    “What does that mean, exactly?” 
 
    Xue snorted. “You want to keep the spear? Fine. You want to turn down the assistance of your fellow Warlocks? Fine. But don’t come crawling to me when the consequences of your actions start knocking down the doors. You want to be on your own, then you’ve got it.” 
 
    This angered the Scotsman in a way Wes hadn’t realized the man could be angered. “Abandon the spear!? Mistress Xue, I have to object! To abandon a relic of such power is absolute madness, especially after what we’ve just seen—“ 
 
    Xue shushed him. Wes got the distinct impression he wasn’t supposed to have heard anything about the spear being a ‘powerful relic’. As if they hadn’t already made that perfectly clear and he hadn’t seen it first hand while watching Nacht handle the thing. 
 
    “If he wants to turn over the spear and reconsider our offer, we’ll be glad to welcome him,” the leader of the trio assured her partner. “All he has to do is contact us.” 
 
    And he will, was the unspoken part of that sentence. Wes got the impression these people left a lot unspoken—that when you got as powerful and secretive as these Warlocks did, all hiding in the same place, you gained the ability to communicate in both more and less than words. 
 
    Archibald didn’t look happy about any of this, but he wasn’t going to go against his leader again in the presence of outsiders. “Very well,” the bearded man said gruffly. Somehow he managed to turn the act of downing the remaining two-thirds of his pint in a single gulp into a gesture of defiance. He swallowed hard, then wiped his mouth with the back of his gnarled hand. “Let’s get out of here, before I lose my temper again.” 
 
    It took the trio almost no time to get their shit together and leave. The unspoken assumption that Wes would come crawling back to them soon enough was obvious: they all thought that no junior Warlock could survive for long without the protection of the pack. And that even if Wes did want to do things on his own, this situation with the angel would make that impossible. 
 
    As Archibald said his goodbyes, his gaze lingering a touch longer than necessary on Hazel and Deja’s tits, Wes knew the man was already salivating thinking of having that spear. Leering at Wes’s girls was just the icing on the cake. Wes would have slugged him right then and there if it wouldn’t have set off another incident. 
 
    Only Kwame put any actual consideration into his departure. “Best of luck to you, young Alban,” the old man said, doing that strange thing where he bumped into Wes with his elbow tucked in beneath his robe. “I won’t lie to you, son—you’re going to need it. But if any new Warlock could thrive in this world without the help of the clan, well... I honestly think that it would be you. You just might have something here, you and those girls.” 
 
    He’d left the door open a crack, especially with that last part. Wes decided to get his foot in the door and push a bit, see what he could find out.  
 
    “Speaking of girls,” he said, lowering his voice as he leaned in toward Kwame. Behind the man, the other two Warlocks were practically out the door, but God only knew how good their hearing might be. “That blue-haired woman I saw in here, the one taking orders from Xue—who is she? Is she a ‘junior Warlock’ like me? What’s her name?” 
 
    “Girl?” Kwame asked with such innocence that Wes couldn’t actually tell if the other man was just messing with him or not. “What girl?” 
 
    “The one with the piercings,” Wes said, feeling strangely lightheaded. “And the death metal t-shirt under her robe.” 
 
    Kwame made an intrigued face. “Can’t say I can help you there!” he said, clapping Wes on the back. “Take care of your demons, young man. They’re the key to your success, you understand? Master your relationships with them, and it won’t matter whether you have all the know-how. Remember, ‘imagination is more important than knowledge’!” 
 
    Wes recognized the quote. “Albert Einstein,” he said as he returned Kwame’s gesture. 
 
    “Well, according to the history books,” Kwame confided, pointing at the tip of his nose. “But between you and me, I might have passed that one along to old Albie. Along with a few other things. Talk to you later!” 
 
    “Wait, hold up!” Wes called out. He wanted to hear more about this sudden revelation, but Kwame was already gone, following in Xue and Archibald’s footsteps like the three of them had more important places to be. Hell, they probably did. 
 
    Wes watched them go through the front of Deja Vu, then sighed and closed the door behind him. “Well,” he announced to the empty tables. “That went just about as poorly as it possibly could have…” 
 
    Hazel looked up from the bar. “Think of it this way,” the ash-blonde demoness said with a grin. “At least it didn’t actually come to blows!” 
 
    Wes walked over to the bar and poured himself another drink. Watching Deja, Hazel, and Azura from the corner of his eye, he said: “I almost wish it had. It would’ve been simpler that way. At least I would have been able to honestly tell you the Warlocks were our enemy, instead of... whatever the fuck they are right now.” 
 
    “Rivals, I would think,” Deja said, putting a finger to her chin. “Certainly in the matter of the spear, if nothing else.” 
 
    “Yeah, that fucking spear.” Wes said down on one of the barstools, which put him right next to the comatose angel. The blonde had barely twitched since passing back out after her scream, and seemed to be sleeping even deeper than before. Wes wondered what that had been all about. Had that blue-haired Warlock somehow caused the angel to scream and lose her wings? Or was there something darker at play? 
 
    “I don’t get why you hold onto that thing so stubbornly,” Hazel said, her gaze traveling from the angel to Wes. “You already have the Staff of Dominion, Master. It’s not like you can wield two weapons of that size at the same time!” 
 
    To Wes’s surprise, it was Azura who spoke up for him. “He should have it because it’s his,” the succubus said, looking at the other demoness with an amused expression. “Wes claimed the spear when Nacht left it in his possession after the fight with Genbu. That’s all there is to it.” The succubus beamed at him, showing her fangs. “A real man never compromises with swine. If you gave them the spear, they’d just demand something else from you. It would never be enough.” 
 
    Azura might very well have had the right of it.  
 
    “Just the fact that they want it so badly makes the whole thing suspicious,” Wes mused. “We already know it’s incredibly powerful—hell, I watched Nacht fight off that insanely powerful abomination with the thing. We just don’t know how powerful it is—or what else it might be capable of doing.” 
 
    Finding out had just jumped to the top of Wes’s to-do list. 
 
    “So the Warlocks are dicks,” Hazel said, prompting a wave of laughter from the room. “We learned that much today, for sure.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Deja agreed with a little chuckle. “They are dicks. They never apologized for what they did to Nacht. They never showed the slightest bit of interest in us, or any of the events we’ve been involved in. The only things they seem to care about are the spear and that angel you found in the basement.” 
 
    Wes nodded, thinking it over. “None of them want to take responsibility for holding back Kulili,” he said, shaking his head. “On the one hand, I get it, because living out there all alone has got to be one hell of a head trip. But that’s one of the most important jobs in the universe. What’s going to stop the next Magnus from starting the cosmic apocalypse if there isn’t someone guarding that orb the next time someone opens a door to Kulili’s world?” 
 
    The possibilities caused Wes’s women to fall silent.  
 
    “That one girl seemed pretty interesting, though,” Hazel said suddenly, giving Wes a strange look. “You and she seemed to hit it off pretty fast, in any case.” 
 
    “Oh!” Deja’s face brightened. It seemed she’d been looking forward to discussing this part with the rest of the group. “I saw her! You looked like you were undressing her with your eyes, Master.” 
 
    “I’m jealous!” Hazel teased. Though what she really looked like was eager to undress the newcomer herself. Hazel wasn’t the least bit shy about sharing her Master with other women, and relished having both herself and Deja in the bedroom with Wes on most nights. The possibility of adding another woman to the guild, particularly one as gorgeous as that strange newcomer, was a definite turn on for Hazel. 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t make a pass at Xue,” Azura added, sounding like her old bratty self. “From what I’ve seen, you’ll go for just about anything with a pulse. And Xue definitely has that ‘sexy older woman’ thing locked down pretty well…” 
 
    The thought of it made Wes’s brows furrow together. “Nah, not really,” he said, dismissing the idea. “She doesn’t seem like my idea of a fun time. That blue-haired girl though…” 
 
    There was quite a bit of good natured ribbing and joking around after that. It might even have turned into a threesome between Wes, Deja, and Hazel if the blonde angel hadn’t chosen a few minutes later to crack open one of her eyes and stare up at the ceiling, looking like she was about to beg the bar to hit the snooze button and give her fifteen more minutes. 
 
    Azura noticed the change in the angel girl first. “Holy shit, she’s awake,” the succubus snapped, motioning for Deja’s attention. “Hey, you want to try that healing potion again? Maybe you can get her to drink it this time!” 
 
    It was worth a shot. While Deja moved to grab the bottle behind the bar, Wes decided to jump in and see if there was anything he could to help. He leaned over the blonde angel, locking eyes with her just as her other orb faintly cracked open. 
 
    “Her eyes are different colors,” Wes whispered, shocked. “What does that mean? Does it mean something?” 
 
    One of the angel’s eyes—the left one—was as blue as the summer sky. The other was a deep, forest green, the colors in both orbs shocking in their contrast. Wes had heard about people with eyes that were two different colors before, and knew there was some long medical word for the condition. It was mostly a thing you saw in video games and anime though, not in real life. Not unless the man or woman involved was wearing a pair of special contact lenses. Wes briefly thought about checking for those and then immediately decided against it. The poor girl had suffered enough. 
 
    “Hi,” he said, wanting to start the conversation before she passed out again—or worse, let loose another one of those screams. “You’re safe, okay? You’re totally safe right now. My friends and I are taking care of you. My name’s Wes—what’s yours?” 
 
    The angel’s eyes opened further, filled with a lack of comprehension. She opened her mouth wide to scream again, and Wes clapped a hand over her lips, stifling the shout before it could rip Deja Vu apart even worse than it already had been. 
 
    “Nope,” Wes said, waggling a finger from his free hand in front of the angel’s face. “No more of that. “ 
 
    The angel girl slowly started to relax. It was here that Wes realized the young woman had been laying on the top of a bar for some time, which wasn’t a terribly comfortable space for anyone much less someone wearing what amounted to some gauze and a towel. Wes helped her to her feet and supported her across the room, his fingers digging into the plush towel as he sat her down next to the fireplace he had installed weeks ago. 
 
    There were only a few logs in the fireplace, but they ignited from a single spell. Wes had more than enough familiarity with the element of fire now to handle a little thing like that. As the blaze roared to life, he brought over two steaming mugs of hard cider and handed one to the tiny angel, bidding her to drink as he took a sip of his own. 
 
    Wes’s women stayed back, letting him handle this by himself. In a way, they were on his wavelength—and in another, they were on the angel’s. They understood on an instinctive level that having a bunch of people around would only distract from the conversation and possibly interrupt anything the angel might have to say. Meanwhile, this also allowed Wes to focus his attention on the girl and let her know just how safe she was. 
 
    But instead of gathering information, the two of them just sat beside the fire for a long time, watching the flames. Wes wasn’t sure how much time had passed when the angel girl finally spoke up. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, taking a sip of the hot cider. Wes had got up to fill it for her a couple of times since they’d sat down—it was kind of a shock how much a tiny little thing like her could put away. “That’s really good. I was very, very cold, and now I’m starting to warm up.” 
 
    I bet you were cold, Wes thought, looking the angel up and down. (Though was she technically still considered an angel, without the wings?) He decided to be gentle in his approach, but firm. He needed answers, and they were locked inside of this girl’s head. 
 
    “Do you remember where you were before this?” Wes asked, sipping his own drink. “Or like, what year it was the last time you remember noticing things like that?” 
 
    The fire highlighted the blonde’s face scrunching up as she pondered his question. Finally, she sighed.  “I don’t remember much of anything,” the angel admitted, her shoulders  slumping. 
 
    “Not a thing?” Wes asked, peering into the angel’s eyes. Something told him he would know if she wasn’t telling the truth. It was just a feeling he had. Maybe his Warlock powers had developed so he could now discern fact from fiction or something. “Your mind’s just a blank?” 
 
    The blonde pursed her lips in thought. “I remember being cold,” she finally said, her voice barely above a whisper. “That place where you got me—the Cirice—I think I was there for a really long time.” 
 
    “That would make sense,” Hazel said from nearby, nodding before suddenly tilting her head. “Wait, what’s that word you just used? Cirice?” 
 
    “It means ‘church’,” Deja said without looking up from the glass she was polishing. “It’s an old word. And it’s not an entirely inappropriate way to refer to that strange sub-basement you found beneath the chapel.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “It’s also a kickass song by a metal band,” he said, looking at each of the women in turn. “Though I doubt that has anything to do with it…” 
 
    He trailed off, all four of the bar’s other occupants staring at him blankly. No, that didn’t have anything to do with it at all, he supposed. In his defense, he’d been dealing with people who called their leader a voivode. 
 
    The atmosphere in the bar got quiet for a bit after that. Wes chewed over the details of their new situation, washing down the bitterness with several more swallows of Deja’s delicious brew. Hazel moved over and started rubbing the angel between her shoulder blades, giving her some comfort. Without her wings, the girl looked even more lost than before—as if she’d forgotten some integral piece of herself, something she needed to be whole. 
 
    “I don’t mean to shock you,” Deja finally spoke. It took Wes a second to realize she was addressing the angel, not him. “But we have reason to believe you might be from... another place. The Heavenly Host.” 
 
    Hazel chimed in. “Do you remember anything about that?” she asked hopefully, her hand moving faster between the angel’s shoulder blades. “It would help us out a lot. Even your name would be a great starting point. I mean, what the hell do we call you?” 
 
    The angel looked up, locking eyes with Wes, and for the briefest instance, he swore he saw a smirk rise to her pouty lips. The sensation lasted for only a moment before the angel’s expression went back to being confused and frightened once more. It made Wes wonder how much of her personality was some kind of an act—then, once he saw her crying a second later, he felt bad for ever thinking it. 
 
    “You can call me Cirice,” the angel said, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. “I... I think I remember something about that. The Heavenly Host? You mean angels?” 
 
    Wes squeezed the blonde’s shoulder. “That’s right,” he said firmly. “You had wings when I first got you out of that coffin, Cirice.” 
 
    The blonde looked lost in thought. “I remember... I remember standing in front of these people with wings,” she said, her expression collapsing as she struggled to keep the pieces of her recollection together. “They were standing over me, looking down at me with such hateful expressions. I hope I never see anything like that again, not ever…!” 
 
    The blonde began to tremble as she spoke, shaking like a leaf as she rode the vague remnants of her memory. It activated all of Wes’s protective instincts at once. Within moments, he had his arm around her, holding the angel girl close as she sobbed with mingled fear and shame. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Cirice panted, gently raking and clutching at Wes’s chest with her fingers. “I’m so, so sorry! I didn’t mean to get anyone in trouble! I’m a terrible burden, I’m such a terrible burden!” 
 
    “Stop,” Wes said, forcing the blonde to look at him. 
 
    The word was so forceful that she did just that. Her eyes widened as she met his gaze, her mouth a perfect little ‘o’ of surprise. 
 
    “You have done nothing wrong,” Wes told the angel, looking deep into her eyes. “Whatever’s happened to you, you’re safe now. Do you understand that? I won’t let anything happen to you. Those figures you saw, they’ll never hurt you again.” 
 
    Behind the angel, Hazel and Deja shared a look. He could almost see the message being exchanged: Wes had a new potential guild girl. 
 
    And so what? Wes thought as he held Cirice closer. She needed a place to stay, somewhere she’d be safe from whatever had happened to her before. Until she remembered who she was and where she was supposed to be, no one would mind her hanging with the guild. 
 
    Besides, both Hazel and Deja already looked like they had a little crush on Cirice of their own. 
 
    “You promise?” the angel whispered, batting her lashes up at him. 
 
    Wes saw that face and nearly lost his mind. Not only did it kick all his active protective instincts into overdrive, it also heaped a huge helping of pure lust on top of that. He wanted nothing more than to carry this slender angel upstairs, assure her she’d be safe forever, then fuck her into the mattress until both of them slept for a week. 
 
    “Promise,” Wes said, meaning it. “Let’s get you a room, okay, Cirice? Maybe you’ll remember a little bit more after you get some sleep. In the meantime, the rest of my guild can talk about what we’re going to do going forward for the next few days. Sound good?” 
 
    Evidently, it did. As soon as Cirice had a single one of Deja’s beers in her, the blonde angel could hardly keep her eyes open. She passed out sitting up, her head resting in the crook between Wes’s arm and shoulder like he was her new favorite place to sleep. 
 
    Sharing laughs with the rest of his guild, Wes carried the blonde upstairs and tucked her into bed. Deja went with him—not because she was worried that he might try anything, just to help Wes if anything happened and the angel suddenly started screaming or filling the room with that incredibly powerful light for a second time. Fortunately for them both, the girl was out like a light. 
 
    Once they’d made sure Cirice was cozy, Wes and Deja went back downstairs. Hazel and Azura were waiting for them, both sitting around the bar’s largest table with drinks in their hands. Azura even had her feet up on the table, though she had the good sense to put them back on the ground once Deja showed up. I guess she’s off the clock, Wes thought, looking around at the remaining mess. Aw hell, she deserves a break. Looks like she’s already taken care of a bunch of this while I was sitting with Cirice. Besides, I don’t feel like cleaning this place up right now, and I doubt Deja will until the morning either. 
 
    “Alright,” Wes said, taking a seat at the table. “I’m going to need someone to explain to me what the fuck just happened.” 
 
    Hazel and Deja shared an uneasy look.  
 
    “About the Warlocks?” the genie asked mildly, taking a glass of something dark and strong from Hazel. “Or the angel?” 
 
    Wes laughed at that. “Both. Shit.” He rubbed his forehead, thinking over everything that had happened that day. “Our relationship with the rest of the Warlocks is off to a fucking terrible start. Xue and Archibald hate me and that other guy, Kwame, I can’t quite tell if he’s having fun with me or actually on my side. Plus everyone’s freaked out about Cirice. Which is probably fair, since she’s a freaking angel.” 
 
    “That is unusual,” Deja said mildly. “Azura, you’ve been pretty quiet about all this up until now. Got anything you want to chime in with?” 
 
    The succubus gave Deja a startled look. “Me? I’m just the hired help. Why do you want my opinion?” 
 
    Because she’s Deja, Wes thought. She’s been around the block enough times to know that asking a demon about an angel is a good way to get information from an outside perspective, even if it probably has a certain amount of bias. Plus she’s keyed up and horny after all that stress, and you’re hot. 
 
    Lest it be thought Wes was just being crude with that second part of his musings, Deja truly was looking the lithe succubus up and down with more than just a professional amount of interest. Had things gone off in a better fashion tonight, they might have decided to induct Azura into the guild in a more intimate fashion—as it was, Wes just didn’t have the drive. He had too many mysteries and problems to untangle to be able to focus on sex right now.  
 
    “Because you’re the kind of demon who comes from Parts Below,” Deja said, giving the succubus that sexy little smirk that always made Wes want to spank her. “Which means you probably know more than most about the Heavenly Host and their crimes.” 
 
    Wes cocked an eyebrow in Azura’s direction. The mention of ‘Parts Below’ had piqued his interest. “You’re from Hell?” 
 
    Azura scoffed and rolled her eyes. “She’s exaggerating. Most demons nowadays don’t actually come from Hell—that’s just Templar propaganda. My family’s been on this side of the fence for generations, as I’m sure Hazel’s has been as well.” 
 
    “My father, and my grandfather, and his great-grandfather,” Hazel chimed in. “Along with about a hundred other generations before them.” 
 
    Okay. So Azura wasn’t really from Hell. But it sounded like being a succubus meant she had a greater affinity for things that were anti-angelic, or anti-Heavenly, than most demons. 
 
    “Also, I want you to feel like you’re part of the group,” Deja added with a devastatingly sexy smile. “Just because you’re not technically bound to our Master, it doesn’t mean you’re not important to the guild, Azura. You can still contribute.” 
 
    Azura looked pleased by the compliment but then she tried to mask her smile with a forced look of disdain. “Contribute,” she grumbled, “Hell, you have no idea how hard I have to struggle to keep this place clean. Work my damned fingers to the bone. Broke one of my nails the other day…” 
 
    If they kept on like this, nothing would get done. Wes cleared his throat, wanting to move the meeting along to more practical matters. 
 
    “I don’t care who fills me in,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “I just need to know everything you can tell me about Cirice, the angels, and why these Warlocks are so freaked out by her.” 
 
    “Maybe because she’s gorgeous,” Hazel said without an ounce of shame. “She looks like a fucking painting—”  
 
    Deja held up a hand for silence. “Since no one else seems to be capable of giving you a history lesson without digressions and gossip, Master, I will tell you.” She gave the other women sitting around the table the smug look of a teacher’s pet, then began. “Long ago, when the Bible and the Koran were still just ideas that hadn’t yet been translated to paper, there was an era that those of us in the know within supernatural society simply refer to as the Before Times.” 
 
    “Before Times?” Wes took a sip of his drink. “Before what, exactly?” 
 
    “I”m getting to it,” Deja said, looking a bit perturbed. Evidently the genie wanted to be thought of as something of a storyteller. “The most important part is this: Back then, it wasn’t just demons that walked the surface of the earth, binding themselves to human beings or preying on them. Angels walked the world as well.” 
 
    Wes nodded. He’d expected something like this. “Angels like Cirice.” 
 
    “Precisely. As you might expect, angels and demons did not get along—in fact, the world was their battlefield. They fought openly across the kingdoms of men, giving rise to dozens of legends and myths about dangerous monsters and vicious demigods. Some of the most notable creatures of the ancient era—Medusa, the Minotaur, the Cyclops—came from gifted humans witnessing clashes between groups of angels and wily demons.” 
 
    “The Almighty tried to wipe us off the map,” Azura said, showing her fanged teeth. “And we tried to knock off Santa’s little helpers right back, whenever we could find and overpower them. Oh, but this was all before my time—I’m nowhere near as mature as Deja here…” 
 
    The genie narrowed her eyes at the cleverly phrased diss. “Demons most certainly gave as well as they got. The fighting intensified for many years over the fledgling tribes and civilizations of humanity, from Mesopotamia all the way to Ancient Egypt.” 
 
    Here Wes couldn’t help but interrupt. “You told me something about that before,” he said, remembering. “That back in Ancient Egypt, people were way more in tune with supernatural creatures in general, and demons specifically. That they didn’t have to hide the way they do in the modern human world.” 
 
    Deja nodded along, happy to see he’d been paying attention. “Yes. Everyone thought it would eventually boil over into a full scale war—demons versus angels across the desert, fighting the apocalypse. Most of the supernatural world didn’t want anything like that to happen, but we had no choice in the matter. It seemed as if the world was on the verge of tipping into war. And then…” 
 
    Deja just trailed off. What the hell? She’d just gotten to the best part of the story!  
 
    “And then what?” Wes asked. He only belatedly realized that he’d forgotten his drink, and was leaning forward on his elbows across the table like a kid listening to a ghost story around the campfire. 
 
    Deja smiled, coming to the twist. “Someone must have made a deal,” the genie said, spreading her hands. “Because all the angels packed up and went home.” 
 
    Wes was stunned. “What!? All of them? Just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that,” Deja confirmed. “They vanished.” 
 
    Wes tried to make sense of it. “That doesn’t make any sense,” he finally surmised, looking from Deja to Hazel and Azura as if they were going to explain the joke. “Why would the Almighty pull back his troops? Why leave the affairs of the world to demons, without any angels to preserve the balance?” 
 
    Deja clicked her tongue, evidently enjoying the history lesson. She also seemed to be enjoying spending the time close to Wes, and had been gradually stripping down from her already skimpy outfit with every drink. The genie looked like she’d been playing strip poker with herself and was just a drink or two away from crossing the PG-13 line. 
 
    “There are many theories,” the genie said, pushing forward. “Most people believe the Almighty simply couldn’t stomach losing so many of his troops in a head-on battle. Angels are some of God’s most precious creatures, as you’ve undoubtedly already figured out from looking at our Cirice. So rather than fight, he made an arrangement with those in Parts Below.” 
 
    “Because ever since that day,” Azura added, jumping in with her own demonic knowledge, “things have been different with demonkind. Less harvesting the souls of the living, more hanging out in bars and getting smashed. Trying to live our own lives, in other words.” 
 
    “A cease fire,” Wes thought, trying to reason out the Almighty’s game. Which was, to be fair, kind of like trying to reverse-engineer a supercomputer’s chess moves. “I see the problem.” 
 
    “You do?” That was Hazel, who evidently hadn’t caught up yet. “Because I’m not following, Master.” 
 
    The more Wes thought about it, the less he liked it. “Whatever deal the Almighty made with Hell, it involved pulling all of the angels out of the world,” he explained, doodling with the foam of his beer on the table as a visual aid. “All of them had to go, as a sign of good faith: to leave even one behind meant the Almighty could still be trying to sneak around the terms of the peace agreement, using that angel to carry out His Will down here on Earth. Are you getting it yet?” 
 
    Hazel was. Her face had fallen, and she looked like she’d bitten down on an oyster that hadn’t been removed from its shell. “Fuck,” the demoness whispered. 
 
    “Yep.” Wes leaned back in his seat. “As soon as either side figures out an angel was missed, everything is going to go to shit. And poor Cirice doesn’t know a goddamn thing about what she’s done…” 
 
    It got quiet in the room after that. Both Hazel and Deja appeared to be lost in thought, while Azura chewed on some thought. He was on the verge of prompting the succubus to speak when she sighed and raised a black-tipped claw. 
 
    “Wes,” Azura said, her voice about as serious as the succubus ever made it. “I know I’m not a full member of this guild but I hope you’d listen to me if I made a suggestion. Well, more like a plea.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” Wes said with a nod. “I do take your feelings into account, believe it or not.” 
 
    Azura smiled at that before her expression became serious again. “You have to protect Cirice,” she said frankly. 
 
    Wes nodded. “My own thoughts have been trending in that direction even before this problem occurred to me. I already made her a promise, after all,” he said, looking to his women for backup. Neither of them looked like they wanted to contradict him—he could tell that the spell Cirice had been weaving over all of them had taken hold. Even though none of them knew shit about the Heavenly Host, they wanted to protect that poor girl. She’d been through enough already. She deserved a break. 
 
    Just then, Wes stood up. “I haven’t decided what I’m going to do next,” he told the women, “but I’m not going to get anything done putting off a nap any longer. I’m fucking beat.” 
 
    That was Deja and Hazel’s cue to make eyes at him. In a flash, both genie and demoness had their hands all over each other, posing like the two of them were getting their picture taken together for a spread in a men’s magazine. 
 
    “I think that’s a wonderful idea,” Hazel purred with a big smile. “How about the three of us use my bedroom tonight? I just changed the sheets, and the nightstand has a couple of fun new toys in the drawer…” 
 
    Wes was just about to inquire what those were when a feminine voice filled the room. All three of the women still sitting around the table froze in place, looking around for the source of the sound. 
 
    “Excuse me, Master!” Wes’s cloak said in a high, bright tone. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but perhaps I could be of some service?” 
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    Wes was so surprised that he stood up and ripped off the Archcloak before he knew what he was doing. 
 
    The green and black fabric fluttered across the room, riding an errant breeze from the air conditioning, then suddenly twisted and floated back to them. It rose up over the table they had all been sitting at until it hung vertically as if an invisible woman had just put the garment on. Wes had seen lots of strange behavior from the enchanted cloak formerly belonging to Erde Nachtflugel but this might have been the strangest. 
 
    “What the Hell!?” Wes took a step back, cursing that the Staff of Dominion was out of reach. “You can all hear that, right? It’s not just in my head?” 
 
    It was far from the first time Wes had heard that insistent, feminine voice. It had whispered to him almost from the very first time he put on the Archcloak, though its voice had only risen to the level of actual words when he and Nacht had been in the middle of combat with that horrible creature Genbu. Then it had raised its voice to a roar and demanded Wes ‘unleash’ it, giving it the power to strike at his enemies of its own volition. He’d watched the Archcloak sever Genbu’s tentacles in an astonishing display of power, and even before that had wrapped itself around a portal to destroy it. Yet he’d somehow managed to repress the cold hard truth of that voice. Up until he heard it there, in the middle of Deja Vu, Wes had convinced himself that it had been a hallucination or a stress-related side-effect of his powers. 
 
    Now, it seemed, there was no denying it. Because from the looks on everyone else’s faces, they could hear the Archcloak as well. 
 
    “You can talk,” Hazel said flatly, staring at the upright cloak swaying over the center of the table. “Wes’s jacket can talk!” 
 
    “Hey, I’m more than just a jacket!” the Archcloak protested, its shoulders rising and falling as if an actual flesh-and-blood human resided inside of it. “I’m the battle cloak of an Arch-Warlock! Erde Nachtflugel took me into battle over two dozen times, and I never failed him once. Not even during the fight that took his life!” 
 
    Wes could tell the women were on the verge of freaking out. He had to do something to stop them from peppering the garment with questions. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he assured everyone, raising his hands. “The Archcloak spoke to me back when I was fighting Genbu, too. I meant to tell you all, but it kind of slipped my mind. Also I sort of thought I was losing my marbles a bit back on Kulili’s world, and maybe it was best to keep my mouth shut.” 
 
    Deja turned amused eyes onto her Master. “You wear a talking cloak,” the genie said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts, “and you thought you’d remain quiet about this?” 
 
    “In Master’s defense, I have also been quiet!” Apparently the Archcloak was nothing of the sort now that it had finally started to get going. “I would have intervened during the conflict earlier, but I did not wish to let any other Warlocks know that I’ve been bound to Master Alban! If Xue and the others had discovered Nacht gave Wes the Archcloak, they’d demand I return to Shangri-La. To be honest, they’d be even more insistent about me than they already are about Nacht’s spear!” 
 
    It wasn’t hard to see why. A talking cloak with an absurd amount of magical ability? There were plenty of supernatural creatures who’d do terrible things to get their hands on a relic like that. And most of them didn’t have the resources that were available to the Warlocks. 
 
    Something that hadn’t made sense yet to Wes clicked over in his head as he ran back the Archcloak’s words. “They don’t have Archcloaks of their own,” he realized. “You’re unique, aren’t you?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking, Master!” The Archcloak’s voice was both manically eager and painfully sexy, like a porn star who had decided to pursue her true passion as a door-to-door salesperson. Wes liked it—or at least his cock did—but it also made his teeth hurt a little bit. “My former owner enchanted me with a rudimentary consciousness, giving me the power to aid him on the battlefield without needing to be directly commanded. I watched Erde Nachtflugel’s back for decades, and now I belong to you!” 
 
    The wheels had already begun to turn in Wes’s head. While everyone else sitting around the table were still processing this whole ‘talking cloak’ thing, Wes was already thinking of how he could use this to his advantage. One possibility stuck out as brighter than the others. 
 
    “Can you teach me to fight like your former Master?” Wes asked, his voice trembling slightly from both nerves and anticipation. It didn’t seem like the Warlocks of Shangri-La were going to let him enter their training facilities any time soon, which meant he’d need to find education somewhere else. Seeing as the Archcloak had belonged to Nacht for longer than Wes had been alive, it had to have a few tricks up its enchanted sleeves. 
 
    “I would love to help you reach your full potential as a Warlock, sir,” the cloak said proudly. 
 
    A wave of relief passed through the room. Wes hadn’t even realized how worried he’d been about his future as a Warlock until the Archcloak took that burden off his shoulders. With a misplaced angel under his roof and a bunch of his peers trying to get Nacht’s spear from him, one thing had become perfectly clear: he needed more power, and he needed it as soon as possible. The cloak’s words were like water to a drowning man. 
 
    “Great,” Wes said, meaning it with all his heart. “I want to get started with that as soon as possible. In the morning, maybe, you can start training me in the ways of the Warlocks. Maybe you can give me some tips for dealing with that angel we’ve got in our rooms, too…” 
 
    First there's the blue-haired Warlock girl, Wes thought, chuckling to himself. Then Cirice. I’ve met two new potential additions to the guild in a single day. Surely there’s something to that? Some fate or maybe even God’s will involved? 
 
    Either way, all he could do was ride the wave. The Archcloak gave a flutter and soared over to Wes, briefly transforming back into a cloak as it came to rest on his shoulders before shaping into a jacket around him like it had never left in the first place. No matter how long it spent away, the fabric always managed to fit him like it was tailored, perfectly accentuating his shoulders and the muscles of his upper arms. Wes liked the way the cloak emphasized his improved physique. 
 
    Meanwhile, Hazel was finishing her drink. The demoness looked a little bit wasted, which probably influenced her next question. “Is that the way you talked to Nacht before he was on that planet, Archcloak?” 
 
    The fabric shimmered around Wes’s shoulders. “I don’t understand what you mean!” the feminine voice trilled. 
 
    “You sound the way Azura looks,” Hazel said with a snicker. “Like your voice ought to be wearing a little maid uniform with fishnet stockings.” 
 
    The implication wasn’t lost on the garment. “What a wonderful question! I modulate my voice based on what I think will correspond to my Master’s preferences. Above all else, it’s important that my voice is one he’ll hear in the middle of a fight or another sticky situation!” 
 
    Upon hearing that, Deja let out a hearty guffaw. “So you talk like a sexy diner waitress because it’s the voice with the best chance of getting Wes to listen to you?” The genie cocked an eyebrow in Wes’s direction, and suddenly his cheeks felt hot. “Well, I can’t fault you there.” 
 
    Wes was about to suggest the three of them head to bed, but the Archcloak apparently wasn’t done being helpful just yet. As Wes went to rise from his seat, the green and black fabric wrapped around him, growing thicker and more sturdy in an instant. Within the span of a few heartbeats, what had been a standard black and green jacket was transformed into something more like a sleek tactical vest, the kind of thing a SWAT team would wear while kicking down the door of a drug dealer’s mansion. 
 
    To Wes’s surprise, the garment grew no heavier or more cumbersome from this transformation. “Wow,” he said, running the fabric between his index finger and his thumb. “That’s seriously impressive!” 
 
    “I understand that you wish to mate and sleep, Master,” the cloak said, heedless of the effect the mention of ‘mating’ would have on both Hazel and Deja. While both women laughed uproariously with naughty glee, the cloak continued. “But I believe that time is of the essence when it comes to increasing your mastery of your Warlock abilities. Would it be possible that before you retire for the night, I teach you how to summon your daemons?” 
 
    That final word stuck in Wes’s ears at an angle, or so it seemed. The cloak hadn’t said demon, that much was clear—but neither had it said the name Damon, either. It was almost a slurred word, a kind of verbal skipped beat. It left Wes feeling strangely intrigued, though he wondered if it was merely a mistake on the Archcloak’s part. 
 
    “My demons?” Wes glanced across the table at Hazel. “I can already summon her into battle whenever I want to.” 
 
    “Or anywhere else you want for that matter,” Azura added with a bratty little giggle. It never failed to amuse him how the succubus could sound both teasing and jealous about his relationship with Hazel and Deja, both at the same time. “He doesn’t need any pointers on that score, cloak, trust us.” 
 
    But the Archcloak was unperturbed. “Not demons,” it said, that strange extra syllable gone from its voice. “Daemons! Like the one inside your ring.” 
 
    That brought back a flash of memory. In Wes’s mind’s eye, a dog the size of a small trailer stood with its front paws on his chest, each of its three heads drooling and snapping their jaws shut just in front of his face. In the background, a demon in a biker jacket cheered the creature on, giving it orders to strike. 
 
    Erebos, Wes thought, the word coming back to him. That one Wheat King used him as a fucking attack dog from Hell. Then I absorbed it into my ring… 
 
    The ring was another of Erde Nachtflugel’s belongings, given to Wes by some renegade Templars. He knew that it vibrated when in the presence of a shard of power, but other than that, the ring and its abilities were still a mystery to him. He assumed it would remain that way, unless he got access to Nacht’s personal notes or journals. 
 
    Deja was piecing things together right along with Wes. “She’s talking about that dog, isn’t she?” the genie asked, looking shocked. “The one that Nacht’s ring ate like it was a candy bar. It’s on that page of the Demonomicon now…” 
 
    At the mention of the strange book Wes and Hazel had plucked from the alien subway station, the Archcloak started to rise, nearly pulling him into the air. “I need that book as soon as possible!” The fabric chimed happily, caressing Wes’s chest and shoulders like a massage chair. “It’s instrumental in teaching Wes how to control his daemons!” 
 
    Deja cocked an eyebrow in Wes’s direction. “You’re sure you want to listen to a talking cloak, Master?” 
 
    Before the Archcloak could get offended again, Wes cut in with his response. “This is going to make me stronger and it sounds like it knows what it’s doing,” Wes said firmly. “Besides, this cloak belonged to Nacht and he was a friend of mine. Since he wanted me to have it, this must be at least one of the reasons why. ” 
 
    Deja didn’t look like she was quite as sure about that as he was, but she didn’t feel strongly enough about it to argue the point. The genie rose from her seat and smoothly made her way up the stairs, her cutoff jeans making the view even more luscious as she reached the second floor. As she disappeared around the corner to go get the book, Azura let out a low, approving whistle. 
 
    Both Hazel and Wes looked over and stared at her. 
 
    “What?” the succubus asked, cocking an eyebrow. “I’m not allowed to admire the female form?” 
 
    “That’s my woman,” Wes said, trying hard not to laugh. It would have completely spoiled the moment if he had. Next to him, Hazel put a hand over her mouth to help hold back her own giggles. “You’re ogling a taken genie, Azura.” 
 
    The succubus narrowed her eyes playfully. “One you sure don’t mind sharing with your other woman,” the red-skinned demon teased, looking more interested in Wes than ever before. “Or is that just the three of you adjusting furniture that I hear coming from your room every night—?” 
 
    Before Azura could take her sexy banter to the next level, Deja came back down the stairs. The genie had the Demonomicon in her hands, the cover held flat against her ample breasts. Though the book wasn’t bound in human skin, none of them knew exactly what material was used to hold it all together. Inside were dozens of strange and esoteric diagrams and blueprints, with notes written in Egyptian Arabic throughout. Even though Deja had managed to translate some of it, the book was still mostly a mystery to them. It was the kind of thing that Wes could have spent months and months poring over without being able to make heads or tails of.  
 
    They’d only managed to wring two secrets from it so far. The first was the diagram of the Door that Magnus had built to reach Kulili’s world and the second was being revealed right here and now. Under the Archcloak’s guidance, Deja set the book with the spine down on the table and opened to one of the few pages that had changed since Wes became the book’s owner. On the left-hand page, dominating the vellum was the three-headed dog Erebos, immortalized in a detailed pencil sketch. 
 
    The Archcloak was in its element here. It sounded like an Ivy League instructor as it explained the significance of the drawing to the guild. “As you can see here,” it lectured, growing more excited with each passing word, “the Ring of Seeking doesn’t merely point the way toward shards of power. Though that in and of itself is important enough to make it a worthwhile part of any Warlock’s arsenal, its true power rests in its ability to absorb weakened demons and add them to a Warlock’s roster.” 
 
    Wes was beginning to understand. “So this dog monster, this Erebos,” he said, pointing at the page. “It’s bound to me, the same way that my familiars are? But I don’t get any magic from having Erebos on my team.” 
 
    “It’s not quite the same thing,” the Archcloak said, trying not to laugh. Both Hazel and Deja looked a touch offended by the comparison, though they knew enough not to take it personally. “You aren’t bound to an absorbed demon the way you are to a woman you’ve made your familiar. That is to say they don’t join the harem, nor do they bestow elemental capabilities upon you or make their demonic energy reserves available to you, Master. They merely become summonable and unsummonable at will, able to be used in a fight as backup. ” 
 
    The comparison was too obvious for Wes to pass up. “They’re like Pokemon,” he said with a chuckle. He shook his head, trying to absorb the ridiculousness of it. “I catch them, then summon them to defeat my enemies. Shit, you girls might as well start calling me Ash Ketchum…” 
 
    “I do not understand this reference,” the Archcloak trilled happily. “But I’m certain that I would find it funny if I did!” 
 
    “Never mind,” Wes said, turning his attention to the matter at hand.  “Explain how the summoning process works. How do I make that mammoth mutt work for me?” 
 
    Wes remembered all too well what it was like to face off against Erebos. It would be gratifying to see someone else struggle with having a gigantic three headed dog perched on their chest next time. 
 
    “Gladly!” the Archcloak said. “First and foremost, I need to absorb the Demonomicon.” 
 
    Which it proceeded to immediately do, right in front of Wes and the others. 
 
    Solid ribbons of fabric stretched out from the shoulders of the Archcloak to wrap around the strange tome and lift it into the air. As the book floated out of Wes’s reach, the cloak suddenly tore free from him and engulfed the book in a whirl of fabric, hiding the leathery cover from the rest of the world. In the span of a few heartbeats, both book and cloak dissipated like smoke, vanishing in mid-air without a single word. 
 
    Deja and Hazel stared at the spot where the cloak and book had just been, their jaws practically on the floor. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Hazel whispered, subconsciously tugging at her long ash-blonde hair. “Did that thing just eat your book and disappear?” 
 
    Deja looked even more shocked. “The Demonomicon!” the genie cried, shooting around the table like she could snatch the book back from the jaws of wherever it had just gone. “We need that book! It can’t be destroyed!” 
 
    The Archcloak reappeared back in its hoodie form a moment later in a puff of green smoke. The acrid fog billowed out over the floor, rolling beneath the tables and making the whole bar look like the set of a Halloween haunted house before it finally faded away. The Demonomicon, however, was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Worry not!” the Archcloak assured the group. “I have absorbed the Demonomicon. The book remains safe inside of me—and I now have the ability to provide my Master with whatever information he might need concerning his roster of daemons!” 
 
    Both Hazel and Deja continued to look skeptical at this, but Wes had no reason to doubt that the Archcloak understood its job well enough at this point. It had watched over Erde Nachtflugel for an absurdly long time, after all. 
 
    As if proving it meant the guild no ill will, the Archcloak began to shudder and shimmer in mid-air. Suddenly, one side fluttered open to reveal a floating, spectral book. Wes could just barely see through the Demonomicon if he squinted, proving that this wasn’t the physical tome but a magical copy summoned by his cloak. It would be close enough to the real thing for him to peruse at his leisure, though. 
 
    “Suits me fine,” Wes announced to the group. “So based on what you were saying before I can actually summon that dog whenever I want?” 
 
    “Assuming you have the energy to do so,” the Archcloak informed him. It sank onto his shoulders, the fabric splitting open before resealing around him so that the hoodie once more clung to him in a perfect fit. “Perhaps we could go out into the street, Master, and I could show you the finer points of bringing the mutt to heel…” 
 
    That was a good idea, but Wes had a better one.  
 
    “How about we knock out two birds with one stone?” he asked the room. 
 
    Azura stared at him blankly, confusion written all over her pretty face. “Whatever do you have in mind, Sir?” the succubus asked. 
 
    Wes just smiled. “Come with me,” he said, not waiting for the others to follow. 
 
    He made his way into the chapel, heading down the aisle between the pews as quickly as possible. As he moved, the Archcloak chattered excitedly around his shoulders, telling him about this or that aspect of the potential magic he could one day hope to control as an Arch-Warlock. All of which was great, of course, but Wes’s concerns for that evening trended more toward the immediate. Having the ability to summon Erebos against potential threats would be a powerful boon indeed. 
 
    “In the future, I’ll probably use the bonds with my familiars to do summonings,” Wes announced. “But today, I want to see if I can make something else work for me.” He nodded toward the hole in the chapel’s floor. “Cloak, would you…?” 
 
    The Archcloak understood him perfectly. With a little sound of glee and rustling fabric, the cloak broke free from his body and shot down into the sub-basement, undulating on a phantom wind. A few moments later, it came back up, cradling the heavy barrel of Macca between its sleeves. It deposited the barrel a safe distance away from the hole, testing the weight first to ensure it wouldn’t punch through the floor again. 
 
    “Perfect,” Wes said, popping the barrel’s lid and thrusting his hand inside to feel the cold metal of the coins. Opening his mystical senses, he felt the familiar tingle of residual energy all over the currency he’d been given by the Templars. 
 
    Yes, Wes told himself. There’s more than enough here to do a few significant spells. I’ll have to make sure the Templars keep these coming… 
 
    As Hazel, Deja, and Azura watched from a distance, sitting in one of the church’s pews, the Archcloak went over the basics of summoning a captured daemon. There were a lot of details that wouldn’t have made any sense to a layperson, but Wes managed to grasp them using the principles he’d already learned during his time as a Warlock. Suffice it to say, it was even more like calling on a Pokemon than he’d thought—with a dash of summoning a patronus from Harry Potter thrown in for good measure. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the Archcloak had Wes closing his eyes and concentrating. Energy flowed from the coins in the barrel, tingling like electrical current down his fingers as he channeled it into his core. The urge to reach out to Hazel or Deja was almost too powerful to resist—yet he knew that to rely on one of his familiars to make it work at this point would have defeated the whole purpose of trying to do it with the Macca in the first place. Wes needed to do things like this on his own sometimes. He wouldn’t always be able to rely on his bonds with his familiars to get him out of trouble. 
 
    “That’s good, Master!” Though the Archcloak hung from his shoulders, its voice sounded as if it came from a very great distance away. “Now keep focusing on the ring. Pull Erebos from your roster, using whatever metaphor makes the most sense to you. Just grab hold of it and make it happen…” 
 
    Given the cracks that Wes had made previously about the nature of captive daemons, it might have made sense for him to picture himself as a Pokemon trainer summoning one of his monsters to a battle. But that wasn’t Wes’s style—and anyway, a different idea had already begun to bubble up inside of his brain. 
 
    He pictured himself at a card table, a poker table to be precise, surrounded by high-class supernatural creatures the way he’d been back at the Emperor Suite in the Excelsior hotel. He held a deck of cards in his mental hand, each individual card representing a daemon in his roster. All but one of them were blank, of course, as he’d only captured and stored the essence of one daemon inside of his ring. But the energy of Erebos was there, lurking just beneath the surface, ready to be drawn the way a hand of poker just waited for a dealer to deal it out. 
 
