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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lady Morningstar is… your familiar!?” 
 
    Xue stared at Wes as if he’d just told her that two plus two equaled five, or that the sun rose in the west each morning only to set in the east. The elder Warlock’s eyes glazed over with disbelief, her gaze like that of a computer shutting down after a fatal error. Does not compute, in other words. 
 
    “Don’t say it so fucking loud!” Wes glanced around the crowded bar with an empty glass in his fist. “But yes, Xue. You’ve met the Devil, believe it or not. Remember that girl with wings you were so concerned about the last time you were here?” 
 
    All three of the elder Warlocks stared at Wes as if he’d grown a second head. Around them, the crowded bar erupted with noise and gossip, the news of Wes’s connection to Lady Morningstar spreading like wildfire. Déjà Vu was a popular bar for supernaturals at the best of times, and these were far from the best of times. The patrons here tonight were more like refugees, trying to find a safe place to hide from the end of the world. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” a demon asked another. “The Warlock is fucking the Devil herself!” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” the other patron snorted, loud enough for Wes to hear. “The Warlock will bind just about anything to his guild if it’s got a nice enough set of tits…” 
 
    Wes wanted to protest, but found himself laughing instead. Looking at his harem, some of whom had just come back with him from the Heavenly Host and some of whom had been serving drinks to bedraggled survivors of the demonic massacre, they did all have one thing in common. They had banging bodies. He certainly knew how to pick his companions, and it shocked no one sitting beneath Déjà Vu’s roof that night that Wes would have added one of the most powerful creatures in the universe to his harem. 
 
    It felt like only yesterday that Wes had been blissfully unaware of the existence of creatures like genies, angels, and warlocks. He’d been a budding fantasy writer and overnight employee of the Excelsior hotel, using the late night shifts to write on his laptop while responding to customer complaints. One of those complaints had led him to a poker game full of supernatural mafiosos, and Wes had met Hazel. She’d awakened his latent Warlock powers and brought him to Deja Vu, where his powers had continued to grow. 
 
    Now Hazel stood behind the bar, a smile on her gorgeous face despite the apocalypse happening outside their building. She had become the first member of Wes’s harem, but she was far from the last. The rest of his women, save for one, were at his side: from the dusky older genie Deja to the cherry-skinned succubus Azura, who wore a maid outfit while she worked at the bar. Standing not far from her was the blue-haired Warlock girl, Thessaly, the multitude of alternative jewelry she wore sparkling in the blue candles of the bar’s enchantment. 
 
    The only one of his women not present was Cirice. The angel. 
 
    The fallen angel. 
 
    It still felt impossible, but Cirice had secretly been none other than the Devil herself—Lady Morningstar, the Queen of Hell. Or, at least, some part of her had been that identity. Honestly, Wes wasn’t sure who Cirice was, where the angelic and the demonic began, but he knew one thing: he had to get her back.  
 
     He had smuggled her to the Heavenly Host, into a magical realm called the Empyrean where the Almighty himself dwelled. Once there, she’d used the silver spear Wes inherited from a fallen Warlock named Nacht to slay the Almighty himself, burning out the lights of Heaven in the process. 
 
    Wes had no idea if the Almighty was truly dead, or just wounded. He assumed he’d find out for himself, sooner or later. 
 
    Meanwhile, back in the bar, the revelation about Cirice continued to spread. Heads shot in Wes’s direction as the refugees realized that the woman who’d spurred the demonic invasion was bound to Wes’s harem, making her one of his familiars. Wes didn’t even want to think about what kind of element he might inherit into his own magic by making the beast with two backs with such a powerful creature. 
 
    The elder Warlocks began