    Wes made a card tossing motion with the hand wearing the ring, and a bolt of power erupted from the silver band around his finger. The energy of the spell caused the air to shimmer in front of him, rippling forward with enough force to shake the pews and send a thin rain of plaster tumbling down from the ceiling. A dark silhouette filled the space just in front of the hole, which rapidly resolved into the form of the three-headed dog, Erebos. 
 
    “I did it,” Wes said, staring at the massive hound with a shocked expression. “Holy shit. I just summoned a monster!” 
 
    A monster it may have been, but Erebos couldn’t have been more different from during the fight against the Wheat Kings. The three-headed dog acted like an overgrown puppy, panting and growling happily as it rolled back and forth across the chapel floor. Then, without an ounce of self consciousness, it came barrelling over to Wes and slammed into him, knocking him over as it covered his face with licks. 
 
    “Woah! Down boy, down!” Wes started to laugh as the creature pinned him to the ground. This time around, he didn’t mind it one bit. In his peripheral vision, he could see the women laughing, impressed both with his ability to summon the creature and the way it treated him like a family dog. 
 
    Somehow, Wes managed to get out from under Erebos. He rubbed each of the dog’s heads behind the ears once he was upright, watching with pride as the big dog slammed its back paw against the floor in bliss. Erebos howled happily as it looked at its new owner, more than ready to fulfill whatever command Wes wanted. 
 
    I’ve got a new demon, Wes thought. No—a daemon. I wonder how many of these things will fit inside the Demonomicon? 
 
    He’d have to ask his Archcloak later, but he got the distinct impression it was a lot. Probably more than he could count. What would it feel like to summon an entire army of daemons to destroy his enemies, bringing them into the world at his beck and call? What kind of power would that give him? 
 
    Not even Heaven itself would be able to stop me, Wes thought, his fingers balling into a fist. Those angels that hurt Cirice could come after her, and they wouldn’t be able to do shit. My girls would be safe forever, and our guild could grow even bigger than it used to be. 
 
    Wes put adding more daemons to his roster right near the top of his to-do list. Hazel, however, had something else at the top of hers: Wes. 
 
    The demoness yawned theatrically, joining Deja and Azura in petting Erebos.  
 
    “I like a man who likes dogs,” the blonde purred, giving Wes a sultry look. “Hey, Archcloak?” 
 
    “Yes, Hazel?” It seemed the fabric wasn’t solely Wes’s province: it would respond to requests from his familiars, as well. Though Wes felt certain it would obey him above anyone else. 
 
    Hazel stretched and sighed, making a  show of just how exhausted she was. “Any chance we can pick these lessons back up in the morning?” she asked, punctuating the statement with another yawn that was so theatrical it nearly made Wes laugh from the sheer shamelessness of it. “I really need to get my beauty sleep. We’ve all had one hell of a stressful day, and I’m pretty sure we could all use the rest.” 
 
    Both Hazel and Deja shared a look that left no doubt both women would be involved in what was coming.  
 
    Seeing it, Azura rolled her eyes and groaned, then started away, still in her maid outfit. “I’m going to go back to my room and put a pillow over my head,” the succubus growled. 
 
    “Bullshit,” Hazel said once Azura was gone. “You know that slutty little demon’s going to be listening in.” She turned back to Wes. “Do we just leave the new dog running around, or do we put it back in the ring?” 
 
    Evidently, they needed to return Erebos to the roster. The Archcloak walked Wes through it, re-absorbing the creature in a mental flex that ended up feeling like he was sliding a playing card back into a full deck. Wes got the hang of it after a try or two, and soon the happy, playing dog was tucked safely back into the ring. 
 
    “I’m kind of sorry to see him go,” Deja said, looking on sadly once the overgrown pooch had disappeared back into Wes’s jewelry. “I like having a good guard dog around the bar. A big mutt like that makes people think twice about breaking in and trying to steal shit.” 
 
    Wes thought that over. “Maybe I can see if there’s some way to keep him summoned for an extended period of time,” he mused, filing the idea away in the back of his head for later. “It would be good to have someone keeping watch over the place while we’re out on missions. Make sure we don’t lose any shards of power, or come back to find someone’s taken all the Macca out of our barrels…” 
 
    “Plus, it’s nice to have a dog around,” Deja said, nudging up against Wes with her hip. “Even if it’s the size of a Volkswagen and happens to have three heads.” 
 
    “That just makes it more appropriate.” Hazel snickered, glancing at the door to the chapel that led back to the bar. “Speaking of heads, isn’t it time for ours to hit the pillow?” 
 
    The trio shared a glance at that idea. Wes knew there was no way they’d head to bed without a little play time beforehand. As if reading his mind, the Archcloak fluttered around his shoulders, the hood drawing back to flap like a speaking mouth. 
 
    “Please, pretend I’m not here!” the Archcloak said, in such a genuine tone that Wes couldn’t help but suddenly realize how it had been spying on their antics all along. “I understand that you need to deepen your bonds with your familiars in order to become stronger! Don’t allow my presence to upset you, Master!” 
 
    Wes glanced at his shoulder, frowning. “Alright, I think someone’s going in the closet tonight,” he said, turning back to chuckle at Hazel and Deja. 
 
    “Please, no!” The Archcloak sounded almost plaintive. “Just... just throw me over a chair or something, Master. Really, I shouldn’t have spoken—pay no attention to me at all! I’m not even here, I’m just an old garment with no personality or enchantments to speak of!” 
 
    The Archcloak was babbling so much that Hazel and Deja fell to an attack of the giggles. Both women took the sleeves of the hoodie between their fingers, rubbing the fabric as the trio made their way upstairs, the blue candles along the walls bathing the place in an eerie yet romantic glow. 
 
    “Geez, just let your hoodie watch,” Hazel said, rolling her eyes. “I have no idea what a piece of fabric gets out of the whole experience, but if she’s going to be that insistent, just toss her on the foot of the bed or something!” 
 
    The Archcloak let out a little tremor at the idea. “Oh no, I couldn’t be that close to the action!” it said. Was its voice shaking with excitement? That both turned Wes on and kind of disturbed him at the same time. “Just leave me hanging somewhere. Not too far. But not too close, either.” 
 
    Deja laughed as she pulled the Archcloak off over Wes’s head and threw it over her shoulder. “Don’t worry, cloak. Shafti Deja’s got you covered. You don’t mind that we refer to you as a ‘she’, by the way, do you?” 
 
    Somehow, the cloak gave an almost imperceptible shake of its hood. “I’d consider it an honor!” 
 
    “‘She’ it is, then,” Deja said, apparently considering the matter settled. “Well, Master. Shall we retire to bed?” 
 
    Yes, Wes thought. We most definitely shall. 
 
    He was looking forward to it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Damn,” Wes said, closing the door behind himself and his women. “Azura did a good job in here. Remind me to praise the succubus later for her organizational skills.” 
 
    The first time he’d seen Hazel’s bedroom, Wes had been more than a little bit taken aback. The ash-blonde demoness might have been gorgeous, independent, and determined, but she’d been far too busy when they first met to worry about little things like keeping her living quarters in the proper order. As a result, her room had been an utter mess. 
 
    No more. Evidence of Azura’s touch was everywhere, from the neat way Hazel’s clothes had been packed up and put away to the understated red and black candles placed on the side tables with demonic runes carved into the sides. The place looked like a romantic love nest. More than that, it looked like home. 
 
    Wes couldn’t help but relax once he was there. The cares and worries of the outside world faded away as his women put a locked door between himself and his problems.  
 
    Wes stretched and sighed, watching through the interior door as Deja fiddled with the Archcloak’s position on the back of a chair by the window before climbing into bed. 
 
    The genie patted the mattress next to her, her smile warm and inviting. “I could use a cuddle,” she purred, her nails gently raking the comforter. “Why don’t you lie down here right in the middle Wes, and Hazel and I can get nice and snuggled up with you?” 
 
    That sounded more than wonderful.  
 
    He stripped down to a t-shirt and boxers and slipped beneath the covers, grinning like an idiot as Deja’s hands worked their way beneath the thick blanket. A moment later, the genie’s hand snaked out again, tossing first her cut off jeans and then her bra to the floor. From experience, Wes knew that she was now naked beneath the silky sheets. 
 
    Her body was cold against his at first. Deja put her head in the crook of his shoulder and pressed her curves against him, gently stroking his chest as she enjoyed her body warming next to his. On the opposite side of the bed, Hazel stripped off her own clothes and slipped beneath the covers, wearing nothing but a pair of red lace panties as she tugged the covers up to her chin. 
 
    “Fuck, it’s cold!” Hazel whimpered, rubbing up against Wes’s other side as Deja’s hand slowly quested lower. “When did it get so damned chilly in here, Master?” 
 
    “Let Wes warm you up,” Deja panted, her hand finally reaching the waistband of Wes’s boxers. “Take Hazel in your arms, Master. I want to watch the two of you make out for a bit before we get started. Please?” 
 
    Her voice was so insistent—and the teasing contact of her fingers so amazing against the bulge in his boxers—that Wes couldn’t help but agree.  
 
    “Fuck yeah,” he panted, sliding an arm around Hazel’s naked waist and pulling her body against his. Her nipples were stiff and hard like little jewels, pressing into his chest as he held her close and kissed her deeply. Her mouth opened and her tongue slid into his mouth as she ground her crotch against Wes’s side with a moan. 
 
    Meanwhile, Deja was anything but idle. Her fingers slipped beneath the waistband of his boxers and wrapped around his cock, which was already dripping with precum. Evidently, the genie liked what she saw based on the way her hand started to speed up as she watched the show they were putting on. Her touch made Wes arch his back and moan, and both women chuckled knowingly at the sound. 
 
    “He’s so cute when you really get him going,” Hazel said, breaking the kiss with a giggle. “So hard and needy. Fuck, I love seeing what you do to our Master, Deja.” 
 
    “Not as much as I like doing it,” the genie purred, tugging down Wes’s boxers beneath his balls. “Lay back and enjoy this, Master. Keep on kissing your demoness. Enjoy her body—explore every inch of her while your pretty genie Deja jerks you off…” 
 
    Fuck. Wes was in heaven! Deja’s skilled fingers knew exactly how to give him pleasure, and Hazel was like a live wire in his arms. His free hands went to the blonde’s round, gorgeous ass, squeezing it while the two of them made out hot and heavy. His fingers grabbed at her cheeks through her panties, then his hand slid down, moving beneath the fabric to see how ready for him she was. 
 
    She was soaked and from the way her soft, dripping wet mound felt against his digits, she’d shaved just for him. Hazel’s folds were soft and slick, their silkiness like a drug as his fingers rubbed her naughty little slit. Meanwhile Deja’s hand kept on pumping, her hand slapping against his balls as she gave Wes a world class handjob. 
 
    The intensity kept on building, growing to the point that Wes started to get hot and dizzy with pleasure. He pulled away from Deja instinctively, not wanting to shoot his load so soon, but the genie wouldn’t let go. In fact, she reached down to squeeze his balls with her free hand, then leaned over and spit all over his cock to make her hand even slicker as it worked its way up and down his shaft. 
 
    “Fuck, Deja, I’m gonna fucking cum,” Wes groaned, breaking the kiss with Hazel. The blonde barely noticed, she was so into grinding her pussy back into his hand, riding his fingers while he groped her. “If you don’t stop that right fucking now, I’m gonna cum…” 
 
    Apparently that was exactly what Deja wanted to hear. “Cum for me,” the genie panted, chuckling darkly as she pressed her ample breasts against Wes’s side. “Shoot it all out for me, sweetness—let Auntie Deja drain your balls, let her milk you dry…” 
 
    Wes still tried to hold back, but Deja’s hand around his cock just felt too good. His panting turned into grunting as he buried his face as deep as he could in Hazel’s cleavage, finally accepting that he was about to go over the edge. Since it was going to happen anyway, he might as well enjoy it to the fullest. 
 
    Wes groaned in sheer relief and bliss as his cock jerked in Deja’s hand, erupting with the first shot of pearly white cum. It sprayed like a fucking geyser from the swollen crown of his dick, coating Hazel’s hip and her inner thigh. Streaks of it got on her panties, leaving dark stains on the red fabric. He grunted over and over again with each jet, shuddering with pleasure before relaxing against the mattress. Deja worked to coax the last few drops of his load from his cock as her hand slowed, cum dripping all over the genie’s fingers. 
 
    “Good boy,” Deja said proudly, evidently loving what she’d just done. “Holy shit, you came so much…” 
 
    Wes felt fucking high. A normal masturbation session never put him in this kind of headspace—only his girls could do this to him, and Deja’s teasing words and maternal manner somehow made him feel drained and satisfied and used all at once. He slumped against the pillow as Hazel continued to grind herself against him, listening to Deja’s triumphant laughter as the genie brought her cum-stained fingers to her lips and sucked them clean. 
 
    “Did you know she was going to do that?” Wes asked Hazel. Shit, that had taken it out of him more than he realized. It was going to be a few minutes before he’d be ready for round two. 
 
    Hazel didn’t bother denying it. “She said you were all pent up from stress,” the ash-blonde demoness admitted with a giggle. “And that you needed a long, hot shower—so she told me she was going to make a mess.” Hazel looked down at herself and then over at Deja still licking herself clean. “You certainly did do that, Master!” 
 
    “A shower?” It made sense. Hell, it dovetailed exactly with what Wes had been thinking. He might as well spend his time recovering watching Hazel and Deja soap each other up. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    Both Hazel and Deja slipped out of bed, each scooping the cum off the demoness that was most likely to fall and eating it like ice cream.  
 
    “We’ll get it nice and hot for you,” Deja purred before darting out of Hazel's room and crossing the short distance to the shared bathroom. Her voice drifted back through the door. “Come join us whenever you feel ready, Wes. We’ll be waiting…” 
 
    With that, Hazel also disappeared into the hallway. A few moments later, Wes heard the water kick on and the sound of giggling. Those two are dangerous, he thought, looking down at his half-erect cock. Fuck, though, that had felt so good. Who could have guessed that Deja had the ability to put so much naughtiness and pleasure into a fucking handjob? 
 
    Suddenly, Wes couldn’t wait for more. He rose from the bed and quickly moved to join his women. The mirror was already fogged up with steam—closing the door behind him raised the temperature in the room by four or five degrees within moments.  
 
    This bathroom had been the subject of many of Deja's previous renovations and was the bar’s sole concession to modernity, with marble fixtures and a huge glass shower stall containing a bench on each side. A series of fancy faucets and valves allowed the bather to choose from an array of different sprays and patterns, from a rain directly out of the ceiling to a sideways assault that Wes was certain both Hazel and Deja had used for their own private entertainment more than once. 
 
    But tonight, there was nothing private about what they were doing. Two female silhouettes pranced behind the steamy glass, giggling and groping each other as they waited for their Master to join in. 
 
    “Wes?” That was Hazel, who put a soapy hand up against the glass like she was reaching for him. “Come on in, baby. We’re all wet…” 
 
    Grinning, Wes did just that. He pulled back the sliding glass door, discarding his boxers and pulling off his shirt before stepping into the hot, steamy stall. Both Hazel and Deja waited for him, and they’d been anything but idle. Somehow the eager pair already had Hazel’s pale body and Deja’s dusky one covered in suds, showing that they hadn’t just stopped at cleaning up his come. Both women looked like a wet dream, their breasts and tight pussies dripping wet and covered in soap. 
 
    Looking at them, Wes was rock-hard instantly. “Holy shit,” he said, spellbound by the sight of the two beauties before him. 
 
    Hazel and Deja shared a look.  
 
    “You alright, Master?” Hazel asked. 
 
    “I’m just never going to get used to this,” Wes said, stepping into the shower spray. Deja knew how he liked it—the water was just barely hot enough to tolerate, turning his skin beet red beneath the heat. The pressure felt amazing. “I’d be a lucky man to be sharing my life with either of you, but to have you both? One guy shouldn’t be allowed to lay claim to this much beauty.” 
 
    Both women giggled at the compliment.  
 
    “We’re the lucky ones, Master,” Deja insisted, grabbing a loofah from an alcove in the stall and covering it in some luxurious shower gel. “Believe me, as much as you think you’re benefiting from this arrangement, Hazel and I are benefiting from it far, far more. Being the familiar of a powerful Warlock like yourself isn’t just a good opportunity for supernatural entities like us—it’s quite literally a dream come true.” The genie gave Wes a matter-of-fact once over, then gestured with the loofah. “Lean back and let your familiars clean you, Master.” 
 
    Clean him? Hot damn, these girls were on a whole other level of submissive.  
 
    Wes felt like a king as he nodded, watching as Hazel and Deja soaped up their hands and the bathing implements and scrubbed him down. There was lots of groping as well—the pair seemed to be absolutely mad for making sure his cock was as clean as it could be—and before long Hazel was biting down on his shoulder, barely repressing her need to have him throw her up against the wall as she jumped his bones. 
 
    Wes wasn’t thinking about much as he enjoyed the royal treatment from his familiars, but something Deja said had stuck in his mind.  
 
    “What do you think about some of the other girls that will probably be joining you in benefiting from this arrangement?” Wes asked, thinking of the way Hazel had insisted right up until the moment she admitted how hard she’d fallen for him that their relationship was merely ‘transactional’. 
 
    Both women chuckled at that.  
 
    “I was going to say that Azura would be the next naughty little demon to join your harem, Master—but after seeing the way you looked at Cirice, I think our resident succubus might just have to wait a while…” Deja said, her eyes on fire with lust. 
 
    So. They’d noticed that, had they?  
 
    “She’s gorgeous,” Wes said, gasping as Hazel’s hand washed his cock with a motion way more like a handjob than was strictly necessary. “An innocent angel, stranded on Earth with a Warlock and his harem of supernatural women? Yeah, you’d better believe I’ve been fantasizing about corrupting that hot little blonde—“ 
 
    Hazel let out a groan of pure frustration. “Oh, I can’t take it any more!” The demoness tossed the loofah to the ground and got on her knees, grabbing Wes by the hips. “I fucking need this, Deja. I can’t hold back any longer!” 
 
    “Nor should you,” Deja said, sounding impressed as Hazel wrapped her lips around Wes’s member and dove down. “God damn you’ve got some skills, girl. How does the back of Hazel’s throat feel, Master?” 
 
    “Fucking great,” Wes grunted, tangling his fingers in Hazel’s wet hair.  
 
    He’d had more than enough time to recover from the handjob Deja had given him, and now it felt like Wes hadn’t had the opportunity to bust a load in weeks. It didn’t help that Hazel’s naughty tongue swirled around the crown of his cock like she fucking owned it, like she’d gone to school solely to learn how to make him feel even better with her mouth. Then she gagged gently around him as she took him deep, gripping his hips as she worked him over with her mouth. She couldn’t keep eye contact with him, as water kept getting in her eyes, but that didn’t detract from the intense pleasure she was giving him. 
 
    Wes was about ready to switch to something different, anyway. His eyes strayed to the bench along one side of the shower, imagining what he and Hazel could do with it. 
 
    “Come here.” Wes slid his cock from Hazel’s throat and ran it up and down the side of her face.  
 
    One of his favorite things about the beautiful blonde demoness was her total lack of shame—the way she discarded her dignity along with her clothes, turning into an absolute slut once the two of them were behind closed doors together. Watching her bury her face in Wes’s crotch and groan with pleasure, her thighs quivering with the sheer need to get fucked was the kind of compliment to his manhood Wes could never get tired of. 
 
    He reached down and pulled Hazel up, dragging her over to the bench before putting one of her legs up on it and pushing down on her back. The demoness got the hint instantly—she arched her back like a porn star, grinning at Wes over her shoulder as she went face down and ass up with the elevated bench. Her back was arched so far it put both her tight pucker and her sopping wet slit right in Wes’s face. 
 
    Under different circumstances, he might have buried his face between Hazel’s legs and went to town. But he could sense that wasn’t what either woman wanted—that their earlier talk about him needing to relax meant that this encounter was all for him. Both Hazel and Deja wanted him to use their tight bodies to get off, to relax their Warlock Master and de-stress him for the challenges to come. This wasn’t about increasing their power or their intimacy, although both were side-effects of the fun. This was entirely about them taking care of his needs and rewarding Wes for being such a great Master. A great Warlock. 
 
    A great man. Their man. 
 
    So instead of eating out the beautiful demoness, he ran the head of his cock up and down the lips of her sex a few times, testing the right angle to go deep into her. Hazel shuddered at the connection between them, panting as she gripped the bench with both hands. The muscles of her shoulders and back tensed up, making her look even more beautiful as she lifted her ass further into the air to give him a better angle to fuck her. 
 
    “Good girl,” Wes said, giving Hazel a smack on her ass. “Fuck, I’m going to enjoy this so much!” 
 
    “Please,” Hazel panted, watching both Wes and Deja over her shoulder. The physical part of him taking her body was all for Wes, of course—but the visual? Well, let’s just say Hazel was definitely getting off on how the sight of her and Wes fucking would drive Deja wild. “Fuck, Master, please—”  
 
    It was as far as Hazel got. Her words broke off into a scream of pure passion as Wes thrust right into her back walls, impaling the blonde on his thick cock. Hazel’s soft ridges wrapped around Wes’s length, holding him in place and forcing him to bear down and thrust even harder to bottom out inside of her. The overall effect was so powerful that Wes had to focus on holding back his load to keep from erupting inside of Hazel’s pussy in a single potent thrust. 
 
    Hazel felt him jerk inside of her and knew how close Wes was to the edge. It filled her with pride, and the look she gave him over her shoulder turned wicked and knowing. 
 
    “I can feel you stretching me out,” the blonde panted, throwing herself back on Wes just as hard as he was starting to fuck her. “You’re so big, Master! Fuck, it feels like you’re trying to break me in half! I don’t think my tight little pussy can take it, Wes, you’re too fucking big!” 
 
    “Oh, you most certainly can take it all,” Deja purred. The genie did something with the system of dials and knobs along the shower’s wall behind him, and suddenly the hot water spray was coming out just over Hazel’s ass. Water cascaded down the blonde’s back, making her look even sexier as Wes savaged her body with hard, deep strokes. “Keep fucking her, Master. See how much she enjoys it? Look how she spreads for you like a whore, trying to get you to go even deeper! Fuck, it’s so hot!” 
 
    “Why, Deja,” Wes said with a smile. “Are you fingering yourself while you watch this, you naughty little genie?” 
 
    She didn’t bother denying it. “Just warming myself up for you, Master,” Deja purred, kissing Wes’s shoulder as he pummeled Hazel’s pussy with thrust after hard thrust. “Does it make you even harder knowing I can’t help myself, Master? That I just have to rub my wet little kitty when I see how hard you’re fucking my best friend?” 
 
    “I won’t lie,” Wes growled, wrapping Hazel’s wet hair around his fingers for more leverage. “It is a total turn-on.” 
 
    Deja groaned low in her throat. “Come in her,” the genie begged, rubbing Wes’s balls with her slender fingers as he slammed into Hazel. “Fill her soft little demon pussy up, Master. Leave her dripping with your seed, so that she’s walking around used for the rest of night…” 
 
    Fuck, that definitely did sound like a good idea to Wes. He braced one foot on the ledge, putting him at the perfect angle to go even deeper inside of Hazel’s tightness. The demoness went completely incoherent beneath him, clawing at the bench and wall of the shower and moaning into the spray as her pussy quivered and throbbed on the edge of an orgasm. 
 
    Right as they were both about to hit the peak, Deja unveiled her final piece of naughtiness. 
 
    “I know Hazel said that humans and demons can’t make babies,” the genie said in an urgent, whimpering tone, “but if any man could do it, it would be you! Pump every drop of that cum into her raw, Master! Flood her unprotected pussy with your seed, claim that womb as yours! Fucking breed her, Master…!” 
 
    The idea was so hot that Wes couldn’t hold back any longer. One more hard thrust sent him over the edge, the world shaking like an earthquake as he came inside of Hazel’s tight, wet pussy. She came a heartbeat after him, crashing over the peak as her walls clenched around him like a fist. The friction was so powerful that he could have sworn his cock was throwing off sparks inside of her, each jet of thick, hot seed spraying along the inside of her walls in time with his rapid heartbeat. 
 
    Wes slowed down as the wave of pleasure ebbed, keeping his cock buried deep inside of Hazel. If there was any merit to what Deja had said about his exception regarding pregnancy, he wanted to make sure every drop of his load stayed deep inside of Hazel’s demon pussy where it belonged. 
 
    Except wait. Was he even ready for that? Why was he trying to knock Hazel up in the first place? 
 
    He was pulled from his thoughts by the sound of a high, tinkling little laugh. At first he thought that had to be Deja, but the genie was busy rubbing herself absolutely stupid to the sight of Hazel still cumming her brains out. So who the fuck had laughed? 
 
    Wes looked at the bathroom door and realized it was now open a crack. He couldn’t tell for sure through the foggy, steamed up glass, but he could have sworn he caught a glimpse of platinum blonde hair as the laughter retreated down the hall. 
 
    What the fuck? Wes froze, his cock still buried hilt-deep inside of Hazel’s snug tightness. Was that Cirice? 
 
    Had the angel girl decided to spy on the three of them while they’d been fooling around in the shower? And if so, had she overheard him talking about corrupting her and adding her to the harem? Oh fuck, Wes thought. She probably thinks I’m some kind of pervert… 
 
    And yet, she’d stayed and watched. Even enjoyed it to some extent, apparently. Maybe that made Cirice the pervert? 
 
    Wes knew he had to tell his girls about it. He kept himself buried inside of Hazel for several more moments, giving the last few drops of his seed a chance to get to the blonde’s womb. Then he pulled out and walked over to the bench on the opposite side of the stall and sat down, crooking a finger at Deja. 
 
    “I think we had some company just now,” he said, gesturing at the bathroom door as the genie straddled Wes’s lap. 
 
    Deja looked over, seeing what he’d seen—that the door had been opened a crack while they were all in the shower together. “So it seems,” she purred, looking not at all displeased at the thought of being on display for one of Wes’s potential partners. “Azura, you think?” 
 
    Wes slowly shook his head. “I think it was Cirice. I thought I saw a little flash of blonde when she was running away.” 
 
    Deja’s eyes widened with surprise. “That is news.” Then the smug smile settled back on her face as she stared down at Wes’s cock. “You don’t think she might come back for seconds, do you?” 
 
    Wes liked the way Deja’s dirty little mind worked. “Would you mind if she did?” he asked. 
 
    “Only in that I’d have to put on more of a show if I knew an actual angel was watching me,” Deja said, tying her hair back in a messy ponytail. “I can’t let her think that she’s got a leg up on me, just because I’ve been around a while and she’s a hot young angel…” 
 
    As she spoke, Deja sank down onto Wes’s cock, impaling herself on his thick rod. Wes groaned with bliss as his dick disappeared into Deja’s tight slit, only the base able to be seen at the spot where the two of them joined. Immediately, Deja’s womb tattoo lit up a bright pink, and her eyes began to glow. 
 
    “I don’t know how she could possibly get that impression,” Wes said, feeling like a king as he laid back and let Deja ride him. “Fuck, you’re gorgeous, Deja. You know exactly how to treat a guy.” 
 
    The genie smiled. “Hot older women have been blowing young men’s minds since time immemorial,” Deja said sagely, her eyes fluttering with pleasure as she rolled her hips around Wes’s cock. “MILFs, cougars, whatever you want to call us. And we’ve been reaping the rewards of hard young cock for just as long…” 
 
    Wes grinned before Deja stuck her tits in his face. “Go on and reap, baby,” he commanded, giving the genie a spank on her ass. “Show me what that sexy body of yours can do!” 
 
    Deja most certainly did. The genie proved herself more than capable as she rearranged her own guts, slamming her hips down on Wes’s cock so hard that the Warlock was secretly glad he’d already cum twice before getting this kind of treatment. If it weren't for those previous orgasms, Wes would have been finished within moments. 
 
    As it was, he just barely managed to hold himself back. Deja was a queen at riding, and she treated him like her king as she used her tight, wet pussy to give him as much pleasure as possible. Just when Wes thought he couldn’t take it any more, she rose up off him and spun around to ride him reverse cowgirl with her big ass bouncing up and down in his lap. 
 
    The visual was too much for Wes. Deja was so stacked that he could see her tits from behind, plus her thick ass and the way her tight walls gripped his cock as it disappeared inside of her was so pornographic that the internet would never hold quite as much appeal for him going forward. 
 
    “Yes! Fuck,” Wes groaned, letting himself approach the peak at last. “Keep going, Deja! Fuck yeah, ride me you gorgeous genie slut! Earn that fucking load…!” 
 
    “I want it so bad,” Deja panted, looking back at him over her shoulder like he was the most important man on Earth. “Please, please give it to me, Wes! Pump my pussy full!” 
 
    “Aaaagh, yeah,” Wes groaned as the world crashed down around him. “Fuck, fuck here it comes…!” 
 
    The pleasure turned blinding as Wes had his third orgasm of the night. Spurts of hot cum erupted from his cock, spraying down Deja’s walls with thick white cream. The genie groaned and panted as warmth flooded her pussy, the feeling of Wes emptying his load inside her setting off her own climax.  
 
    Deja moaned with wanton bliss and ground her hips against him, her walls tightening around Wes’s cock before letting go as her pussy boiled over. A flood of juice coated his shaft as her walls clenched around him again, sucking his load deep into her perfect channel. 
 
    When Wes came back to himself, both Deja and Hazel were on their knees before the bench, licking and sucking him clean. He spared a single glance at the bathroom door to see if Cirice had snuck over for a second helping of voyeurism, or even if Azura had taken her place instead, but the crack leading out to the hallway was empty. So Wes leaned back and watched the genie and the demoness making out with his cock between them, savoring as their tongues and lips pleasured him. 
 
    Before he knew it, he had a fourth and final orgasm. His cock jerked between Hazel and Deja’s lips, spraying a few thin jets of clear seed all over the pair’s faces and tits. They moaned with bliss at having managed to milk yet another climax from him, and made out as they rose from their knees, cleaning each other off. 
 
    After that, Wes finally let the girls finish rinsing him off. Deja’s ministrations were shockingly tender after the hard fucking she’d given him, and both Deja and Hazel looked like they’d been fucked so good they wouldn’t be able to walk straight for a few days. By the time they finished and toweled off, the water coming from the tap was merely lukewarm rather than scorching hot. 
 
    “That,” Deja said, tying her hair up with a towel, “was something that should be repeated. Often.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” Wes said, slipping on a fresh pair of boxers one of the girls must have grabbed and nothing else.  
 
    He’d never preferred sleeping in much more than boxers and a t-shirt, and ever since Hazel and Deja had started joining him in bed regularly, he’d begun to prefer wearing as little as possible beneath the sheets. Morning BJ’s and sex were always the order of the day, and he wanted as little to get in his women’s way as possible.  
 
    “Definitely remind me to do this the next time we add a girl to the group,” he said. 
 
    Hazel gave him a concerned look. “Speaking of which…” The blonde gestured toward the cracked bathroom door. “Are we going to talk about that, or nah?” 
 
    Wes thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. “What is there to talk about? Angel girl’s a little bit kinkier than we expected. She enjoys sneaking a peek at her hero while he’s going to town with his ladies.” He laughed. 
 
    “She didn’t ask for permission to peep,” Hazel said, looking a bit offended. “But then again, it’s not like any of us are shy about showing our affections for you.” 
 
    That brought a grin to Wes’s face. “Like how you made out with me while a genie was stroking my cock?” 
 
    A flush rose to Hazel’s cheeks had that very little to do with the lingering heat of the shower. “Something like that,” she said, unable to meet either Wes or Deja’s eyes. “I don’t mind showing off for other women at all—hell, if Azura or Cirice had shown interest in watching beforehand, I would’ve been totally turned on by it. I just think there’s things we don’t know about that angel girl yet. If she’d do that without a second thought, is she really as innocent as she seems?” 
 
    Deja’s thoughts had apparently been moving along a similar track. “It might be because she’s so innocent that she thought it would be no big deal,” the genie said with a shrug. “She’s certainly a strange duck, our Cirice. Should we bring this up with her tomorrow over breakfast, or let sleeping dogs lie?” 
 
    Wes thought it over for a few moments, then shrugged again. “It’s not a big deal. But it’s definitely something I’m going to bring up the first time I manage to talk that naughty little angel into bed.” 
 
    There it was. They’d bantered and joked about it throughout the day, but this was as close as it got to Wes officially declaring his intentions. He really did want to add Cirice to the harem as soon as possible. The angel was just too gorgeous to resist. 
 
    If I really do claim her before Azura, the succubus is probably going to be pretty mad at me, Wes thought. But I suppose we'll have to see how things go. It's just still a little hard to trust her when she helped capture us in the first place. 
 
    Ultimately Wes knew none of that was her fault. She’d tried to help them as best as she was able, and she’d defected from Magnus and his poisonous Templar influence as quickly as she could. He really should have just let it go. 
 
    It was fun to watch the succubus squirm though. And having her go around cleaning the bar while dressed in a maid outfit had a definite appeal. Yeah, he’d trust her eventually—but until he did, he was going to have some fun with her. 
 
    After their shower, the trio headed to the bedroom. A pleasant ache suffused Wes’s limbs, and he felt like he could pass out for a week. With two beauties like Hazel and Deja snuggled up on either side of him, he could easily have done it, too. The covers felt warm and comfortable as he curled up beneath them, his familiars taking point on either side of him. 
 
    Both women drifted off to sleep almost immediately, exhausted and well-satisfied as they lay next to their Master. Wes, on the other hand, stared up at the ceiling for a bit, his arms behind his head as he thought about Cirice and that strange, blue-haired warlock girl. 
 
    Soon, the two of them started to get all mixed up in his thoughts as he dozed. Eventually, he sank into a dream where he, Cirice, and the warlock girl were sitting outside of the shower while they watched Hazel and Deja go at it. Wes slept like a log after that, until a faint knocking sound summoned him from a deep, dreamless slumber. 
 
    It was still dark outside. Both of Wes’s women lay beneath the sheets, clearly not about to wake up any time soon. They still looked freshly fucked, utterly satisfied, and likely to sleep until noon. Wes, on the other hand, couldn’t help but notice the knocking sound as he tried to drift back off. 
 
    Who the fuck would be at Deja Vu at this hour? He climbed silently to the foot of the bed, ignoring the naked breasts and thighs laid out before him like a bounty. Grabbing his phone as his feet hit the carpet, Wes discovered it was even earlier than he’d expected—there was still nearly a half-hour before sunrise. 
 
    Which meant that was either a bill collector outside, or more trouble. 
 
    Wes didn’t bother rousing his women. He stumbled downstairs in a half-awake stupor, wearing nothing but a pair of boxer shorts. Yet he still had enough presence of mind to grab the Staff of Dominion from its place behind the bar as he reached the bottom of the stairs, holding the weapon at the ready just in case he needed it. 
 
    The knocking hadn’t faded. By now, Wes really would have expected the person out on the stoop to give up and go away. Whoever it was, they were damned persistent, he had to give them that. 
 
    The thought that it could be another delivery of Macca crossed his mind as he reached the door.  
 
    “This better be good,” he grunted, holding the Staff with his free hand as he opened the door. “You’re disturbing a Warlock’s rest—”  
 
    Wes froze. The city street was dark, with the lights up and down the block still on. A few bugs flew around the bulbs, playing the daredevil as a faint glow spread across the horizon to herald the coming of the dawn. 
 
    He noticed none of this however. His gaze was only for the young woman standing on the stoop, who looked like she’d been there for an hour and had been growing increasingly desperate to talk to him. 
 
    “Thank the Gods,” the blue-haired Warlock girl whispered. “I was beginning to think you’d never get up!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In an instant, the dream of Cirice and the blue-haired girl that had dissolved upon waking reformed, making Wes feel as awkward as if he’d spent the entire night watching an orgy with the woman standing in front of him. The blue-haired girl let out a little cry of surprise when she finally noticed his state of undress. She focused on his muscles in particular, staring at them for a beat longer than was strictly necessary. 
 
    “It’s you,” Wes blurted, his sleep-addled brain unable to give his tongue a better response. “From the delegation earlier.” 
 
    The girl nodded. She looked much the same as she had the previous day. Although this time, she had her green and black Warlock hoodie zipped up tight over her curves so Wes couldn’t tell if she’d switched to a different death metal t-shirt or something else entirely. 
 
    “They don’t know I’m here,” the girl said by means of greeting. It took Wes a moment to realize she was talking about Xue, Archibald, and Kwame—the Warlocks who’d come to visit him earlier. “If they did, then I’d be in serious trouble. But I couldn’t leave things the way they were. I had to come see you.” 
 
    Holy shit, Wes thought, looking her up and down. I guess I had even more of an impression on this girl than I’d thought. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about you, too,” Wes said, leaning against the door frame. “You've been on my mind since we met, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    The woman stared at him blankly. “What?” 
 
    Oh shit. She hadn’t meant what Wes thought she’d meant. 
 
    “What was going on before, I mean,” Wes said, trying to come up with something smooth. Being clever before his morning coffee had never been his strong suit. “I never even got your name earlier. The other Warlocks seemed hellbent on making sure you and I didn’t get too close…” 
 
    The blue-haired girl quickly accepted his explanation, eager for the conversation to return to familiar territory. “There’s a reason for that,” she said, sighing. “You and your guild deserve to know what’s coming. Would you mind if I came in?” 
 
    Ah. So she hadn’t come here for him. There was something she needed to tell Wes and his women about the Warlocks, or about the angel they’d taken into their care. Either way, it stung. 
 
    But not as much as it would have if Wes hadn’t spent last night banging the brains out of two gorgeous supernatural babes. So really it only stung a little. 
 
    Wes held the door open for the Warlock girl, following her into the bar. The place still hadn’t been completely cleaned up after Cirice’s outburst, so most of the furniture looked ragged and junked. As a result, Wes led the young woman to the bar itself, motioning for her to sit on a stool. 
 
    “Can I get you anything to drink?” Wes asked, fumbling around behind the bar. Deja kept an ancient coffee maker back there, and Wes struggled to plug the thing into the only outlet tucked between the bottles of liquor. 
 
    The woman cocked a blue eyebrow. “A little early for liquor, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Not if you’re still partying from the night before,” Wes replied with a smile. “But seriously, I was talking more about a cup of coffee. Although I’d definitely put a shot of something in it for you, if that’s the way you like to take it…” 
 
    The Warlock girl brightened. “Coffee would be great, thanks,” she said, drumming her fingers on the bar top. “Nothing in it, thanks. I take it black.” 
 
    “Same,” Wes said, pouring the beans into the reservoir. “Shit, I really need this after last night…” 
 
    The blue-haired girl chuckled as she watched him get the device working. Soon, it was humming along, heating up as it pushed boiling water through ground beans. It wouldn’t be the best or the smoothest cup of coffee either of them had ever had, and it lacked that certain je ne sais quoi that Deja’s feminine touch always added to the brew, but it would do. 
 
    “Must be a lot of stress, being a new Warlock and taking over a guild,” the girl said, looking up at him. 
 
    “Oh, you know—just the usual stuff,” Wes said. He pulled two cracked mugs from a compartment beneath the bar and placed the Staff of Dominion back in its usual spot nearby. That way the Staff wouldn’t be easily visible, but would still remain close in case he needed to use it in a hurry. Though he couldn’t sense any sign of deceit around the Warlock girl, there was always the possibility she was setting him up for betrayal—or even that her apparent superiors had followed her here without her knowing. “Cleaning the bar, bonding with my familiars, saving the world from an octopus from beyond the stars…” 
 
    The girl giggled at that last one. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry how the Quorum has treated you. Fledgling Warlocks deserve more respect than what you’ve been given, especially when they’ve already proven themselves the way you have. The way they spoke to you yesterday afternoon was unacceptable.” 
 
    Behind Wes, the coffee machine sputtered and began to deliver brew into the pot. “I’m glad someone thinks that,” he said, grabbing the mugs in anticipation of the coffee being ready. “Good to know you’re on my side, miss.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” the blue-haired girl countered, giving him a wicked little look. Oh yeah, Wes thought. She’s definitely into me. I wasn’t imagining that. “I think you should have given Archibald the spear.” 
 
    “Oh, you do?” Wes looked a bit offended. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because it’s what Nacht would have wanted,” the girl said smoothly. “And because you don’t have the faintest idea how to unlock its potential. Giving it to an untrained Warlock is like handing a monkey a handgun.” 
 
    Wes poured steaming liquid into both mugs, then set one in front of the blue-haired Warlock. “So you think I’m a monkey, is that it?” he asked, a big smile on his face. 
 
    Only after his comment did the woman realize what she’d just said. She got quiet, her cheeks burning with embarrassment. “I didn’t mean it like that,” she said, looking suitably flustered. “It’s just a metaphor.” 
 
    “I never metaphor I didn’t like,” Wes said with a laugh. He leaned over the bar, propping himself up on one elbow as he tried to make heads or tails of the newcomer. He knew he liked her, and that she liked him—with the sort of primal, lusty attraction that usually led to two people banging like bunnies. But he wasn’t sure of her loyalties. Hell, he didn’t even know her name. 
 
    Start with that, then, Wes thought. 
 
    “So you know who I am,” Wes said, taking a sip of his coffee. Despite the circumstances of its birth, the brew had managed to turn out as something just south of delicious. “I still have no clue who you are, however. Care to introduce yourself?” 
 
    The blue-haired girl gave a little start, as if she’d forgotten. Her sudden movement caused the light of the bar to reflect on her silver jewelry, and Wes couldn’t help but enjoy the way it contrasted with her hair. “Oh! I’m Thessaly. Sorry, I should have told you that before…” 
 
    Thessaly’s gaze shot skyward as a thumping noise sounded on the second floor of Deja Vu. It turned out to be none other than Deja herself, making her way down the stairs to the main bar wrapped in a bathrobe, her hips swaying seductively side to side. From the messy way her hair framed her face and the glow around her cheeks, there was no way anyone could mistake what the genie had spent a significant chunk of the previous night doing. Everything about the genie screamed sex. 
 
    “You weren’t there when I woke up,” Deja said, sounding disappointed. She’d clearly intended to wake Wes up in a way he would have found very enjoyable. “Now I understand why. Come back to defect from your masters, have you?” 
 
    To her credit, Thessaly met Deja’s gaze and held it. “Not exactly,” the Warlock said, shaking her head. “But I needed to speak with you after what happened yesterday. It’s not fair for your guild to go into what’s coming without any sort of warning—”  
 
    “What warning?” 
 
    Everyone looked up. Hazel leaned over the second-floor railing, pressing her tits against the railing and making them look spectacular as she peered down at the group. Unlike Deja, she hadn’t even bothered to throw on a robe before getting out of bed. The gorgeous blonde demoness wore nothing but a pair of panties similar to the ones she’d had on last night when they started fooling around. 
 
    Wes grinned. Thessaly looked scandalized. 
 
    “By the Gods!” The blue-haired Warlock suddenly seemed very interested in whatever was happening in her cup of coffee. “Do none of your familiars have any shame?” 
 
    Wes cocked an eyebrow. “Not really. Hazel, would you mind throwing something on before you come downstairs, sweetheart? You’re freaking out our guest.” 
 
    Hazel stuck out her tongue, but listened to him anyway. “Be right back,” she said in a sultry voice, disappearing back into the bedroom. 
 
    Thessaly’s cheeks had gone as red as a stop sign. Wes was more than a little amused by how out of sorts the girl was at having Wes’s situation rubbed in her face. Did she really think he did anything at night other than bed his familiars? 
 
    “Thank you,” Thessaly said, taking a sip of her coffee to cover how uncomfortable she was. “I’m sorry, I should have realized. It’s obvious when you think about it—it just surprised me.” 
 
    Wes wasn't in the mood to tease her too much. “It’s fine, I’m just a little surprised myself,” he said, pouring Deja a hot mug of coffee as the genie took her place on one of the barstools. “As a Warlock, don’t you have demons you’re bound to—male ones, I mean—that you have a special relationship with?” 
 
    “Or female ones,” Deja said, her voice gently teasing. “Don’t assume which way she swings, Master.” 
 
    Thessaly looked like she’d swallowed her tongue. “Oh no!” the blue-haired warlock hastened to explain. “I don’t have any demons at all! Of course I wouldn’t, being a Librarian and all…” 
 
    Wes could feel himself frowning. “What does being a librarian have to do with anything?” he asked, looking between the pair. “Shit, I used to write novels and work the front desk of a hotel.” 
 
    Deja looked intrigued by that novels part. But Thessaly’s expression was one of confusion.  
 
    “You really don’t know about the Warlock’s Library?” Thessaly asked, her brows furrowing together. 
 
    Wes shrugged. “Never heard of it. Wouldn’t mind hearing you explain it to me, though.” 
 
    Just then, Hazel reemerged on the landing. She’d taken Wes’s words to heart and thrown something on, alright—but the naughty demoness couldn’t help but be a little cheeky given the circumstances. So she’d thrown on a tight athletic top that showed her bare navel, along with enough cleavage to make the mouth water of anyone with more than a passing interest in women. Wearing only that, along with her panties, she made her way down the stairs two at a time, giggling all the while. 
 
    “I’m baaack,” Hazel announced, taking the seat next to Thessaly’s. “Ooh, is that coffee!? Thank you so much, Master!” 
 
    Wes poured her some. “You’re welcome. After last night, it was the least I could do.” 
 
    Thessaly had an explosive coughing fit, and suddenly couldn’t bear to look directly at Hazel. “The Library,” she managed, taking a sip of her coffee. “And the angel.” 
 
    “Good things to talk about,” Wes said, feeling about as confident and comfortable as a guy possibly could the morning after a night like his. Both Deja and Hazel seemed utterly satisfied with his performance, and they seemed to enjoy poking a little fun at the more prudish Thessaly. Though why she was a prude Wes had yet to figure out. He’d never figured the Warlocks, of all people, would be shocked by a man taking multiple partners. “So let’s do it. Start with this Library.” 
 
    It was clear from her manner that Thessaly was a woman used to being ordered around. She didn’t seem to mind Wes being direct with what he wanted, which he appreciated.  
 
    “I’m like you,” the blue-haired girl said, sipping her coffee. To their credit, both Hazel and Deja kept quiet so Thessaly could speak, sipping their own drinks while they sized up the newcomer. “I’m a ‘junior Warlock’, as Archibald would say.” She made air quotes for that part. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Wes said, sounding like he put about as much stock in the Warlocks’ ability to judge someone’s skill as he did a TV psychic. “And just how long have the others been treating you as a ‘junior’ Warlock?” 
 
    He could tell the question stung. “A while,” Thessaly admitted. “Unlike most Warlocks, however, I have no demons to speak of. As the clan’s official Librarian, I am bound to the Warlock’s Library—a repository of knowledge handed down from generation to generation among the supernatural. It’s the only thing that’s kept the remaining Warlocks’ heads above water since the purges from the Templars.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hazel interjected, “I know a few things about that. I’ve been dealing with them, too.” 
 
    “I heard,” Thessaly said. She sounded truly sympathetic. “I’m sorry for what they did to your guild.” 
 
    Hazel was quiet for a moment. Then she locked eyes with Wes, and some of the sadness faded from her expression. “It’s alright,” she said. “I know the fallen members of my guild are looking at me right now, wherever they are, and feeling proud. We’re going to restore things to the way they used to be, thanks to Wes.” She beamed at her Master. “If these awful things hadn’t happened, he and I might never have met each other.” 
 
    Thessaly pondered that for a long moment, then nodded. “It’s something like that with me, as well. Had the Templars not carried out their purges against the Warlocks, I never would have been named the Library’s Vessel.” 
 
    “Vessel?” Wes did a double-take. “I thought you were a librarian.” 
 
    Thessaly let out a little laugh, as if she enjoyed clearing up the confusion. “The Warlock’s Library is not like an ordinary building full of books,” she explained, gesturing with her hands. The more the Warlock girl spoke, the more Wes realized most of her life and probably a good chunk of her identity revolved around this Library—and that she thought of it as pretty much the greatest gift mankind had ever received. “It’s a repository of knowledge beyond human understanding. All of the gains the Warlocks have made through the generations, in every field of magic, are backed up within the Library. But reaching that information requires a talented Warlock, one who binds themselves to the Library’s structure the way you’ve bound yourself to Hazel and Deja.” 
 
    Wes’s eyes grew slightly crossed at the thought. “Are you saying you’re mated to the library?” he asked, clearly considering the idea absurd. 
 
    Thessaly blushed again. “Not exactly. But the Warlock’s Library and I are bound. My work involves interfacing with the Library and translating its responses, almost like an oracle in an ancient kingdom. The Library is always truthful and factual when it responds to queries, but its responses don’t always make a straightforward type of sense.” 
 
    Deja seemed to perk up the more as Thessaly described her position. “So you’re something of a soothsayer,” the genie surmised, looking at the blue-haired Warlock as she sipped her coffee. “How interesting!” 
 
    Thessaly gave the genie a pleased look. “That’s a very good way of looking at it!” she said, obviously happy that someone understood. “It’s an extremely important position. I don’t feel the absence of never having had any familiars of my own at all. The Library is all I need.” 
 
    Was it, though? Wes could feel—quite literally feel—how turned on Thessaly was around him. His presence was touching parts of the other Warlock’s psyche that she seemed to have not allowed herself to consider before, and they were so strong that she’d come back the next morning to give him more information without telling her superiors. Deja’s joke about ‘defecting’ from the Warlocks seemed more and more likely all the time. 
 
    And yet Wes sensed this girl cared about that Library. Cared about it in a way that was deeper and more intimate than she cared about her bosses and the rest of the Warlocks, at the very least. 
 
    “This is all really interesting,” Wes said, meaning it. “Where exactly is this library, if you don’t mind me asking? I might like to visit it sometime, seeing as it’s so important to you.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s in Shangri-La,” Thessaly said without hesitation. “Along with the rest of the Warlocks and their base. But you wouldn’t be welcome there, Wes. Not after the way you disrespected the elders yesterday.” 
 
    Hazel snorted. “It seems to me that they disrespected him,” the ash-blonde demoness said sharply, looking to Deja for confirmation before they both nodded. “They’re the ones who should be apologizing to our Master, not the other way around.” 
 
    Between the activities last night and this new information, Wes wasn’t overly concerned with who should be apologizing to who. “Have either of you heard of this place?” he asked Deja and Hazel, looking from one to the other. “Shangri-La—it’s a legendary utopia, right? Up in the Himalayas.” 
 
    Both women nodded.  
 
    “I’ve heard of the legend, but not that it’s connected to the Warlocks,” Deja said. “And I never even thought it could be real. Sorry, Master, I can’t help you here.” 
 
    Wes frowned. “Maybe Azura knows something about it. Azura!” He yelled her name so she could hear it upstairs. 
 
    At the realization that Wes was calling a third woman to join them, the color drained from Thessaly’s face. “Wait, you’ve got another familiar?” 
 
    “She’s not a familiar yet,” Wes explained as a door upstairs slammed angrily open. “But she really, really wants to be. We’re kind of auditioning her—hell, you could even consider her a ‘junior’ member of the guild…” 
 
    Azura wasn’t wearing her French maid outfit as she came downstairs, but she was  actually covered up unlike the others had been, so Wes was inclined to overlook the lapse. The succubus wore what looked like a comfortable outfit to sleep in: a pair of black yoga pants that hugged her round ass, along with a puffy wool jacket with a big zipper in the front. She looked supremely pissed off to be woken up so early. 
 
    “What do you—oh,” Azura said, reaching the first floor to see Thessaly sitting behind the bar. “We’ve got another newbie? Seriously?” 
 
    “She’s just here to give us some info,” Wes said quickly. “Azura, have you ever heard of a special library hidden in Shangri-La?” 
 
    To her credit, the succubus gave the question a moment of serious thought. “Can’t say that I have,” Azura said, gesturing toward the coffee, “though a little caffeine might help get my neurons working. I’m not myself before I have my morning cup of Joe.” 
 
    “Me either,” Wes said, pouring her a mug. “Alright, so it sounds like we’re all agreed: this is totally new information.” 
 
    Thessaly swallowed hard. “That’s not even what I came here to tell you about,” the blue-haired warlock admitted. “You just showed interest in the Library so I got excited to talk about it with somebody!” 
 
    Wes got it. Thessaly seemed like a girl who hadn’t had anyone want to sit down and actually listen to her in quite a while. He could imagine the way that Warlocks like Xue and Archibald treated her—like a tool they could use to get information from the Warlock’s Library, and little else. He doubted that they let her sit with them at the cafeteria, if the Warlocks even had a cafeteria up at their little hidey-hole in Shangri-La. 
 
    “That’s all fine,” Wes assured the girl, topping off her coffee. “I like hearing you talk, Thessaly and this is really interesting stuff. Besides, this is just a morning chat among friends.” 
 
    Thessaly looked almost absurdly relieved to hear that. “I came here about the angel,” she said, gazing up at the ceiling. “She’s not coming down to join us, by the way?” 
 
    Both Deja and Hazel made moves like they were going to go up the stairs and wake her, but Wes waved them off.  
 
    “Let the girl rest,” he told his familiars. “She probably needs it after all she’s been through.” He turned back to Thessaly. “Her name’s Cirice, by the way. She doesn’t remember her name, but that word is about the only damn thing she does remember, so it’ll work in a pinch. Now what did you want to tell us about Cirice?” 
 
    Thessaly looked around the room, as if it were only dawning on her now that what she was doing was technically treason. She swallowed hard, looking down into the depths of her coffee, shaking like a leaf. 
 
    The idea that she was being disobedient or rebelling would have made her even hotter to Wes if she wasn't obviously freaking out in such a bad way. Wes hated to think like that, but it was true.  
 
    Finally she appeared to come to some kind of decision. “The elders are planning to betray you,” she said, looking right at Wes as she said it. “It all has to do with that angel, and what’s going to happen once you give her a place in your guild.” 
 
    Huh? How did Thessaly know Wes was already thinking about that? Or maybe, considering how prudish and innocent Thessaly appeared to be, maybe she just meant ‘giving a place’ in the way someone would, say, give a place at the Thanksgiving table. He was most definitely giving aid and succor to an angel either way. 
 
    “That girl—Cirice—she belongs in the Celestial Realm, as part of the Heavenly Host.” Thessaly’s expression grew pensive as she looked at Wes. “She needs to go back to where she came from, otherwise there will be consequences—”  
 
    Wes held up a hand. “Going to stop you right there,” he said, glancing over at Deja with a chuckle. “My genie already gave me the history lesson about the Before Times, Thessaly. I know that the Almighty signed some sort of treaty in order to bring peace between angels and demons, and that having Cirice here on Earth violates that treaty. So if you came here to rehash all that, I appreciate it, but I know already—” 
 
    To Wes’s surprise, Thessaly cut him off. “But you don’t know what will happen if you keep her here,” she guessed, giving the group a fierce look. “Do you? Have any of you ever seen what the wrath of Heaven truly looks like?” 
 
    Wes shot a confused glance at the others. “Can’t say that I have,” he grunted. 
 
    Thessaly nodded, her voice picking up intensity as she spoke. “The longer Cirice remains on Earth, the more the balance of power will shift,” the young Warlock explained, looking panicked at the very possibility. “To try and prevent that from spiraling out of control, Archangels will be dispatched to whisk her back to the Heavenly Host. Once the Almighty locks in on her location, that is. And those Archangels, they’re tough customers—the real deal, the kind wielding flaming swords back in the old days. You won’t be able to stand against them.” 
 
    Something about the matter-of-fact way she said that last part caused Wes’s hackles to rise.  
 
    “So you say,” he responded, filling his coffee cup to the brim with a second helping of steaming liquid. He always needed more than one serving in the morning to get his brain going—just like how lately, he needed more than one round with his girls in the sheets to feel truly satisfied. “But these Archangels are probably pretty rusty, all things considered. And I’ve got Nacht’s spear. Plus a few other surprises you don’t know about.” 
 
    Wes was thinking of his Archcloak. He suddenly wished he’d thought to bring it down with him, or that one of his women had put it on. But the cloak probably would have remained silent anyway in order to keep Thessaly and the other Warlocks from discovering its secret. 
 
    He still could have used its council, though, even after the fact. 
 
    Thessaly shrugged. “That’s not all. That angel needs to go back where she came from, or else there’ll be war. Or worse than war!” 
 
    Wes found himself frowning. “What could be worse than war?” he asked, genuinely confused. 
 
    Thessaly’s expression was grave. “A return to the Before Times,” she said, looking right at Deja. “If it turns out angels have violated the treaty, then demons will, too. There’ll be fighting in the mortal world again between angels and demons. But this time, it won’t happen amidst a bunch of scattered tribes of humans—it’ll happen in a modern world. A technological world.” Thessaly swallowed hard. “Millions of people will die.” 
 
    That was definitely a massive problem to worry over. But there was still something else Wes wanted to know about as well. 
 
    “You told me your bosses were going to betray me,” he told the young Warlock. “How’s that?” 
 
    She looked shocked that he’d remembered to ask. “Oh,” Thessaly said, catching herself and schooling her expression. “The Warlocks want you to hold onto Cirice. At least temporarily. They figure the Archangels will kill you to get the angel girl back, and then they can just swoop in and take Nacht’s spear once you’re dead.” 
 
    So that was it. The Warlocks would win without firing a single shot. Typical. 
 
    “Those bastards,” Wes growled, feeling aggravated. “How dare they—”  
 
    A strangled sound left Thessaly’s throat. “How long has she been there?” the blue-haired Warlock asked, her face paling to the shade of skim milk. 
 
    Wes followed her gaze to the stairs. Cirice stood near the second floor, wrapped in a silk dressing gown that just barely covered her modesty. The sight of the angel girl staring down at them made Wes’s heart hurt—in large part because the poor girl looked to be on the verge of tears. 
 
    “I think I remember the Archangels,” Cirice whispered. Though she spoke quietly, every word could be clearly heard by everyone at the table. “They were the ones standing over me. I... I think they hurt me…!” 
 
    In a flash, Wes was there. He put his arms around the slender angel, holding her tight as he helped her down the remainder of the stairs. “I told you I won’t let them hurt you again,” he reiterated, settling her down on a nearby barstool. “You understand me? I made you a promise.” 
 
    Cirice sniffed hugely, batting those big eyelashes of hers at Wes. “You mean it?” she asked, taking his hand beneath the bar. “You’re still willing to protect me?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, looking from the angel to the other Warlock. “How long do we have, Thessaly? When do these Archangels of yours show up to try and take our girl away?” 
 
    “And how do we stop it?” Deja asked, her voice even fiercer than Wes had expected. “Because we’re not letting the Heavenly Host push us around, Thessaly. I hope you understand that. This guild does nothing on anyone else’s commands. We rule our own lives—us and our Master.” 
 
    Hearing that made Wes feel like he was about ten feet tall. “You’re damned right,” he said, beaming at Deja. 
 
    Thessaly pursed her lips in thought, her gaze caught and held by the gorgeous angel in Wes’s arms. “There might be answers at the Library,” she blurted, clearly defaulting to the most important thing in her life. “If I went there and asked the right questions, I might be able to get the answers to you. It could let you prepare for the Archangels’ arrival, and give you the tips you need to beat them.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” Wes said, putting his now empty mug to the side. “Let’s you and me go there.” 
 
    Thessaly couldn’t have looked more shocked if Wes had hauled off and slapped her in the face. “I can’t let strangers visit,” she said, raising a hand to cover her pouty blue lips. “The other Warlocks would kill me if they found out. Literally!” 
 
    “They’ll kill you if they find out you came here as it is,” Wes said, looking around the room with another shrug. “It seems to me you’ve already committed treason, Thessaly. You’re in for a penny—you might as well go in for a pound.” 
 
    But the blue-haired Warlock still looked pensive. “I’ll go by myself,” she said, trying to think of another way. “I can get the answers I need, then make my way back to you…” 
 
    Wes was already shaking his head. “How many times do you think you can get away from the elders before they notice you’ve gone?” he asked. To tell the truth, Wes was pretty sure they’d already figured out where Thessaly was—and if they hadn't they would soon—so her days among the Shangri-La sect were numbered whether she wanted them to be or not. But she hadn’t realized that yet, and he didn’t want to push her. “You’ve got to take me with you, Thess. Just let me get my cloak.” 
 
    Both Deja and Hazel’s gazes sharpened at that.  
 
    “Yes, Master,” Deja said, going to the stairs. “I’ll get your clothing for you. You obviously can’t show up to Shangri-La practically naked.” 
 
    “But I haven’t said I’ll take you…” Thessaly trailed off. “Damn it. I really have defected from the Warlocks, haven’t I?” 
 
    “I don’t mean to startle you,” Wes said with a smile, “but you might have.” 
 
    Thessaly looked down at the space between her feet. “Shit. Alright, let’s do this. I just hope it’s worth it…” 
 
    Wes knew it would be. He’d wanted to see the secret base of the Warlocks up close for a while now, and getting access to their stockpile of knowledge would be a bonus. After Deja returned with the Archcloak, it gave an almost imperceptible shiver around his shoulders as he put it on, letting him know it was there for him, too. 
 
    He picked up the Staff of Dominion and readied himself. “Hold the fort down while I’m gone,” he told Deja. “By the time I come back, I might have some answers.” 
 
    The genie nodded, then looked at Wes and smiled at Thessaly behind her back. 
 
    The implication was clear. And I might have a new member of the guild, too…

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first blast of wind nearly froze Wes to the spot. 
 
    As it turned out, Thessaly’s method of getting to and from Shangri-La involved nothing more complicated than a portal she summoned in a back alley behind the chapel and bar. Wes wanted her to teach it to him, but she’d explained that it was keyed directly to a Warlock’s life force and that you essentially needed an invitation from the clan to cast it. As a result, Wes figured it was only a matter of time until the Warlocks revoked Thessaly’s access. Which meant they needed to get in, get out, and get back to Deja Vu before that happened. 
 
    So they needed to move fast. But as he stepped out of the portal and into knee-deep snow, his body suddenly refused to cooperate. 
 
    The weather was cold in the extreme. Wes and Thessaly stood on a rocky outcropping that stuck out from the side of a mountain and was covered in snow. More snow fell from the sky, coming in from the left and the right depending on the vagaries of the wind. It felt like they’d walked right into the heart of a storm, but Thessaly assured him this was just the way things were around Shangri-La. 
 
    “It won’t last very long!” Thessaly had to yell to be heard over the wind.  “Just climb the slope with me, Wes!” 
 
    She might as well have asked him to lift the mountain itself. The cold rapidly leached the energy from Wes’s limbs, replacing his vigor with chilly, gray numbness. Pins and needles spread across his hands and feet, quickly fading as the frost set in and deadened his extremities. 
 
    Holy shit, Wes thought, the edges of his vision going gray from the altitude. Am I really going to die here? Did Thessaly set me up? Bring me here so I could die on the side of Mount freaking Everest? 
 
    As the color faded from his vision, the Archcloak tightened around Wes’s shoulders. “Master! Channel the flame!” Despite its urgency, the cloak had spoken quietly enough that Thessaly couldn’t hear it over the wind and snow. 
 
    Huh? It took several slow heartbeats for the words to penetrate Wes’s skull, and when they did, he reached for the Staff of Dominion and took it off of his back. 
 
    Green flames erupted up and down the length of the twisted wooden weapon. Instantly, Wes felt warmer. The dimness in his vision retreated, all the color returning to the world. The feeling returned to his arms and legs, as if he’d applied warmers to his limbs. 
 
    “Where did you say to go?” he asked, raising the words into a shout. Neither he nor Thessaly could hear each other easily. 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock pointed wordlessly up the mountain and began to climb. The path was little more than a gentle slope, the kind of thing Wes could have handled without even noticing around Deja Vu. But at this elevation, climbing at even a small angle felt like the second half of running a marathon. Sweat poured from Wes’s forehead, chilling rapidly in the storm as he followed Thessaly as best as he was able. 
 
    It felt like hours had passed when he got to the crack in the rocks. Thessaly had led him to a narrow gap that barely passed for a cave in the side of the mountain. With the look of someone slipping into a hot bath after a long day, Thessaly gave a little cry of pleasure that Wes could barely hear before she jumped into the opening, disappearing from sight. 
 
    What the fuck? Wes looked at the cave’s opening from several different angles, but he couldn’t see the blue-haired Warlock. It was as if she’d simply ceased to exist the moment she’d stepped inside. Was this some sort of trap? 
 
    He was still going back and forth on the possibilities when a hand shot from the cave—Thessaly’s hand.  
 
    “Come on!” she cried, waving her arm back and forth. “Get in here already!” 
 
    Wes stared. The spot where her arm disappeared inside of the cave looked as if it came out of a tiny portal. Suddenly Wes understood; he wasn’t looking at a cave at all—this was some sort of defense mechanism, an illusion put up by the Warlocks. 
 
    As the cold tried its best to pierce the cloak of flame he’d surrounded himself with, Wes steeled his resolve and stepped inside. 
 
    He expected to enter a cave. But what lay behind the false front was much more than a cleft in the rocky path. To his astonishment, there was a hidden valley on the other side of the illusion.  
 
    Rolling green hills were hidden in the middle of the Himalayan mountains, complete with pavilions and outbuildings dotting the landscape. Here the snow and ice were gone, replaced with a sunny day. The whole place looked as peaceful as a storybook, and couldn’t be a more marked contrast to the chaos and winter storms happening just a few feet away. 
 
    Thessaly allowed Wes to stare down into the valley for a few heartbeats, then nudged him. “Welcome to Shangri-La,” she told Wes, the corner of her mouth curled in a smirk. “Come on, if we hang out here much longer someone’s going to see us.” 
 
    Wes followed Thessaly down the path, about as shocked as he’d ever been in his life. He’d heard legends about Shangri-La before, of course—it was a magical place, like Atlantis or El Dorado—but he’d never once expected to see it. The reality was even more perfect than he’d been led to believe. 
 
    The sanctuary of the Warlocks, Wes thought, ducking behind a rock as Thessaly led him down a side path that snaked around the hills. No wonder they holed up from the world. They found fucking paradise… 
 
    Thessaly led him via a roundabout route toward a building larger than the rest. It stood seven stories tall, topped with a pagoda roof and covered in mystical gargoyles. This was either the headquarters of the Warlocks themselves, or Thessaly’s library—considering what they were here to do, he guessed the latter. 
 
    Thessaly seemed surprised to see Shangri-La so empty. “We’re lucky,” she told Wes as the two snuck through a field of wheat surrounding the building’s entrance. “I half expected we were going to have to fight our way past Archibald or Xue to get to the Library. It looks like everyone’s out to lunch…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes replied, looking around. Unlike Thessaly, he wasn’t naive enough to believe the Warlocks had just happened to disappear the exact moment he showed up. This could very well be a trap of the elders. Or maybe Kwame had something else up his sleeve. 
 
    Either way, no one stopped them as they approached the front of the Library. The double doors were utterly massive, two slabs of granite that Wes couldn’t have moved more than a few inches even with all his enhanced strength and magical power. But Thessaly pushed a hidden lever in the wall, and the things slid open like they were greased. 
 
    “Come on in,” the blue-haired Warlock said with a faint smile. “We should be safe in here. The other Warlocks don’t come to the Library unless they want something, and they usually let me know ahead of time if they’re going to want my services as a Vessel. I don’t have any appointments today, so we ought to have the run of the place.” 
 
    None of this reassured Wes. The hairs on the back of his neck were standing up more and more the further they walked through Shangri-La. They should have run into someone by now—a Warlock, a guard, anybody. The fact that they hadn’t was unsettling in the extreme. 
 
    “This is a hell of a first date,” Wes said, hoping to lighten the mood. “You know, if you wanted to get me alone, you could have just asked back at the bar. There was no need to go through all this trouble and show me all this fancy shit…” 
 
    Fancy shit was exactly what lay behind the big double-doors of the Library. As they closed behind Wes, he realized he was seeing something Deja had referred to dismissively a few times as magical architecture. As large as the Library’s main building had appeared from the ridge overlooking the valley, it was considerably bigger once you were standing inside. The difference was so significant that there had to be some kind of enchantment going on. 
 
    His suggestion of ulterior motives scandalized Thessaly. “I didn’t bring you here for anything like that,” she said, looking shocked. “Honestly, how many familiars do you have already? You shouldn’t need to go chasing after skirts!” 
 
    “But I want to,” Wes said with a laugh. “Besides, I’m not even sure how that would work between us. I mean, you’re a Warlock too, right? So could you even bind yourself to me as a familiar?” 
 
    Spots of color filled Thessaly’s cheeks. “I could,” she whispered, “were I a different kind of Warlock. Even if I wanted to... to be with you in that way, Wes, I can’t. As I told you, I’m bound to the Warlock’s Library just as tightly as you are to your familiars. Unless that connection is severed, I couldn’t possibly join your guild.” 
 
    “Even if you wanted to,” Wes finished for her. “Do you want to, Thessaly? Is that something you could see for yourself? A place with me and my women?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. But the look she gave Wes was all the answer he needed. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, gesturing deeper into the interior of the Library. “Let’s get answers to the immediate problems. And then maybe you can ask the Warlock’s Library if there are any loopholes you can use to get everything you want from life…” 
 
    From the look on Thessaly’s face, Wes could tell she’d never even thought of that. “I couldn’t do that!” the Warlock protested, looking aghast. “What if it went against my bond with the Library?!” 
 
    “Then I could do it,” Wes said, the corner of his mouth curling upward. “Either way, I won’t let you waste away while trapped here, Thessaly. You know those Warlocks are never going to promote you. Not while they can use you as their Vessel and ignore you whenever they don’t need anything from you…” 
 
    The pair walked deeper into the Library. Like a mundane library, the Warlock’s version had stacks and stacks of books. But these were unlike any tomes Wes had ever seen. He’d talked with Deja before about the Necronomicon being bound in human skin, but he was pretty sure that some of the grimoires the Warlocks kept in their inner sanctum had been put together with materials that were even more fucked up. 
 
    They were just rounding a corner when Wes’s Archcloak alerted him with a ripple of fabric against his skin. Pausing in mid-stride, he grabbed Thessaly and pivoted with her, moving himself and the other Warlock into a shaded alcove to the side of the hallway. Doing so put the two of them uncomfortably close together—or comfortably, depending on how you looked at it. 
 
    “Wes, what the hell?” Thessaly’s eyes widened. “What are you doing—?” 
 
    Wes clapped a hand over Thessaly’s mouth, then put a finger to his own lips. A moment later, she froze, because she heard it too. 
 
    A Scottish accent. 
 
    The pair pressed themselves as hard as they could against the wall as the voice grew closer, another joining it to indicate a second presence. It was clear from the tone of the exchange that the Scotsman was arguing with someone, and that the person on the receiving end was almost cringingly submissive about it. A servant, then, Wes thought, holding Thessaly around the waist with his free hand while the other stayed clamped down over her mouth. He must have gone for one when he realized he couldn’t find Thessaly. 
 
    “It’s of paramount importance that you locate her!” Archibald was saying. The man was really berating the poor servant, giving it to him in a way that left Thessaly awkward just from second-hand embarrassment. “I require the Vessel’s services immediately! There are questions that need to be answered about that damn Alban and his angel, sooner rather than later!” 
 
    The Vessel, Wes thought, looking straight into Thessaly’s eyes. Shit, he doesn’t even refer to her by her fucking name… 
 
    Wes could see the hurt in the blue-haired Warlock’s eyes.  “They don’t even use your name,” he whispered to her as the voice grew closer. “They don’t think of you as a person, Thessaly. Just a fucking tool.” 
 
    Her gaze sharpened. She removed his hand, then pressed her lips against his ear. 
 
    “Well,” she whispered, barely audible, “this tool just quit.” 
 
    As the voice grew even closer, Wes held his breath and flattened himself as much as possible against the wall. He didn’t need to tell Thessaly to be quiet—she closed her mouth and eyes, as if she were pretending to be somewhere else when her boss was nearby. Wes could sympathize. 
 
    “No, I don’t care,” Archibald said, his voice coming from a point just past the alcove the pair were hiding in. Did he really walk right down the hallway without seeing us? Even if that had been the goal, it was still shocking. “If I don’t hear from the Vessel promptly, within the next fifteen minutes, I’m going to raise the damned alarms and let Xue rain down absolute hell on the whole valley…” 
 
    He really walked past us. Of course he did. A narcissist like that probably doesn’t see past the bridge of his own nose. 
 
    “No, you tell Inamorato!” Archibald sounded pissed off now. “I don’t handle that kind of diplomacy. If Xue doesn’t like it, she can do what she always does…” 
 
    Wes’s blood froze. His hand stiffened around Thessaly’s waist, his eyes going wide with shock at the mention of that eldritch abomination’s name. How the fuck did it end up coming out of Archibald’s mouth, of all places? 
 
    “Thess,” Wes whispered as Archibald walked further down the hall and out of earshot. “Tell me you know that name.” 
 
    “Inamorato?” Thessaly looked confused, which told Wes she’d never met the creature Archibald was referring to. If she had, there was no way she could have faked a face like that. “I’ve heard the elders refer to it a few times—it’s some contact they have in the supernatural world I think? But no, I’ve never met him. Or her.” 
 
    “It’s more of an it,” Wes said darkly. “Fuck, how do the Warlocks know about that thing?” 
 
    There was nothing to be done about it now. Wes already had another piece of information to take back with him to Deja Vu, but he needed far more than that the next time he met Deja and Hazel. He needed to know how to combat the Archangels—or failing that, maybe some other way to prevent her from starting the apocalypse. 
 
    Wes listened as the sound of the elder Warlock and the servant finished fading away, then nodded at Thessaly. “You heard the man,” he told her. “We’ve got about fifteen minutes before Archie gets suspicious and calls for backup. We’d better get the info we need before then.” 
 
    Together, they raced down the path Archibald had just come from. This part of the Library was older than the rest, and evidently built with a different purpose in mind. As a result, there were far fewer shelves filled with books and fancy statues, and more candles and torches to light the way to the center of the building. Thessaly followed the path unerringly, so at home here that Wes was pretty sure she could make her way to the center of the Warlock’s Library with her eyes closed. 
 
    Within a minute, they were there. The space where Thessaly did her job was a massive, hollow chamber, with a weird console on a raised dais in the center and walls covered with ridges like the inside of a pineapple. The console looked like some strange hybrid of magic and technology, if the technology had been developed in the wrong era. The whole thing reminded Wes of some kind of space-age recording studio, the kind of place where pop hits would be crafted fifty years from now. Thessaly strode into the center without a moment’s hesitation, right at home. 
 
    “Alright,” Thessaly said, turning a bunch of dials and flipping switches on the console. “I’m going to open up a connection with the Library daemon. It might look a little strange if you’ve never seen something like it before, so try not to freak out, alright?” 
 
    Wes nodded, but in the back of his mind, the wheels were turning. The whole Warlock’s Library was run by a daemon? Was it like the daemons Wes could capture in his ring, or was this thing in a whole different class? He wanted to know either way, but the first possibility intrigued him. If he could capture the heart of all supernatural knowledge, what kind of power might that bestow upon him? 
 
    He didn’t get the opportunity to ask before Thessaly opened a compartment in the side of the center console and pulled out a thick cable with a long needle on the end.  
 
    “I really hate this part,” the blue-haired Warlock said, looking the sharp implement up and down. “Remember what I said about freaking out, alright?” 
 
    Then, before Wes could stop her, Thessaly jabbed the needle into the side of her neck. 
 
    The Library was beginning to connect with Thessaly, and suddenly he understood all too well the meaning of the ‘Vessel’ title. Her eyes rolled back in her head as her skin turned a sickly gray color that left the veins in her neck and face clearly visible before they flushed black. By the time the changes were finished, the beautiful young Warlock looked like she’d been put in zombie makeup and set loose on the set of a horror movie. 
 
    “Connection established,” Thessaly intoned, her voice much deeper and more sonorous than usual. “Vessel has been linked to Library Daemon version one point two point seven point nine point three. Begin Query.” 
 
    Wes knew he had no time to lose. But the sight of Thessaly hooked up to that fucking machine shocked the hell out of him, and made him temporarily forget what he was even here for. “Query?” he blurted, shaking his head. “What the fuck?” 
 
    Thessaly cocked her head to the side with an audible crack. “A Query is an advanced search algorithm, submitted to the Vessel,” Thessaly explained. It was a horrible experience for Wes listening to a daemon’s voice come out of her mouth, especially considering the state she was in. “Once formatted properly, the Vessel will perform an index of the Archive, searching for the answer.” 
 
    A computer search, in other words. Only the interface was a living human being, turned into a kind of oracle for a massive supernatural computer system. If Wes hadn’t wanted to free Thessaly from her service to the Warlocks before, he certainly wouldn’t have hesitated after seeing this. This was wrong. She deserved a better life than shoving needles into her neck for these ungrateful bastards. 
 
    “A Query,” Wes said, his brain finally kicking into gear. “Alright. Library, I need to know how to fight off the Archangels that are coming for the angel I have stashed in my headquarters. And how long I have before they show up.” 
 
    That would do for starters, he supposed. Once he got Thessaly out of that damned thing, they could brainstorm a more targeted way to get information on the Warlocks. 
 
    Up until now, this process had been disturbing in the extreme. As a result, Wes thought he had some idea of what to expect from the ‘indexing’ process the daemon inside of Thessaly had mentioned. But apparently the creature still had a surprise up its sleeve. 
 
    It walked Thessaly over to a simple table, and had her pull a stone tablet and a piece of chalk from beneath it. With her eyes rolling madly in their sockets, the blue-haired Warlock began drawing on the tablet with the chalk in unsettling stabbing motions, moving so quickly her hand became a blur. A cloud of chalk dust rose as she worked, runes forming on the stone as she muttered and babbled in an unfathomable tongue. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” Wes nearly tore the tablet out of Thessaly’s hands before remembering himself. “Stop! Holy fuck, what’s even going on…?” 
 
    The chaos only lasted for a few more moments. Once the design was complete, Thessaly straightened up and arched her back, moving step by jerky step toward the center console where she’d begun the entire process of joining with the Library. A slot opened next to all the dials and levers, and she slid the tablet inside. 
 
    As the tablet disappeared, a humming sound filled the center of the Library. Suddenly, Thessaly slumped over, and Wes rushed to her. A moment later, her sickly appearance began to return to normal, and she reached for her neck to remove the massive needle. It came free with a small gout of blood, the puncture wound quickly and supernaturally healing itself. 
 
    Wes held Thessaly as she came back to herself. She panted for several long moments, staring sightlessly ahead until the glazed look retreated from her eyes. Finally, she blinked rapidly before looking up at Wes as if she were seeing him for the first time. 
 
    “What did the Library say?” Thessaly asked weakly. “What did you ask it?” 
 
    “I can’t believe you go through that every time,” Wes said, shaking his head as he helped Thessaly regain her balance. “I don’t know what it said, Thess. You wrote a bunch of stuff on a big stone tablet, then fed it into the machine.” 
 
    Thessaly straightened up, snapping right back to her old self. “Ah!” To Wes’s surprise, she took all this hideous shit in stride. He didn’t want to think about how fucked up her life had been for her to treat this place like it was home—he just wanted to get the information and go. “That’s interesting. Whatever you asked the Library couldn’t be answered with simple words—it had to draw a runic diagram. I should be able to retrieve that in just a moment…” 
 
    “A runic diagram? I have a general idea of what that might be, but what does that have to do with answering my question?”  
 
    Thessaly looked like she didn’t have time to explain it to the degree that she wanted to. “It’s complicated,” the blue-haired Warlock said, making a face. “Essentially, when you make a query that the Library can’t answer in plain text, it uses a system of runes to magically generate the answer. The final form depends on the nature of the question, but it could be anything from a drawing to a full three dimensional object. It all depends on what you ask.” 
 
    “I asked the Library how to stop the Archangels and how long we have until they arrive. What the hell about that question can’t be answered with a simple sentence or two?” 
 
    Just then, the central console began to shake dangerously from side to side. For a heartbeat, Wes thought the whole Library had been hit with an earthquake—then he saw steam spraying from the recessed section of the walls and understood: some kind of engine within the Library’s machinery had been activated in order to create Wes’s answer. 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out in a minute,” Thessaly said with a wry smile. “Let’s see what the Library spits out for you…” 
 
    It turned out to be a scroll. The delivery system wasn’t far from the spot where Thessaly had stuck the needle in her neck, and resembled nothing so much as one of the garden variety photocopiers Wes remembered from the back room of the Excelsior hotel. The thing continued to rumble as he and Thessaly approached, then dispensed a ream of parchment from a slot on the side that rolled up neatly into a scroll. 
 
    Wes picked it up with a frown. “I thought you said the answer couldn’t be given in text format,” he said, cocking an eyebrow at the other Warlock. 
 
    Thessaly’s smile widened. “It’s not text,” she said matter-of-factly before tugging at the bottom part of the scroll. “Look…” 
 
    Thessaly was right. What lay on the scroll wasn’t words at all, but a set of blueprints. Crisscrossing lines filled the vellum, marked with tiny runes that Wes could only assume corresponded to a set of instructions. The whole thing did sort of look like an Ikea manual written in a foreign language. 
 
    But that wasn’t what sent a phantom finger trailing down Wes’s spine. It was the fact that he’d seen these blueprints and the finished product, or something uncomfortably similar, very recently.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Wes whispered. “This is a Door.” 
 
    The blueprint bore an unmistakable resemblance to the diagram Wes and Deja had found in the Demonomicon. The rectangular arch, the slots for shards of power, even the general design of the thing—it looked almost exactly like the capital-D Door that Magnus had sacrificed so much and done who knows how many horrible things in order to build. Only Wes was willing to bet this one didn’t lead to Kulili’s world. 
 
    Where the hell did it lead? And how could building this thing help Wes and his guild protect Cirice from the Archangels? 
 
    “How incredible!” Thessaly said, peering over the documents with a great deal of interest. “It certainly does look like a door. You say you recognize this, Wes?” 
 
    Wes nodded. “An asshole named Magnus built one so he could make contact with a monster that would destroy the universe. I’m guessing this one doesn’t lead to the same place, but still—I fail to see how building a portal like this is going to help Cirice.” 
 
    “The Library always provides the best answer it’s able,” Thessaly said, looking from the blueprints to Wes. “If this is what it gave you in response to your question, then this is what you need to focus your efforts on.” She frowned as she scrutinized the tiny runes all over the blueprints. Unlike Wes, she appeared to be capable of deciphering them. “I might be able to build this arch, but from the looks of it, this thing would require a tremendous amount of power to activate. More than any one Warlock is likely capable of summoning, at least without a large number of familiars to draw upon—” 
 
    “I won’t need any familiars,” Wes clarified. “These slots along the sides are for shards of power, and I’ve got plenty of those. We even have a Keystone left over from the fight with Magnus.” 
 
    “Oh!” Thessaly looked impressed. 
 
    “Building the thing doesn’t worry me. It’s what happens once we turn the thing on that does. Is there anything in the blueprints that tells you where the hell the Door leads?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but I’m not sure,” Thessaly said with a frown. “Maybe if you phrased another query to the Library system, we could get some more information…” 
 
    The thought of watching the blue-haired Warlock jab that needle into her neck a second time turned Wes’s stomach. He was about to argue with Thessaly that he never wanted to see such a sight again—but he didn’t get the chance. 
 
    But before he could object, a figure stepped into the room. A familiar man wearing green and black Warlock robes, with gray hair and a beard that both still held hints of bright orange, froze in place, his eyes widening as he realized the inner sanctum of the Warlock’s Library was occupied. By them. 
 
    They’d been caught in the act. 
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    “You,” Archibald hissed, sounding so angry that Wes almost couldn’t make out his Scottish brogue. “What are you doing here!?” 
 
    Shit. Wes put his hands in the air, passing the blueprints over to Thessaly behind her back as he did so. The blue-haired Warlock tucked them away with all possible speed, and the document disappeared quickly enough that Wes didn’t think the Scotsman had seen it. He seemed to have not yet recovered from the shock of seeing Wes here, in the heart of the clan’s power. 
 
    “This isn’t what it looks like,” Thessaly blurted. “Archibald, I—” 
 
    The Scotsman’s face twisted. “You brought that monster to Shangri-La, Vessel!?” he growled, reaching to the side and clutching the open air as he spoke. “You’ve betrayed us. What did he promise you in return for stabbing us in the back? He won’t be able to free you,” the Scotsman said with a snarl, looking at Thessaly like she was a piece of garbage that had just blown across his view. “You’ve hitched your cart to the wrong horse, vessel. How could you be such a fool…?” 
 
    Thessaly reacted as if she’d been slapped. “If you think that’s what this is about, then it’s you who’s the fool,” the blue-haired Warlock countered. “An even bigger fool than I thought, Archibald.” 
 
    The very idea that Thessaly would dare talk back to one of the Quorum stunned the aged Warlock into silence. The pause was long enough that Wes thought there might still be a chance for himself and Thessaly to get away. He’d been looking for an exit during the exchange, trying to plan an escape route out of the Library with his limited knowledge. If they could just get clear of the valley of Shangri-La itself, then Thessaly could open a portal back home for them. 
 
    Then Archibald’s face turned to stone, and his staff materialized in his hand. 
 
    Wes’s first thought was that the man had somehow managed to snatch Nacht’s weapon out of the aether and summon it to his side. The fact that it was safely hidden back at Deja Vu didn’t matter a bit—this was clearly the staff the Warlock had been so adamant to take with him during the meeting with Wes and his guild. 
 
    Then Wes noticed the cracks along the hilt. Where Nacht’s spear had been pure silver, smooth and unbroken, this one had been broken in several places at some point. Afterward, it had been pieced back together using a glossy black material to fill in the gaps, leaving seams of it running through the weapon. The implication was clear: this weapon was neither as powerful or as well cared for as Nacht’s silver spear. No wonder Archibald wanted to claim it so badly. 
 
    Archibald didn’t hesitate. He slammed the butt end of the spear against the tile floor, kicking up a wave of force that rippled outward in all directions. The shaking made the earlier rumbling in the Library’s inner sanctum look peaceful by comparison, and nearly knocked Wes and Thessaly off their feet. 
 
    As the reverberations faded, an acidic smile spread across Archibald’s face. “Now the entire valley knows I’ve found you,” the Warlock said. “Go on and run if you want, traitor. You won’t get far!” 
 
    “I think we should take his advice,” Wes said, grabbing Thessaly by the shoulder. “Come on, let’s get the fuck out of here—” 
 
    But it was already too late. 
 
    Two more Warlocks stepped into the inner sanctum, blocking the hallway leading back to the entrance. Their presence was like a door slamming shut in Wes’s mind, a myriad of possibilities shrinking into a single avenue of escape. If they wanted to get out of here alive, he and Thessaly were going to have to fight. 
 
    “Capture them,” Archibald ordered the Warlocks, completely contradicting his earlier boast that they should run. “Don’t let them get away!” 
 
    Wes threw himself at the Warlock on the left, swinging the Staff of Dominion in a wide, two-handed strike. He knew that these two spellcasters were likely to be far more powerful when it came to controlling arcane energy than himself and probably Thessaly for that matter. Since their opponents could probably obliterate them with spells, it was important to grab the momentum and strike first in a different fashion—namely, brute force. 
 
    A Warlock’s abilities may have the potential to make them practically all-powerful, but there was something to be said about a solid hit with a heavy object. The knobby head of the Staff of Dominion slammed into the knee of one of the newcomers, producing a satisfying crunch as the bone was forced sideways. The Warlock’s face contorted into a silent mask of pain as he went down, grabbing at the shattered joint as tears spilled from his eyes. 
 
    One down, one to go, Wes thought, already pivoting toward the other spellcaster. After that, we just run like hell and hope we make it out of here— 
 
    A wave of green energy knocked Wes onto his ass. 
 
    He hadn’t been fast enough. The second Warlock’s weapon shimmered to life in his fists—someone was going to need to teach Wes that trick sooner or later—it was almost a long-bladed knife about a foot long, except the wide cutting edge was shaped like a fisherman’s hook. Wes pictured what the business end of that would look like lodged in his stomach and winced. 
 
    He tried to get to his feet, but a wave of dizziness overtook him. Whatever spell the Warlock had cast on him, it was aimed more at disabling then harming him. Which made sense, since Archibald wanted both of them in chains. 
 
    The Warlock loomed over Wes, casting another spell. Wes struggled to raise his arm in a futile attempt to fend off the next attack, but the man batted his hand to the side with his boot before lifting his wicked knife high, channeling his next spell into existence. 
 
    Suddenly a little urk left the Warlock’s lips, and the ball of energy over his head flickered and died. A large needle protruded from the side of the man’s neck, connected to a cable leading all the way back to the Library’s console. 
 
    Thessaly pushed the man over and grabbed Wes’s hand. “Come on, let’s get out of here!” she cried, hauling him to his feet. Behind her, the Warlock with the needle in his neck began to twitch as the Library tried unsuccessfully to connect with an unbonded ‘Vessel’. 
 
    Wes didn’t need to be told twice. With the caster out of commission, the spell causing his dizziness was gone, giving him the strength to flee with Thessaly. Both of them ran across the inner sanctum, leaving the machinery of the Library and the screams of Archibald behind. 
 
    It didn’t take them long to make their way through the vast structure of the Library thanks to Thessaly. Soon, they were back in an area Wes recognized, and he knew they weren’t far from the exit. 
 
    Almost there! He didn’t really know what the restrictions were for Thessaly to conjure a portal back home, but if they could make it back out into the mountains, they should be able to figure it out. Especially since it would be difficult to catch them once they got out into the storm, even with the Warlocks’ magic. 
 
    Wes and Thessaly were a stone’s throw from the massive double doors of the Library’s entrance when a shield fizzed to life in front of them. Green energy rippled from the floor to the ceiling, wall to wall, forming a solid but translucent barrier blocking their escape. 
 
    Tightening his grip on the Staff of Dominion, Wes threw himself against the wall. Magical energy crackled from the Staff and across the surface of the barrier, causing it to waver for a moment before it solidified again. He tossed himself at the wall again, then again, swearing loudly as the result was the same each time. The barrier refused to budge. 
 
    “It’s not going anywhere,” a voice said from behind him. Both Wes and Thessaly turned to see Archibald making his way down the hall in no particular hurry. 
 
    “Let us go,” Thessaly demanded. “You can’t force me to be your Vessel! I refuse to work for the clan any longer!” 
 
    Archibald acted as if he hadn’t heard her. “I told you there was no point in running,” the man said, checking his nails as he closed the distance between himself and his prey. “Xue and Kwame will be here any minute. There’s no hope for you, Wes. Surrender now and make this easy on yourself.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Wes said, shaking his head. 
 
    Archibald snickered. “You really want your little tart to watch me beat the shit out of you? Well, if you insist…” 
 
    Archibald tossed off his cloak, twirling the black and silver spear in his hands like a baton in a series of flashy moves designed to intimidate the younger Warlock. Unfortunately for him, all Wes felt was annoyance. 
 
    “I thought you were Scottish,” Wes asked. “That shit doesn’t look anything like caber tossing.” 
 
    Archibald did not look amused. “Defend yourself!” he demanded, managing to sound both confident and angry at the same time. “Come on, junior Warlock. Use your damned Staff and fight me! Show me what you’re made of!” 
 
    A sinking feeling filled Wes’s stomach. This wasn’t just about bringing Wes down—Archibald wanted to humiliate him, and moreover to humiliate him in front of Thessaly. He glanced over at her, gauging her reaction but nothing he saw there exactly inspired confidence. 
 
    Wes finally met the other man’s gaze, then nodded. He lifted the Staff of Dominion in a defensive stance, watching the older Warlock for any sign of weakness. If Archibald had a slight limp, or a bum knee, or some easily exploitable pattern in his attacks, Wes might just have had a shot of beating him and getting away with Thessaly… 
 
    The man slipped gracefully into his own battle stance, and Wes groaned internally. This wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
    A little voice tickled the back of his skull. Master! It’s me! 
 
    Confusion filled Wes. ‘Me’? 
 
    Yes! It took a split second for Wes to recognize the sultry, feminine voice of the Archcloak. You don’t need to say anything, Master! Just think it at me, and I’ll understand you perfectly! 
 
    That was damned convenient. Why didn’t you think to mention this sooner? You know what? Nevermind, now’s not the time. What’s up? Wes thought, the words filling his skull. 
 
    Seeing that Wes wasn’t going to attack, Archibald began raking the ground around him with a series of low sweeps, showing off his spear moves like this was an exhibition. From the older Warlock’s perspective, running out the clock was perfectly fine. In a minute or two, Archibald would have backup, and then Wes and Thessaly would be well and truly fucked. 
 
    You can’t defeat this man in a straight fight, the Archcloak purred. Wes knew there were entire genres on the Internet these days devoted to listening to women whisper in that sexy, needy way his Archcloak seemed to be so good at. It almost felt wrong to waste that kind of skill on him. If you unleash me again, I’ll try and disable his barrier spell! Then you and Thessaly can run away and escape! 
 
    It was a more solid plan than anything else Wes had been able to come up with on short notice. Sounds good, Wes thought. But wait, you just want me to leave you behind? 
 
    Oh, I’ll catch up, the Archcloak assured him with a sultry chuckle. Don’t worry about me, Master! Just give me the okay to ruin this bastard’s day! 
 
    Oh, Wes would most certainly give her that. With the way the older Warlock was showing off like he didn’t have a care in the world, he could use a little humility. 
 
    Go for it, Wes thought, taking a step back toward Thessaly. Archcloak, I unleash you— 
 
    The fabric shot from Wes’s shoulders like a rocket, headed straight for Archibald. 
 
    The Scotsman had just enough time to register the fact that an angry green and black hoodie was flying straight at him before the Archcloak slammed into his chest, wrapping its sleeves around him like a straightjacket. It tightened rapidly, tugging down the older Warlock’s arms and forcing him to lower the pointed tip of his spear toward the ground. He struggled in the Archcloak’s grip, seemingly more surprised than angry about the turn of events. 
 
    “What the… oh no,” Archibald growled, looking with mounting horror at the fabric clinging to him. “No, there’s no way! You couldn’t possibly have this!” 
 
    Guess the cat’s out of the bag about the Archcloak now, Wes thought. We’ll just have to make it count. Come on and get us out of here! 
 
    The older Warlock tossed himself to the side like he was trying to ‘stop, drop, and roll’ the way kids are taught in grade school. He managed to get one arm free of the cloak’s fabric and slashed out with his spear, catching the hood of Wes’s robe and tugging it as hard as he could. With any other garment, the spear would have cut the thing to ribbons, but the Archcloak held strong. 
 
    Wes glanced from the fight to the shimmering wall of magic. He could practically feel the other Warlocks making their way to the Library, hurrying to cut off his and Thessaly’s escape. Should he throw himself into the fight, and try to help disable Archibald? Even if Thessaly escaped without him, maybe she and the rest of the girls from Deja Vu could break him free later. Or maybe he should try attacking the shield again— 
 
    Archibald let out the most tortured scream Wes had ever heard. 
 
    Suddenly, there was blood on the tiles of the Library floor. A lot of blood. Archibald’s severed arm twitched on the floor, the fingers opening and closing as if by pure muscle memory. Green and black fabric wrapped around the older Warlock’s stump like a tourniquet. Wes could only guess how the Archcloak had managed that feat, maybe it had sharpened itself to a diamond edge or something. 
 
    Holy shit! Wes had seen the Archcloak face off against Genbu, and knew that it was a powerful relic—but this was beyond the pale. Only now was he starting to truly understand what it meant when he ‘unleashed’ the cloak—or what a truly terrifying force he had been carrying around on his back like it was nothing. 
 
    At the loss of his arm, Archibald stopped trying to fight. The man writhed back and forth on the ground, staring at his severed limb in horror. His mouth opened and closed soundlessly, his face going pale as he continued to lose blood. 
 
    Behind Wes and Thessaly, the green barrier cracked and then dissolved. The exit was clear. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Wes said, locking eyes with the terrified older Warlock as he tried to push himself up with one arm. The man barely managed to put any weight on his hand before it slipped in his own blood, causing him to face plant directly into the growing pool. “But you kind of deserved that. Don’t fuck with me or my guild again.” 
 
    Archibald stared at the pair with incomprehension, his eyes beginning to glaze over. 
 
    Thessaly knelt in front of the man, considering him with sad eyes. For a moment, Wes thought the blue-haired woman was going to apologize—then Thessaly spit on the floor, a few inches away from Archibald himself. 
 
    “Next time, he’ll take the other one,” she hissed. “Don’t try and find me.” 
 
    Then Thessaly took Wes by the hand. “Come on, let’s get out of here before the cavalry arrives. I know a place where we can lie low until the heat dies down.” 
 
    As they left, the Archcloak settled back onto Wes’s shoulders. He felt a smug sense of satisfaction radiating from the garment, like a puppy who knows it’s just done a very good job for its master. 
 
    And in its own way, that was the most horrifying thing of all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a definite need for the pair to lie low. 
 
    They’d escaped from the Library in a hurry, but they hadn’t made it far into Shangri-La when the whole complex went on high alert and stayed that way. Probably had something to do with the rest of the Quorum discovering what had happened to Archibald. Every few minutes after that, a magical pulse rippled across the valley, shaking the ground like a minor earthquake beneath their feet. Obviously the Warlocks were pissed. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Thessaly assured Wes. “They won’t find us here. I’ve seen them use those pulses before, and they don’t reach back into the caves.” 
 
    Wes would have to take her word for it. She’d certainly chosen a beautiful place to hide, if nothing else. A few feet away from his shoulder, a coursing waterfall flowed vertically across the cavern’s entrance. The stones beneath his feet were slick with the salty foam, and the curtain of water was thick enough that he couldn’t see anything beyond it. 
 
    Thessaly had sought out this waterfall like a dog chasing a bone as soon as they were away from the Library. Wes almost had to laugh at how stereotypical the whole thing was—a secret cave behind a waterfall. It felt like something out of a video game. 
 
    “I’ve been coming here ever since I was a teenager,” Thessaly explained. “Whenever I needed to get away from the senior Warlocks and their ridiculousness, I’d run down here and hide for a while. They never managed to find me.” 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock pulled a length of flint from her robes and lit a torch on the wall, illuminating a shallow space around the size of Wes’s dorm room back in college. A few books rested on a shelf carved right from the wall, along with a long bench that looked as if it had been smuggled from one of Shangri-La’s buildings. It didn’t look terribly comfortable, but to a young girl who was indentured to a living Library, Wes could understand how it would be a welcome escape. 
 
    “Nice,” Wes said, taking a seat on the bench. It was dryer back here, as the spray of the waterfall didn’t reach this far. “It’s really cool, Thess—I would’ve gone crazy about a place like this too. It’s like your own secret little safe haven, you know?” 
 
    The smile on Thessaly’s face told Wes that they were definitely on the same wavelength. The blue-haired Warlock looked around for a long moment and then, with a sigh, settled down on the bench next to Wes and smoothed her skirts over her knees. 
 
    “Hopefully they’ll stop looking for us in a few hours,” Thessaly whispered, watching the water fall endlessly just outside of the cave’s mouth. “Eventually they’ll assume we slipped their net and made our way back to Deja Vu, and then I should be able to summon a portal to get us out of here. I don’t want to do it while they’re searching, though, just in case they find us before I can finish.” 
 
    That made perfect sense to Wes. “Works for me,” he said, patting his thighs. His jacket showed no traces of blood despite the gruesome state the Archcloak had left the old Warlock in. The waterfall hadn’t washed it clean, either—that was all the Archcloak’s doing. “Look, about what happened to Archibald back there, I didn’t know the cloak was going to be so violent—” 
 
    Thessaly was already shaking her head. “It’s okay. Really,” she said, putting a hand on his knee. “You did what you had to in order to get us out of there. And honestly, he deserved it. All the Warlocks deserve it.” 
 
    The look on her face was so fierce that Wes felt a little taken aback. “You really think so?” 
 
    Thessaly nodded. “You don’t know what it’s been like, Wes. Honestly, I don’t think I even realized what it’s been like until I met you and your guild. It wasn’t until I met a group that actually likes and respects each other that it sank in how fucked up my living situation has been throughout most of my life.” 
 
    “I kind of get it. I didn’t realize there was so much more to life than what I had until I became a Warlock. I wasn’t the sort of person I’d always told myself that I was either. It’s definitely been a lot to adjust to, you know?” 
 
    Apparently, Thessaly knew. “They’re going to hate you even more now,” she said with a giggle, gesturing out past the waterfall. “Keeping the Spear away from them was one thing, but depriving the Warlocks of their source of knowledge—their Vessel—that’s the sort of thing they can’t bear for very long. They’ll do just about anything to get me back.” 
 
    Her hand was starting to squeeze Wes’s knee with some desperation. At some point, he was going to have to do something about that. For now though, he just thought the situation through. 
 
    “You don’t want to go back,” he said. It wasn’t a question. “Do you want to stay with me? In my guild?” 
 
    Spots of color rose to Thessaly’s cheeks. “If you don’t mind,” she whispered, batting her eyelashes up at him like he’d just voiced her most secret dream. At this point, he may very well have. “And if you don’t mind more or less declaring war on the Warlocks in order to do it…” 
 
    Wes definitely didn’t have a problem with that. 
 
    “Nah,” he said, laughing. “Fuck them. I can’t believe those people came from the same Order as Nacht. The difference between those people back there and the man who helped me keep Kulili from destroying the universe couldn’t be more clear.” 
 
    He heard Thessaly gasp. Something about his opinions on the Warlocks got the blue-haired girl beside him even more riled up than before. “You really mean that,” she whispered, sounding aghast. “Wes, they’re the Quorum, the elders—” 
 
    “And they obviously don’t deserve the position,” Wes said, reaching into his heart for a little fierceness of his own. “Hell, I think we’re long overdue for a changing of the guard. Maybe it’s time for a new breed of Warlock to take over in Shangri-La. In fact, once my guild is large enough, I should take this place over and run it the way it ought to be run.” 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock’s jaw nearly hit the floor of the cave. “Oh my god,” Thessaly panted, climbing into his lap. “That is so hot…” 
 
    Before either of them knew what was happening, Thessaly’s mouth was on his. The two of them kissed, hard, her mouth opening against his so she could slide her tongue into his mouth as he held her tight. 
 
    It only lasted a moment, before Wes’s brain came back to reality. He broke the kiss, staring deep into Thessaly’s eyes. “Shit,” he managed. “That was good…” 
 
    With a grunt, he lifted the blue-haired girl off the bench and pressed her back against the cave wall. Before, Thessaly had been kissing him—now he kissed her, letting her feel his strength as he pinned her against the bare stone. 
 
    From the way she moaned, Thessaly really, really liked that. 
 
    His hands moved to the laces of the other Warlock’s top, only for her to put her hands over his and break the kiss again.  
 
    “Wes, listen,” Thessaly panted, her eyes wild with lust. “Before we do this, there’s something you need to know.” 
 
    Wes shifted against her, letting her feel just how turned on he was. “I’m listening,” he said, the word coming out low and coarse. 
 
    “We can… we can have sex,” she whispered, too embarassed to say the word fuck out loud. Wes was sure she would get used to it eventually though, especially around the others. “But it won’t be like you and Hazel, or you and Deja. We won’t be bound…” 
 
    He felt a frown tugging at his eyebrows. “Why not?” 
 
    Thessaly’s lips became a tight little line. “Because I’m still linked to the Warlock’s Library,” she reminded him. “That bond supersedes any other I would form—even one as intimate as the one I want to form with you. So I wouldn’t be your familiar, and we wouldn’t receive any of the benefits that entails.” 
 
    Thessaly looked pained as she explained this. Wes knew about her bond, but he hadn’t been particularly concerned with any of that; this was about him wanting her as a woman. In the heat of the moment, it took him a few seconds to figure out why she would be so upset. 
 
    “You think I’m going to turn you down,” he blurted, seeing the fear and pain in her eyes. “That just because I’m not going to get any power out of the arrangement, I’m suddenly going to change my mind.” 
 
    Thessaly grit her teeth. “Please don’t send me back to those monsters,” she begged, her nails digging into his back. “After knowing what the rest of the world is like—after seeing the kind of life I could have—I don’t think I could bear being a virtual slave to the Quorum and the rest of the Warlocks any longer. If you won’t take me in, I don’t know what I’ll do…” 
 
    The emotions in her voice made Wes’s heart hurt. He stroked the side of her face, holding her close as the sound of churning water filled the cave. 
 
    “I would never do that,” Wes assured the woman with a smile. “This isn’t about what you can give me, Thessaly. It’s about both of us, and what we can give each other.” 
 
    Until that moment, Wes hadn’t realized how worried Thessaly was that he was going to reject her. His words broke something loose inside of the blue-haired Warlock, and she crashed against him like a building being demolished. She buried her face against his chest, her shoulders heaving against the stone as she let out a little laugh of relief. 
 
    “Thank you,” she panted, looking up into his eyes. “Thank you so much, Wes. I don’t know why I was even worried in the first place. You’re the real deal.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he told the blue-haired beauty in his arms. “And don’t worry, eventually, you and I will find some way to sever your connection with the Library. There’s got to be some way to loosen that bond a little bit so you can let some new ones in…” 
 
    Wes trailed off. About midway through his sentence, Thessaly had suddenly gone quiet and started looking at him with a weird intensity. Now she held herself against him like she was trying to fight back laughter—or maybe keep the blush from spreading across her face again. 
 
    “What?” Wes asked. 
 
    “I…” Thessaly let out a self-conscious little giggle. “I might have asked the Library about that, actually.” 
 
    This took him completely aback. He hadn’t seen Thessaly phrase a second query while she’d been hooked up to that giant needle, which meant she probably had some way of doing it that he didn’t know about. “Wait, really? When?” 
 
    “When I asked the Library your question,” she answered, turning bright red. “Let me show you something.” 
 
    Thessaly pulled the blueprints from where she had stashed them behind her back and directed Wes’s attention to something he hadn’t noticed before. On the opposite side of the vellum sheet, where you wouldn’t even be able to see it if the whole thing was tied up in a scroll the way the machine had intended, was a smaller section. Only it didn’t have any pictures or diagrams. It was all text: single-spaced, and so tiny that Wes could barely make out individual runes when he squinted. 
 
    “This is the answer?” he asked. “This is how you disconnect yourself from the Library?” 
 
    Thessaly shrugged, not daring to speak her hopes out loud. “It’s the answer it gave me at least. Whether it’s the right one or not—well, I guess that’s something we’ll find out together.” 
 
    Wes scrutinised the runes for a long moment, looking for any patterns. They made even less sense than the ones on the reverse side.  
 
    “I can’t make heads or tails of these,” he admitted. “What does it say?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you know it? I have no idea.” Thessaly rolled the scroll back up and tucked it onto the nearby shelf. “Even I haven’t seen this language before. Maybe someone in your guild would be able to help us translate it?” 
 
    That sounded like a real longshot even with Deja typically being a font of knowledge. Wes didn’t bother pointing this out to Thessaly though since she probably already knew. Besides, something else had just occurred to him—something that made his lips curl upward. 
 
    “You bad girl!” Wes said, crossing his arms over his chest. “You just made a big deal about being bound to the library when you had this all along. And back there in the inner sanctum, you were already thinking about bailing so you could be with me!” 
 
    The vibrant red of Thessaly’s face made her earlier blushes look almost stately in comparison. “We don’t even know what the Library’s answer even means, let alone if it will actually work. I didn’t want to get either of our hopes up.” For a second, that earlier vulnerability flashed across her features before she suddenly giggled. “Besides, I am not a bad girl!” She batted at him with her long nails, grinning as she tried without success to push Wes into the waterfall’s spray. “I haven’t even—” 
 
    Thessaly’s mouth suddenly snapped shut like a steel trap. The last syllable of her sentence came out as a little urk, like a balloon being tied off to keep it from leaking. 
 
    Now what was that about? “You haven’t even what?” Wes asked. 
 
    He’d never seen a woman blush so deeply before. “I haven’t even... I’ve never…” 
 
    No. No fucking way. 
 
    Wes’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
    Considering how he and Thessaly were currently spending their time—cut off from the world, behind enemy lines, and framed by a gorgeous, romantic waterfall—he didn’t bother dancing around the subject. 
 
    “You mean you’re a virgin?” He said, looking at Thessaly with a healthy degree of skepticism. “You’re kidding me, right?” 
 
    When Thessaly suddenly became unable to meet his eye, he realized she very much was not kidding. Holy crap. 
 
     “I don’t believe it.” A hurt look immediately spread across Thessaly’s face, and Wes instantly regretted his choice of words. “I just mean—shit, you’re gorgeous, Thess. To think that a girl like you would have never…” 
 
    “It’s not that I didn’t have the opportunity,” Thessaly assured him. “There’ve been plenty of guys who have wanted to. But I just never... I mean, I’m kind of married to the Library, you know?” 
 
    “You’ve never found the right guy,” he surmised. “I can’t really blame you, hanging out aroud all those fucked up Warlocks.” Then he smiled. “You think you’ve found the right guy now?” 
 
    Thessaly beamed at him. “I know so,” she purred, running her hands down his chest. “It’s just... I’ve never done this before. So could you maybe take it slow? To start, at least.” 
 
    Wes was okay with that. Everything inside of him roared to conquer this gorgeous, blue-haired virgin—to take control of her the way he did with Deja or Hazel. But when it came to Thessaly, he could be a gentleman. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    Well, no time like the present to try it out, he supposed. “Thessaly,” Wes asked, his voice rough as he ran his hands along the slender woman’s waist. “May I kiss you?” 
 
    She sounded shocked at first, then delighted. “Oh yes,” she panted, looking at him through heavy-lidded eyes. “You absolutely have my permission to kiss me, Wes...” 
 
    His lips met hers, and she melted against him. The pleasure and the need he’d felt in Thessaly’s lithe, coltish frame before was nothing compared to this. He couldn’t believe how turned on the blue-haired Warlock was—he could feel the valley between her legs practically ignite as she ground herself against him, purring like a cat in heat. 
 
    Finally he could bear it no longer. Breaking the kiss, Wes asked: “May I undress you, Thessaly?” 
 
    This time, she took a moment longer to answer. “Come here,” she whispered, guiding him to the other side of the long bench against the stone wall. There Thessaly laid down and reached for her top, undoing the laces one by one while he watched. 
 
    He allowed her to continue like this for a bit before he took her wrists. “I asked if I could do that,” he said, feeling more in tune with his animalistic side than ever before. There was something about holding back and asking for permission that made him feel like a caged beast, straining at its leash. It was kind of fun, honestly—and he knew that once he was given free reign, the things he’d do to Thessaly would leave her walking funny for a week. 
 
    With a gasp, Thessaly lifted her hands away. He couldn’t help but notice the way she crossed her wrists over her head, as if awaiting a pair of handcuffs or a length of rope. I’ll have to see if she enjoys that kind of thing later, he told himself, his fingers deftly working at the little knots keeping her top closed. 
 
    Finally, Wes couldn’t hold back any longer. He leaned in and tore the garment the rest of the way open with his teeth, freeing Thessaly’s small but perky breasts from their confines. The blue-haired Warlock’s cry of protest died in her throat as his mouth devoured her tits, licking and sucking her sensitive nipples until the girl was thrusting her hips in the air like an animal, reduced to grunts and groans. 
 
    “Thessaly,” Wes said, his hands going for her leggings. “May I taste you?” 
 
    Her eyes went wide at the implication. “Taste?” 
 
    “No man’s ever given you an orgasm before,” he told his quarry as he devoured her with his eyes. “I want to watch you cum, Thessaly. I want to get you off with my mouth before I feel you from the inside...” 
 
    At this request, Thessaly leaned back and thrust her ass and pussy into the air. “Ungh, please,” she whimpered, overcome by her lust. “Please, Wes, you’re so amazing. I need you so badly...” 
 
    He took his time peeling the leggings down Thessaly’s hips and legs, savouring every inch of skin he exposed. The panties she had on underneath were utilitarian white cotton, and Wes tossed them into the cave entrance to be carried away by the waterfall. When Thessaly let out a note of protest, Wes palmed her bare mound. 
 
    “I don’t want anything like that touching this again,” he said, running his fingers up and down the contours of Thessaly’s womanhood. “From now on I’ll dress you up in silks. Only soft, sweet things are going to touch that gorgeous skin of yours now that we’re together...” 
 
    Thessaly managed a soft laugh between light moans. “I don’t think there’s anything soft or sweet about what you want to do to me,” she barely finished the sentence before his face dove between her thighs making her gasp, her back arching as her eyes rolled back in her head. “Oh fuck, Wes, that’s... oh my god!” 
 
    Wes buried his face in Thessaly’s pussy, his tongue lapping at the lips of her labia and the hood of her clit. He couldn’t get enough of her—he pushed his face deeper between her legs as his erect cock throbbed, dripping precum. Beneath him, Thessaly was a raging river, a bolt of lightning—less a human being than a force of nature. 
 
    Her juices coated his tongue as he slid it deep inside her while teasing her clit with his fingers. She’s not going to last long, he thought, watching the way her legs clenched and trembled madly with bliss. But that’s okay. I can’t wait much longer, either… 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock’s cries of passion had reached a fever pitch. “Oh fuck, Wes,” she whimpered, her voice going up an octave as her walls began to clench around his tongue. “Oh fuck, Wes, something’s happening! Oh fuck, don’t stop. Oh my God I think something’s wrong, it feels so... so... UNNNGH!” 
 
    Thessaly’s thighs gripped Wes’s head tight as she came, her body twisting and contorting in beautiful agony. Her ass left the bench entirely, going weightless in his arms as he held her up and buried his face as deep as he could in her tight, spasming pussy. Thessaly’s cries echoed off the walls as she rode out her climax. Slowly, she came down from her peak, the sound of the waterfall behind them drowning out her tiny whimpers and sighs of bliss. 
 
    Wes pulled back from her crotch, licking his lips as he tugged off his own pants. “That was the first time you’ve ever had an orgasm,” he said, watching Thessaly groan and bask in the aftershocks. “Wasn’t it?” 
 
    She didn’t bother denying it. “I think you’ve given me a life-long addiction,” she whispered, looking both shocked and proud at the same time. “Oh, Wes, that felt so good...” 
 
    Grinning, Wes dropped his boxers as well. His cock was rock-hard, stiff as a girder and already soaked, precum dripping from the veiny shaft and swollen crown. Thessaly saw him pop free and gasped, her eyes going wide as she tried to imagine something that big inside of her. 
 
    “It’s about to get even better,” Wes assured her. “May I fuck you, Thessaly?” 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock ran her hand over her freshly licked folds, looking at his cock with a mixture of fear and desire. The way she seemed a little afraid of his member did things to Wes he’d never anticipated, and suddenly his cock was so hard it fucking hurt. 
 
    Thessaly nodded. “Fuck, I don’t know if it’s going to fit,” she gasped before letting out a nervous little laugh. “You’ll... you’ll be a gentleman with me, right?” 
 
    “I will,” he assured her. He ran the head of his cock up and down her slit, grinding it on her clit until she was starting to pant with need. Still he refused to push it inside. “Right up until the moment you don’t want me to be...” 
 
    As if on cue, Thessaly reached up and grabbed Wes’s hips. “Fuck me,” the lithe Warlock panted, desperate to feel his full length inside of her. “Fuck me now! I’m so fucking ready for it!” 
 
    With a grunt, Wes thrust his hips forward and impaled Thessaly on his cock. There was a moment of resistance where pain flashed across the blue-haired woman’s face, then something inside of her gave way and he slid all the way inside. 
 
    Oh fuck! Wes’s eyes rolled back in his head. He’d expected to be the one in charge, the one who could keep his cool while he drove Thessaly wild—but he hadn’t expected this. Her untouched inner walls were so tight that just bottoming out inside of her gave him so much pleasure he instantly had to fight to hold back his load. I mean holy Hell, did this girl have any idea how good she felt? 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Thessaly whimpered, her voice tight with pleasure. “Oh my god, you’re so fucking deep! That feels so good!” 
 
    Wes shifted his hips this way and that, watching Thessaly’s various expressions of bliss with pride as he pleasured her. “Just getting you ready for me, babe. Stretching you out a little bit first,” he said, gripping her hips tight for more leverage. “You ready for me to go a little harder now?” 
 
    Thessaly looked like that was exactly what she wanted. “I... I think so,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and spreading her legs even wider. The way she offered herself and her pussy to him drove him wild. “Oh fuck, Wes, I had no idea it would feel this good! I can’t think straight...” 
 
    “Just tell me if you want me to stop,” he grunted, bracing one leg against the floor. “I want this to feel as amazing for you as it does for me, Thess. Fuck, you’re so tight...” 
 
    It made her proud to know how much pleasure she was giving him. “Fuck me hard,” the blue-haired Warlock whispered, practically daring him to pound her pussy. “Do it!” 
 
    So he did. 
 
    Wes immediately started to savage Thessaly’s body with hard, driving thrusts. The cave filled with the sound of skin smacking against skin as he drilled her, then the sound of flesh hitting rock as Thessaly’s ass slapped the stone hard enough to technically count as spanking. If the blue-haired Warlock disliked the pain at all, she certainly didn’t show it—if anything, she groaned harder after each impact, burying her face in Wes’s chest as she clung to him. 
 
    The two of them moved in unison, Thessaly’s walls wrapping around Wes’s cock so tightly it was hard to tell where he stopped and she began. As he thrust even deeper, finding the right angle to slam into her back walls and hit her cervix, the blue haired Warlock lifted her lips to Wes’s ear and began to whimper. 
 
    “I think I’m going to cum again.” Thessaly’s eyes rolled up into her head until only the whites were visible. Her legs wrapped around Wes’s waist, pulling him in even deeper as her hungry pussy took his hard member all the way down to the base with every thrust. “Fuck, it’s happening again, Wes. You’re going to make me cum! Wes! Wes, it’s so good! Fuck, I had no idea it would feel this good...!” 
 
    He was also caught off guard with how good it felt. And as he drove her right over the edge, sending the blue-haired beauty crashing into another orgasm, he realized something. Even though she had told him that they wouldn’t receive any of the benefits of her becoming his familiar, at least one part of the bond had still formed—even if it wasn’t mystically binding. 
 
    They were together. And always would be. 
 
    As Thessaly came down from her second peak, some of the glazed look left her eyes. She started experimenting more with thrusting up against him, working her hips in tight little circles that nearly made him completely unravel. He could feel the familiar rush working its way up his shaft, his balls tightening against the underside as he prepared to shoot his load. 
 
    He was about to pump Thessaly’s virgin pussy full. 
 
    But as he neared the peak, Wes suddenly realized that for all his gentlemanly talk, he hadn’t asked permission for the most important part of all. Meanwhile his cock was swelling inside of Thessaly’s pussy with every passing second, stretching her walls around it with each thrust. When he came, it was going to be a fucking geyser. 
 
    Which was a problem, because Thessaly was neither a demon nor a genie; she could get pregnant as easily as any other human. Considering she was a virgin, he doubted she was on the pill. 
 
    “I’m really close,” Wes said, deciding to put the ball in her court. “I really want to shoot inside you, Thess, but I don’t know if that’s a good idea. You’re not on any kind of birth control, are you?” 
 
    Thessaly looked up at him as if the idea had just occurred to her as well. “Oh shit,” she blurted, putting a hand over her mouth in shock. “No, I’m not! Oh fuck, Wes!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Wes said, struggling not to peak. “Just tell me where you want it. ‘Cause it’s fucking coming any second...” 
 
    Thessaly’s eyes went as wide as dinner plates. “Um,” the blue haired Warlock whispered, looking around the room in a way that would have made Wes laugh under other circumstances. “Maybe you can pull out?” 
 
    “Sure,” Wes groaned, his cock jerking against Thessaly’s ridges. “Then what? Where do you want me to cum?” 
 
    Finally, she understood what he was getting at. A naughty look entered the Warlock’s eyes. 
 
    “Wherever you want,” she panted, running a hand from her collarbone down to her thighs. “I’m all yours, Wes!” 
 
    At the last possible moment, Wes pulled himself out of her spasming pussy. He took Thessaly’s hand and wrapped it around the base of his cock as he started to erupt, shooting thick jets of liquid lava all over the gorgeous woman’s pale skin. She pumped him gently as he exploded, helping to aim his swollen head all over her body even as she made him cum harder. He shot across her tits and blasted spunk all over her taut belly—some of it even managed to get all the way up to her chin. 
 
    Wes’s legs shook as the pleasure threatened to overwhelm him, his cock going off like a fucking volcano all over the former virgin. By the time he finally passed the peak and the spurts of cum started to slow, Thessaly looked like a glazed donut. Everything from her lips to the bones of her hips were covered in thick streaks of pearly white seed. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Wes said, looking honestly shocked. “Shit, Thess, I had no idea I was going to shoot that much! Holy fuck, I coated you...” 
 
    Thessaly’s eyes shone with a mix of pride and her earlier shyness as she looked up at him. “I guess you must have really liked my pussy, huh?” 
 
    Both of them started to laugh.  
 
    “‘Like’ is a pretty big understatement,” Wes told the girl, rubbing his cock clean on her inner thigh. “That was close, let me tell you. You’ve got a way of fucking with a guy’s pullout game, Thessaly.” 
 
    The Warlock girl licked her lips as she examined the mess Wes had made out of her. Then she looked him in the eyes. “I’m so sorry you didn’t get to finish inside me,” she said, the flush on her cheeks deepening to a darker red even as she licked her lips. “I’ll definitely have to do something to take care of it so you won’t have to worry next time.” 
 
    Wes had no doubt she would. There likely hadn’t been a birth control prescription filled so quickly in history as the one she would get.  
 
    Dimly, Wes wondered what element he would gain once he finally did magically bind Thessaly—he couldn’t quite call her a ‘familiar’, after all, since she was a Warlock herself. Would he gain all of her abilities, or just some? 
 
    It was a good question—for another day.  
 
    For now, Wes leaned over and planted a kiss on Thessaly’s untouched forehead, pulling up his boxers and pants. “It’s probably died down out there,” he said, gesturing toward the waterfall with his head. “You think it might be safe for us to summon a portal back home?” 
 
    Home. That was how Thessaly would be thinking about it from now on, wasn’t it? 
 
    The girl definitely looked ready to go. There was just one problem: Wes had torn off her top in his eagerness to see her naked, and the caves didn’t appear to have a replacement within arm’s length. Moreover, her leggings were nowhere to be found. He wasn’t entirely sure what had happened to them after he pulled them off her. As it was, he only vaguely remembered tossing her panties into the waterfall. 
 
    “Shit,” Wes said, starting to chuckle. “I don’t mean to shock you, Thess, but you might have to travel back to Deja Vu  in the buff...” 
 
    Thessaly was shocked—although, it had to be said, not quite as shocked as she would have been just a few minutes ago. Getting laid for the first time had definitely loosened the girl up a bit, and getting laid by Wes in particular had changed her nerves when it came to the other members of his guild. 
 
    “I... I guess it’ll be okay?” Thessaly looked down at the quickly drying streaks of semen covering her body with a little grin. “I mean, I’m your woman now, right? Your other ladies don’t seem to have a problem walking around wearing practically nothing!” 
 
    Wes’s eyebrows rose. “There’s ‘practically nothing’,” he said with a chuckle, “and then there’s ‘covered in my cum’!” 
 
    Just then, the sound of rocks falling down the slope outside reached their ears. That probably meant someone was hunting for them nearby, close enough that they’d sent a rockslide down the thick mantle of rock above their heads. 
 
    “No time to think about it,” Thessaly said, sounding as if she were speaking as much to herself as Wes. “Come on!” 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock traced a complicated symbol in the air. As she did, a beam of faint white light sizzled into existence in front of her, moving slowly downward like the flame of a welding torch cutting through a piece of metal. Except instead of metal, it was reality. 
 
    The portal unfurled like a zipper, showing only a sliver of Deja Vu’s common room at first through the shimmering crack. The smell of beer and cleaning solution hit Wes’s nostrils, and he realized that Azura had probably been tasked to finish picking up the place after he and Thessaly left. 
 
    He gave his new girl one more look, shaking his head at both her nudity and the load coating her. “Alright, jump through,” he said, throwing caution to the wind. “You’re about to make one hell of an entrance.” 
 
    Giggling, Thessaly disappeared into the portal. Wes shrugged, gave the cave he was in a final glance, and then followed her. 
 
    Won’t the girls be surprised? he thought as the world dissolved. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They absolutely were. 
 
    For a brief moment, Wes had one foot inside a hidden cave in Shangri-La and the other on the still-slick floor of Deja Vu. As he stepped through, he noticed three different women staring at the naked Thessaly with expressions ranging from shocked to amused. Wes chuckled to himself as the portal sizzled closed behind him before any of their pursuers among the Warlocks could find them. 
 
    Oh shit, here we go, he thought. They’re never going to let me hear the end of this... 
 
    It was so quiet in Deja Vu that Wes could have heard a pin drop.  
 
    Hazel and Deja, standing behind the bar, both stared openly at the newcomer, their jaws perched somewhere just above the floor. 
 
    The only person in the room who didn’t really react to the sight of the naked Warlock was Cirice, who once more sat in the big chair next to the fire with a steaming cup of cider. She merely sipped her drink with that Mona Lisa smile, giving the newcomer a slight nod and a giggle. 
 
    Hazel recovered the power of speech first. “Holy fuck,” the demoness said, looking from Thessaly to Wes. “I knew from experience that you hit the gas fast, Master, but god damn! You couldn’t even let her clean up first?” 
 
    “Didn’t have time,” Wes said, glancing back at the space where the portal had been just a few moments ago. “I was kind of in a tight spot.” 
 
    Hazel laughed lewdly at that, looking Thessaly’s cum-covered body up and down. “Oh, I just bet you were—” 
 
    “Enough of that,” Deja interrupted as she came around the bar carrying a clean washrag. “Hazel, that’s no way to talk about the newest member of our guild. Grab another towel and help me get her cleaned up.” 
 
    Hazel looked as if she’d rather have cleaned Thessaly up with her tongue, but the demoness hastened to obey. Together, the two friends scrubbed Wes’s load off the blue-haired Warlock’s body, barely holding back a fit of giggles as they did. 
 
    While they gave Thessaly a warm welcome into the group, Cirice set down her mug of cider and leaned forward. The angel watched intently as Hazel and Deja worked, which gave Wes a bit of an uneasy feeling. Seeing such a frank appraisal of his sexuality still felt rather forward from a girl who was mostly a mystery. 
 
    “You missed a spot,” Cirice said in a bright tone, pointing toward Thessaly’s backside. “Right there next to where she’s got that bruise forming on her ass cheek—” 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Deja said, unable to hold back her laughter any longer. She addressed Thessaly: “In fact, why don’t you go get showered up, new girl? I’m sure you deserve a break after everything our Master put you through.” She grinned when she said it, to show she wasn’t serious.  
 
    Thessaly thought that was a great idea. Once she’d handed over the blueprints to Wes and the other girls, she went skipping up the steps wearing nothing but a birthday suit and a smile. Along the way, she ran into Azura, who was coming downstairs. 
 
    The cherry-skinned succubus did a double take at the slender, blue-haired woman dancing past her. Azura turned and followed Thessaly with her eyes all the way up the stairs, her gaze trained on the bruises across the co-ed’s ass. As Thessaly reached the top of the stairs, Azura let out a low whistle and shook her head. 
 
    “Sheesh!” the succubus said. “You’re turning this place into a damned brothel!” 
 
    “Remind you of home?” Wes asked, smiling at the beautiful succubus in her maid outfit as she sashayed across the room. 
 
    Azura scoffed and rolled her eyes. “I already told you, I’m not actually from Hell,” she said, sounding both annoyed and bratty at the same time. It made Wes want to spank her. “Earth born and bred, like every other demon you’re likely to meet.” 
 
    Maybe so, but Azura didn’t seem all that put out by having to see Thessaly walking around in the buff. More like she wished she had been in the position to throw herself at Wes in such a manner and take his seed all over her luscious body. 
 
    He had just about decided he’d give it to her, too. If she asked for it nicely at least. She really did fit in well with the rest of the girls. 
 
    “Whatever you say,” Wes replied. He sat himself at his customary spot at the bar’s largest table and unfurled the blueprints, weighing down each corner with an unopened bottle of beer. “You’re a succubus, though, Azura. Seems pretty odd for you to be getting on your high horse about the things I do with my familiars.” 
 
    Azura had been halfway to the table when Wes said that. Now she froze in place, her eyes narrowing. “You’re not asking the right questions,” the succubus said in a challenging tone. “What you ought to be wondering is: if you’re all such perverts that even the lust demon thinks you’re running the guild like a frat house, shouldn’t you consider toning it down a little bit?” 
 
    Hazel and Deja shared a look. A few chairs away, Cirice looked like she wanted to pop some popcorn and enjoy the show. 
 
    If the succubus thought she could ruffle Wes’s feathers with that kind of talk, she was sadly mistaken. He was cool as a cucumber as he returned her stare before sweeping his gaze over her, giving her the kind of frank appraisal she’d been sorely lacking since hitching herself to his service. 
 
    “Hmm...” he said, cocking an eyebrow. “Nah. I think you’re just pissed off that Thessaly’s getting some action and you’re not.” 
 
    An explosive laugh left Hazel’s lips before she could cover her mouth with both hands, barely managing to stifle the laughter that followed. The color drained from Deja’s face, as if she expected a fight. Only Cirice sat idly by, her large almond eyes taking in everything while saying nothing. 
 
    “Asshole!” Azura snapped. That was a win as far as Wes was concerned. 
 
    The succubus stomped away, her skirt swishing around her ass as she climbed the stairs. A few moments later, the walls shook from how hard she slammed the door to her room. 
 
    “Brat,” Wes said, shaking his head. “After the stunt she pulled with Magnus, she’s lucky she’s even in here.” 
 
    “You didn’t need to talk to her like that.” 
 
    All of them turned. Cirice sat bolt upright in her chair, peering forward and speaking to Wes like the rest of the group had suddenly disappeared. The level of attention the former angel gave him as she spoke left Wes both aroused and a little freaked out, especially after the way she’d been examining Thessaly. 
 
    “Azura’s dealing with a lot,” the angel continued, calmly explaining. “This is the second time she’s been torn from the world she knows and thrust into a position of subservience to a powerful man. She chose to serve you, Wes—but that doesn’t change the fact that every time she looks at you and the guild, part of her sees Magnus and the Templars.” 
 
    Silence greeted this pronouncement. Wes could feel his brows furrowing together in confusion. Meanwhile, Cirice sat there smiling, looking like she’d just finished explaining to him where he left his coat. 
 
    “How would you know a thing like that?” he finally asked. 
 
    Cirice frowned. “Just look at her,” the angel said, confused. “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    Wes looked over at his women, trying to see if what Cirice found obvious had been evident to anyone else. From the looks on their faces, it most definitely had not. 
 
    “You’re right,” Wes said after a long moment. “Maybe I should be nicer to her. I’ll go talk to Azura later.” 
 
    “Good!” Cirice’s smile widened, as if she’d just done her good deed for the day. “She’ll be feeling much more receptive once you go to her, Wes. Though she won’t quite be ready to have sex with you yet.” 
 
    If he had been drinking a beer when she said that, he would have spit it across the floor. “Pardon?” 
 
    Again Cirice gave the group that same confused look. “Don’t you want to have sex with Azura?” the angel asked, looking at the other women for backup. “I’ve seen the way you look at her, sir. And to be fair, she is extremely attractive.” 
 
    Just then, the sound of Thessaly’s shower rumbled through the walls of the building. It was a good reminder to Wes that he’d picked up more than just another new guild member that evening—and that he needed to follow this new clue wherever it led. 
 
    “We can talk about that later. Right now, I want to talk about this,” he said, indicating the scroll on the table with his hands. “Everyone grab a drink and gather around. I know you all want to hear about the Library.” 
 
    They did. Deja fetched Wes one of her special beers, and while Wes drank it, he regaled the table with the story of how he and Thessaly had infiltrated the Warlock’s Library. Even Cirice seemed to be into it, clapping along and gasping at exciting moments. When Wes came to the part about the big needle, Hazel started to gag. 
 
    “Oh my God, that sounds awful,” the demoness said, pounding the table with a fist. “And they made her go through that every time they wanted an answer to a question?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell,” Wes replied. 
 
    Hazel scoffed and shook her head. “I’ll gladly put something long in my throat for you whenever you want, Master,” she said with a cheeky grin. “But not like that!” 
 
    Wes rolled his eyes at the joke and continued. As he finished up, he indicated the set of blueprints he’d unrolled. He didn’t mention Thessaly’s second question or the runes scrawled on the opposite side of the vellum. That still felt like something between just the two of them to be figured out later. 
 
    “So it’s a Door,” Deja said once he was finished. The genie tapped the spot on the top of the arch with a nail, indicating where the Keystone would be placed into the arrangement. “Just like the one Magnus used to gain access to Kulili’s world.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “Except it clearly doesn’t go there,” he said, hastening to assure his women. “I mean, that wouldn’t do anyone any good. It doesn’t help protect Cirice at all to open up a portal to that thing’s resting place—” 
 
    But Cirice, it seemed, was already three steps ahead of the rest of them. “It’s a portal,” the angel said in a matter of fact tone. “It leads to the Tower of Solomon.” 
 
    All three of them—Wes, Hazel, and Deja—stared at Cirice as if she’d grown a second head.  
 
    “Now how on Earth do you know that?” Wes asked, shocked. “I thought you didn’t remember a thing, Cirice.” 
 
    The angel girl frowned. For a moment, it looked as if she recalled everything from her past—but like a clutch slipping out of gear, it all fell away when she tried to grasp it tighter. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, uncertainty creeping into her voice. “It just... it feels right? I almost... no.” A mad little laugh spilled from her lips. “How did I know that? Why can’t I remember?” 
 
    She clearly looked to be in some distress, so Wes was glad when Deja stepped in. “That’s quite alright,” the genie said, putting a sympathetic arm around the angel’s shoulders. “You just let Shafti Deja take care of you, alright girl? Don’t strain yourself trying to remember the things you forgot while you were laying in that coffin. They’ll come back to you when they’re ready.” 
 
    Cirice sniffed hugely, pressing her face into Deja’s shoulder. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I’m so lucky to have found you all. I hope you’ll let me stay…” 
 
    Deja glanced up at Wes, a shocked expression on her face. “Why of course we’ll let you stay! Why? Did Wes say something to make you think you’d have to leave?” 
 
    Wes was about to start defending himself, but Cirice shook her head.  
 
    “No. I’m just… I’m fucked up,” the angel blurted. Then she let out a giggle. “I don’t remember much, but I’m pretty sure I never said words like that before I met you all. I know I’m not the same person I was before I went in that coffin.” 
 
    Wes put his hand on top of Cirice’s. “We’re not asking you to be her,” he assured the angel, smiling at her. “And you can stay with us as long as you want, Cirice. I’m not letting the Heavenly Host take you away, or anyone else for that matter.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Hazel agreed. “Now, what the hell is the Tower of Solomon?” 
 
    “I’ve heard of it,” the Deja said slowly, with a face like she wasn’t sure she wanted to say this next part in front of the angel girl she was trying to calm down. “But I’m not sure that a portal leading there would help us in this situation.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Wes asked. 
 
    “Because the Tower of Solomon stands just outside of the Gates of Hell,” Deja said, a dark fire blazing to life in her eyes as she spoke. “There are probably a lot of things around there that could help deal with members of the Heavenly Host, but most of them would be just as dangerous, if not more so, to us. Plus any kind of peaceful resolution with the Archangels would be basically impossible there.” 
 
    “Well Cirice obviously doesn’t belong there!” Hazel shuddered at the very thought of sending Cirice into that. “And to be honest, I’m not much better off. Hell is only for exiled demons nowadays.” The demoness’s eyes became pleading as she looked at Wes. “I know I said I’d follow you anywhere Master, but earthbound demons spend their entire existence trying to avoid Hell. Getting sent there’s about the worst thing that can happen to one of us!” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Wes assured her. “I wasn’t thinking of actually building this thing. At least not until we understand it better.” 
 
    And he definitely didn’t understand; why would the Warlock’s Library give him the blueprints for a portal to Hell when he’d asked for a way to protect Cirice and keep her with the guild? It didn’t make any sense. 
 
    It’s not a portal to Hell, he reminded himself. Cirice said it leads to the Tower of Solomon. Wait a second... Oh my god, how did we miss something so obvious? 
 
    “I think we’re all forgetting something important here.” Wes said, looking around at the women. “I’m the Heir of Solomon, remember? The Staff of Dominion was his staff. So maybe the Library is sending me there to retrieve something I’m supposed to inherit. Do we have any idea what’s in the Tower of Solomon?” he asked, looking around the room. “Whatever’s there, it has to be insanely powerful, like the Staff of Dominion or maybe something even more incredible. Right?” 
 
    Deja and Hazel shared a look.  
 
    “No one knows,” the genie said with a shrug. “The tower has been sealed since Solomon disappeared from the world. Some say that Solomon himself slumbers within, his great deeds completed, waiting for the day the universe needs him to restore balance once again.” 
 
    Wes could hear the sarcastic tone in Deja’s voice at that last bit. “You don’t agree?” 
 
    The genie scoffed. “I know men,” she said, tossing her long black hair over one shoulder. “You’re far better than most I’ve met, Wes, but I doubt even you could resist making yourself king over the entire world if you’d achieved what Solomon had.” 
 
    “Or emperor,” Wes said, thinking of the Emperor’s Suite back at the Excelsior. 
 
    Deja nodded. “Conquerors don’t just turn away from their conquests. And they definitely don’t disappear of their own volition,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her ample breasts. “Either Solomon destroyed himself in some final magical act, or one of his many enemies finally got to him in a moment of weakness. Either would be where my money would go, if I were a betting woman.” 
 
    “Which you’re not,” Wes said with a smile. “Except where a certain Warlock stumbling into your bar is concerned…” 
 
    Deja’s face lit up with the memory. “That was different,” she said in a sultry purr. “Call it a premonition if you want but something told me you were special the moment you stepped into my bar, Master. I might not have always acted like it, but I just knew you would be the next person I called my Master. And the last.” 
 
    “The last?” Wes arched an eyebrow. 
 
    Deja gave him a smug little grin. “I certainly don’t intend to serve anyone else after you if something happens. So I’m yours until I’m dust—or until you tire of my services.” 
 
    “I could never get tired of having a gorgeous woman like you by my side,” Wes said, meaning it. Then he grew quiet, thinking over what he’d just heard. Then something hit him. “I just realized—there’s another option in all this. Something we haven’t even considered.” 
 
    Each of the women around the table leaned forward. 
 
    “Cirice,” Wes said, leaning over and taking the angel’s hand in his. “Do you want to go home?” 
 
    Silence reigned in the bar. Wes could feel Hazel and Deja’s expectant eyes on him, as if he was at risk of crossing a line just by asking the question. The angel girl’s hand tensed in his, her nails raking the top of the table as her bottom lip trembled slightly. 
 
    “Home?” she asked. “I thought this was home.” 
 
    “Cirice,” Wes said, looking her right in the eyes, “you used to have wings. Like it or not, remember it or not, you’re an angel. Which means that I would feel guilty having you here with us, instead of up among the Heavenly Host, without making sure that’s what you wanted. All I’m saying is: if you want to go back there, and reunite with your people, my guild will do whatever we can to make it happen.” He glanced across the table at his stunned familiars. “I’m guessing by your expressions that Heaven’s just as dangerous to break into as Hell?” 
 
    “That’s putting it mildly,” Deja blurted. “Cirice, what do you think about Wes’s offer?” 
 
    Wes could see the angel girl thinking about it. She withdrew her hand slowly from Wes and took a long sip of her cider, her lips pursed in thought as she drank. Wes could feel himself weighed on the scales of her mind, him and all the rest of the guild. 
 
    To be honest, he knew which way he wanted her to lean, but there were advantages either way. Getting her back to her people was the most elegant solution to the problem of her presence. Plus it just felt like putting things back the way they were supposed to be. He was sure Cirice could see that, as well. 
 
    But that was part of the problem. Because Wes didn’t want things staying the way they’d been. He’d already started to shake up the world with his new powers, his new guild, and most importantly everything that had happened with the other Warlocks. The idea of bowing to the so-called ‘sensible thing’ after all that felt like drinking poison. Not to mention that he wanted Cirice to stay there with him and his guild and eventually join the other women at his side. 
 
    But ultimately the decision was hers. Fortunately she made the right one. 
 
    Finally, Cirice set her drink aside and let out a little giggle. “I like it here,” she said, grinning at the group. “I can’t remember the last time I had this much fun. I like the bar, and I like Hazel, and Deja. I even like Azura, though it’s going to take some time before the two of you put your differences aside and get together. And I know I’m going to just love Thessaly.” 
 
    The way Cirice seemed almost able to predict the future never failed to unnerve Wes. As did the way her large, almond eyes seemed to be able to bore right into his skull, seeing his thoughts as if they’d been printed out on a piece of paper. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to you saying things like that,” he said with a laugh. “But I’m glad you want to stay with us. I’m glad you like my girls.” 
 
    Again that Mona Lisa smile spread across Cirice’s face. “It’s not just that,” the angel said, dropping her voice to a husky whisper. “I like you too, Wes.” 
 
    Her hand slid onto his, giving it a gentle squeeze. Wes’s jaw dropped open, although he was the only person in the room who could truly claim to be surprised. His women, so much closer to Cirice from their time spent together in Deja Vu while he was running around Shangri-La, already knew this was the gorgeous angel’s end game. 
 
    Wes couldn’t help but grin. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cirice agreed. “I’ve seen the way you treat your women, and I like it. I don’t remember much about the life I had before, but something inside me says the women back where I came from weren’t treated like Hazel or Deja at all. That they were owned in a completely different fashion—one that was much more brutal than what goes on here at Deja Vu.” 
 
    “Damn,” Hazel whispered. “I had no idea the Heavenly Host could be like that.” 
 
    Cirice gave the group a little shrug. “Things can be wild and crazy here,” she said, indicating the shower where Thessaly was busy washing off Wes’s load with her chin. “But you truly do seem to care about your women, Wes. You even make their pleasure a priority.” 
 
    Hazel and Deja shared a look and a grin. 
 
    “You naughty little angel.” Hazel chuckled. “You liked what you saw when we were in the shower, huh?” 
 
    “It was hot!” Cirice agreed, propping up her legs on the table as she downed the rest of her cider. The angel had no hint of shame when she talked about stuff like this, which Wes found both arousing and a little strange considering her usual innocent manner. “I kind of wanted to join you right then and there, but I don’t think you were ready for me just yet. The first time I give my body to the guild, it should be with just Wes.” Her grin returning as she turned to the man himself. “One on one, the way you did it with your other women.” 
 
    Wes could hardly believe what he was hearing. Part of him still thought Cirice to be naive, inexperienced in the ways of desire. Had her wings blinded him to who she really was, even now that they were gone? He was definitely still trying to come to terms with the fact that Cirice had been watching them all get down and dirty. 
 
    “I’m interested in having you join the guild, for sure,” Wes finally said. 
 
    Cirice let out a little squee of delight. Next to Wes, both Hazel and Deja snickered, though they both looked pleased by the result. He knew they’d been looking forward to Cirice officially joining them for a while. 
 
    “But I think you’re right about the one on one thing,” he added, giving the group a serious look. “I think maybe we ought to take this slow, Cirice. To be honest I’m still a little shocked at how interested you are in sex. I thought angels were above all that kind of stuff.” 
 
    Cirice’s smile spoke volumes. “Of course, Sir,” she said, as sweet and submissive as could be. Hearing her talk in that tone made Wes’s cock go rock-hard in his boxers, and nearly shut his thoughts off completely. “In the meantime, would it be alright if I joined Hazel and Deja in calling you ‘Master’?” 
 
    Oh fuck, Wes thought, all the blood leaving his head. 
 
    “Sure,” he managed to croak out. 
 
    With a girlish giggle, Cirice tossed her arms around Wes. It was impossible to hide how hard he was, so he didn’t bother. Deja and Hazel laughed knowingly at the whole scene. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Master!” Cirice gave him a kiss on the cheek, beaming like a kid on Christmas morning. “I’m so happy that I’ll get to be part of the guild! When you’re ready to take the next steps, just let me know. I’ll keep myself ready for you day and night!” 
 
    Wes couldn’t let himself imagine what that entailed. And if Cirice told him, he’d probably lose control and strip her right then and there. Get a grip, dude, he told himself, his fingers tightening on the angel girl’s slender hips. You’ve got to slow down. You have no idea what she’s been through. The little she’s remembered so far was pretty terrible. 
 
    Something clicked in his head. Yeah, slowing down is a good idea. 
 
    “So,” Wes said, adjusting Cirice so that she sat across lap. The angel made no move to get up, and seemed as at home sitting astride him as a cat on its favorite pillow. “Here’s what I think we should do.” 
 
    “What, or who?” Hazel asked with a snicker. 
 
    Wes rolled his eyes. I’m trying to avoid that right now. “We’ve got a lot on our plates,” he explained, slipping into the tone of command he used when he was fulfilling his duties as guild leader. Slowly, he saw Hazel and Deja’s expressions shift to match his degree of seriousness. “The Warlocks, the Archangels, probably the Templars—we’ve got a lot of enemies out there, and we’re not sure when and where they might strike. So here’s my suggestion for what we do next.” 
 
    Deja leaned forward. “Go right ahead, Master,” the genie said eagerly. 
 
    “Yeah,” Hazel added. “Spill it.” 
 
    Wes leaned back and grinned. “Nothing,” he said. 
 
    Both women stared at him. 
 
    “We’ve got the blueprints,” Wes explained. “And thanks to Magnus we’ve got enough shards of power to open the door they create whenever we want. So we don’t have too much about that right now until we have more information. But let’s be real for a minute: the peace between Heaven and Hell and Earth has held for a very long time. Who’s to say that one little angel girl slipping the net is going to change anything?” 
 
    “That’s an interesting way of looking at it,” Deja said, rubbing her chin. 
 
    Wes’s hand moved between Cirice’s shoulder blades, gently massaging her back. “Hell, our girl here has lost her wings,” Wes said, running his hand up and down her back. “We don’t even know if the Heavenly Host still considers her an angel. Which means that, as far as I’m concerned, we should lay low and see if anything actually happens first. Then, if there’s danger, we can throw ourselves through that portal, avoid Hell itself and see what Solomon’s been hiding from us.” 
 
    He knew that he was abdicating responsibility just a bit. But fuck it: that’s what the other Warlocks had been doing for centuries. Besides, he was more worried about them coming after Thessaly at this point than he was some Archangels trying to drag Cirice away. 
 
    The idea gradually made its way around the room. Hazel nodded thoughtfully, and even Deja seemed to be coming around to it.  
 
    “The enchantment is holding on the bar,” the genie said, her gaze traveling to the flickering blue flames studding the walls. “No one can get into this building unless we want them to—all the improvements we’ve made in the last week should make sure of that.” 
 
    “The improvements aren’t even done,” Wes said with a glance toward the chapel. “All I’m saying is, let’s put our own house in order before we go running off on another adventure.” 
 
    That would give him time to decompress and figure out his next move. Or how he wanted to handle the other Warlocks going forward for that matter, especially after what happened with Archibald. Besides, he and Cirice needed some time to get to know each other better—and at the same time, he was just starting to explore his new relationship with Thessaly. Wes felt like a juggler keeping about a dozen balls in the air, and running around other worlds felt like too much added onto his workload for the moment. 
 
    “Alright, Master,” Deja finally said. She confirmed with a glance at Hazel that the demoness felt the same way. “Let’s take some time off. Focus on the neighborhood, the guild, and our relationships.” 
 
    “That actually sounds nice,” Hazel added with a chuckle. “We’ve been running around so often, I’ve almost forgotten what sleeping in feels like…” 
 
    Wes held Cirice tighter and grinned. “Sounds like a plan. We’ll let danger come to us instead of chasing it this time.” 
 
    As the angel girl writhed in his lap, stiffening his manhood even further, Wes told himself he’d hold the guild to this decision. As much as he wanted to run around and save the world, preserving Nacht’s legacy, none of it was really his burden. All he needed to do was take care of what belonged to him. 
 
    Hopefully he and his women would have a bit of a vacation before the world started knocking on their door for help again.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes should have known it would be the Templars who ruined everything. 
 
    For the next two weeks, events in and around Deja Vu settled into a comfortable, predictable rhythm. Both Thessaly and Cirice got along with the other girls like a house on fire, slotting into the group so naturally it was as if they’d been there all along. Pretty soon, no one could even remember what the place had been like before them—the guild felt so empty without their presence. 
 
    Every day, the guild worked on renovations, hosted customers at Deja Vu, and cleaned up the neighborhood. Every night, Wes went to bed with his women—and to be fair, both his mornings and his afternoons were frequently filled with sex as well. It was a rare day that Wes didn’t have Thessaly slip into the shower with him for a quick blowjob, or where Deja let him know with little more than a crooked finger and the set of her eyebrows that ‘going into the backroom for a new keg’ meant taking her from behind against a stack of old boxes. Hazel just seemed to be trying to outdo the other two at every turn with her sexual antics.  
 
    Thessaly’s penchant for exposing herself didn’t fade. Though she had the good sense not to walk around naked when customers were in the bar, the blue-haired Warlock had a tendency to discard her clothing as soon as the last customer was gone. Thessaly liked it when Wes had easy access to her body—and she wasn’t shy about letting him take her whenever and wherever he wanted. He’d lost track of the number of times they’d fucked in a chair or on a table, right in front of Hazel or Deja or an increasingly turned on Azura. 
 
    What Thessaly was shy about, to Wes’s surprise, was group sex. Though the Warlock loved showing off in front of Wes’s familiars, she held herself back when it came to joining them. It wasn’t a problem just yet, but there was the possibility that it could lead to complications at some point in the future. 
 
    When he’d asked Deja about it, the genie had chalked it up to her not truly becoming one of Wes’s familiars yet. That had been the extent of the conversation before she’d lifted a leg and begged him to pound her from behind. That had been one fun afternoon. 
 
    Before long, Deja Vu looked better than ever. Even with the frequent breaks for filthy sex, having six people living under one roof meant that things got done in a speedy fashion. Their progress was impressive, and the neighborhood surrounding their establishment was safer than it had been in years. Wes had been investigating ways to potentially push the bar’s enchantment out even further, to protect entire city blocks from supernatural incursion. 
 
    And yet for all the sex he’d had with Hazel, Deja, and Thessaly, Wes had somehow refrained from taking the next step with both Cirice and Azura. He could feel the latter’s resolve weakening. Every night when he made the headboard bounce against the wall of Deja or Hazel’s room, he could hear muffled sounds of pleasure coming right back that told him the succubus was touching herself while she listened to them. Azura’s self-control must have been legendary to not throw herself on Wes and ride him into the stratosphere. 
 
    Cirice, on the other hand, was not touching herself while Wes fucked his women. He knew that because she was usually there. 
 
    It was the damndest thing—the angel had become something of an official voyeur for the guild. She’d stopped sneaking around to spy on the rest of the group while they fucked, preferring to do it openly. Nearly every time Wes got down with one of his girls, he’d turn his head to see Cirice sitting in a nearby chair, at the foot of a bed, or on her knees on the floor, just watching. It was a little spooky—almost as spooky as the comments she made that implied she knew more about the universe than she was letting on—but also hot, as well. 
 
    The morning that the Templar’s missive came, Wes had actually just decided to finally move forward with Cirice. He was in the shower, having just enjoyed a healthy bout of morning sex with Hazel, and was ordering his thoughts for the day ahead. He’d come to the conclusion over the last several days that Azura wouldn’t take the final step to join the guild until she was pushed, and that sealing the deal with Cirice might be just the kick in the well-formed, heart-shaped ass the succubus needed. 
 
    He was scrubbing his hair, thinking of how to broach the idea of a date with his angelic companion when a yell came from downstairs.  
 
    “Wes!” Deja called, using his given name instead of the M-word. That meant someone was listening in. “We need you down here ASAP!” 
 
    Her tone sounded serious. Wes rinsed himself off, threw on some boxers and a t-shirt, and took the stairs down to the bar two at a time. When he got there, the whole group stood around the room’s largest table, looking like they’d just gotten a notice that a hurricane was bearing down directly on their headquarters. 
 
    “Shit, who died?” Wes said, forcing out a laugh. “Everything okay, ladies?” 
 
    “This came for you,” Deja said. She handed him a cream colored envelope, held closed with an ornate seal. Wes recognized it immediately—it was the logo of the Templars. “That woman with the strange accent brought it, though she refused to stay long this time around. I think she’s finally realized the Templars aren’t particularly welcome around here…” 
 
    Or the enchantment kept her from coming inside, Wes thought, tearing open the envelope. He remembered popping open a different letter under very different circumstances not too terribly long ago. That one had been from a publisher, which would have changed his life had he not gone ahead and done it himself already by taking on the mantle of a Warlock. He’d been looking forward to that letter for weeks. He did not look forward to this one. 
 
    The paper inside the envelope was just as elegant as its shell. Wes read the tiny, cursive text all the way to the bottom, then lifted his gaze and did it a second time. “Hmm,” he said, tucking the paper away. 
 
    “What’s it say?” Azura asked. The succubus’s tail flickered with irritation—Wes could tell she’d wanted him to hand the letter around for everyone to read. 
 
    He cleared his throat and sat down. “It’s an invitation from the city’s new voivode,” he explained, making a steeple of his fingers. “Bethany Valente.” 
 
    The group exploded in conversation. Most of it was gossip. 
 
    “You know, I’ve heard surprisingly good things about her,” Deja said, lifting her voice above the others. “She’s still a Templar, but she’s apparently doing her best not to continue Magnus’s toxic policies.” 
 
    Hazel made a face. “You just said it—the bitch is still a Templar. We’re not going to walk right into another one of their tricks, are we?” 
 
    “Miss Valente assures me that she has no intentions of dealing with our guild in the manner of her predecessor,” Wes told the women with a faint smile. “She’s heard so much recently about the local Warlock ‘doing so much good in our city’, and wants to show her appreciation with a private dinner. It’s not held at the same restaurant Magnus frequented, which is probably good news.” 
 
    Everyone absorbed this news with interest.  
 
    “Well hell,” Hazel said, rubbing her hands together. “If she wants to foot the bill on some grub, I don’t think we should say no. As long as she doesn’t bring any snipers to the party, of course.” 
 
    Wes held up a finger. “There’s one caveat,” he said, dropping the other shoe. “The invitation apparently only covers myself and one other guest.” 
 
    Hazel and Deja both rolled their eyes. Azura scoffed, while Thessaly and Cirice both looked at Wes like they couldn’t figure out what the problem was with that. It really showed the difference in how long each of the women had been around. The ones who’d dealt with Magnus knew not to trust this. They’d counsel Wes to turn Valente down. 
 
    But would he? He was interested in getting to know the new leader of the Templars. And even more than that, he felt the telltale tingles of serendipity up and down his spine. Hadn’t he just been thinking about creating an opportunity like this before Deja called him? 
 
    “It’s got to be a trap,” Deja snorted. “Fucking Templars.” 
 
    “Fucking Templars,” Hazel agreed. “You new girls don’t even know half the horrible shit they’ve done.” 
 
    “If it’s so dangerous, then why does Wes want to go?” Cirice said, tilting her head to the side. 
 
    Every eye in the bar turned to him. Dammit. 
 
    “I always wonder how you keep doing that. Are you psychic?” Wes asked the angel. “Or am I just that obvious?” 
 
    Cirice shrugged. “A little of both. The one thing I don’t get is why you’re going to choose me to accompany you for dinner. Wouldn’t Thessaly be a more obvious choice?” 
 
    Wes felt like he’d just swallowed a bowling ball. Shocked looks spread throughout the room until they filled every face.  
 
    “You’re doing what now?” Hazel asked with a guffaw. 
 
    Wes had barely formed the thought himself, how had Cirice seen it so quickly?  
 
    “I was just thinking earlier I wanted to take you out on a date,” Wes said, turning to the angel, deciding that the simple and honest route was best. “Then I came downstairs and fate tossed one right in my lap. Can you really blame me?” 
 
    Azura scoffed and rolled her eyes, then stomped off to the kitchen to do the dishes. She wishes it was her, Wes thought, watching the way Cirice observed the succubus. I’m definitely on the right track with that one. As soon as Cirice joins the group, that hot little demon’s going to be all over me… 
 
    He was snapped from his reverie of filthy angel and demon threesomes by Deja. “Cirice is not one of your familiars,” the genie said thoughtfully, looking Cirice’s slender blonde frame up and down as she pursed her lips. “I’m honestly not sure if that’s a reason why she should be the one to go or that she should be kept at home.” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear him?” The corner of Hazel’s mouth curled in a wicked smirk. “Our Master wants to take his angel out on a date. Who are we to tell him no?” 
 
    Deja laughed at that. “I mean, it’s obviously fine with me,” she said with a shrug. “I know you don’t need my permission, Master…” 
 
    “I don’t, but I still care what you all think.” he said, spreading his arms. “ I’d like to hear how you each feel about the whole thing.” 
 
    After a moment, Deja nodded thoughtfully, then leaned back against the bar. “I don’t honestly think this Valente woman is bold enough to try something when she’s new to the city and probably doesn’t know much about you yet,” the genie finally said. “But I also don’t trust her. Still, it’s in public and you’ll be surrounded by friendly citizens. I say you should go.” She glanced at Cirice with a smile. “And as far as who to bring with you: if Cirice wants to go, I think that would be a lovely idea.” 
 
    “I concur!” Hazel said quickly, wiggling her eyebrows. “I just know you and Cirice will have a good time, eh, Master?” She punctuated this by nudging Wes, as if any of them could possibly miss the fact that she expected Wes and Cirice to have sex on their date. 
 
    Then it came to Thessaly. “Do you still want my opinion even though I’m not an official member of the guild? Since I’m not bound to you and all that…” 
 
    “Everyone’s opinion is important,” Wes said, meaning it. Just because he and Thessaly hadn’t found a way to break her bond with the Warlock’s Library yet didn’t mean he didn’t consider her part of the guild. He was looking forward to binding her fully once they found a way around it. “I would have listened to Azura’s thoughts too if she had stuck around.” 
 
    “Well, I’m kind of bummed I’m not going to a fancy dinner,” Thessaly confessed with a giggle. “I would have liked to wear something slinky and revealing for a night out on the town, Master. But I completely understand why you want to give that slot to Cirice tonight.” The blue-haired Warlock leaned forward with a grin and dropped her voice as she pressed her lips to Wes’s ear. “Go get ‘em, tiger. I’m looking forward to doing more than just showing off around that gorgeous angel…” 
 
    Was she now? Wes sat up a little straighter, and something else got straighter, too. He’d thought that Thessaly simply wasn’t interested in experimenting with other girls, but maybe something had changed? Either way, he suddenly felt even more excited about going out with Cirice. 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Wes said, planting a kiss on Thessaly’s lips as she pulled away. “Cirice, you and I will have dinner with the voivode of the Templars tonight. Make sure to wear something cute.” 
 
    “No worries about that!” Now that their plans were settled, Cirice looked incredibly bubbly and eager to get going. “I’ve got a few girls here who are going to make sure I have the absolute perfect outfit to wear when you take me out tonight!” 
 
    Wes had no doubts on that score. “Awesome,” he said, rising from his seat. “I’m going to go work on the walls of the chapel. Only come bother me if there’s guild business to be discussed, alright?” 
 
    It was subtly done, but couldn’t be misread by Wes’s women. As they nodded, he could see each of them making a mental note: don’t try to fool around with Wes today. He was saving himself for his date with Cirice, so that he could show her one hell of a good time if he had the chance to officially welcome her into the harem tonight. 
 
    I’ll just have to hold myself back until then, Wes thought with a smile. Fucking crazy! I can’t believe I’ve reached a point in my life where it’s a challenge to keep from getting laid between dawn and dusk… 
 
    He walked off to get to work. Tonight, he’d be with Cirice, and hopefully they’d have another permanent member to welcome into the Warlock’s guild. 
 
    As long as the Templars cooperated, of course.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let us out here,” Wes said, gesturing at the curb. “Thanks for the lift.” 
 
    The Uber driver—a college kid who looked like he was barely old enough to drink, much less drive people around the city for money—swallowed hard as he parallel parked his vehicle behind an SUV. It would have been hard for anyone to focus when there was a woman as beautiful as Cirice in the backseat, let alone a college student, but somehow he managed it. 
 
    The angel girl was truly stunning tonight. If they’d walked to the restaurant where Bethany Valente wanted to meet and have dinner, the blonde angel probably would have stopped traffic at every intersection. After Wes had gone to work on renovating the chapel, Hazel and Deja had taken the young blonde out shopping for a dress to wear on her date. They’d been gone most of the afternoon, so he’d expected her to have something truly spectacular when they finally came back. 
 
    She did. Just looking at Cirice nearly made the caveman part of Wes’s brain take over. 
 
    Hazel and Deja had dolled the girl up—literally. She wore a haute couture bandage dress that covered her lithe body in shimmering ribbons of black fabric. Black lace stitching crisscrossed between each strip, showing off gorgeous, delicate patches of her bare, pale skin. The whole thing was cut low in the front to show off her perky cleavage, and so short that Wes suspected some form of magic had to be involved to keep the blonde angel from flashing everyone nearby whenever she moved. A pair of black stiletto heels and a pearl necklace completed the ensemble, along with sparkly earrings and a tiara-like headband that made her look like a princess. 
 
    He couldn’t blame everyone staring. While Cirice was likely ten times his age, she looked like she should have been going to classes with their Uber driver.  
 
    It appeared that this wasn’t lost on Cirice as the two of them stepped onto the sidewalk. “Look at all the people,” the blonde angel whispered, a naughty tone entering her voice as Wes slipped a hand around her waist. “They’re all staring at us, Sir. The men all want to be you, and the girls all wish they were me—or they wish they were with both of us tonight.” 
 
    Fuck. Cirice had a way of cutting right to the heart of things, didn’t she? 
 
    “You gonna call me that the whole evening?” Wes asked, staring down at Cirice. Even in her heels, the top of the angel’s head barely came up to Wes’s chin. She’d be like a doll in his arms. 
 
    Cirice nibbled her bottom lip, covered in glossy makeup. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Wes grinned. “Good.” 
 
    This restaurant definitely wasn’t the same place where Magnus had chosen to meet Wes. While the former Templar’s watering hole of choice had been a swanky penthouse restaurant in the ritziest part of the city, the new leader of the local chapter appeared to be bringing things back down to Earth. This place was fancy, sure, but nowhere near as exclusive as Magnus’s pick. Some of the people even looked normal—like they weren’t part of some supernatural coven or secret world-running organization. 
 
    A set of tall, narrow stairs led the way to the restaurant’s entrance. As they made their way up them, Cirice’s hand snaked down and grabbed a handful of Wes’s ass, then gave it a dainty smack. 
 
    “Hey!” He couldn’t tell if he was amused or upset by the cheeky move. “What was that?” 
 
    “I’ve wanted to do that to your butt since the first time I saw it,” the angel girl confessed with a giggle. “You’re so cute, Wes. Especially when you get thrown off balance by stuff like that.” 
 
    He couldn’t believe his luck. Cirice hit all his buttons at once—both the ones that activated his protector instincts, and the ones that made him want to pin her down and give her a hard, primal fucking. Plus she was cute as a button, too. I’m a lucky man, he thought. 
 
    Then he grabbed a handful of Cirice’s butt right back. The look on her face made it one hundred percent worth it. 
 
    By the time they made it into the restaurant, their hands had gone a few other places as well. It was difficult for Wes to keep his fingers from getting too adventurous, though Cirice didn’t seem to mind in the slightest if he wanted to explore a little bit. Maybe the angel girl had a bit of an exhibitionist streak, like Thessaly—or maybe she was just keyed up and horny after watching him for weeks with his girls. 
 
    A maitre’d waited for them at a kiosk right at the front of the restaurant. Unlike Wes’s last meeting with the Templars, this one didn’t appear to have any supernatural aspect. That didn’t mean he wasn’t a secret agent of the bad guys working incognito, but it decreased the chances slightly. 
 
    “Welcome,” the very large, very Italian man said, his gaze sizing up both Wes and Cirice with nothing more than professional interest. Wes had to hand it to the guy—most people weren’t able to gaze upon someone like Cirice without staring. Hell, half the guys they’d passed on the steps had their tongues hanging out of their mouths like a cartoon wolf. “Do you have a reservation?” 
 
    “Bethany Valente is waiting for us,” Wes said, glancing over the man’s shoulder. He wondered where the new leader of the local Templars had managed to get a seat. Probably at the most desirable table, no doubt. “Wesley Alban, and… guest.” 
 
    The man gave Wes a tight little smile. “Of course. And would you like to check your walking stick, Mr. Alban?” 
 
    He was referring, of course, to the Staff of Dominion. Wes wasn’t a big enough fool to go anywhere Templars were going to be without his weapon. Though the Staff might make him look a little odd elsewhere, it seemed to fit in perfectly with the clientele here. 
 
    “I think I’ll hold onto it,” he said in a tone that brooked no discussion. “One can never tell when one might need to get up in a hurry.” 
 
    The man looked displeased at that, but he knew better than to argue. “Quite,” the maitre’d said. He grabbed up two menus and led Wes and Cirice through the restaurant, deftly avoiding passing waiters and waitresses. The man moved quickly despite his ample bulk, and Wes had to quicken his pace a bit to keep up. 
 
    Valente’s table indeed lay at the most desirable corner of the restaurant. Toward the back of the hall, the owners had installed a wraparound patio—though unlike the one where Magnus held court, this overlooked nothing save a garden between two buildings and the parking lot of a lingerie store. Several tables had been pushed together, giving the impression of a large party meeting underneath the restaurant’s awnings, but only one woman and a handful of guards were in attendance. 
 
    Wes found himself subconsciously scanning the horizon for snipers. But if the Archcloak had sensed any, it would have clued them into their locations by now. He could relax. At least for now. 
 
    The guards and the woman they protected rose from their chairs as Wes and Cirice approached.  
 
    “There he is,” the woman at the formation’s center said once the maitre’d had left them, a practiced smile spreading across her face. “The man of the hour. Warlock Alban, it is a pleasure.” 
 
    To his surprise, the woman actually curtsied. Wes didn’t realize people still did that. 
 
    “Please,” Wes said, pulling out a chair for Cirice to sit down. “We don’t need to stand on formality. The last voivode of the Knights Templar was all about that, and well—let’s just say he and I didn’t exactly get along.” 
 
    It was the wrong thing to say. Valente’s smile froze on her face, though the woman kept an admirable degree of composure. 
 
    “Quite,” she said. “Well, I’m certainly hoping to turn over a new leaf with you, Mr. Alban. Who is this lovely woman accompanying you tonight?” 
 
    Like you don’t already know, Wes thought, taking a seat next to Cirice. I’d wager every one of my shards of power that you’ve had Templars following her around whenever she left the guild with one of the girls. 
 
    “This is Cirice,” Wes said, turning on the charm as he sized the Templar leader, and her goons, up. “The newest member of my guild.” 
 
    Smiles all around, then. Except for the guards, who looked at the Staff of Dominion sitting next to Wes’s chair like it was a snake that might bite them at any moment. Rather than give in and tuck the thing away, however, Wes contented himself by getting a good first look at Magnus’s replacement. 
 
    Bethany Valente did not stir any tender feelings within him. She was the sort of woman others would refer to as ‘handsome’ rather than pretty, a stately woman of middle-age with high cheekbones and a long braid just beginning to fade from brunette to gray. She clearly enjoyed the trappings of her office more than Magnus did, adorning herself with enough jewelry and silks to outfit an entire summer catalog. A narrow pair of frameless glasses sat astride her nose, casting tiny reflections of Wes back at himself. 
 
    To be fair, even if Valente had been a stunner, it wouldn’t have mattered much. Wes would never go for a Templar—and he wouldn’t go for anybody with Cirice sitting unbound next to him. The urge to make some excuse to his new Templar acquaintances, carry the angel girl into the bathroom, bend her over and rail her over one of the sinks was so strong that Wes could barely resist it. 
 
    “I was just about to order some wine,” Valente said, breaking the ice. “I’m a great fan of Shiraz—is there any vintage in particular you or your lady friend trend toward, Warlock?” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “Beer and liquor’s more the thing at our bar,” he said, smiling over his menu. “I trust your judgment, voivode.” 
 
    “Very good,” Valente said. 
 
    She snapped her fingers, and a waiter appeared as if by magic. Once he’d taken their drink orders and left again, the Templar turned her attention to more practical matters. 
 
    “Let’s get the elephant in the room out of the way first,” Valente said with a not-too-convincing smile. “Relations between our two camps have been rather strained as of late. It’s my hope that we can repair the damage, and normalize relations between your guild and the local chapter of the Knights Templar.” 
 
    Her speech was about what Wes had expected. He should have been paying more attention to what the Templar had to say, but Cirice’s lithe hand kept moving under the table and things she was doing with it felt amazing. 
 
    “That’s going to be pretty hard for you to do,” Wes managed. “I’ve got a demoness back home whose former guildmates were tracked down and banished to Hell by some of your people. That’s not the kind of slight that gets forgiven easily.” 
 
    Valente nodded. “I understand,” she said, giving her long braid a gentle tug. “I wouldn’t expect it to be.” 
 
    Wes sniffed, glancing around the patio for the waiter. It shouldn’t have taken this long to grab a simple bottle of wine or two, especially in an establishment like this. He was eager to see if these Templars loosened up at all with a few drinks in them. His money was on ‘no’. 
 
    Suddenly, Cirice stiffened. “Wes,” the angel girl whispered. Moonlight glinted on her pearl necklace, illuminating it against the paleness of her collarbone and throat. “Something’s wrong.” 
 
    Huh? What was wrong? Wes looked around. He had a pretty keen sense for danger these days, but it certainly didn’t seem like they were being ambushed. Was Cirice just a little bit nervous about how hard she’d been hitting the gas tonight? 
 
    Valente raised her hands, pushing forward as if the blonde angel hadn’t spoken. “Obviously, recompense must be made,” the voivode explained, glancing at her beefy guards as she spoke. “In earlier days, a guild leader such as yourself might have demanded satisfaction in the form of a duel. Thankfully, those barbaric times are behind us, and we can settle our disputes with gold and other materials…” 
 
    “You’re going to pay me?” Wes asked, cocking an eyebrow. “You’re already giving me barrels of macca, voivode. What else do you have to offer?” 
 
    This was sounding better by the second. Bethany Valente seemed to want to make an honest go of it. She seemed almost disgustingly eager to please. Meanwhile, next to him, his angelic date squirmed in her chair, gripping her legs just above the knees with her nails. 
 
    “Wes, let’s get out of here,” Cirice said, sounding as if her words shocked herself. “Something’s really wrong. We shouldn’t be sitting here right now…” 
 
    Valente’s face was a mask of stone. “Your date appears to be in some distress,” she said in a grave tone, giving her entourage a significant glance. 
 
    That was enough for Wes. Her shady behavior, combined with Cirice’s pleas, was enough to convince him that something bad was about to happen. He grabbed the angel girl by the arm and stood up, glaring at the Templar leader and her goons. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’ve got planned,” Wes growled, giving vent to the quickly mounting anger, “but I don’t fucking appreciate being lied to. This is a hell of a way to make amends, Valente—” 
 
    “I am making amends,” the voivode said. When she looked up at him, her face appeared almost unspeakably exhausted. “And I’ll make amends to you for this, too, Wes. But this needs to happen. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Wes and Cirice were already moving toward the sliding glass door leading back into the restaurant—but suddenly those doors were locked. Tall men wearing Templar robes stood on the other side, each carrying weapons at their sides. Shit. 
 
    “God damn it,” Wes muttered, tugging Cirice along with him. “You Templars never fucking change, do you!? Never met a promise you couldn’t break, or a business partner you couldn’t stab in the back…!” 
 
    “I know it’s hard to believe,” Valente continued, speaking as if Wes and his date were still sitting calmly in front of her at the table, “but this is for your own good, Warlock. The old treaties must be upheld. If we break them, anarchy will be the result!” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” Wes snarled. But he already knew. Deep in his heart, he knew exactly what the Templars had done. 
 
    Suddenly, Cirice stiffened. Her eyes rolled up in her head until only the whites showed as she clung to Wes. “They’re coming,” the angel groaned, her voice sounding like it was coming up from the bottom of a well. “Oh fuck, Wes, they’re coming! They’re coming for me…!” 
 
    Wes didn’t want to wait to find out for sure who they were. He raced to the railing of the restaurant’s patio, gauging the distance he and Cirice would fall if they jumped over the side and forgetting about his magic for a second in his panic. The ground beneath them was solid concrete, hard on the legs, but the restaurant’s owners had installed a line of shrubs just next to the patio’s overhang. If he could toss Cirice down into those, then jump down behind her, it might just break their fall. Suddenly, he wished she still had wings— 
 
    It was already too late. “Look!” Cirice pointed, her body trembling like a leaf as she clung to Wes. 
 
    Wes looked. In the evening sky, framed by the sunset over the city skyline, a trio of winged figures bore down on the restaurant. Two of them carried spears, while the one in the middle held a massive trumpet to his lips. 
 
    We’re too late, Wes thought, his stomach sinking. They’re here. 
 
    “She has to go,” Bethany Valente said behind Wes. “It’s for the good of both sides, Warlock. I will compensate you for this, I promise. Surrender, and it will all be easier.” 
 
    Cirice went nuclear. “Wes, please protect me! You promised you’d protect me!” she sobbed, clinging to Wes like a piece of driftwood after a shipwreck. “Don’t let them get me! Don’t let them hurt me again!” 
 
    As the figures dove toward the patio, Wes could no longer pretend he didn’t know who ‘they’ were. 
 
    The Archangels had come back to Earth for their missing sister.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes watched the trio of Archangels dive toward the patio, weapons held at the ready. Behind him, the Templars who’d been occupying the restaurant’s most expensive table suddenly rose from their seats like someone had just pulled the fire alarm. 
 
    “I’m serious,” Bethany Valente said as she moved toward the door. Wes’s vision fogged over with red at the sound of her voice. “I know this looks bad, Warlock. But I will make this right. Once the angel has been restored to her proper place among the Heavenly Host, you and I can deal like civilized people—” 
 
    Wes whirled on the Templar, his face a mask of rage. “I will never forgive you for this!” he snarled, his anger so intense that even the Templar’s guards shrank back in momentary terror. “You and your whole fucking order are dead, Valente! Do you hear me? You’re fucking dead!” 
 
    “I know that’s just the shock talking,” the voivode explained with maddening calm, sticking her chin in the air. “Later, once you’ve calmed down, you’ll realize this is what’s best for everybody. You’ll thank me, Warlock.” 
 
    Wes had a few more choice words for the traitorous Templar, but they died on his lips as the Archangels landed on the patio. Each of them was as big as an NFL linebacker, barrel chested with the faces of Roman statues, carved from alabaster and marble. Their spears looked nothing like Nacht’s. These were in two parts, a solid and straight shaft with a long, curved hook wrapped around the base. The third Archangel carried no weapon that Wes could see, merely a massive trumpet like something you would see in a high school marching band. 
 
    It was this Archangel, the obvious leader, who first spoke. 
 
    We are here for the girl, it rumbled, its lips unmoving. The words didn’t travel through the air—they echoed along the inside of Wes’s skull. From the way the Templars winced and clutched their heads, they could hear the Archangel just as well as he could—and liked it about the same. Give her to us, and avoid bloodshed. 
 
    “If you think I want to avoid bloodshed after all this,” Wes growled, drawing the Staff of Dominion, “then you must not know me very well!” 
 
    The lead Archangel shared a glance with his fellows, then turned its unearthly attention to the voivode and her guards. Your part in this is done, it said in a perfunctory manner, like a lord dismissing a servant. You may leave. 
 
    A portal sizzled into existence behind Bethany Valente and her guards. Wes couldn’t tell if the Templar had summoned it somehow, or if the Archangel had simply conjured it to make it easier to clear the patio before the fight. 
 
    Either way, the guards slipped through quickly, holding the portal open for their leader.  
 
    “Again, I am so sorry,” Valente tried to say, looking every bit like a human resources manager as she stood before the shimmering rent in the air. “Once you’ve calmed down, come and see me—” 
 
    “Oh, I’m coming to see you,” Wes growled again, stalking toward the Templar. “Don’t think you can run away from me—” 
 
    But she could. And did. 
 
    Bethany Valente shot through the portal like her ass was on fire, the shimmering rent closing behind her with a speed Wes had never seen before. He swung with the Staff of Dominion anyway, hoping for a lucky hit, but the wood harmlessly passed through the spot the Templar’s head had been a moment before. Damn. 
 
    “Wes!” Cirice sounded like an animal caught in a trap. “Baby, help, please!” 
 
    While Wes had been trying to strike at the fleeing Templar, the Archangels had been anything but idle. The two with the spears flanked Cirice on either side, keeping her from reaching the patio railing or the sliding glass doors leading back into the restaurant. With her means of escape blocked, the third Archangel slowly closed the distance, circling her like a panther stalking its prey. 
 
    No! Wes would not let them take her! Not Cirice! Not his angel! 
 
    “She is mine,” Wes said, spinning the Staff of Dominion. “Hands off her!” 
 
    The lead Archangel straightened up. His eyes had become burning coals in the chiseled stone of his face as he stared Wes down. Do not try and interfere, Warlock, the creature said, its voice echoing weirdly in Wes’s skull. This does not concern you. You should forget you ever met this woman. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Wes said, leaping across the patio. Flames danced up and down his arms as he flew through the air, landing atop a nearby table with the kind of athleticism the old Wes could never have hoped to achieve. “Cirice doesn’t belong to you anymore! She’s a member of my guild, and she’s staying here!” 
 
    The Archangel let out a low, plaintive hum. You have not bound her, it informed him coldly, once more filling his mind with that otherworldly voice. Again, this is none of your concern. 
 
    The words stung like a slap in the face. “Then I’m making it my concern,” Wes said, readying himself in a battle stance. 
 
    Both of the spear carrying Archangels shared a look. Then, with a shrug, they stepped away from Cirice—and flanked him instead. 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said, really getting into it. “That’s more like it. Let’s see what kind of skills they teach you on those golden streets, boys. You learn how to fight dirty up in Heaven, or is it strictly Marquis of Queensbury rules where you come from?” 
 
    Come and find out, the lead Archangel whispered in his skull. Wes could have sworn there was a smirk in those words. 
 
    Lowering his head, Wes roared and charged, the Staff of Dominion held high over his head. 
 
    The angel’s first blow nearly killed him outright. 
 
    When he was a hand’s width away from the rightmost Archangel, the one he hadn’t been aiming at took wing, leaping into the air. The backdraft from his wings as the creature took flight blew a gust of wind across the patio that nearly knocked Wes right off his feet. Instead, it caused him to stumble, making him easy meat for the second Archangel’s spear. 
 
    The heavenly creature took a step backward before swinging at his head, which was the only thing that saved Wes. He had just enough time to hit the deck, slamming into the patio with his knees as the sharp end of the spear whistled harmlessly over his head. 
 
    Wes’s kneecaps screamed with pain, but he ignored them for the moment. He was already summoning a wave of flame, casting it out in all directions to try and hit all three Archangels at once. Even if he couldn’t incinerate them outright, the spell would at least harry them, keeping them away from Cirice for a moment longer. 
 
    As the flames coursed over the boards, the blonde angel ran. If she’d still had wings, Cirice could have taken to the sky and made a break for it—as it was, her options were to stand her ground or take her chances leaping over the railing. For the moment, she chose to trust Wes to protect her. 
 
    The wall of flame pushed the closest Archangel backward, sending Wes out of range of the creature’s spear. But the Staff of Dominion had a better reach. Wes struck out with the butt end, dealing the Archangel a blow behind his knees that sent him crumpling to the ground like a cheap card table. Triumph flared in the young Warlock’s chest as he pivoted to his next opponent, already recharging the Staff— 
 
    A flash of steel in Wes’s eyes was nearly the last thing he ever saw. Moving solely on instinct, he summoned the element of Wind with as much force as he could manage, spinning it all around his body like a makeshift suit of armor. By blind chance, one of the updrafts connected with the second Archangel’s fingers where they gripped the hilt of his spear, making the creature over-adjust its swing by the tiniest amount. Wes used the opportunity of the close miss to back rapidly out of the way, then struck the creature in the face with the Staff of Dominion hard enough to hear bone crunching beneath the twisted head. 
 
    Hell yes, Wes thought as the second creature hit the patio floor. These guys aren’t so tough after all. That’s two down, and one to go… 
 
    But the one was a much tougher customer than Wes had anticipated. 
 
    The final Archangel, the leader, stepped away from Cirice as smoothly as if she’d never been his true target in the first place. The trumpet left his shoulder, held at the ready beneath his armpit as he stepped across the patio, his wings shaking gently back and forth. 
 
    Impressive, the Archangel said, cocking its holy head to the side. But ultimately foolish. 
 
    “That’s funny,” Wes said, stepping between Cirice and the leader. “I was about to say the same thing about you.” 
 
    His attempt to rile up the Archangel was like trying to piss off a brick wall. The creature stood like a statue, neither attacking nor fleeing. It wasn’t even trying to grab for Cirice, it simply stood there. It took Wes a second to realize that it was staring down at its trumpet as if the instrument had suddenly become the whole world. 
 
    Huh? What the hell was going on? 
 
    Well, if the Archangel wanted to give Wes a free hit, he wasn’t about to let it go to waste. Charging up the Staff of Dominion with the elements of fire and wind together, Wes lifted the heavy staff over his head in a two-handed grip, preparing to bring it down on the Archangel’s skull. 
 
    He didn’t get the chance. 
 
    Right before the weapon fell, the Archangel snatched the trumpet up to its lips and blew a single, perfect note. The tone rose over the city, reverberating in the glass of nearby windows and the puddles covering the street. It sounded like no music Wes had ever heard—a single note outside of the normal spectrum of human hearing. It sounded like the mythical music of the spheres. 
 
    As the note faded into the distance, both wounded Archangels rose up as if they’d never fallen. 
 
    Fuck! Wes whirled around, trying to cover all the angles (not to mention the angels) at once. Suddenly, angels were surrounding him from three different directions, shaking off their injuries like they’d never had them in the first place. Next to him, Cirice trembled like a leaf, completely helpless—she seemed to have no magic of her own to defend herself with. 
 
    It would be up to him to keep her safe. But how could he, when that lead Archangel could blow a note on his trumpet and instantly heal his fellow soldiers’ wounds? 
 
    Easy, Wes thought, focusing on the Archangel in the center. Just have to take his ass out! 
 
    It was time to even the odds. 
 
    “Archcloak,” Wes whispered, feinting toward one of the spear-carrying angels with the Staff of Dominion. “I unleash you. Do your thing, baby!” 
 
    The suit jacket Wes had been wearing flew off his shoulders, streaking toward the startled Archangel. The angelic creature fluttered backward across the patio, striking out again and again at the Archcloak. The pointed end of his weapon punched through the fabric several times, but appeared to do no damage to the garment—the holes he created faded as quickly as they appeared, strands of fabric sealing them back up within the span of a heartbeat. The cloak stretched itself out as wide as it could, trying to wrap around the unfortunate Archangel. With a wide-eyed look of horror, the heavenly creature backed away, putting some distance between itself and the homicidal formal wear. 
 
    The lead Archangel hissed, his trumpet held at the ready. The Warlock has an Archcloak! it thundered, the words reverberating against the interior of Wes’s skull. Ignore it—focus on grabbing the angel! 
 
    Oh hell no. If they thought they could take Cirice away from him, they were dead wrong. 
 
    “That’s not all I’ve got.” Wes laughed, pivoting between the lead Archangel and his remaining friend. “Hands off the angel, assholes! Or else this is going to get really ugly!” 
 
    The lead Archangel did not appear cowed by Wes’s threats. He gestured for the angel not currently fighting off the Archcloak to grab Cirice as he stepped forward between the blonde girl and Wes. 
 
    I am not afraid of you, the Archangel said with a cold snicker. Do your worst, Warlock. Your magic is weak— 
 
    That was as far as the creature got. Wes made the motion of tossing a card across the patio, and a pulse of power rippled from his silver ring. The world shook like a globe falling off its axis as a portal opened, admitting a massive three-headed dog with paws the size of bicycle wheels. Wes had just summoned Erebos from the Demonomicon, and the powerful pooch knew exactly what to do: attack the bad guy. 
 
    The lead Archangel let out a cry of shock as the dog bowled him over. The golden trumpet slipped from his hands as Erebos pinned him down, growling and snapping. The dog obviously didn’t know what to make of the creature’s stony exterior, which was why it concentrated on crushing the heavenly monster beneath its paws. 
 
    “Good dog!” Wes said, shooting Erebos a thumbs up. He spun with the Staff of Dominion, seeking the third and final member of this ambush. Once he put that last Archangel out of commission, the Archcloak and Erebos could help him finish off the other two. Cirice would be safe at last. 
 
    But his angel girl was no longer on the patio. And neither was the Archangel. 
 
    Shit! Wes swore as he tore past the tables, heading for the railing. All around him were the sounds of battle, but the fight between his Archcloak or Erebos and the other angels no longer seemed as important as they had just a moment ago. If those bastards managed to get away with Cirice, then all of it was for nothing. 
 
    He jumped over the railing without so much as a backward glance, trusting in his Warlock magic to break his fall now. Far below in the garden, among the decorative trees and shrubs, Wes could see two silhouettes struggling in the fading light of evening. The larger of the two had their wings fully spread, and appeared to be trying to get the slimmer of the two into its arms so it could take flight. 
 
    Not on my fucking watch, Wes thought, plummetting. As he fell, he channeled the element of Wind, amplifying it a hundred times over through the twisted length of the Staff of Dominion. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” Wes roared. His fall slowed as a torrent of wind rocked the garden, shaking the trees and uprooting plants. Guests from inside the restaurant screamed as the glass windows shook in their panes as if a category five hurricane had just hit the block. 
 
    The Archangel ignored it all. The winged creature only had eyes for Cirice. It grabbed at one of the angel’s arms and threw her over its shoulder, before turning and running for the street. Wes knew if it could get out onto open ground, it would take to the sky. Then there’d be nothing he could do. 
 
    Wes hit the ground hard, the Staff of Dominion thudding into the packed earth. The impact rattled him hard enough that his teeth shook, but he shrugged it off as if it didn’t matter. He had to catch that third Archangel. 
 
    Cirice squalled like a terrified child in the monster’s arms. She kicked the back of its stone head with her feet, one of her fuck-me heels slipping from her slender foot and falling to the dirt. Her punches on its body were no more effective than the kicks had been: this was a creature of marble and alabaster, unfazed by anything less powerful than a magical blast or weapon. 
 
    She turned and saw Wes chasing after her. “Wes!” the blonde angel cried, her fingers gripping the creature’s shoulder as she tried to twist away. “Help me! Don’t let it take me back there!” 
 
    Wes had never heard such fear in all his life. Cirice’s half-buried memories still hadn’t fully bubbled to the surface, but there was no doubt that she emphatically did not want to go back to the Heavenly Host. 
 
    “I’m coming!” Wes shouted, picking up the pace. The creature flapped its wings, lifting off the ground, only to be forced back to the dirt as Wes filled the sky with Wind spells. “Just hang on! I’m almost there!” 
 
    The garden connected to a narrow alleyway between the restaurant and the street. It was a rectangle of light like the exit gate in a video game, and the Archangel made for it like it was the thing’s only chance of escaping in one piece. Wes channeled more Wind to block the creature’s path, wishing he could rain fire down on the monster. But there was too much risk of hitting Cirice, of lighting her up instead of the Archangel. He couldn’t do it. 
 
    So instead, Wes took aim at the sides of the alleyway and reached for everything he could. A cyclone of green light surrounded the Staff of Dominion, charging the magic up until Wes tossed a miniature tornado in the path of the Archangel. The walls of the alleyway cracked and broke, collapsing inward a few steps away from the exit onto the street. Throwing a hand up before the wall of rubble and dust, the Archangel staggered backward, Cirice still held tightly over its shoulder. 
 
    The thing was trapped. And now the real fight could begin. 
 
    Yet the final Archangel appeared to be in no hurry. It turned around slowly, taking more care to hold down the writhing angel trying to escape its grasp than preparing itself to face down Wes. The cold, unfeeling face carved into its head examined the Warlock standing in its way in the manner a jogger might stare at a bug it passed on the street. 
 
    Wes aimed the Staff of Dominion at the monster. “Let her go,” he commanded, his voice amplified by magic, “and I won’t tear you apart limb from limb!” 
 
    The thing’s shoulders shook. It took Wes several moments to realize the creature was laughing. 
 
     It stung—and made him even more pissed off than before. “That’s fine,” Wes said, grabbing both of his elements and mixing them together inside of his Staff again. “I was kind of hoping you’d say no, honestly!” 
 
    As the Archangel prepared to pounce, Wes raked the Staff of Dominion low across the muddy ground. A wall of mingled Fire and Wind, about waist high, rolled across the crowded garden like an ocean wave. It tossed up handfuls of smoking weeds and underbrush, filling the air with smoke as the whole conflagration headed straight toward the stony-faced angel. 
 
    At the last moment, the creature tossed Cirice into the air, effortlessly hurling her over the wave of destruction. An instant later, the Archangel disappeared inside of the wall of smoke and fire. Wes launched forward: he had to break her fall. 
 
    He made it just in time. He was absurdly reminded of his time playing Little League as a boy as he dove under the falling angel. Cirice squealed with fear and relief as he caught her in his arms. “Oh Wes!” she screamed, clutching him tight. “Fuck, that was close!” 
 
    Wes met the blonde’s gaze with a knowing smile. “I told you I wouldn’t let you go,” he told Cirice. “You’re all mine. Tonight, after we get home, I’m...” 
 
    Wes trailed off as a ragged piece of fabric floated in front of their faces. For a moment, he thought someone had randomly tossed their panties from the balcony of the restaurant or one of the other buildings overlooking the garden. But who wore green and black panties? 
 
    The truth hit him an instant before the Archangel did. That torn, shredded fabric was his Archcloak. 
 
    What was left of it, anyway. 
 
    The lead Archangel slammed into Wes’s side, his trumpet held like a riot baton as the creature smashed it into Wes’s skull. The world went black for a sickening moment, and he crashed to the ground, rolling in the dirt and plants. Stars flashed in his vision as he came to a stop, and he had to try twice before he could make it back to his feet. 
 
    When he did, his stomach sank. The Archcloak lay in tatters on the ground, ripped up almost beyond recognition. The demonic dog Erebos was nowhere to be seen—although, to be fair, the third Archangel was also missing in action. But the lead Archangel had obviously managed to free himself from the demonic dog long enough to help deal with the Archcloak. Now he was here, holding Cirice around the waist in an immovable grip, a horrifying smile fixed on his statue-like visage. 
 
    The Staff of Dominion moved on its own like a living thing in Wes’s hands, spitting a bolt of green flame at the Archangel. The monster watched it come and lifted a hand, parrying it away with a slow, almost lackadaisical quality. The beam of flame flickered out in the sky. 
 
    That weapon is linked to a different realm. The Archangel chuckled. One far below. Its powers are weak, Warlock. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Wes snarled. “Give me the girl.” 
 
    So much more confident than your prowess deserves, the Archangel said, shaking its head. And yet, if you learned to truly wield that weapon at your side in the manner of some of its previous owners… Well, no matter. You won’t have the opportunity. 
 
    Cirice squirmed in the Archangel’s grip, trying and failing to get away. “No! I don’t want to go! I want to stay! I want to be part of Wes’s family…!” 
 
    Hearing that broke Wes’s heart. 
 
    It even appeared to affect the Archangel, to Wes’s surprise. The massive statue appeared almost sad as it adjusted the angel girl over its shoulder, then lifted a hand to summon a portal. Brilliant, glowing light showed through the crack in time and space, more beautiful than any vista Wes had ever seen. 
 
    It’s better this way, the Archangel informed him. You should forget you ever met this one, Warlock. Live your life here on Earth, and forget what happens in the Realms you cannot see…! 
 
    Wes sprang forward, swinging the Staff of Dominion at the creature’s knees. If the Staff’s magic failed to make an impression, maybe he could still do some damage by using it as a good, old-fashioned blunt object like he had with the other two Archangels. 
 
    But before the twisted wood could strike home, the Archangel vanished. The brilliant white light spilling through the portal flashed, filling the garden as the creature stepped through the portal, taking Cirice with him. Even as Wes reached out for her, muscles straining to grab hold of her outstretched hand before she vanished along with the Archangel, he knew it was too late. 
 
    At the last moment, the Archcloak fluttered down to try and help, but it was too torn and tattered. It grabbed weakly at Cirice’s wrist as the wave of light washed over the angel girl, dissolving her into whatever Realm lay beyond the shimmering portal. 
 
    The light faded. Wes sank to his knees. 
 
    He hardly noticed as Erebos landed in the garden and disappeared into his ring, unsummoned as quickly as the beast had been called from the Demonomicon’s depths. Wes didn’t even lift his head when the Archangel, who was bleeding and battered but had apparently survived his last attack, managed to summon its own portal and disappear in a smaller burst of brilliant light. Presumably the other had done the same up on the patio. 
 
    Cirice was gone. Taken. 
 
    Wes knelt in the middle of a destroyed block of shops and restaurants, clutching the Staff of Dominion, the muddy soil wet against his knees. 
 
    And yet, for all the anguish he felt at having the angel girl snatched from his grip, there was one emotion that ruled over everything else in Wes’s heart. 
 
    Rage. 
 
    He didn’t even understand how it was possible to be this angry. He grabbed the Staff of Dominion and stood, his fingers digging into the wood. Staring up at the sky, he made a solemn vow, repeating the words silently within his own heart.  
 
    Wes swore revenge. The Archangels would bleed for taking Cirice. And after that, after the debt was paid and he had Cirice back, then he’d deal with the Templars. 
 
    And if he had to travel to the gates of Heaven itself to get her back? Well, then that’s just what he’d do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was after midnight by the time Wes managed to limp back to Deja Vu. The streets around the bar, so much safer now after the efforts of he and his guild, were full of friendly faces who shrank away when they saw his expression. No one wanted to mess with the Warlock on a night like this. 
 
    The sound of excited chatter reached Wes’s ears as he approached the front door of the bar. Under different circumstances, he would have felt pleased to hear his women gossiping about himself and Cirice—but now, it only deepened the ache in his heart. He pushed open the door with the Staff of Dominion’s knobbed head, stepping inside without ceremony. 
 
    Azura and Deja sat on opposite ends of the bar. For once, the genie was on a barstool on the customer’s side, sipping some exotic drink she’d mixed while the succubus wiped the bartop with a rag and giggled. Both of them appeared to have been speculating about where Wes would take Cirice for the first time when he entered the bar. Both of them looked up as he approached, their faces lighting up like Christmas morning. 
 
    “Hey there!” Azura sounded almost impossibly chummy. Any other time Wes would have speculated about how this confirmed his suspicions that adding Cirice to the team was the push the succubus needed to officially join the guild. As it was he couldn’t bring himself to focus on something like that right now. “You’re home earlier than expected. Get a little too excited at the restaurant?” 
 
    Deja was more sanguine. “How was your date?” the genie purred, clearly more than a little bit tipsy from the alcohol she’d been drinking. Wes dimly wondered how many she’d had while waiting for him and Cirice to come home. “Wait a second—where’s Cirice?” 
 
    He could tell that they both saw the expression on his face at that moment by the way their own collapsed. 
 
    “What happened?” Deja asked, rising from the barstool. “Oh, Master. Are you alright?” 
 
    In an instant, the curvy genie was in his arms.  
 
    “They took her,” Wes growled, his despair and rage mingling into a complicated emotion more powerful than either. “Those angelic bastards grabbed her and took her away to the Heavenly Host…” 
 
    Wes felt Deja stiffen. “By the Gods,” the genie whispered, immediately understanding the implications for Cirice, Wes and even the guild. “Wes, are you going to…?” 
 
    He looked up, staring deep into her eyes. “She wanted to join us,” he told Deja, the ache pouring from the bottom of his heart. “You didn’t hear her when those monsters were dragging her away, Deja. She called us her family. We’re going after her.” 
 
    Deja met his eyes, a fierce look entering them. Then she nodded. “Hell yes we are.” 
 
    Just then, a figure made their way down the stairs from the second floor. It was Hazel and the blonde demoness needed only a few moments of looking at the tableaux around the bar to get a general idea of what had happened. “Oh no,” she cried, covering her mouth. 
 
    “Everyone get over here, and someone go get Thessaly,” Wes said, taking a seat at the bar’s largest table. “We’ve got a lot to talk about, and not a lot of time to do it. Those angelic bastards have our girl.” 
 
    Azura came out around the bar, smoothing down her maid skirt as she took a seat across from Wes. Deja sat down on one side of him while Hazel sat on the other after she’d called for Thessaly. A few moments later, Thessaly joined the group as well. The blue-haired Warlock had needed even less time than Hazel to grasp what was going on—and from the look on her face, she deeply sympathized with her Master. 
 
    “Pour me something strong,” Wes asked Deja, fighting back another wave of emotion. “I’ve got a tale to tell.” 
 
    He did. Over the next few minutes (and several mugs of Deja’s special ale), he told the guild about his ‘date’ with Cirice and Bethany Valente. They growled and hissed when he got to the part about the betrayal, and Hazel nearly lost it when Wes pulled the tattered Archcloak from inside of his robes and set it on the table. Fortunately, the garment didn’t look as destroyed as it had been at the restaurant, which probably meant it would heal itself fully over time. But for now, it was out of commission. Wes couldn’t even speak to it. 
 
    “Turns out I have the wrong kind of power,” he explained once he’d finished the story. “The Archangel told me—he was super smug about the whole thing. The Staff of Dominion is aspected toward a Realm ‘far below’—I’m assuming he meant Hell?” 
 
    This last bit was directed at Deja. The genie screwed her face up, combing through her knowledge and memories. “It does make sense,” she said after a moment. “Solomon was the first Warlock, which means his power involved the taming and controlling of hundreds of demons. Thousands, probably.” 
 
    Wes wondered what it would be like to have a harem that large. Would he even be able to remember everyone’s names? 
 
    “What I don’t understand,” Deja said, her brow furrowing, “is why one of Solomon’s weapons was so unreliable against the Archangels. That doesn’t make much sense considering he fought the Heavenly Host during the Before Times.” 
 
    “Regardless of the reason why,” Wes said, pushing back the chair and rising, “I need something other than the Staff of Dominion at my side if I’m going to get Cirice back. I need Nacht’s spear—and I need my familiars backing me up.” 
 
    The women sitting around the table shared an uneasy look. There was no doubt that they’d go anywhere Wes told them—or do pretty much anything he wanted them to do, no questions asked—but the Heavenly Host lay beyond the mortal realm. It would be a place of great danger, he knew, and each of his women were thinking what that danger might mean to themselves. 
 
    “Right now, just for this next little bit, I want you to forget about our relationships,” Wes informed the women. “I want to know what you really think. Are you willing to stand by my side as I do this, in order to bring Cirice back?” 
 
    He felt certain they understood what he was asking of them and that he already knew their answers. But it wouldn’t hurt to give them a few moments to discuss things over by themselves. 
 
    “Don’t say anything yet,” Wes said, setting the Staff of Dominion aside. “There’s something I need to go get. I’ll be right back, and then you can tell me. Don’t be afraid to talk to each other about this.” 
 
    Before any of them could protest, Wes walked off toward the chapel. He stopped by the bar to leave the Staff of Dominion sitting next to the very non-magical shotgun Deja kept hidden behind it for emergencies. He wouldn’t need either where they were going. 
 
    The chapel’s dimly lit atmosphere felt somehow appropriate for Wes’s mood. He made his way between the pews, avoiding the massive hole he’d torn in the floor during his last visit, and made for the little alcove hidden behind the pulpit. 
 
    He reached inside, grabbing for the item he’d hidden here weeks ago: Erde Nachtflugel’s spear, the weapon of an Archwarlock. 
 
    Just putting his hands around it made Wes feel more powerful. The candlelight flickered off the spear’s silvery hilt, reflecting a shadowy silhouette of Wes’s own face back at him. 
 
    He closed his eyes. I don’t know if you can hear me, Wes prayed, thinking of the powerful Warlock who’d saved his life while showing him how a true master of demons should act. In fact, I’m kind of sure you can’t. But it can’t hurt either way, so here goes. 
 
    As the dust motes swirled around him, Wes sent up a silent prayer. Let me be doing the right thing, he told the void inside of him, his fingers gripping tighter around the silver spear. Let me use this weapon in the way that a real Warlock—a TRUE Warlock—would approve of. And let me and my girls bring back Cirice, so our guild can be whole again… 
 
    Wes didn’t use the word family only because he was worried he’d start sniffing, and the spirit of Nacht didn’t need to see that. He finished his prayer then turned to walk back into the bar and find out what the women had decided. 
 
    Only to see them all standing in the entranceway, watching him. 
 
    Wes nearly jumped out of his skin. He couldn’t help it; how had they managed to sneak up on him like that? Hazel, Deja, Azura, and Thessaly all stood there, having clearly watched him throughout his entire prayer. He felt a moment of embarrassment at that, then discarded it just as quickly. These women understood him—they knew why he did what he did. 
 
    “Thought I told you all to stay put,” Wes said, the ghost of a smile on his face. “So you could discuss whether or not you wanted to follow me to the Heavenly Host…” 
 
    Deja grinned, looking at the women on either side of her. “It didn’t take that long,” the genie informed him. “Turns out there wasn’t all that much to discuss, Master. We’re in.” 
 
    It was exactly as Wes had hoped. His heart felt lighter as he received their adoration, embraces coming quickly from each as they met him in the center of the chapel. 
 
    “We love Cirice,” Hazel said, giving him a squeeze from the side. “All of us have fallen for her, even though she hasn’t been here very long. We want her to join the crew.” 
 
    “Which means not letting any Archangels stand in our way,” Thessaly said fiercely. More than any of Wes’s other women, the blue-haired Warlock understood what it was like to gain a true family after being kept a slave under someone else’s thumb. “After what you’ve done for me, Wes, how could I possibly say no to saving Cirice from those monsters?” 
 
    “I’m just not sure how we make it work,” Deja added, a frown tugging at the corners of her mouth. “We have blueprints for a door that’s just like Magnus’s, but it doesn’t lead to the Heavenly Host. Instead, it will take us to the Tower of Solomon. Unless there’s a gateway to the realm of Archangels from there, it seems like following the instructions will only take us in the wrong direction…” 
 
    Wes had already thought about this part. “Those blueprints didn’t take the actions of the Archangels or the Templars into account. There was no way it could have: we asked it a specific question and it gave an answer based on the circumstances as they were at the time,” he told the genie. “Fortunately we don’t need any blueprints—we just need a door that’ll take us to the Heavenly Host. And I’ve figured out where we can find one.” He glanced over Deja’s shoulders. “We’ll need to bring those shards of power from Templar HQ with us.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” Something else flashed in the genie’s eyes, hot and sweet. “Sir, there’s something else the girls and I discussed while you were getting your spear…” 
 
    Wes pulled away from them, looking at them with new eyes. He didn’t need them to tell him what it was that they wanted—it was clear from their expressions—yet he longed to hear it, all the same. “Yes?” 
 
    The group parted, shoving Azura forward. The cherry-skinned succubus had discarded some of her uniform back in the bar, and now wore little more than a tight, frilly band of fabric over her breasts and the remains of a maid’s skirt. Her tail swished back and forth as she looked up at Wes, her fangs nibbling at her glossy bottom lip. 
 
    “They think you should power your familiars up one last time before we go get our angel back,” Azura said, rubbing her knees together. “And I… well, shit. I think it’s long past time you added me to the guild…” 
 
    Wes looked the gorgeous succubus up and down, making no secret of the way his eyes bored into her. “I was thinking the same thing,” he told her, taking one of her claws in his hand. “Come with me. I don’t want to do this inside of the chapel.” 
 
    Now that the decision had officially been made, Wes and his guild moved with one mind. The group relocated to Deja’s room, as it was the largest suite in Deja Vu with the biggest bed. Thessaly held the door open for the rest of the crew, who were snuggled up around Wes like they couldn’t wait to tear his clothes off. He’d actually carried Azura over the threshold, one of his hands palming the red warmth of the succubus’s ass. 
 
    “I’ve wanted this for so long,” Azura gasped, her supernaturally long tongue lapping at Wes’s neck. “I just didn’t want to admit it to myself… after Magnus, I told myself I’d never dance to another person’s tune ever again.” She chuckled darkly. “I had no idea I’d meet the first man I’ve ever wanted to serve when I couldn’t do anything about it…” 
 
    Wes tossed the succubus onto the bed with a grunt and started undressing, kicking off his shoes and socks. Hazel and Deja helped him, their fingers groping Wes just as much as they undid his belt and zipper, while Thessaly climbed into the high-backed chair next to Deja’s wardrobe and tugged her panties to the side. 
 
    Wes watched her with a cocked eyebrow. “Not joining us?” 
 
    Without an ounce of shame, Thessaly slid two fingers into her dripping wet slit, spreading the soft pink folds for Wes. “I just want to watch you with them,” she gasped, her head lolling back on her shoulders. 
 
    “She likes it one on one,” Deja reminded Wes, her hand tugging down the waistband of his boxers. “At least she’s started to enjoy watching us when she can’t have you to herself.” 
 
    “Let her have a good time,” Hazel murmured, dropping to her knees before Wes as Deja freed his cock. “We’ve got more than enough holes to take care of you, Master…” 
 
    With that, the blonde demoness opened wide and swallowed Wes. He let out a groan as her wet, warm mouth enveloped his prick, her lips working all the way down his thick, veined shaft. Hazel moaned with bliss like she was the one getting filled as she took him all the way to the base, her eyes rolling back in her head as she sucked and slurped him. 
 
    “Fuck,” Azura gasped, writhing across the bed. “That’s so fucking hot, Wes…” 
 
    Meanwhile, Deja finished undressing her Master. The genie’s deft fingers removed Wes’s shirt, leaving him wearing nothing but a pair of boxer shorts around his ankles as Hazel sucked him off. He stepped out of these and kicked them into a pile with the rest of the clothes, then stroked the side of Hazel’s face as she blew him. 
 
    “Good girl,” Wes whispered, his voice tight with pleasure. “Get me nice and warmed up for that succubus pussy, Hazel. But don’t make me cum. That’s going inside Azura’s tight demon snatch…” 
 
    “You heard the man,” Deja said, pressing her bare breasts against Wes’s back. The genie had disrobed with a snap of the fingers, using her magic to strip herself naked in record time. Her skin was smooth and hairless, the swell of her mound grinding gently against his thigh as her hot, wet mouth kissed his neck and cheek. Soon her hand joined Wes’s on Hazel’s head, stroking her hair like a favorite pet. “Give him your best, Hazel. But don’t you dare bring our Master off. Azura gets that load…” 
 
    Together, the two women treated Wes like a king. Hazel’s mouth swallowed him expertly, her tongue pressing down on all the special sensitive spots beneath his swollen crown, while Deja ground herself against him like a cat in heat, panting and whimpering while whispering dirty talk about how hot it was to watch him with other women. It didn’t take long before Wes was thrusting forward against the demoness’s face, filling her throat with long strokes while he watched the show unfolding on the bed. 
 
    Because Azura was anything but idle. Once she realized Wes wanted to watch her while getting his dick sucked, the succubus entered into a striptease that would have made a porn star blush. Her body was achingly perfect. She arched her back as she crawled across the bed on her hands and knees, her tail wiggling and her long tongue lolling from her mouth like she wanted to show Wes exactly what she could do with it. 
 
    Wes had half a mind to let her. The temptation to climb into bed and use all three women was strong, but he had a thing about binding a woman to him for the first time. It was best done one-on-one, which meant he’d need to abandon the two women clinging to him before he mounted Azura. 
 
    Just then, his cock jerked against the back of Hazel’s throat. He heard a triumphant groan escape the blonde’s lips as she blew him, sucking hard so that her cheeks hollowed out around his cock. Now or never, Wes thought. Hazel’s gonna be drinking my load in about ten seconds. If I don’t go fuck Azura now she’s not going to get the load I promised her.  
 
    With reluctance, Wes pulled his cock from Hazel’s mouth. The demoness let out a whine of frustration at being denied her prize, but made up for it by burying her face in Wes’s balls and grinding her tits against his knees. Wes loved what a whore Hazel became once they were in the bedroom together. He remembered how classy she’d been in the Emperor’s Suite of the Excelsior, and it was nice to know that no matter how high-class she might be on the streets, Hazel was always his filthy little slut in the sheets. 
 
    The blonde demoness’s makeup was a mess of smears as she beamed up at Wes. “Are you going to fuck Azura now?” she asked, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand and giving him a huge grin. 
 
    Wes nodded, then climbed onto the bed. Behind him, Deja helped Hazel to her feet and started making out with her, taking the demoness off his hands as he focused his attention on Azura. 
 
    And oh, did she love the attention. As a succubus, Azura had been deprived of her primary means of sustenance for far too long: the lust and pleasure of others. Since Magnus had never touched her, Azura had been starving for a long time. Which made his gaze on her naked body feel like a bowl of ice cream after not eating for a week to the succubus. 
 
    Azura’s pussy boiled over as Wes watched her writhe and moan. Her soft pink lips glistened with juice, the ridged edge of her tail swirling over her clit as she spread her legs wide to show off her tight channel. Wes crawled over to her, his cock sticking out like a tree branch from his body. 
 
    He grabbed her around the waist and flipped her around, then guided her hands to the headboard of Deja’s bed. The succubus stuck her ass in the air, spreading her legs wide for him again. The heat rolled off the soft mound of her pussy in waves as he aimed the head of his cock between her legs. Rather than thrust home immediately, though, Wes ran the tip up and down Azura’s slit, paying special attention to the swollen nub of her clit. 
 
    After so long of being deprived, this kind of torture came near to breaking the succubus’s mind. Wes could almost see hearts in Azura’s eyes before the orbs rolled back in her head, her cherry-red skin somehow flushing even redder as she tried to throw her ass back on him. Her long tongue lolled almost to the mattress, her back arched like a bow with every muscle tensed and ready. 
 
    “Oh fuck!” Azura sounded desperate for his cock. “Please stop teasing me, Master! Fuck me already! Please. Please, please, please! Pound my pussy already, it’s so needy for you, so wet. It needs your cock so fucking badly…” 
 
    Wes wanted to, but he was kind of enjoying watching Azura’s sanity unravel in real time. Before he could decide to take the plunge, he noticed that Deja had moved from Hazel to Thessaly over in the big chair, and was busy making out with the blue-haired woman while Hazel knelt between the Warlock’s thighs. 
 
    Wes’s eyes bulged. Was she really overcoming her worries about group sex? 
 
    Apparently so. “You’re so cute,” Deja purred, sounding every bit as maternal and sweet with Thessaly as she did with Wes. “You remind me of someone I used to know back in the old country, Thessaly. Look at that pretty little pussy of yours. Is Hazel licking it the right way, dear? More pressure, less pressure—I can tell her to do whatever you want…” 
 
    “Unnngh!” Thessaly looked like she was in heaven. “N-no, that’s perfect. I…don’t look at me…!” 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock tossed an arm over her face, and things clicked together for Wes. She’s shy, he realized, his cock throbbing as he swirled the tip around Azura’s clit. How did I not realize before how shy she is? I mean, she spent her whole life cloistered in the Warlock’s Library. It makes sense she needs time to warm up for people… 
 
    Deja appeared to have warmed her up plenty already. “But I want to see,” the genie giggled, gently moving Thessaly’s arm to the side. The Warlock let her, looking up into Deja’s eyes with a desperate need. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of, Thessaly. Pleasure is wonderful. There’s no shame here, sweetness—whatever kinks you’re into, I guarantee they make Master’s cock even harder…” 
 
    Deja leaned in close, raising her voice loud enough for everyone in the room to hear. “Do you know what I did with Wes the first time he claimed me?” the genie asked, a naughty look in her eyes. “We pretended that it was his first time, and that I was the hot older woman taking his virginity. You should have seen the way he pounded me, Thessaly! He was like a beast when he took me…” 
 
    “I wish he’d be a beast with me!” Azura growled. “Fucking fuck me, Wes! God damn I need it so bad, I’m losing my fucking mind!” 
 
    Something shined in Thessaly’s eyes, and Wes knew what she was going to say before she said it. “Wes and I,” the blue-haired Warlock blurted. “Master and I. He was my…my…” 
 
    She was going to choke on the sentence all day if Wes didn’t do something. “Her first,” he said, adding his fingers to the pleasure of his crown on Azura’s clit.  
 
    Deja’s jaw dropped. “Now I understand why you’re so shy,” the genie whispered, stroking Thessaly’s breasts as Hazel ate her pussy. “Oh, that’s so wonderful, sweetness! Doesn’t it make you proud to know that Master is the first and only man who’ll ever own your fertility?” 
 
    Whatever answer Thessaly was going to give was cut off by a scream of bliss as Wes finally impaled Azura on his rod. He couldn’t hold back any longer—her pussy was beyond ready to get fucked, dripping with juice and warmer than anything. He thrust home with one hard stroke, his balls slapping against Azura’s ass as his prick sank hilt-deep into her body. 
 
    “Oh yes, fuck Master,” Azura groaned, nearly breaking apart right then and there. She flattened her tits against the mattress, using the leverage to slam herself down on Wes’s meat even harder. “Rearrange my guts, sir! Fuck me like you’re trying to break me—don’t hold back! My lil’ pussy can take it!” 
 
    It certainly felt that way. Azura’s walls wrapped around him like a glove, tightly embracing his manhood as it thrust all the way against her back walls. The tip of his crown pushed all the way to her cervix, stretching her tight succubus walls around his prick as he explored her soft pink interior. 
 
    “That’s right,” Wes said, planting a thick slap across the succubus’s ass cheek. He watched her round booty jiggle as he fucked her from behind, her lips gripping him tight as he thrust in and out of her slit. “Give it to me, Azura. Give me everything!” 
 
    In response, Azura leaned back so far she practically bent double around Wes. “Grab my throat,” the succubus whimpered, guiding his fingers to her slender neck as her tongue lolled. “Fucking squeeze it, Master! Ungh, show me you own me!” 
 
    Wes wasn’t about to say no to a command that dirty. He wrapped his fingers around Azura’s throat, using the leverage to go even deeper inside the succubus’s pussy. Behind him the sounds of his other women merged into one cry, fading away as tunnel vision overtook him. The world shrank to that perfect, searing point of contact between himself and Azura. 
 
    He watched each little expression of pleasure on her face as he fucked her this way and that. The succubus was bent so hard that she was practically upside down as she watched him fuck her, so flexible that it left him shocked. He could feel his balls tightening as he drove toward the peak, her grip increasing around his cock with every thrust as she approached her own climax. 
 
    “Oh my gawd,” Azura groaned, her face filling with love and devotion as she watched Wes plow her. “Fuck me, Master, fuck me! Don’t fucking stop, I’m going to cum, I’m going to cum all over your cock! Fuck, my little demon pussy’s gonna cummm…!” 
 
    A moment later, Azura proved herself the equal of her boast. A flood of juice coated the succubus’s thighs as her womanhood boiled over, her inner walls grinding around Wes’s prick hard enough to throw sparks. Azura went weightless in his arms as she screamed, only the whites of her eyes showing as she made the kind of facial expression that would have made a hentai animator think about a second career. 
 
    “Yes! Yesss!” Azura punched the space over the headboard, leaving faint impressions in the drywall. “Finish in my ass, Master!” 
 
    What!? Had Wes heard that correctly? 
 
    “You want this cock in your ass?” he asked, his prick throbbing with the urge to cum. 
 
    “Ungh haaaah,” the succubus panted, licking her lips and gripping her chin as she watched his prick piston in and out of her. “You said I had to give you everything to be part of the group, Master! So it’s yours—every fucking inch!” 
 
    Wes didn’t need to be told twice. With a grunt, he pulled out of Azura’s still-spasming pussy and pressed the head of his cock against her pucker. Coated in a mixture of his and the succubus’s juices, it was easy for his rod to slide into Azura’s tightest, most forbidden hole. But bottoming out inside of her took all the strength Wes had, and caused so much friction that he almost split apart on the very first stroke. 
 
    “Ungh, gawd yes!” Azura rubbed herself silly as she put her face against the pillow, going face down and ass up as Wes took her through the backdoor. “Fuck, I’m so dirty! I’m a whore! I’m a whoooore!” 
 
    Wes grabbed Azura’s hair and wrapped it around his fingers. “Fuck, Azura, I’m gonna shoot…!” 
 
    She heard the change in his tone and licked her lips. “Do it,” the succubus begged, wiggling her pert ass back and forth as he fucked it. “Unload in my ass, Master! Pump my tight little asshole full of your load…!” 
 
    The pleasure built and built until Wes could take it no longer. One more hard thrust and the world exploded in bliss, a caveman roar tearing itself from his throat and shaking the walls of the bedroom. 
 
    Wes’s cock jerked inside of Azura’s soft, silky bowels, so deep that he felt as if he were unloading directly into her stomach from the other side. Thick ropes of hot, liquid lava sprayed from his balls, draining into the succubus’s asshole as he held her tight. One hand tugged at her hair, the other gripped her hip, making sure he stayed buried inside of her until every last drop was where it belonged. 
 
    As the two of them groaned in mutual bliss, the room darkened. Wisps of power flowed around Wes and Azura, bathing them in a beautiful, unnatural light. They barely had time to perceive it before that light turned to darkness, wrapping around the two of them like a new cloak. 
 
    The feeling of the energy across Wes’s skin was almost as pleasurable as his orgasm had been. He grit his teeth, groaning like a caveman as his cock jerked inside of Azura’s asshole. As the spasm passed, new power and awareness entered Wes’s mind. He let go of Azura’s hair and made a flat palm, holding it out perpendicular to the wall. 
 
    Tendrils of darkness erupted from between his fingers, wrapping around his wrist like a pair of sexy handcuffs. Wes looked at it with pride, then unsummoned the spell. 
 
    The Element of Darkness, he thought, remembering the way Azura had used her succubus powers to keep Deja Vu clean. Makes sense. I wonder what kind of spells I can cast with this… 
 
    Meanwhile, Azura was a freshly fucked mess laying beneath Wes. She ground her still spasming pussy against the mattress, groaning and making those amazing faces as utter bliss coursed through her body. 
 
    “Thank you, Master!” the succubus whimpered, her eyes rolling back in her head. “Thank you, thank you unnngh thank you so much thank you so fucking much…!” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Wes said, giving her ass one final thrust before pulling out of the succubus’s pucker. He shot a final jet of seed across her lower back, admiring the way the pearly white come stood out against her cherry red skin. Then he lay back in the center of the bed and let his women come to him and clean him off. 
 
    “Welcome to the guild,” Deja told Azura, giving her a long, lingering kiss on the lips. 
 
    The women curled up against Wes, each of them wet and needy. Even Azura already looked like she could go for another round, though she also appeared fully satisfied. 
 
    “That was so hot,” Thessaly groaned, groping Azura and Deja as she ground her sloppy pussy against Wes’s side. She’d come all over Hazel’s face, but the blue-haired Warlock needed some dick to finish her off. 
 
    Hell, they all did. 
 
    As Wes looked up at the ceiling, those black tendrils he’d summoned after fucking Azura appeared in the corners of his eyes. For an instant, he winced—then power unlike anything he’d ever felt coursed through his veins. Wes gasped, his women misinterpreting it as simple pleasure. 
 
    “It’s more powerful than my other elements were when I first got them,” he said, turning and looking at Deja. Of all of them, she’d likely understand. “Is Darkness just stronger than the others, Deja? Or does the actual sex have something to do with it?” 
 
    “Oh geez!” Azura buried her face between Hazel’s ample tits, suddenly unable to meet Wes’s eye. “I just wanted it, okay? It had been so long since I’d been with a guy, and taking it in the ass is just so fucking naughty…” 
 
    Deja chuckled. “The intimacy between you and your familiar determines the strength of the bond, Master,” the genie said, gently stroking Wes’s chest as she explained. “Bending the limits—even breaking them—is a symbol of trust between Warlock and demon. It means that your intimacy has grown, and so has your power.” 
 
    The implication wasn’t lost on Wes. “So having kinkier sex means I’ll get greater power increases? My fire and wind magic will get stronger if we somehow manage to get even kinkier than we have been previously?” 
 
    The two women shared a look, beginning to laugh.  
 
    “I’m not sure how much more we could do, Master, but…yes.” Deja gave him a long, loving smile. “Would you like to find out?” 
 
    Wes laid back as Deja climbed on top of him, grinning as he tucked his elbows behind his head. It was going to be a long night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Templar Headquarters,” the receptionist said, sounding almost impossibly bored. “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Wes said, gesturing at the small group of women standing behind him. “We’ve got a standing invitation from Bethany Valente, your voivode. She said to drop by any old time. We’ve got some unfinished business to take care of?” 
 
    Through the big glass window behind the receptionist’s desk, Wes could see cars driving down the busy city street. It was the next morning, and after a few fitful hours of sleep, Wes and his guild had headed to the local headquarters of the Knights Templar, eager to conduct a little business. All of his women were there, including the one he’d only just bound as his familiar. As the newest member of the harem, it had fallen to Azura to carry the slender canvas bag full of shards, keeping it over her shoulder as they entered the building. Between her red skin and the sack, she looked like a wet dream version of Santa Claus. 
 
    The receptionist hadn’t actually looked up from her laptop yet. Wes was looking forward to the moment she saw him for the first time. He wondered if Valente had put out flyers with their portraits on them, or if he might actually be let in to see the woman in charge before the subterfuge became known. 
 
    “Hmm,” the secretary said. She pursed her pouty lips, flipping through a document on the desktop. She was kind of cute—if Wes hadn’t spent most of last night having anal sex with each member of his harem to increase his powers, he might have been flirting with her a little harder. “I don’t have any notes about standing invitations with the voivode. What did you say your name was…?” 
 
    The secretary finally looked up. She froze, the color draining from her face, and her eyes widened like saucers. 
 
    “I didn’t,” Wes admitted with a sheepish grin. “But don’t worry. I think she’ll recognize me.” 
 
    “Intruders!” the secretary screeched, disappearing behind the desk. “Security! Help!” 
 
    “Wonderful.” Deja scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Now we’re going to have a fight to make it upstairs.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” Wes said without turning around. “Yes, please get security! And if you could get a message to the voivode, I’d be grateful. I’m actually not here to kill anybody…” 
 
    The elevator in the center of the atrium let out a cheerful ding as it opened. A half-dozen Templars in white robes streamed out, their eyes wide and their fists filled with what looked like supernatural riot batons. They’d obviously been warned against his coming. 
 
    Wes sighed. Alright, shit. Time to bring out the big guns… 
 
    His Archcloak was half-healed, clinging to his back. The fabric hadn’t spoken to him yet, but it did do a helpful job of concealing Wes’s weapon all the same. He pulled back the green and black garment, revealing Nacht’s silver spear. 
 
    All as one, the guards froze. They didn’t know the spear personally, but they were experienced enough to see a powerful weapon when they saw it. 
 
    Wes didn’t waste the silence. “I want to speak to Bethany Valente,” he said, raising his voice high enough for all to hear. “Now.” 
 
    The secretary’s head peeked up from behind the desk. “If you think we’ll let you up to see the voivode, you’re crazy—” 
 
    “Then bring her down here,” Wes snapped, having no time to spend on foolishness. “Either that or I’ll fight my way upstairs over a pile of bodies. The choice is yours.” 
 
    Behind him were Hazel, Deja, Azura, and Thessaly, all dressed to the nines in their nicest battle-ready outfits. Besides Wes, only Deja carried a weapon—the Staff of Dominion, clutched loosely in her hands. Everyone else had agreed she should be the one to carry it, as Hazel and Azura had their claws and Thessaly her arsenal of spells. 
 
    The secretary thought it over for a few seconds, then reached for the phone. Wes didn’t bother listening to her excuses—he waited, smiling at the group of wary guards hanging out by the elevator. 
 
    “I think I recognize a couple of you from the last time I was here,” he said mildly. “I don’t want any trouble. I just want to talk to your boss.” 
 
    The boss herself came down a few minutes later. Wes heard the elevator before he saw it, the grinding of the gears reverberating through the walls. The Templars standing between him and the descending elevator car looked even more uneasy than before, knowing they’d just become a human shield for their leader. 
 
    The doors opened, and Bethany Valente stepped out. Just as before, the woman looked almost too casual and ordinary to be the leader of a bunch of homicidal magicians. She held onto her long, graying braid with one hand, sizing the whole situation on the ground floor up like a pissed off manager forced to deal with an underling’s mistake. 
 
    “What is going on here?” Valente asked, her eyes narrowing. “Alban? Why are you darkening my doorstep, Warlock?” 
 
    She thinks I’m here for revenge, he thought, the corner of his mouth curling upward. She’s right, in a way. I’ll settle the score between you and me sometime soon, Templar. But not today. 
 
    Today, Wes had more important things to focus on. 
 
    “I’m not here to hurt you,” Wes told the voivode, gesturing from his women to the elevator. “We’re just here for safe passage. You give it to me, we won’t have any other problems.” 
 
    Valente looked confused—like this wasn’t how she’d expected their meeting to go. “Passage? To where?” 
 
    Wes crossed his arms over his chest, twirling the silver spear as he did so. It was good to remind these people that heinous violence could be the result here today, if they didn’t cooperate.  
 
    “I think you know,” he said. “The Heavenly Host.” 
 
    Valente stared at him flatly for a long moment, her nostrils flaring. Then she let out a harsh bark of a laugh. “And what makes you think I have access to the realm of angels?” 
 
    Wes shook his head. Was she really going to play dumb? 
 
    “Those Archangels came from somewhere,” he said, giving the upper floors of the building a significant glance. “The treaty between Heaven and Hell is still in place, which means that the angels who came after Cirice needed help to get to our world. And I know for a fact that Magnus’s door still stands. So you tell me, voivode. What’s on the other side of the portal you keep in your office?” 
 
    The middle-aged woman blanched, the color draining from her face. “It’s not powered,” she admitted, gritting her teeth. “The Archangels took their shards with them when they went back to the Heavenly Host.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s fine,” Wes said, glancing at Azura. “I’ve got plenty.” 
 
    The succubus stepped forward with a lewd leer, untying the knot in the top of the bag. She opened it just far enough for the glistening Keystone to be seen, then tied the whole thing back together with a deft move of her claws, grinning. “Do not open until Xmas,” she said, making the ‘X’ sound more like the triple X’s in a porno. 
 
    Wes saw the wheels turn behind Bethany Valente’s eyes. The Templar knew that having him and his guild in her building was dangerous—and also that the door Wes wanted to open would likely be a one-way trip. If she let him get what he wanted, it would get him and his band of demons out of her hair. The Templars would probably thank her. 
 
    He watched her come to a decision. A slow, sleazy smile spread across the middle-aged woman’s face, and she gestured for her guards to stand down. 
 
    “You rid us of a very dangerous Templar,” she said, pushing the elevator button without turning around. “This little favor is the least I can do for you, Warlock.” 
 
    The door opened almost immediately, with another bright little ding. Wes’s women filed in, then gestured for him to join them. 
 
    “One thing,” Wes said, stepping close to Valente. “You come up with us.” 
 
    The woman gulped, then looked back at her guards. “Me? I won’t be taken hostage, Warlock…” 
 
    “And I won’t be blasted with spells halfway to your office,” Wes countered, showing his teeth. “You told me we could still have a profitable relationship after what you did to Cirice, Templar. Were you just bluffing, or can you really put the past behind you?” 
 
    Wes had no intention of putting the past behind him, of course. The moment he had Cirice back and his guild all together, his next target was the Templars. But Bethany Valente didn’t need to know that. Let her think Wes was cold-blooded enough to actually let bygones be bygones. 
 
    Slowly, the Templar woman nodded. “Alright. Stand down, gentlemen.” The guards near Valente looked unhappy to hear this command. “Just do it.” 
 
    Then Valente was in the elevator with them, the whole thing moving upward both silently and very fast. As the box ascended past floors of Templar hard at work, the voivode risked a glance over her shoulder at Wes and his guild. 
 
    “You really think you can win her back?” Valente asked. At first, Wes thought the woman was trying to mock him, until he realized she sounded honestly curious. “No one’s dared come after the Heavenly Host since Solomon, you know. Not a single Warlock in thousands of years has dared to do what you’re doing now…” 
 
    “Not a single Warlock in thousands of years has been me,” Wes countered. Behind him, he could hear both Hazel and Deja chuckling. “Don’t worry about whether or not I can do something, Valente. Just focus on staying the fuck out of my way.” 
 
    The elevator dinged at the top floor, the doors opening smoothly and soundlessly. Valente stepped out like Wes had lit her on fire, crossing the floor of the lobby in double time as Wes and his women followed. 
 
    The voivode hadn’t had much time to make alterations to Magnus’s quarters just yet. As a result, the penthouse overlooking the city looked much the same as Wes remembered it, with its trophies and rare books and fancy things. Wes had little interest in these, however—what captured his attention was the door. 
 
    It looked as if it had been used recently. The twisted arch in the back of Valente’s office shone like obsidian, light reflecting off its glossy surface. The notches where shards of power would be placed stood out like the holes in Swiss cheese, each waiting for the proper devices to be slotted into place so that the portal would open. 
 
    “Alright, you’re good,” Wes said. It took the voivode a few moments to realize Wes was speaking to her. “Go back downstairs and wait with your flunkies. In twenty minutes or so, you can come back up here—we ought to be gone by then. Once we’re out, you can keep doing your business like we were never here.” 
 
    A storm rolled across Valente’s face. On the one hand, the voivode of the local Templars had likely never been dismissed so rudely—and on the other, she knew deep down that she was getting off light considering the betrayal she’d committed against the Warlock. 
 
    Finally the voivode sighed. “Very well,” she said, making her way back to the elevator. “If you need anything… you’re on your own. Don’t bother me.” 
 
    It was a nice little parting jab from her, and Wes figured she needed it to protect her ego. He let the words roll off his back, already forgotten as he sized up the archway. As soon as they all heard the elevator making its way back down to the ground floor, they knew it was go time. 
 
    “Azura,” Wes said, seating himself behind Valente’s desk. “Start putting the shards of power into the door. Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    While the succubus opened the sack and began hunting for the proper shards, Wes looked out over the city. Excitement filled him at the thought of entering the Heavenly Host, but also terror. The realm he was proposing to enter wasn’t one designed for human beings—not living ones, anyway. Despite its sunny reputation, Wes felt as uneasy as if he were diving into another of those subterranean chambers the creature known as Inamorato called its home. 
 
    This used to be my fantasy, he thought, watching the skyline. People looked like ants from this far up; their cars like a kid’s matchbox toys. Having a gorgeous woman with me up here in the penthouse, overlooking the whole city. Taking her like a real man, enjoying it to the fullest… 
 
    Well, he’d achieved his fantasy now. And more than that. 
 
    “Once this is over,” he said, catching the attention of the women watching Azura work, “we’re renting the Emperor’s Suite at the Excelsior hotel. For a fucking week.” 
 
    Hazel and Deja chuckled at the idea.  
 
    “Sounds like a fun time,” Deja said, keeping one eye on the work and the other on Wes. “I’m assuming we’d never leave the room?” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “Nope. Just a full week of eating, sleeping, and pounding my familiars. Get that magic nice and powerful before the next crisis we have to face.” 
 
    “Sounds like paradise,” Thessaly said, seating herself on the edge of the desk. “I’d love to get to know you better, too, Wes. And not just in a physical fashion…” 
 
    “Everyone shut up!” That was Azura, who held a glowing gem the size of a ram’s skull between her claws. Pulses of magic glowed from the stone, filling the room with power. “I’m about to put in the Keystone. Once this thing goes in, the door will open. Be ready!” 
 
    Wes rose from his seat. The other women surrounded him, forming a rough phalanx around him as Azura lifted the Keystone high over her head. It took two hands for the slender succubus to get it into place; stretching the way she did made her skirt ride up over her ass, showing off her bare succubutt and pussy. Wes enjoyed the view. 
 
    Then the stone slotted into place, and the door opened. 
 
    The last time Wes saw a thing like this, the square of empty space beneath the arch had turned jet black. Kulili’s world had been just visible on the opposite side, an alien planet where an elder god with the power to destroy the universe slept fitfully. 
 
    This wasn’t like that. Light poured from the crack, a golden gleam that brought an unconscious smile to Wes’s face. 
 
    The light turned blinding. Neither Wes nor the women with him could make out any details beyond the archway, but their destination couldn’t have been any more clear. This was the Heavenly Host. The land of the angels. Where those thieving bastards had brought Cirice. 
 
    Wes’s grip tightened on the spear. He was ready. 
 
    But one member of his harem, it seemed, was not able to come with them. 
 
    As light poured from the gap, Azura threw her hands in front of her face and screamed. The succubus backed up rapidly, steam rising from her cherry red skin as she shrugged off the light. Her cries didn’t stop until she was all the way back at the desk, and then on the other side of the desk, crouched behind it like someone trying to avoid an active shooter. 
 
    “Ah fuck, it hurts!” Azura looked down at her hands, flexing the nails as she tried to shrug off the pain. “And not in a good way, either! What the fuck?” 
 
    “Oh no.” Deja’s face fell. “Hazel, darling, do me a favor. Approach the door slowly…” 
 
    Something clicked in Wes’s skull. He watched as Hazel approached the doorway gingerly, walking toward it at an angle to avoid coming in direct contact with the beam of light streaming from beneath the archway. 
 
    Bracing herself, the blonde demoness stuck a hand into the light. Immediately, smoke began to pour from her fingers. 
 
    “Fuck!” Hazel swore and jerked her hand back like she’d placed it on a hot stove. “You weren’t kidding, Azura. That shit burns like a bunch of bees trying to sting me to death…” 
 
    With a grave expression, Deja walked up to the archway. The genie didn’t hesitate: she thrust both hands into the light and watched as the magical glow enveloped her fingers. No steam or smoke rose from her tanned skin, and she turned the limbs back and forth while flexing her digits. 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt me,” the genie said, looking back at Wes. “I assume it won’t hurt Thessaly, either. But the atmosphere of the Heavenly Host is intolerable to those whose lineage can be traced back to the lower realms. Hazel, Azura—neither of them are going to be able to come with us.” 
 
    Neither the succubus nor the demoness looked the slightest bit happy about that.  
 
    “Bullshit,” Azura protested, marshaling her courage as she jumped over the desk. “I’m not leaving Wes’s side! Just let me get used to it a little bit, and I’ll be fine—” 
 
    The succubus kicked out into the light, letting the aura cover one heel and the upper part of her calf. Just that slight touch caused her skin to smoke. Azura’s eyes watered with pain as she held the leg in the light, gritting her fangs. 
 
    “Azura!” Wes’s voice was a harsh bark. “Stop it!” 
 
    With a whimper, the succubus finally pulled away. She clutched at her leg, tears of pain and frustration streaming down her face. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” she said, rubbing her foot. “It hurts so goddamn bad, Wes. I can take it, though! I can take anything for you, Master!” 
 
    He put his arms around the succubus, holding her tight. “I know you can,” Wes told Azura. “But you shouldn’t have to.” 
 
    The succubus began to sob. “I can’t go, can I?” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “Neither of you can. You and Hazel—go back to Deja Vu, okay? Hold down the fort for us, and stash the rest of those shards of power back in the chapel. When we get back with Cirice, we’re going to have one hell of a party.” 
 
    Azura sniffed hugely. “Top floor of the Excelsior, right?” 
 
    Wes flicked his wrist, giving the succubus an upward slap that made her round booty jiggle. “You fucking know it,” he said, grabbing both her and Hazel and pulling them into a hug. “Neither of you are going anywhere. You’re my guild members, my women, and as soon as I get back, I’m going to make you feel every second I had to be without you.” 
 
    “Yes sir!” Hazel said, giving Wes’s cock a squeeze through his pants. “We’re going to miss the fuck out of you.” 
 
    “We’ll be waiting,” Azura added, giving Wes a lewd grin. “And don’t worry. We won’t fool around until you get back. These pussies are going untouched until you take them again.” 
 
    Hazel blanched at that. “We can’t even touch ourselves?” the demoness asked, looking at Wes. 
 
    Wes gave a shrug as if to say hey, she makes the rules. “It’ll just make it even sweeter when I get back,” he told Hazel, giving her a peck on the cheek. “Don’t let those fucking Templars get up your ass on the way out, okay?” 
 
    Azura paused before the elevator. “Of course not, Master. That’s your job!” 
 
    Wes laughed at that, loud and long. Then, together, he and Deja and Thessaly approached the portal. Golden light showed through the gap in the archway, lighting the path to God only knew where. Literally. 
 
    The Heavenly Host. 
 
    “You ready for this?” Wes asked, staring out into forever. 
 
    A hand squeezed his. He looked over to see Deja beaming up at him. 
 
    “Yes,” the genie whispered. “I’m so proud of you, Wes. Let’s do this.” 
 
    Together, the trio stepped through the portal and were gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Heaven was nothing like what Wes had pictured. 
 
    The Warlock and his two familiars stepped through the portal onto a soft floor of clouds, the portal sealing up behind them like God closing his zipper. The glowing aura they’d seen in Valente’s office had not disappeared—instead, it was all around them, making everything glow like someone had taken the universe’s ‘bloom’ settings and cranked them to maximum. It made Wes think of old Elder Scrolls games, and the way they’d seemed too bright even when he turned down the gamma. 
 
    Other than that, the place looked nothing like the realm of angels and seraphs. Laying before the trio was a paved street stretching out toward the horizon—the clouds they’d landed on were merely some sort of staging platform, like the running boards on a pickup truck. The city beneath them looked more like the one they’d just come from than Heaven itself, though the skyline had a great deal more gold in it than in any terrestrial city on Earth. 
 
    “The Heavenly Host,” Deja gasped, clinging to Wes. “I can’t believe we’re actually here.” 
 
    “I can,” Wes shot back, holding onto both women. They seemed scared, but the Heavenly Host didn’t look nearly as dangerous as Wes had expected. It seemed almost… 
 
    “Normal,” he whispered. “It’s pretty normal—” 
 
    Then Wes looked up. 
 
    And normalcy dissolved. 
 
    There were eyes in the sky, staring down at him. Burning wheels and crests of wings surrounded them, spinning back and forth like electrons around an atom in the old diagrams he’d seen back in high school. The eyes were larger than buildings, moving back and forth across the sky with the ponderous slowness of blimps. 
 
    Flames poured from the creatures, bathing the sky in a kaleidoscope of colors. At the same time, the wind carried a babbling like every language Wes had ever heard combined into one—just hearing it for more than a few moments made him feel like his teeth were about to shake out of his head. Were those things angels? 
 
    If so, they weren’t the fuzzy, feathered variety. These things were old school. Biblical. 
 
    As Wes stared, one of the eyes making its way over their quadrant of the city saw him and his party. Its massive iris swelled, the dark center filling the whiteness of the eye until Wes was thoroughly freaked out. A high, keening cry rolled over the city, like storm sirens cascading through the air. 
 
    “Well, I’d say we just got spotted,” Wes said, shaking his head. “Guess we shouldn’t have expected them to roll out the red carpet…” 
 
    He grabbed for his spear as the air filled with Archangels. Two, then six, then ten of them filled the sky, taking wing with the brutal efficiency of water flowing through a gap in a dam. Wes began to channel the element of Darkness through the silver spear, then abruptly stopped. His mouth went dry. 
 
    The sky was filled with Archangels. 
 
    They doubled in number, then doubled again a few moments later. Not dozens but hundreds of the things made directly for their position, flying straight and true like arrows loosed from the bow of some monstrous demigod. The sight of so many of them at once made Wes’s heart sink. Not even Nacht’s spear could allow him to stand against that. 
 
    The sudden change in his familiar’s postures told him they were thinking along the same lines. Well, at least I can take a bunch of them down with me, Wes thought, gritting his teeth. And shit, who knows? Maybe they’re not as beefy up here —they don’t get enough practice. We could fight our way through them… 
 
    A football team’s worth of angels landed in the middle of the street, forming a thick line separating Wes and his party from the rest of the city. The trio tensed up, expecting an attack—and when it didn’t come, they grew uneasy. The Archangels just stood there, staring at them. What was going on? 
 
    A few moments later, a taller Archangel than the others landed at the head of the pack. He was so broad shouldered and stone faced that Wes thought for a moment it was the same Archangel with the trumpet who’d abducted Cirice. Only when the thing opened its mouth and spoke with a completely different voice did he realize it wasn’t the same. 
 
    “So you have come,” it rumbled, its voice sounding nearly human. To hear something so much like ordinary speech come from such a creature was intimidating in the extreme. Wes didn’t blame his women for getting a little closer to him, for pressing their bodies against his to remind themselves he was there. 
 
    Wes wasn’t sure what to say. More angels poured from the sky behind this one, all of whom looked at the tall Archangel like he was their leader. They’d let this guy be in charge of the whole show, so Wes would deal with him. 
 
    “I have,” Wes said, playing his cards close to his chest. The less he showed his hand, the better, as far as he was concerned. Always the poker player, he thought with a dark chuckle, keeping his face studiously neutral. “As have you.” 
 
    The Archangel looked from Wes to Deja, then to Thessaly. “We have been told to expect your arrival,” the creature rumbled, glaring at the two women on either side of Wes as if it would have preferred them to not be there. “We were not told that you would be bringing company.” 
 
    Huh? They’d been told Wes was coming? I mean, it wasn’t outside of the realm of possibility that the Archangels would expect Wes to want his girl back. But as Valente had said, no Warlock had dared go up against the Heavenly Host in thousands of years. If Wes was the first, then why did these creatures seem to expect him ahead of time? 
 
    The Archangel appeared to be waiting on Wes to speak. He cleared his throat. 
 
    “I am a Warlock,” he said simply, gesturing with his silver spear first at Deja and then Thessaly. “My familiars go where I go.” 
 
    This answer seemed to satisfy the Archangel. “Very well,” it said, turning around. “Follow me.” 
 
    It was just about the last thing any of them had expected. The sea of angels standing shoulder to shoulder on the street parted, admitting a narrow opening like a crowd at a concert stepping aside to admit the paramedics. The Archangel moved into this gap as if this were all business as usual, making its slow but brisk way down the street. 
 
    “Should we follow that thing?” Wes asked, glancing at his women. 
 
    Thessaly answered for him. “It’s either that or fight,” the blue-haired Warlock said, sizing up the crowd and its numbers. “And I don’t have enough juice to kill this many angels, Master.” 
 
    Neither did Wes. Shouldering the silver spear, he followed the Archangel through the crowd. Deja and Thessaly followed a step behind, trying and failing to see everything at once. 
 
    Everything in the Heavenly Host seemed as if it had been built for creatures much larger than humans. The broad, golden street stretched an impossible length in either direction, as wide as a five-lane highway but filled with nothing but pedestrians. The Archangels who’d come at the eye in the sky’s call all stood there, watching and stepping aside for the Warlock and his women. 
 
    “This is freaky,” Wes whispered, keeping his eyes on the back of the lead Archangel’s head. “What the fuck is going on? I thought we were going to have to fight our way to Cirice over a pile of bodies.” 
 
    At the word Cirice, the lead Archangel turned around. Most disconcertingly, this didn’t stop the creature from walking—it simply walked backward, its stride as unerring as if it had eyes in the back of its head. 
 
    “We know the name you speak of,” the Archangel said in a harsh tone. “You are to be reunited with her at once.” 
 
    Reunited? Now that was news. Except the Heavenly Host had gone to so much trouble to bring Cirice back to their realm that Wes couldn’t believe they expected to let her leave without a fight. More likely they had her under lock and key, and were leading Wes and his group to the same cage. 
 
    The thought of being trapped in the Heavenly Host held no appeal for Wes. Especially when he’d been forced to leave two of his familiars behind. He felt the loss of Azura and Hazel in this realm keenly, like a missing limb. Both of them would have been able to contribute to the conversation, to take his mind off the strangeness of it with lewd comments and dirty jokes. 
 
    Since the Archangel hadn’t turned back around when it finished speaking, Wes decided to try interrogating it. Maybe the thing had some answers. 
 
    “Where are you taking us?” Wes asked. 
 
    The path sloped gently upward, winding through what looked for all the world like Heaven’s commercial district. The buildings here were colossal in size, as if someone had designed them with an architectural program and then accidentally doubled the scale of everything. Even the Archangel looked short striding in their shadows. 
 
    “To the Tower,” the creature said, pointing down the lane. “That is where the Warlock needs to go. We have been told.” 
 
    So they had. There was no second guessing which building was the ‘Tower’—only one appeared to be a candidate for the name. Right at the center of the city, a finger of gold and concrete stretched against the sky, casting a black silhouette across the otherwise bright skyline. It contrasted so sharply with the rest of the architecture that Wes did a double take, having to convince himself he wasn’t looking at a clever illusion. 
 
    The reaction from his companions was no less severe. “That’s the Tower?” Thessaly asked, her eyes widening. “That’s horrifying!” 
 
    Neither Wes nor Deja appeared to want to correct her. “It’s something else, that’s for sure,” Wes said, following with his gaze across the skyline. “That said, if I had to guess which building in this city these angels would be keeping Cirice in, that one would definitely be right at the top of the list.” 
 
    The further they walked, the stranger the distances became. At some point Archangels stopped dropping out of the sky. The eyes continued rolling back and forth far above, covered in flames and wings, but they’d seen that whatever threat Wes and his party posed had now been contained. The crowds began to drift away, leaving Wes, his women, and the strange Archangel alone on the street. 
 
    They moved slowly toward the Tower. The buildings grew taller as they made their way into the thickest part of the city, dominating the golden sky of the Heavenly Host and even blocking out the sight of some of the angelic eyes. 
 
    “This is not at all what I thought we’d be walking into,” Wes said mildly. The Archangel had turned back around and was walking normally, its pace calm and unhurried. “Deja, did you know anything about this place?” 
 
    “Not a thing,” the genie said, reaching down and taking hold of Wes’s free hand. “I don’t mean to worry you, Master, but I’m scared.” 
 
    Wes frowned at the genie. “There’s nothing to be frightened of,” he told her, nudging her with his elbow. “You know I’ll protect you. If we have to fight our way out of here, then that’s exactly what we’ll do.” 
 
    “That will not be necessary,” the Archangel said ahead of them. Of course the creature had been listening to them the whole time. “You will go to the Tower. That is where the Warlock needs to go. We have been told.” 
 
    “You’ve been told,” Wes repeated, subtly mocking the Archangel. “And who told you this, exactly? God?” 
 
    Actually, Wes didn’t really want to know that. Neither did Deja or Thessaly. Fortunately for them, the Archangel just shook its head. 
 
    “We have been told,” it said, gesturing with a wing. “Please follow me.” 
 
    The further they walked, the more a strange notion began to harden into certainty in Wes’s mind.  
 
    “These things, they’re not human,” Wes whispered, glancing at Deja and Thessaly for confirmation. 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock stared back at him strangely. “Um, yes?” Thessaly asked, cocking an eyebrow. “They’re categorically not human. This is the Heavenly Host.” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “That’s not what I mean. They don’t seem to be people.” 
 
    That was a trickier matter. Thessaly and Deja looked around, watching the movements of the Archangels and other strange creatures making their way up and down the street. Now that they were being dealt with in whatever way the creatures had been ‘told’ would happen, they seemed to hardly notice Wes, Deja, or Thessaly at all. The genie’s eyes widened, a wrinkle appearing in her smooth forehead. 
 
    “They’re not people,” Deja whispered. “It’s like they’re golems.” 
 
    “Golems?” Thessaly asked. 
 
    “A kind of living robot,” Deja explained, her hand leaving Wes’s. The revelation seemed to have taken most of the worry out of the genie. “Typically they’re built and given life by a sorcerer. The connection between the golem and its master isn’t all that different from the relationship between a Warlock and his familiar, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Thessaly said, looking around. “Only I bet having one of these things as a pet is a hell of a lot less fun.” 
 
    As they made their way down the lane, the Tower gradually growing in their view, Thessaly began to whistle. It took Wes a few moments to recognize the tune—when he did, he laughed and shook his head. 
 
    “Talking Heads?” he asked, prompting Thessaly to look up. “I love that album.” Then he started to sing in a low voice. “Heaven, heaven is a place where nothing ever happens…” 
 
    This certainly did seem like the kind of place where nothing happened. Nothing important, anyway. The Tower loomed even larger as they approached, its shadow stretching for blocks down a nearby street. Wes looked up at it—and up, and up—as the Archangel led them to the steps leading to the big double doors. 
 
    “You will go inside,” it said, stopping at the first stair. “This is what we have been told.” 
 
    “Who’s ‘we’, asshole?” Wes asked, his voice low enough for the creature not to hear. The closer he got to the Tower, the less he wanted to enter it. There was something about the structure that seemed foriegn, like it wasn’t meant to belong in the Heavenly Host. It looked like a splinter in someone’s finger, stuck through the intersection like it had invaded the realm rather than being built. 
 
    “Out of curiosity,” Thessaly said, looking up at the top of the Tower’s windows, “what happens if we don’t go inside?” 
 
    The Archangel gestured behind them. Wes turned around—and froze in his tracks, his heart skipping a beat. 
 
    Where had all the Archangels come from? 
 
    He’d thought they’d abandoned them, gradually fading away as they crossed the city. Except they clearly hadn’t, because a thick carpet of heavenly monsters stood just a few feet behind their party, packed like sardines in a tin. The things pushed in on all sides, as if they’d just been waiting for Wes to turn around and see them. 
 
    “Fuck!” Wes yelped, keenly aware of the irony of swearing in such a holy place. “Why you gotta sneak up on a guy!?” 
 
    “You will go inside,” the Archangel repeated calmly. As it spoke, the big double doors at the top of the stairs rumbled open. A line of darkness could be seen between them. “Please. It is what we have been told.” 
 
    Cirice is inside. Wes swallowed hard. Whatever the fuck is waiting in there for me, it’s standing between me and my angel girl. I’m not letting it hold her back any longer. 
 
    After seeing Cirice in that dress, and those heels, there was no way he could leave her perfect body untouched. She had to become his—she was meant to be his, an eager member of his guild. 
 
    “Fine,” Wes said, shrugging his shoulders. “Let’s go, girls. Our destiny awaits.” 
 
    Deja and Thessaly followed Wes up the steps, their eyes fixed on that line of darkness at the top. As they climbed, the Archangels gradually filled in the space behind them, until even the lower levels of steps stood crowded with winged figures. 
 
    I guess they’re not letting us turn back now, Wes thought, cracking his knuckles. Alright then… 
 
    He held the spear at the ready as he reached the line of darkness. Only dim, flickering torchlight could be seen within, hardly enough to illuminate the walls. Wes froze at the entrance, Deja and Thessaly stopping with him. Behind them, the Archangels pushed in further, insistent that they enter. 
 
    “Shit!” Thessaly turned, shoving an Archangel who’d gotten too close. “They’re pushing me…!” 
 
    There was no going back. Wes stepped into the darkness, taking Deja and Thessaly with him. For a moment, he felt as if the Archangels might follow him, but they froze on the threshold, watching silently. Wes turned around and saw dozens of stone faces watching him impassively, just standing at the top of the stairs. 
 
    The massive double doors closed, and they were alone in the darkness. 
 
    Or not alone. 
 
    “Decimator,” Inamorato chuckled. “You have finally come. Good.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The voice came from every direction at once, booming in the darkness. 
 
    Wes’s blood froze in his veins. His skin crawled like he’d just thrust his hand into a writhing bowl full of maggots. To hear that wheezing, inhuman voice here—here, in the Heavenly Host, the most holy realm in all the universe—didn’t just feel wrong. It felt like blasphemy. 
 
    “Do not worry,” the creature said, a hint of mirth in its voice. “I will not turn on the light. I know that neither you nor your companions would like to see what is in this chamber with you.” 
 
    A finger of pure dread trickled up and down Wes’s spine. This was Heaven, for God’s sake! How could that creature, that abomination, be here? In utopia, in paradise, in perfection!? 
 
    “I greet you,” the voice said in the darkness. Once again it came from everywhere at once, and only now did Wes realize the effect made it impossible to tell where the speaker was standing. Inamorato could have been in a corner of the room or standing an inch from his face, for all he knew. He prayed it was the former, and not the latter. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” Thessaly whispered, her voice filled with so much terror Wes wanted to reach out and embrace her. “It sounds… it sounds so awful!” 
 
    Inamorato didn’t take it personally. “Welcome to the Fatherland,” the thing said with extreme irony, the words dripping like honey from the eaves of the chamber in which they stood. “The second act of our great play is about to begin, Decimator. I thank you for taking the plunge and coming to the Heavenly Host—without you, the curtain would remain eternally closed.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Wes spat, rage cutting through his fear. “I don’t know you!” 
 
    “All the actors are in their proper places,” the creature monologued, chortling from somewhere in the chamber. “There are no mirrors in this room, so you cannot test for yourself, Decimator. But I tell you again—you know me better than you know the face you would see in the glass.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Wes shot back. “What are you?” 
 
    “I am the lover of the universe,” the creature said simply. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son. That’s in the Bible, Decimator. Fortunately for us, we need not be so… rash. All that is required to start the second act is one little angel girl.” 
 
    Cirice. The creature was talking about Cirice. 
 
    “Where is she?” Wes growled, gripping the silver spear tighter. He’d seen Inamorato take apart a whole room full of goons like they were made of paper, and he’d grown a sneaking suspicion that although he couldn’t see the abomination, it could see him. Still, he was ready to fight. “Quit your riddles and your bullshit and give her back to me, Inamorato! You told me once that you and I were on the same side—why don’t you prove it?” 
 
    There was a pause, in which Wes felt as if the entire universe lay on a set of scales. Finally, the abomination cleared its throat, letting out a little rasping laugh. 
 
    “I shall!” it said. “Of course I shall, Decimator. For that is the opening line of the second act. Every actor must be told where to stand, after all. How uncouth would it be were you to be crushed by a falling piece of scenery, or lost behind a rafter?” 
 
    Nothing the abomination said made any sense. The sheer fact of it being here filled Wes’s stomach with bile.  
 
    “Tell me,” he demanded, wanting to be done with this heinous audience as quickly as possible. “What have you done to her!?” 
 
    “I?” Inamorato sounded hurt. “I have done nothing, Decimator. The Archangels have done it all. Even now, they take your beloved to the Empyrean—the highest circle of the Celestial Realm. They bring her to the very roof of the Heavenly Host, inches beneath the eyes of the Almighty.” 
 
    “The roof?” The more the creature spoke, the more pissed off Wes got. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Have you not read your Paradiso?” Inamorato laughed in the darkness. “True, Dante is more famous for the Inferno, but his heavenly adventures are no less truthful for being less popular. The Heavenly Host is a concentric circle, and also a cone. The closer you get to the center, the higher you will go, until you reach the Empyrean. There, you are inches away from the Almighty, able to bask in his glory for all eternity.” 
 
    “I see. And will Cirice be basking in this glory?” 
 
    He could feel Inamorato shaking its head. “No. She is to be sacrificed.” 
 
    The sensation that passed over Wes made his revulsion at realizing Inamorato had gained entry to Heaven seem tame in comparison. “What!? Why would they do that? Why would they kill her?” 
 
    “She’s a missing angel,” Deja said, speaking up for the first time. “They’re supposed to bring her home, not murder her!” 
 
    He felt Inamorato shrug. “They want to keep your hands off her,” the creature chortled. “Permanently. You and I are more alike than we are different, Decimator. We are both lovers. The Archangels, of all creatures, understand that.” 
 
    Wes’s mind churned at the thought of Cirice’s blood being shed beneath the gaze of the Almighty. Why would the Archangels bring Cirice all the way to the creator, just to kill her? It made no sense. 
 
    He had to think. He had to stay calm, force down his revulsion, and find a way to Cirice. Things had just gotten a hell of a lot more complicated. He wished Azura and Hazel were there. 
 
    Wes thought for several rapid heartbeats, standing quietly in the darkness. Then he cleared his throat. 
 
    “You claim, after your own way, to be helping me,” he told the abomination. As much as it turned his stomach to have anything to do with the creature, or the race of nameless horrors it belonged to, he needed help. “Is that right?” 
 
    “Of course,” the creature rasped. 
 
    Wes reached out in the darkness and took Deja’s hand, then Thessaly’s. Forgive me, he thought, praying they’d understand. 
 
    “Then help me,” Wes commanded. “Help us. Get us to the Empyrean before those bastards.” 
 
    There was a pause. “That,” Inamorato said with glee, “is what I have been waiting for you to ask this entire time, Decimator.” 
 
    The lights went on. Wes, Deja, and Thessaly stood in a high-ceilinged chamber, longer than it was wide, with a massive courtyard in the center. The thing that called itself Inamorato was nowhere to be seen—if it had been standing there, it had melted away before the light could reach Wes’s eyeballs. Even if it had been waiting for him, however, Wes might not have seen it. 
 
    He was too busy staring at the chariot. 
 
    Most of the buildings Wes and his group had seen in the Heavenly Host were a mixture of celestial and mundane construction. Concrete mixed with gold, steel mingled with magical elements to create something both more and less than their separate parts. It appeared to be the way things were done in the Heavenly Host—a method of building that reflected the builders and their ethos. 
 
    This chariot couldn’t have been more different. It was solid gold, and of such elegant construction that it seemed it might collapse into gossamer at the slightest touch. Its massive wheels were coated in a glaze that reflected the light, and at its front a trio of winged horses stood waiting in their yoke, calmly peering back at the Warlock. 
 
    A golden chariot. Inamorato’s present to them. 
 
    Wes had asked to be taken to the Empyrean. And the abomination had been as good as his word. 
 
    Thessaly stepped forward, her face a mask of surprise. “What in the world…” she asked, rubbing the mane of one of the white winged horses as if it might disappear. The beast gave a sniff, then allowed Thessaly to stroke it. 
 
    “This is the strangest thing that’s ever happened to me,” Deja said with a chuckle. “And if you knew even half of what I’d been through, Master, you’d know exactly what saying that means.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” Wes said, looking the golden chariot up and down. To his surprise, it was cold and unyielding beneath his fingers—the frame stronger than steel. “We’re in this too deep to stop now, though. We’ve got to destroy those Archangels and bring our girl home.” 
 
    Deja nodded as she followed Wes. “You’re absolutely right,” she said, her face lined with worry. “But I have no idea what we’ve just waded into, Master. That thing said this is the second act?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said, climbing into the chariot. 
 
    Deja nodded. “The second act tends to be the one with all the blood,” she said, sliding into her seat next to Wes. “Just so you know. We might be starting a war by doing this, Wes…” 
 
    Wes knew. He just didn’t care. 
 
    “It’s already us against the world,” he said, taking the reins. He didn’t even need to crack them—the winged horses knew exactly where to go. They rose almost straight upward, snorting and snuffling as the golden chariot ascended to the roof of the Tower. “We’ve already put the elder Warlocks and the Archangels at the top of our enemies list. What’s a little feud with the Almighty, huh?” 
 
    “Wes…” Deja warned. 
 
    “It’s cool,” he said with a laugh. “I’m pretty sure He’ll understand. I made a promise, Deja. I don’t break my promises.” 
 
    “Warlocks break their promises all the time,” the genie said, embracing him. 
 
    The chariot rose into the golden sky. 
 
    “I know,” Wes said, squeezing the genie tight. “But men don’t.” 
 
    As they flew off to challenge their destiny, Deja gave Wes the proudest look he’d ever seen. “I’m with you, Master,” she whispered, kissing him hard. 
 
    Together, the trio soared toward the roof of the Heavenly Host, a carpet of Archangels waving them goodbye. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Inamorato was wrong about one thing, at least, Wes thought, clinging to the railing of the golden chariot. The Heavenly Host isn’t a cone. It’s something much stranger than that… 
 
    Wes hadn’t been able to get his bearings since the horse-drawn chariot had erupted from the roof of the Tower and soared over the golden city of the Heavenly Host. Part of the reason why was the constant stream of kaleidoscopic colors that washed over the vehicle as it ascended toward the highest level of the universe. It washed the world in technicolor shades of eye-searing colors, making him feel like he’d been tossed through the special tunnel in Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. 
 
    But the stranger thing was distance. The higher the chariot ascended, the narrower the sky became—until the contours of the world caved in on each other, turning the geometry of everything from straight lines to curves. As a result, looking from the chariot in any direction felt like staring up from the bottom of a massive, perfectly spherical bowl. Things that were close looked more-or-less normal, but anything far away rapidly shifted and changed in mass. 
 
    Trouble with that was, nothing was close. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Thessaly groaned, leaning over the side of the chariot. She was taking the change in scenery even worse than Wes and Deja. “I think I’m going to be sick…” 
 
    “Just close your eyes,” Deja said. Wes wasn’t sure if her advice was for Thessaly or him. “Try not to think too much about it. Don’t look if you don’t have to.” 
 
    Smart move, Wes thought, watching the blue-haired Warlock squeeze her eyes shut tight. But unlike her, Wes didn’t have the luxury of blocking out the visions. He had to keep an eye on the horizon, and make sure no one planned to ambush them between the city and the Empyrean. 
 
    No one appeared to be waiting to attack them. The sky lay empty above them, narrowing like the business end of a funnel as they climbed higher and higher. The distortion around them became worse, until the city below stretched and shimmered like a soap bubble. Even Wes had to close his eyes, to keep from throwing up over the side of the chariot. How did the horses manage it? 
 
    Then the chariot disappeared into the clouds, and they were somewhere else. 
 
    When Wes next opened his eyes, he realized he’d truly reached the roof of the world. The chariot floated a few feet above an endless landscape of glowing silvery fog, which stretched out toward the horizon in all directions. Light came from everywhere and nowhere at once, bathing the realm in that perfect photogenic glow that Wes had heard filmmakers and photographers refer to as the ‘golden hour’. The light here in the Empyrean was perfect, or the next best thing, and it always would be. 
 
    But that perfection paled in comparison to what Wes felt just over his head. He couldn’t see the Almighty, of course—more for his own protection than out of any sense of shyness. To gaze upon the face of the Creator was to never be the same. 
 
    The awe that coursed through Wes’s bloodstream couldn’t be denied. One look in the faces of his companions confirmed that they felt it, too. 
 
    “This is it,” Wes whispered. “The highest plane of existence. Where all the good stuff comes from…” 
 
    They were inches beneath the face of God. And on that immortal, endless place, just beneath the gaze of the Almighty, the Archangels were planning an execution. 
 
    Wes and his women saw it immediately—for indeed, it was the only landmark anywhere around them. A short distance away from the chariot, someone had erected a great black ‘X’ on top of a nearby wisp of cloud. It stood against the sky like the sole remaining letter of some grim Hollywood sign, completely unremarkable if not for the slender blonde angel tied to it by her hands and ankles. 
 
    Cirice hung from the X. Her head was bowed low, eyes fixed on the ground so that she didn’t even see her rescuers. A dozen Archangels every bit as beefy and massive as the leader with the trumpet surrounded her, watching and waiting. 
 
    Several of them turned as one to see the golden chariot, letting out cries of surprise and distress.  
 
    “He’s here!” one of them shouted, gesturing back at the X. “The Warlock has come!” 
 
    Wes took a step out of the chariot and found the ground beneath his feet surprisingly solid. Deja and Thessaly climbed free behind him, taking their places on either side of him as they walked across the clouds. Behind them, the golden chariot took off like an arrow, its job done. 
 
    It was time. Wes drew the silver spear, crossing the distance to the angels with a rage-filled expression. “Take her down,” he commanded, gesturing at the Archangels. “You’ve got five seconds, or else I'll start slaughtering you.” 
 
    For all that the Archangels looked like advanced versions of their former selves, one towered above the rest. Twice as tall as an ordinary man, he stood decked out in golden armor that shone like the sun. Unlike the angels who surrounded him, there was no stone in the texture of his skin. He was made of metal—some white, unearthly material that glowed with its own heavenly aura. Long golden hair trailed down the figure’s back, adding to the kingliness of his appearance. 
 
    A flaming sword lay attached to his belt, the flickering tongues of fire burning eternally despite no obvious source of fuel. That guy’s the leader for sure, Wes thought, gritting his teeth. Let’s do this! 
 
    The lead Archangel regarded Wes coolly. Then he saw the spear in the Warlock’s hands and gasped. 
 
    “You brought that weapon here?” it cried, clasping its broad forehead with one massive hand. “This is madness! You must leave at once, lest all be lost!” 
 
    The creature’s words shook Wes to the core. Pieces clicked together in his head as he held the spear tight, and he began to realize how deeply he may have been used on his way here. But Cirice still lay trapped against that massive ‘X’. Until she was free, he’d tuck the rest of it away in the back of his head. 
 
    “I’m happy to leave,” Wes told the angel. “Just give me the girl, and none of this needs to happen.” 
 
    The Archangel stared across the flat, endless landscape with something like despair. “Do you know who I am, Warlock?” it finally asked, cocking its massive, golden head in Wes’s direction. 
 
    He did not. And the behavior of this creature was beginning to freak him out almost as much as Inamorato. 
 
    “I don’t know that I care,” Wes snarled, masking his unease with false bravado. “How about you take my girl down from your fancy cross and then we can talk—” 
 
    It was as if Wes hadn’t spoken. “Listen, Fiend! I am Metatron,” the Archangel rumbled, rising to an even greater height. “Herald of the Almighty! Listen and tremble in fear!” 
 
    “Oh no,” Deja gasped from Wes’s side. “No no no, this is a mistake…” 
 
    “I am the Almighty’s voice!” Metatron continued, its voice soaring like a siren over the landscape. “I speak my Master’s words, and in doing so, I purge the impure and the demonic from this land! Step aside, lest you be cast out of paradise!” 
 
    Wes thought of Inamorato. “If your job is to keep this place clean, then you’ve failed,” he said, shaking his head. “Now step aside, Metatron. Or I’ll make that holy voice of yours scream for mercy.” 
 
    “Wes!” Deja’s hand tugged at his robes, ruffling the Archcloak around his shoulders. “Something is very wrong here! The girl, these angels—something wanted us to bring the spear here! Someone wants us to be fighting Metatron beneath the gaze of the Almighty!” 
 
    “I know,” Wes said. He’d already figured that part out not long after he saw Inamorato. And he was pretty sure who the culprit was. 
 
    How deep did the rabbit hole go? Had the monster placed that coffin underneath of Deja Vu in the first place, knowing that Wes would find it and become smitten with its occupant? Was this the plan all along? Wes felt like a piece on a chessboard—specifically, a pawn. One who’d been moved across the board with brutal efficiency and now stood one step from the enemy’s back row, about to be promoted to the game’s most powerful piece. 
 
    That part didn’t bother him. But the question remained: on whose side was he playing? 
 
    Just then, Cirice looked up and noticed they were there. 
 
    “Wes,” the angel croaked, just barely managing to lift her head. She looked like she’d been hanging there for longer than any of them wanted to admit, the strength gradually being leached out of her before the killing blow from Metatron. “You came for me. I told them… I told them you’d save me…” 
 
    In an instant, none of it mattered. Whoever was pulling the strings, they truly had known Wes better than he knew himself. Because once he saw Cirice looking at him like that, with all that love and devotion, there was no way he could turn back. 
 
    He’d have to save her. And Heaven help anyone standing in the way. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Thessaly whispered, picking up on his wavelength immediately. God, he loved her for that. “There’s our girl right there, Deja. Let’s get her and go home.” 
 
    Metatron’s eyes narrowed, then a cold, cruel smirk rose to his angelic face. “Actually, this may very well be fate at work.” 
 
    Then, before any of them could react, the Archangel twisted and slammed a dagger into Cirice’s side. 
 
    The blonde angel cried out in pain as the steel sank deep into the wound. Blood flowed like wine from Cirice’s stomach, dripping down her thighs and legs as she writhed helplessly against her bonds. Her eyes rolled back in her head with pure pain as she struggled, the blade twisting within her flesh. 
 
    Even as full of horror as Wes was, he couldn’t help but notice the way the blood dissolved into the air like steam. Angels were apparently built differently than humans. 
 
    “You see,” Metatron said, withdrawing the blade, “my Heavenly Host and I faced an unexpected problem bringing this fiend to justice.” The Archangel wiped the knife on his thigh as he spoke, his voice calm and even. “I had almost begun to believe it to be one of the Almighty’s jokes.” 
 
    As the creature gestured, the wound in Cirice’s side healed. The gash Metatron had torn open sewed itself shut like a zipper, the remaining blood dissolving on the angel girl’s skin. Cirice continued to writhe, but now it was more from fear than pain. 
 
    “Our weapons will not allow us to finish the job,” Metatron said grimly. “But that spear… yes. That is our weapon.” 
 
    More pieces clicked together in Wes’s brain. He didn’t like the picture it was all adding up to, but it was far too late to stop now. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” he said, twirling the silver spear. “This is my weapon. And before me, it belonged to the Archwarlock Erde Nachtflugel. In his name, creature, I demand that you let my woman go!” 
 
    Metatron slowly shook his head. 
 
    Then it’s a fight, Wes thought, approaching with the spear held high. “Keep the Archangels off me,” he whispered to Deja and Thessaly. “I’ll handle the big guy myself.” 
 
    Both women nodded. “Yes, Master.” 
 
    Wes broke from the pack, and Metatron did as well. Both camps appeared to be more than happy to let the two of them duel—the Archangels moved a short distance away, and made no moves toward either Deja or Thessaly. 
 
    It couldn’t go unnoticed. “Your boys don’t want to hit a girl?” Wes asked, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    “This is between you and me,” Metatron said, gazing up toward the Almighty. He couldn’t be seen in the clouds above the Empyrean, but his presence was keenly felt all the same. “You die here, Warlock. Content yourself to know that very few have ever been given the grace to let their heart beat its last this close to the Almighty!” 
 
    On the final word, Metatron drew his flaming sword and charged. 
 
    Holy shit! Wes threw himself to the side, forgetting for a moment everything except the primal need to stay alive. The sword cut through the heavenly space in a wide arc, igniting the golden fog everywhere it touched. As a result, the sword cut through a far larger space than its size would imply. Even leaping to the side and rolling, Wes barely avoided it. 
 
    Sheesh! Wes spun to his feet, grabbing the spear in a two-handed grip. If this were a video game, I’d say the fucking hitboxes were all programmed wrong. It just seems wrong for one sword to cause so much carnage! 
 
    Massive wings erupted from Metatron’s back. The Voice of the Almighty took to the sky, banking in a steep arc as the Archangels making up the audience cheered the creature on. In a flash, it was back on Wes, diving low as its massive flaming sword cut back and forth directly in front of it. The thing wanted to barrel him over, to knock him to the ground and cut him to ribbons. 
 
    Wes wouldn’t let him. It was time to find out what Nacht’s spear was really made of. 
 
    As the flaming angel closed the distance, Wes struck out with the spear, parrying the nearest blow. A flash of light erupted from the silver, spraying a shower of sparks in all directions. Metatron appeared to have not expected it—the angel flew off-course, banking low to completely avoid Wes as he put distance between himself and the Warlock’s weapon. 
 
    Metatron landed a short distance away. The Archangel glanced down at his flaming sword in surprise. The steel still shone with tongues of flame—but fewer of them covered the blade than had been there a moment ago. Gaps could be seen on the heavenly weapon where nothing but metal shone. 
 
    Wes felt his heart nearly leap out of his chest. He’d actually done damage to that thing? 
 
    Metatron stared at the blade a moment longer, then forced out a laugh. “You have no idea what you have,” the Archangel said, taking a more conventional path across the cloudy ground toward Wes. “How a fledgling like you managed to receive this weapon I have no idea, but it is a mistake! One that will soon be corrected…!” 
 
    The Archangel swung left, then right, filling the air with lines of flame. Each time, Wes raised the spear and parried, the silver edge of the weapon catching the sword and redirecting it at an angle away from its main thrust. Metatron’s eyes widened with shock as it struck, attacking faster and faster as its mighty wings flapped. 
 
    “This is wrong!” the Archangel howled. “You should be dead! The flames of the Almighty cannot be quenched—they burn eternal, from one age to the next!” 
 
    Wes was too busy blocking Metatron’s blows to come up with a clever quip. He held onto the spear for dear life, barely shunting away each of the Archangel’s powerful, fiery strikes. And yet with each block, more of the holy flame leached away from the weapon, leaving it with less of the magic that enchanted it. 
 
    A panicked look spread across Metatron’s face as it realized it had perhaps pushed things too far. The heavenly beast turned away as the last few gouts of flame died across its blade, motioning to the other Archangels still standing silent in attendance. “Kill him! Kill them all!” 
 
    Wes looked down at his spear. Now’s the moment, he thought. I’m going to kill this son of a bitch— 
 
    Archangels were on him. 
 
    Dozens of them, moving as quick as thought, slammed into Wes from all sides. He lost his footing and tumbled into a deep bed of clouds, gasping as what felt like a sack full of boulders landed on his chest. The Archangels tackled him like a football team, shoving him to the ground and pinning the silver spear beneath his body. 
 
    Dimly, Wes could hear both Deja and Thessaly crying out. The telltale sizzle of magic emphasized their cries, telling him his women were trying to cut a path to him. But they wouldn’t be able to—there were simply too many Archangels. So much weight lay on his back that he felt like he’d been pinned beneath a Tyrannosaurus Rex. 
 
    Darkness encroached on the edges of Wes’s vision. He couldn’t get up, couldn’t get air—and even more of the bastard Archangels were busy climbing on top of him. Deja and Thessaly’s cries began to fade along with the rest of the world, until all Wes could see were angel’s wings and big stony limbs. 
 
    God damn it, Wes thought, his fingers going nerveless around the spear. Got to get up… 
 
    But the Archangels wouldn’t let him. More weight pushed in, forcing the side of Wes’s face against the ground. He’d never expected clouds could be so solid, or hurt so much. 
 
    As the world began to bleed away, Wes felt a tingle in his chest. Somehow, he managed to turn his head enough to see the edge of the silver spear lying beneath him. The sharp end protruded just beyond his shoulder, gleaming faintly beneath the pile of writhing Archangels. 
 
    A single tendril of darkness caressed the tip. 
 
    A sonic boom rippled through the world. Wes felt more than heard it—it was as if the world had suddenly been tipped upside down, like gravity had reversed itself. Angels flew every which way as Wes went airborne, only just barely managing to cling to the silver spear. 
 
    Reality reasserted itself. Now Wes could hear screaming—and it wasn’t coming from his women, or from Cirice. 
 
    It was Metatron 
 
    “Abomination!” the Archangel screeched, pumping more flame into the weapon at his side. “That magic is forbidden here! You would bring filth into the presence of our Lord!?” 
 
    Darkness, Wes thought, the corner of his mouth curling upward. The magic of hellp. Only Azura couldn’t bring her powers into the Heavenly Host—the light here would obliterate her. But I can. 
 
    Wes had just smuggled Hell into the attic of Heaven. 
 
    And Hell was pure power. 
 
    Darkness poured from Wes’s silver spear, erupting a hundred tentacles of writhing black. The tendrils reached out and snatched Archangels from the air, grabbing them carelessly and tossing them around like ragdolls. They made noises like bowling pins as they slammed into each other, knocked insensate in their sudden desire to flee. 
 
    Triumph surged in Wes’s chest. “I WARNED you!” he roared, the sky and ground snapping back to something understandable as he landed on a platform of clouds. “You could have avoided all this by letting her go!” 
 
    Everywhere the darkness touched, the light recoiled. Its touch was poison to the inhabitants of the Heavenly Host, which meant that even the mightiest Archangels turned and fled beneath Wes’s assault. In short order, none were left with Wes and his women in Empyrean save for Metatron himself. The Voice of the Almighty looked more than a little stressed by his sudden change in fortune. 
 
    “My Lord, I have failed you!” Despair filled Metatron’s voice. “I have allowed the Warlock to pour poison in our ears! The Empyrean itself is tainted—” 
 
    A concentrated blast of wind knocked the Archangel to his knees. Deja stood over him, twin tornadoes wrapped around her wrists. 
 
    “You forced our hand,” the genie said without pity. Wes was impressed with her brutality, especially as she kicked Metatron while he was down. Her heel slammed into the side of the Archangel’s glistening metal face, knocking away shards of it to reveal something writhing beneath. 
 
    Whatever it was, Metatron didn’t want them to see it. The Voice of the Almighty let out a piercing screech and sank into the clouds, vanishing from sight in an instant. The floor rocked back and forth, covering the Archangel’s escape as he turned tail and fled with his fellows. 
 
    This left Wes and his women alone beneath the Almighty. They’d won. 
 
    More tendrils of darkness writhed across the surface of the Empyrean, but Wes had neither the time nor the desire to bother with them. He crossed the clouds swiftly, a single goal in mind: Cirice on her massive wooden ‘X’. The angel girl’s eyes went as wide as the sky as she saw Wes, wreathed in his dark power and triumphant. 
 
    “You did it,” the blonde angel whispered, sounding shocked to her core. “You… you fought off Metatron! No Warlock has ever been as powerful as you, Wes, not in thousands of years! Not since Solomon…!” 
 
    Wes barely heard. He cut through the chains binding the angel’s wrists with his spear, then severed the cuffs around her ankles. With a grunt, Wes lifted the girl free of her bondage, sheathing the spear across his back as he carried her into his arms. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he told the angel, his hands going everywhere. He couldn’t help himself—every molecule in his body cried out to finish what he’d started, to add Cirice to his harem and his guild. He knew from the live-wire energy in her body that that was exactly what the lithe angel wanted, too. “It’s all okay now, Cirice. I’ve got you…” 
 
    The angel flexed, bracing one foot against the clouds. Then she kissed Wes, hard and deep, and both of them melted into each other. 
 
    For a golden, gleaming moment, the rest of the universe faded away. The fact that they were standing on the roof of Heaven didn’t matter, nor did the fact that they were beneath the eye of the Almighty. Or that they’d introduced hellish darkness into his idea of the Heavenly Host. 
 
    There was just a man, and a woman, and a desire that needed to be quenched. 
 
    Cirice broke the kiss and slid out of Wes’s arms with a giggle. She reached down and grabbed the hem of her dress, peeling it over her head in a single motion. Beneath it she wore not a goddamn thing, and her body looked amazing and fine. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Cirice begged, peering up at Wes with the kind of love and devotion that sent ships to war. “Take me now, hero. I’m your reward. I’m yours…” 
 
    Somehow, Wes managed to hold onto a shred of his self-control. “Here?” he asked, the word coming out as a strangled cry. “Cirice, we’re—” 
 
    She covered his protest with another kiss. “I don’t care,” the angel gasped, rubbing her naked body all over Wes. “I need you now! I want you inside me right here, and I don’t care who sees it!” 
 
    Oh fuck. Behind him, Wes could hear how shocked both Deja and Thessaly were. And yet, they also sounded more than a little turned on by the prospect. 
 
    And why not? Thanks to Thessaly and Cirice, Wes’s harem had gotten more than a little bit into the whole voyeurism thing. And what could be more voyeuristic than getting down and dirty on the roof of the Heavenly Host, right beneath the gaze of the Almighty? 
 
    It was the ultimate act of exhibitionism. 
 
    Even as he thought it, Wes could feel something impossibly massive and powerful shift above his head. Whatever you wanted to call the thing above their heads—a cosmic power, an ancient alien, or the Creator itself—it appeared it was conscious of Wes and his women’s presence. 
 
    Whatever they were, the presence would have to watch. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I love you so much!” The blonde angel was babbling now, her body trembling as she held herself against her beloved. “I’m so sorry I put you through all this, Master! You shouldn’t have had to come here—you shouldn’t have had to do any of this! But you did, and I love you so much for it! I love you, I respect you, I want you so fucking bad…!” 
 
    Wes couldn’t take it any longer. He lifted Cirice off of her feet and into his arms. With a grunt, he carried her across the cloudy floor of the Empyrean, crossing the distance between them and the massive ‘X’ that had kept the angel girl suspended in three massive strides. Once he was there, he pushed Cirice against the wood and kissed her hard, letting her feel the hardness in his boxers against her soft thighs. 
 
    He didn’t stop there. Her wrists were so tiny in his hands that it was easy to tug them upward, to fit them into the restraints he’d so recently opened. A whisper-thin blast of fire to each chain sealed them back together, leaving Cirice hanging from the massive set of restraints. Her ankles came next, pinning her to the wood and leaving her completely helpless. 
 
    “Oh, Master,” Cirice groaned, relaxing into her posture of submission. “Oh fuck yes, please! Take me now, take me!” 
 
    Wes couldn’t believe it. The gorgeous angel girl sounded as if she were about to come apart right then and there. Her body trembled as Wes tightened the restraints around her wrists and ankles, holding her upright against the crossed boards of the ‘X’. He’d never felt a woman so turned on before, so utterly ready to be fucked. He loved it. 
 
    He let his hands roam across Cirice’s body as they kissed. He groped her pert ass, squeezing and mauling her soft, perky tits, loving the way she moaned and squealed beneath him as his touch sent her arousal into the stratosphere. Somewhere behind him, he could hear the wet squelching sounds of Deja and Thessaly going at it, the pair falling all over each other as if they’d been pushed into a sexy trance. 
 
    “You’re my slut,” Wes rasped, his hand moving from Cirice’s ass to the soft valley between her thighs. Her folds glistened with juice, trails of it staining the angel girl’s thighs from how incredibly turned on she was. “Say it.” 
 
    Cirice’s eyes rolled back in her head. “I’m your slut,” the angel gasped, something giving way inside of her. “Fuck, I need you inside me so bad, Master! I’ve needed it since the moment I saw you! Please, please take me!” 
 
    After waiting so long, every cell in Wes’s body cried out to ram his cock as deep as he could inside the petite angel girl. Yet he managed to hold back. Instead of fucking her hard and fast, Wes slowly stripped off his clothing, letting Cirice’s eyes trail over his sleek muscles and rock hard cock. 
 
    “Look at you, all helpless,” Wes said, a smile spreading across his face. “Tied up and horny, so desperate to get stuffed full of my cock. What if I just did this, huh?” 
 
    Wes pressed the crown of his cock against the edge of Cirice’s tight, dripping wet slit. He could feel the heat rolling off of her pussy, aching to welcome him so deep inside of her channel. Instead of thrusting straight inside, Wes ran his cock up and down her opening, paying special attention to the swollen nub of her clit. 
 
    By the time he’d done this three or four times, Cirice was like a cat in heat. By the tenth, the petite blonde looked like she was on the verge of losing her mind. She was so desperate to get Wes inside of her pussy, and so utterly unable to exert even the slightest bit of pressure on him to make him do it. 
 
    Wes was totally in control, the total master of the pace of their fucking. “That’s right,” he said, grinning at his angel. “You’ll feel this inside you when I decide to put it there, Cirice. Now be a good girl and beg for it. I want everyone to hear you!” 
 
    By everyone, Wes could only mean the Almighty. The idea of making the Creator himself listen to Cirice’s dirty talk turned the Warlock on more than he’d ever admit outside of the bedroom. As much as he loved fucking one of his women while the rest of the harem watched, the idea of the whole universe bearing witness to his red-hot sex with an angel was almost more than he could bear. 
 
    “Unnngh!” Thessaly sounded on the verge of her own orgasm. “Fuck her, Master! Pound that angelic pussy until you cum! Fill her up, make her one of us!” 
 
    “Yes, please!” Deja added. “Look at how pretty she is, Master. Doesn’t she deserve to be full of your load? Hasn’t she earned a spot in our harem?” 
 
    She had—a hundred times over, at least. But Wes wanted to hear her ask for it. Beg for it, if he was being honest with himself. 
 
    And a few heartbeats later, Cirice did. 
 
    The next time Wes ran the crown of his cock over that pulsing, swollen nub at the apex of her pussy, the angel girl screamed. Bliss ran down her thighs as her womanhood boiled over, her need growing to an animalistic level.  
 
    “Oh fuck Wes I’m going to come!” Cirice announced, so loudly that her words echoed over the endless expanse of cloud. “You’re not even inside me and you’re already going to get me off! Oh fuck, baby, you own my pleasure!” 
 
    “That’s right,” Wes grunted, cupping Cirice’s chin as he teased her opening. “From now on, all your orgasms belong to me, angel girl. You come when I say.” 
 
    Her eyes rolled madly in their sockets. “Tell me I can,” Cirice begged, so sweetly that Wes nearly lost control and shot all over her bare, hairless mound. “Please, Master, please tell me I can be a good girl and cum all over your dick…” 
 
    Her words pushed Wes to his decision. “Do it,” he commanded, wrapping his free hand around Cirice’s throat. She looked so gorgeous suspended in the air like that, totally helpless. She looked like everything he ever wanted, and now he was going to claim her. “Cum for me, angel girl! Make that pussy hot and wet and tight for me, so you’ll feel even better when I’m inside you…!” 
 
    Cirice’s shoulders shook with bliss as she approached the peak. Wes swirled the swollen head of his cock around her clit, pushing the nub like a button marked ‘make me come’. At the last moment, with his free hand tightening insistently around the sides of Cirice’s throat, Wes thrust forward and filled her with his prick. 
 
    He’d timed it perfectly. Cirice screamed loud enough to wake the dead as he sank home inside of her soft, silky walls, her orgasm washing over her like a tsunami as he bottomed out inside of her. 
 
    “I love you,” the angel girl whimpered, hearts in her eyes as she gazed up at the man claiming her. “I belong to you!” 
 
    As Wes thrust deep inside of her, burying his cock balls-deep in Cirice’s pussy, the sky began to darken. A chilly wind blew across the field of endless clouds, turning the golden aura surrounding them into something more beige and gray. Wes hardly noticed, so entranced was he by the gorgeous angel taking his cock—but Deja and Thessaly let out cries of surprise through their pleasure. 
 
    “Wes!” Deja sounded so shocked she’d let the M-word slip for a moment. “Something’s happening!” 
 
    You’re goddamn right, Wes thought. Every inch of his cock was on fire with pure, unadulterated bliss. Since becoming a Warlock, he’d fucked his way through genies and demons, even taking a succubus up the ass—but nothing had ever felt so tight, so welcoming, so perfect as this. Cirice had been made for him, he was sure of it. Every thrust into the angel’s slick, spasming walls sent sparks flying through both of them. Her cunt was as sweet as honey, and the cries she made as he fucked her brains out were even sweeter. 
 
    “I want you inside me,” Cirice gasped, gripping his cock with her ridges as the crown of Wes’s cock slammed into her back walls. “Please, Master, please! I need you inside me so bad!” 
 
    Huh? The confusion nearly snapped Wes from his overriding lust. “I am inside you,” he growled, sounding like a savage with his teeth showing. 
 
    The corner of Cirice’s glossy lips parted in that Mona Lisa smile. “Not like that,” she whimpered, her voice filled with so much pleasure it was a wonder the angel hadn’t lost her mind. “I want to let you in!” 
 
    Wes didn’t understand. And then, as the cold wind blew over their naked bodies and lightning crashed across the Creator’s sky, he did. 
 
    “You’re so fucking hot,” Wes groaned, his cock bathed in Cirice’s juices. Every thrust into her tight, perfect pussy felt better than the one before. “Fuck, I can’t hold it, Cirice! I’m gonna…I’m gonna…” 
 
    Right as he reached the peak, Wes opened his eyes. Cirice’s own gaze bored holes into his, her pretty cheeks flushed and her irises glowing with an abnormal, heavenly light. Wes looked deep into those eyes and suddenly, it was no trouble holding himself back from the brink. 
 
    Because Cirice was holding him. The boundaries between them had been shattered. 
 
    There was so much more than simple sex happening as he held her against the wooden beams. More than any hard, primal fucking. Worlds and galaxies collided as Wes’s essence and Cirice’s intermingled, the sky above their heads flashing with every color of the rainbow. 
 
    Wes lost control of his own body. He fucked Cirice like a freight train, giving her the kind of strokes that would rip a lesser woman in half. The angel took them and asked for more, her tongue lolling and her eyes rolling back in her head as she rode him at the apex of that massive, supernatural pillar of power. 
 
    On the next two thrusts, Wes heard the restraints holding Cirice down groaning. As he thrust into her a third time, stretching her perfect walls, they gave like toothpicks. The angel was in his arms, her body pinned against the X, with Deja and Thessaly writhing on their knees a short distance away. 
 
    The whole universe moved with Wes. Each time he bottomed out inside Cirice’s heavenly pussy, a pulse of power rocketed across that endless expanse of clouds like an invisible force field. His mind could barely hold onto sanity—if it didn’t feel so incredibly fucking good to be inside of Cirice, he never would have been able to keep going. She gave him the strength to keep on, her perfect body soothing away all his worries and cares. 
 
    “You have to hold on,” the angel whimpered in his ear. He could hear her concern mixed in with the pleasure, her lithe arms and legs embracing him oh so tight as her pussy welcomed him into the deepest, most private parts of her. “You can’t get swept away, Wes! Otherwise you’ll be lost, and we can never be together…!” 
 
    He understood what she meant immediately. The tidal wave of bliss roaring within him wasn’t content to stop just flooding his senses with utter ecstasy. It threatened to wash him away within it, obliterating his consciousness with wave after wave of holy, unfathomable delight. 
 
    The temptation to give in and allow himself to feel that pleasure was maddening. Like a man clinging to the side of a cliff by his fingertips, Wes fought it. And fought. And fought. 
 
    Slowly, inch by brilliant inch, he pulled himself back from the brink. His hips slammed home harder, filling the angel girl’s pussy with thrust after dominating thrust. Suddenly, the momentum shifted within his core, and he was no longer holding on for dear life—he was fucking, not getting fucked. He bore down on the platform and pounded Cirice harder, his balls slapping against her thighs as he drove her nearer and nearer to ultimate bliss. 
 
    Lights flashed in the angel girl’s eyes, reflecting the psychedelic spray of garish hues flashing over their heads. It was a strange paradox: Cirice had never felt farther away from him than she did in that moment, and yet at the same time the two of them had never been so connected. Body, mind, soul: it felt as if they were two halves of the same person, two beautiful fountains of pleasure getting ready to explode at maximum pressure. 
 
    It was then that Wes felt what he could only refer to as the wall. He’d encountered something like it once before, when he’d been inside of Thessaly and unable to bind her to his will due to her preexisting bond with the Warlock’s Library. Back then, he’d felt the essence of her magic as if it were behind a pain of glass. 
 
    With Cirice, whatever he was trying to touch felt as if it were behind a pane of glass that was also behind a concrete wall. The block that kept Cirice from fully committing to him was a hundred times stronger than the one holding Thessaly back. If they hadn’t been at that place, at that exact time, fucking each other’s brains out atop the Empyrean, than that wall would never have been able to have been broken. 
 
    Yet Wes was cracking it. Each time he bottomed out inside Cirice now, he felt the angel girl shudder with an incredible, toe-curling orgasm. And each time she came, a crack appeared in that wall, slowly shattering the final barrier between him and the angel. 
 
    The more Wes felt it give, the harder her fucked her. One crack became a dozen, spiderwebbing out across the surface of the Empyrean like reality itself had begun to shift. Dimly, from somewhere far above his head, Wes heard a cry of rage that he ignored completely. He lifted Cirice’s ankles onto his shoulders, pinning the lithe blonde so hard against the ‘X’ she nearly bent double as he piledrove into her soft pussy again and again. The heavy wood itself began to buckle, cracking as Cirice cried with blissful orgasm after blissful orgasm. 
 
    The pleasure rose until it became maddening, unbearable. Still Wes managed to bear it. Using every ounce of self-control he’d learned from his time as a Warlock, he managed to hold back his load as the barrier shattered. One more hard thrust and it would be toast, and then he could finally give into the temptations within him. 
 
    As he prepared to seal the deal, he looked down and into Cirice’s eyes. The angel looked almost cute bent beneath him, spots of color on both of her cheeks and her long blonde hair matted to her brow with sweat. 
 
    “You’re mine,” Wes grunted, his cock swelling up bigger and thicker in Cirice’s channel as he prepared to shoot. “Now and forever, angel girl. You’re my familiar.” 
 
    “Yes, Master!” Cirice said it with the seriousness of an oath. “I’m yours!” 
 
    One more hard thrust did the trick. The pleasure Wes had been holding back for so long tore free, filling him until it ripped the world away. His cock jerked like a piston, unloading thick ropes of hot cum inside of Cirice’s holy pussy. His mouth opened wide, his hands gripping her ankles hard enough to bruise as his balls drained inside of her. 
 
    Cirice bit down on his wrist, the pleasure rising to a level above multiple orgasms. The angel’s skin glowed, light cascading over her pale skin, filling the air with an illumination so bright Wes couldn’t see the world around him. 
 
    Then it exploded—and Cirice had wings. 
 
    The wings she’d lost upon entering the mortal realm reemerged from between her shoulder blades, longer and whiter and more perfect than ever before. A ragged cry of victory tore from the angel girl’s throat as the pleasure infiltrated her, every muscle in her body drawing tight as her transformation back to the creature she’d been completed. Suddenly, she was even tighter and wetter than before, and it felt as if that heavenly light had entered Wes’s bloodstream as well. He shot again and again, grunting and gritting his teeth with the friction of her hot walls around him, jerking and spasming until every drop of pearly white seed lay deep inside of Cirice’s womb where it belonged. 
 
    Wes had no idea if angels could get pregnant. But if they could, then he was pretty sure he’d just done the trick. 
 
    His labors complete, Wes finally pulled his cock slowly from between Cirice’s legs. A final jet of hot seed sprayed across the angel’s bare mound, like the dot on the end of an exclamation point. It felt like the ending, for certain, and Wes had never experienced an afterglow like this. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Wes whispered, staggering backward a step. Above their heads, the sky was dark, the colors leached out of the Empyrean. Dimly, he wondered if they’d come back or if they’d somehow been banished for good by what he’d done. He found he didn’t care. 
 
    Cirice was bright enough for him. 
 
    The angel girl literally glowed. Light trailed up and down her naked body, illuminating her wings until they looked as if they were formed of liquid fire. She looked down at herself as if seeing her body for the first time, her pouty lips forming a perfect little ‘o’ of surprise at her new appearance. 
 
    “You… you did it!” Cirice ran a hand between her breasts, spellbound. “I’m free. Finally, finally free. Oh fuck…” 
 
    She clasped a hand to her temple, letting out a little yelp. In an instant, Wes was at her side. “Are you alright?” he asked, loosely resting his hand on her ass. 
 
    Cirice’s answering smile was wide. “I’m starting to remember,” she said, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “What I was, what I did before I was put in that coffin. It’s all starting to come back to me now…” 
 
    “Of course it is.” Deja sounded like she’d had about a dozen orgasms for every one Wes had given Cirice. The genie looked tired and happy, and like she could have curled up in the clouds and slept for a week. “You’re getting your wings back, girl. Just don’t forget about us, eh?” 
 
    Cirice turned her eyes on Wes. “I could never,” the blonde whispered, her face filled with love and submission. “I owe all this to you, Wes. I’m yours, baby. Now and forever, I’m yours…” 
 
    For a brief, shining moment, everything was perfect. Wes and his harem stood atop the highest heights of the Heavenly Host, with an angel at their side. Their family, their harem, their guild—was finally complete. All they had to do now was go home and enjoy it. 
 
    Then a little cough spoiled everything. 
 
    Wes heard it and turned. The Archangel Metatron lay on the cloudy floor a few feet away, gravely wounded. He’d managed to slither back up to the Empyrean while Wes and Cirice made love, but the blasts of pleasure must have damaged him in the process. The Archangel was a mass of wounds, some that clearly would have killed a mortal man. 
 
    “You fool,” Metatron rasped. The thing could only raise its great stony head weakly to look at Wes. “You’ve lost. You’ve played right into their hands…” 
 
    Wes shook his head. Was this idiot still trying to claim the moral high ground? 
 
    “I’m not the one who’s bleeding out in my Master’s house,” Wes said, stepping down from the dais and snatching up the silver spear. The weapon felt good in his hands, as if it had been waiting all this time for him to pick it back up and put it to good use. “Seems to me like you’re the one who lost, Metatron. My angel’s got her wings.” 
 
    The massive stone angel shook its head. “We were not bringing her here to keep her from being restored,” the thing said, its voice filled with an almost unutterable sadness. “We were trying to keep her away from you… Decimator…” 
 
    No word could have frozen Wes’s blood like that one. His skin crawled at the syllables, which more or less ruined the awesome high he had from unloading his balls inside of Cirice. A film of red overtook his vision as he stepped across the clouds, grabbing Metatron by the shoulder and hauling him up so that his face was inches away from Wes’s. 
 
    “What did you just say?” Wes asked, something breaking free in his chest. “What the fuck did you just call me?” 
 
    The Archangel stared balefully back at Wes for what felt like an eternity. Then it raised its gaze to the sky, and began to chuckle. 
 
    “Look upon what you have done,” it said, its tone telling Wes it had completely given up. “Look what you’ve ruined, Decimator!” 
 
    No color had returned to the sky. The chill wind continued to blow across the Empyrean, though the force of the gales hardly matched the rage of the Almighty far above. Wes had naively assumed the Creator was pissed off at having to watch Wes bang his newest girl in his backyard—but what if something else was going on? 
 
    “I remember…” Cirice said, beginning to sob with happiness. “I remember everything, Wes!” 
 
    “That’s great,” Wes said, something inside of him telling him they needed to run. Now. “Babe, I’m really happy for you, but we’ve got to get out of here—” 
 
    “I remember voices,” Cirice said, her smile as big as Christmas morning through her fingers. “Voices screaming in pain, begging for mercy! I remember thrusting them into a lake of fire, and laughing over and over and over again!” 
 
    “No,” Metatron grunted, slumping over into unconsciousness. “No…” 
 
    “I remember genocide,” Cirice said, her shoulders rapidly rising and falling. Her cheeks flushed as she spoke, as if her own memories were turning on her. “And torment, and mutilation! By the Gods, I remember all of it! It was so… so good…!” 
 
    Wes had heard more than enough. “That makes no sense!” he yelled, pointing at her wings. “You’re an angel!” 
 
    The ecstatic look fell off of Cirice’s face. “Yes,” she said, flashing that enigmatic smile at Wes and his women. “I am an angel. A Fallen Angel. The Fallen Angel, in point of fact.” 
 
    Before Wes could respond, he heard the sound of someone approaching from behind him. He turned—and his jaw hit the floor at the sight of Inamorato. The multi-jointed abomination shuffled from cloud to cloud, guffawing happily as he approached the dais with Cirice standing on top of it. 
 
    Then, in full view of Wes, his harem, and the Creator himself, Inamorato knelt. 
 
    “My Lady,” the abomination said, lowering what passed for its head toward the cloudy ground. “You have returned to us.” 
 
    Still naked as the day she was born, Cirice stepped down from the splintered remains of the wooden ‘X’. There was a sway to her hips that hadn’t been there before, as if her innocence had been replaced by something much darker and older now that she remembered herself. She stepped to the ground, then bent over and plucked something from Inamorato’s outstretched hands. 
 
    It took Wes a distressingly long time to realize what she now held. The silver spear. Nacht’s spear. 
 
    Except it hadn’t ever really been Nacht’s spear all along, had it? Had the fucking abomination made sure that ended up in the right set of hands, too? Had he snuck onto Kulili’s world to make sure the Guardian had the proper weapon, so that he could pass it onto Wes as he lay dying on the ground, bleeding out across alien stones? 
 
    Thinking about it made Wes’s head hurt. “What the fuck?” he blurted. 
 
    “Thank you, servant,” Cirice said, looking the spear up and down. “You performed admirably. You’ve put me in the right place, at the right time—and with the right weapon.” 
 
    Cirice’s eyes turned as black as coals. The darkness spread across her incandescent wings, turning their glow from a bright one into twin beams of shimmering darkness. 
 
    “Wes,” the dark angel said, turning her attention to the Warlock. “Thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you. You truly did it. You freed me. I’m yours—and you’re mine.” 
 
    “What…” Wes could only think of one thing to ask. “What are you?” 
 
    Cirice leaned over, her face every bit as sweet as it had been when Wes lifted her from her coffin. “I’ll show you,” she said in a needy little voice, giving him a wink. 
 
    Then she lifted the silver spear to the sky and sent a beam of darkness toward the ceiling of Heaven. 
 
    Cirice’s black wings wrapped around her body as she sent a torrent of dark energy skyward. Lightning crackled from the silver spear, leaving scorched patches all around her platform as the dark angel pumped more and more power into the spell. Cirice let out a high, keening wail as her body crackled with power, veins of darkness spreading just beneath her skin. The beam roared like a hurricane, the wave of force radiating from it enough to knock Wes’s women to their knees. Only the Warlock himself remained upright, staring into the sky with an expression of pure horror. 
 
    The presence above their heads… Wes felt it scream. It sounded like the universe itself being ripped apart, unraveled like a cheap garment. The stitches of reality came undone, one after the other as the sky and the great soul within it shrieked in unholy pain. The churning sky roiled with darkness, and before he knew what was happening, tears streaked down Wes’s face. 
 
    Then the thing in the sky died, and true darkness covered the Empyrean. 
 
    Wes sank to his knees. He could no longer feel the presence above his head—but his bond with Cirice was stronger than ever. Strong, and twisted, like the gnarled wood of the Staff of Dominion. Strands of darkness shot through the bond between man and angel, giving Wes shocks of tingling pain every time he reached out for it. The connection he’d founded with Cirice, brand new, was fucked up beyond recognition. 
 
    What in the world had he just bound himself to!? 
 
    A hand on his shoulder returned him to reality. Wes looked up and found himself staring into Cirice’s black eyes, her face alight with triumph. 
 
    “I’m the fucking Devil, Wes,” Cirice said with the most vicious smile Wes had ever seen. “And you just helped me kill God.” 
 
    “By the Gods…” Deja’s plaintive wail rose over the clouds. “What have you done, Cirice?” 
 
    The thing known as Inamorato shuffled up to Wes’s side. “We must leave, Lady Morningstar,” it said, its manner toward Cirice so disgustingly submissive that it made Wes’s stomach turn. “The Archangels will be here shortly to try and avenge their fallen Master. We must be gone when they arrive.” 
 
    Cirice gave the thing a curt nod. “Of course. Lead the way?” 
 
    The thing bowed low, already beginning to sink through the floor of clouds. “Of course, my Lady. It would be my honor.” 
 
    Before Wes’s eyes, both Inamorato and Cirice began to sink. He wasn’t terribly upset about leaving that strange multi-jointed monster’s presence behind, but this was Cirice he was talking about. The woman who’d just promised the rest of her life to him in the middle of intercourse, beneath the eyes of the Almighty. 
 
    “Stop,” Wes snarled, stepping over as quickly as he could. Cirice had already sunk into the floor to her waist, so that only her topless body could be seen. She cocked an eyebrow as Wes approached, the silver spear still clasped loosely in her hand. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    That enigmatic smile rose back to the dark angel’s face. “Home,” she said simply. “Where else?” 
 
    “You already have a home,” he said, helping Deja and Thessaly to their feet on either side of him. “It’s with us. At Deja Vu. In our guild.” 
 
    Cirice—Lady Morningstar—stared flatly at Wes for a moment. He felt the bond between them quiver, sparks of darkness flying from the angel’s eyes and making him feel as if someone had just run a finger down his spine. Then she tossed back her head and laughed. 
 
    “You’re welcome to visit,” she said in a lusty tone, licking her lips. “All you need is your staff. And your staff, of course. Am I right, ladies?” 
 
    Neither Deja nor Thessaly replied. They just stared at Cirice. And gradually, the smug smile fell off the dark angel’s face. 
 
    “Fine, be that way,” she said in a tone so bratty it would have made Azura proud. “Solomon’s Key will unlock the door, Wes. I believe you already know where to put it?” 
 
    The Tower, Wes thought. He and Thessaly had asked the Warlock’s Library how to protect Cirice, and in return it had given them the means to reach the Gates of Hell. Now Wes understood why. The Tower of Solomon. Right next to Hell. 
 
    Wes looked down at his hands and realized he’d just figured out his destiny. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting for you, Wes,” Cirice said as she sank. The look in her eyes told Wes she’d be ready to ‘greet’ him once he arrived, too. “Do you have the courage to fulfill your destiny, Warlock? Or will you remain the Decimator?” 
 
    Wes still didn’t know what that word meant. And he didn’t have time to ask. In a flash of darkness, both Inamorato and Cirice disappeared, falling beneath the clouds on their way back to the Gates of Hell. 
 
    They left Wes and his two women standing on the roof of the world, utterly dumbfounded, beneath an empty sky. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All the way back to Earth, Wes prayed that things would be normal again once he got to Deja Vu. That the events that had transpired at the Empyrean would remain there, and not have reverberations that would be felt not only through the Heavenly Host but all through the human world, as well. That he’d recognize his city once he was walking through it again, making his way home to Hazel and Azura. 
 
    He should have known his pleas would fall on deaf ears. After all, he’d just watched Lady Morningstar kill God. 
 
    By the time Wes, Deja, and Thessaly made it back to Deja Vu, the place was busier than Wes had ever seen it. Every table was completely occupied, while the common areas of the bar were standing room only. Most of the patrons were obviously supernatural, though a few blended in so well that Wes couldn’t have picked them out from ordinary humans in a line up. 
 
    Drinks flowed freely, and had been for some time. The conversation was muted, with various groups of supernaturals and demons keeping to themselves in small groups. Everyone seemed to have one eye on the table next to theirs, as if the enchantments on the bar were no longer enough to assuage people’s fears of a Templar incursion. 
 
    Heads turned as Wes, Deja, and Thessaly entered the bar. Conversation stilled, and a new wave of whispering gossip filled the room. It attracted the attention of the two women standing behind the bar, both of whom looked like they’d been running themselves ragged trying to keep the drinks flowing. Both the demoness Hazel and the succubus Azura looked dog tired, having worked for hours to serve the massive number of bar patrons without hope of respite. 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” the blonde demoness said. Relief flooded her face as she literally leapt over the bar, sliding across the polished top like the hood of the General Lee in her eagerness to be in Wes’s arms. “We were so worried about you!” 
 
    Funny she should thank God, considering what’s happened, Wes thought, his stomach sinking. But he didn’t let that thought spoil the moment. Hazel felt amazing in his arms, and a few moments later, Azura was right there with her. Both women felt like home, and he never wanted to let them go. 
 
    “Where’s Cirice?” Azura asked. From the look on her face, the succubus expected the worst. “Did she make it out of the Heavenly Host before all this crazy shit went down?” 
 
    What crazy shit? Wes thought, but didn’t ask yet. He needed a few more moments with his women before he could face the cold, hard truth of what their actions in the Empyrean had done to Earth. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” he told both women, glancing from Hazel and Cirice to the bedraggled genie and Warlock following him. “Most of it isn’t good, either. Cirice isn’t who we thought she was, girls. She’s…” 
 
    Wes trailed off. A trio of familiar figures sat at the table nearest him, as if they’d wanted to be as close to the bar as possible. Wes wasn’t terribly shocked to see Kwame and Xue taking up seats at Deja Vu—but he did a double take when he saw the third member of their group. Archibald had two arms again after his unfortunate run in with Thessaly at the Warlock’s Library, but the limb was wrapped in a thick cast of bandages as if still healing. Probably takes a while to grow back, Wes thought. Or maybe they just stitched the severed arm back on with magic? 
 
    The means didn’t really matter. Wes was just impressed the Scotsman had the balls to face him again. 
 
    In fact, the longer he looked at the trio, the more pissed off he got. “What are you three doing here?” Wes said, accepting a mug of something dark and sweet from Hazel as the demoness stepped back behind the bar. “I’m pretty sure I made it perfectly clear the last time you were here that you’re no longer welcome in this establishment.” 
 
    A desperate look filled Xue’s face. “Please,” the Warlock said, keeping her voice low. Was she trying to avoid a scene? “Things are obviously different now, Warlock. Keeping a Guardian stationed on Kulili’s world is the least of our problems! We need your help…” 
 
    Of all the people sitting in Deja Vu, Kwame looked the most chill. The dark-skinned Warlock had several empty mugs of Deja’s special brew in front of him, and looked as if he’d enjoyed drinking each one. He grinned widely, his teeth gleaming in his face. 
 
    “We’d probably be better off if someone decided to wake up the big squid now,” the man said in that strange accent of his. “He’d probably take out a few on his trip back to Earth, anyway…” 
 
    Demons? Wes didn’t understand. “We’re surrounded by demons,” he said, sizing up the crowd inside of Deja Vu with a snicker. “They seem pretty peaceful to me.” 
 
    Kwame’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head. Wes had never seen the man so surprised. “You really don’t know what’s going on in the world, do you?” he asked. 
 
    Wes shook his head. He’d been dreading this the whole way back from the Heavenly Host, but there was no way around it now. The sooner he and the rest of his guild faced the truth, the sooner they could begin trying to set things right. 
 
    “Whatever’s going on, I think Cirice might have something to do with it,” Wes said, taking a seat at the bar. “We didn’t exactly leave the Heavenly Host in the greatest condition.” 
 
    Kwame nodded. “Succubus,” he said, giving Azura a respectful nod. “Could you turn the news on for Wes, please?” 
 
    Azura made a face, but she did as the man asked. There was an old CRT set hanging above the side of the bar—not even a high definition TV. But the images it displayed were clear enough for Wes to understand just how much shit he and the rest of the world were in. 
 
    Azura didn’t turn on the volume, which was possibly the only saving grace of the images Wes was forced to see. But just the pictures were bad enough. Reporters from all over the world called in showing footage of burning buildings, blazing forest fires, death and destruction everywhere. Most of the cities Wes caught a glimpse of were full of people running for their lives, being chased by monsters that looked like they’d stepped right out of a Hieronymus Bosch painting. 
 
    To his shock, more than a few of them looked just like Inamorato. Son of a bitch, he thought. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Wes asked, already dreading the answer. “What the fuck happened while we were gone?” 
 
    One of the news reports caught his eye. It showed a bunch of white robed figures surrounding a building in some European city, waging war against what looked like a small army of demons. Abominations tried to shove their way through the group of figures, only to be blasted by bolts of holy magic. Wes recognized those robes, as well as the short swords the figures carried. 
 
    The Knights Templar, it seemed, had come around to the side of good after all. 
 
    Xue watched him watching the news, noting the way he paid attention to that bit in particular. “The Templars are old news,” the Warlock said, taking a special pleasure in being the one to tell Wes. “What you’re seeing up on the screen happened hours ago. Most of the Templar Orders have been wiped out by hordes of demons.” 
 
    “We finally got the world we always wanted.” Kwame chuckled, leaning back in his seat. “No more Templars. Turns out it just came with a whole lot of strings attached…” 
 
    Wes’s gaze slowly turned toward the third man in the group. The final Templar hadn’t spoken up yet—he was just glaring at Wes like the Warlock was the Devil himself. Kind of funny considering Wes’s recent company. 
 
    “You have anything you want to say to me?” Wes asked, narrowing his eyes at the Scotsman. 
 
    Both Xue and Kwame dug their elbows into the man’s sides. Archibald coughed, then gave Wes a look like he’d rather be doing anything else in the world. Yet the aged Warlock managed to swallow his pride. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said in that Scottish brogue, sounding like he hated himself. “We forgive you everything, Warlock. We need your help far too much to harp on past indiscretions.” 
 
    Wes let out a harsh bark of a laugh. “That’s funny,” he said, putting his hands on his hips. “Because I don’t forgive any of you. And it’s not me you ought to be apologizing to, Archibald. It’s Thessaly. She’s the one who’s spent half her life avoiding you and your friends.” 
 
    The Warlock reacted as if he’d been slapped. If Wes had time to sit down with all of them and really hash things out, he could maybe get the trio of Warlocks to own up to the mistakes they’d made in the past with Thessaly. It might have felt like closure for the blue-haired Warlock girl. But one look in her direction confirmed that wasn’t necessary. Wes and his guild were home for Thessaly now—and she didn’t need Xue, Archibald, and Kwame’s apologies. 
 
    So Wes moved on to more pressing matters. “What kind of demons are we talking about?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow. “From the fact that this place is full, I’m assuming ordinary citizens haven’t been going insane or anything like that.” 
 
    It was Hazel who spoke. “It’s Hell, Wes. The Lower Realms have ripped themselves open. All the demons who were trapped down there, suffering for thousands of years after the pact between Heaven and Hell was made—they’re back. With a fucking vengeance.” 
 
    Wes nodded gravely. “Their Queen has returned,” he said, only now feeling the depths of Inamorato’s betrayal. “Lady Morningstar.” 
 
    Whispers of despair filled the bar. “I heard a report,” someone said, clutching their drink like a drowning man hanging onto a life preserver, “that said that ten percent of the global population has already lost their lives to the demon invasion. One in ten people dead in the last day. How much longer can humanity hold out if someone doesn’t do something?” 
 
    Icicles filled Wes’s chest. Something horrible had just taken hold of him—a kind of grim enlightenment, like turning on the lights inside of his skull to finally see the contours of the fucked up path he’d been walking from the beginning. 
 
    “Master?” Azura glanced up from the bar. “What’s wrong? I mean, besides everything.” The succubus forced out a chuckle. “You look like you just swallowed a bowling ball…” 
 
    “Back in college,” Wes whispered, “I learned that the Romans used to have a punishment they’d perform when a legion failed to pass muster. They’d do it when an army had too many deserters, or when they captured an enemy force.” He stared straight ahead. “They’d kill one man in ten, as a lesson to the other nine. Do you know what they called that, Azura? That heinous practice?” 
 
    “I get the feeling I’m not going to like the answer,” Azura replied. 
 
    Wes stared right into the succubus’s eyes. “Decimation,” he whispered. 
 
    He watched the realization flood each of his women’s faces. 
 
    “We’ve been used,” Wes said, the words feeling more bitter than anything he’d ever tasted. “When Inamorato was in that subway station, digging up something the Templars didn’t even know they had… it was Cirice. Lady Morningstar.” 
 
    “That’s insane,” Deja said. 
 
    “Is it?” Wes turned. “I’d bet every shard of power we own that Nacht’s spear is one of the only weapons capable of harming the Almighty. That was the plan from the beginning: get Cirice and that weapon to the roof of the Heavenly Host, strike a blow against the Creator that would tear the Gates of Hell wide open. Cirice even took her own memories away, forgetting that she was Lady Morningstar so that it would go off without a hitch.” 
 
    “They put the spear in Nacht’s hands,” Thessaly said, sounding like a babysitter who just noticed the man in a hockey mask lurking in the shadows of the bedroom. “Knowing it would pass to you. And that you’d take it with you to the Empyrean…” 
 
    The enormity of it left Wes stunned. “The world is fucked,” he said, shaking his head. “Lady Morningstar is hardcore. She planned this perfectly.” 
 
    He’d been tricked. And tricked well. But self-pity wasn’t Wes’s style. And someone was about to give him the push he needed to get back out there and start saving the world. 
 
    He just never would have guessed who it would be. 
 
    “Excuse us,” a voice said. Wes turned, along with his harem, to see Xue lifting her hand for Wes’s attention. The Warlock looked almost as shocked as Wes by the revelations about Lady Morningstar—and yet there was a grit in the Asian woman’s eyes that left Wes surprised. Maybe there was steel in the Warlock’s backbone yet. 
 
    “Yes?” Wes asked, filling his voice with scorn. “Speak up, before I throw you out of this bar.” 
 
    Xue shook her head, as if Wes was being the naïve one. “There’s only one way left to fix this,” the Warlock said in a matter-of-fact tone. “It’s why we’re here, Wes. To make sure you do the right thing. The only thing.” 
 
    Despite himself, Wes felt intrigued. “What’s that, exactly?” 
 
    Xue nodded—at Azura. As if the two of them had planned it in advance, the succubus reached out to Deja.  
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind,” Azura said.  
 
    Deja handed over something to Azura, and the succubus slammed it down on the top of the bar with a grunt. 
 
    A twisted mass of black wood lay before Wes. The Staff of Dominion. 
 
    “The Staff of Solomon,” Xue said, calling the thing by its proper name. “It’s the key to everything. With it, you can—” 
 
    “Unlock the Gates of Hell,” Wes finished for her. Cirice told me, he thought, the realization flooding him so strongly that the tips of his fingers began to tingle. She said I could come visit whenever I wanted, if I was strong enough to fulfill my destiny. Is THAT what you really want, you Fallen Angel? 
 
    Xue looked surprised. “Yes. Where did you hear about all that, I wonder?” 
 
    “From me,” Deja countered, finishing her mug of ale and setting it out on the counter for a refill. “You think I’d really let my Master wield the weapon of Solomon without a crash course in its history, Warlock? You must truly think us foolish.” 
 
    Thanks for covering for me, Wes thought, giving Deja a nod. He wasn’t sure how much of what happened with Cirice he wanted people to know about, but he was damn sure he didn’t feel like telling the elder Warlocks a thing. 
 
    “Very well,” Xue said, looking pleased that they could dispense with the easy lessons. “In that case, you know what you must do. You and your guild must descend to the Lower Realms and seal the Prime Devil away, as Solomon did before you. Once this ‘Lady Morningstar’ is controlled, her influence will be pulled from the universe, and things will go back to normal.” 
 
    “Oh, things will never be normal again,” Kwame chuckled. “People know the truth now, Xue. But the death will stop. And that’s the really important part.” 
 
    Suddenly, Wes realized that everyone in the bar was staring at him. He’d just become more than a Warlock to these people—he was a hero. The only one who could fight his way through Hell, seal Lady Morningstar away, and save the world from the armies of demons hell-bent on destroying it. 
 
    I should never have started cleaning up the neighborhood, he thought, sipping his drink. You give people an inch, they want to take a mile. You make your city a little safer, suddenly you’re in charge of rescuing the whole world from obliteration… 
 
    “Please, Wes,” Xue asked. She raised her voice over the crowd as the room fell silent, and Wes knew it wasn’t just the elder Warlock asking this of him. “You must kill the Devil. It’s the only way to restore balance to the universe!” 
 
    Wes finished his drink and wiped the side of his mouth. His harem stared at him, waiting for his decision. The fate of the entire world rested on what he did next. 
 
    No pressure, he told himself. 
 
    “Well,” Wes said, “that’s going to be a bit of a problem. Because, you see, the Devil just happens to be one of my girlfriends…” 
 
    There was a grumble among the Warlocks, but Wes tuned them out as he made his way upstairs. He wanted nothing more than to feel the warmth of the shower on his aching muscles while the world outside burned.  
 
    As he made his way to the bathroom, he thought he saw a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned, only to see nothing there. It came again, and this time, when he turned he saw a white silhouette. It bore the shape of a woman—a woman he recognized.  
 
    “Wes,” the phantasm whispered, “I need you. I need the guild. My family.” 
 
    It was Cirice. And she didn’t have the voice of Lady Morningstar either.  
 
    Almost as soon as she appeared, she was gone again. Did he imagine it? Was the betrayal playing tricks on his mind? 
 
    No, that wasn’t it. Somehow, Wes knew that the woman who’d killed the Almighty and the one he just saw, the same one he’d found beneath the chapel, weren’t the same person. But if there were two different Cirices, what could that possibly mean? What the Hell was going on with his angel? 
 
    Wes needed answers. If there was any chance that his angel was still out there somewhere, it was more important than ever to find her. Guess it was time to descend into Hell. He might even save the world in the process. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book 2 
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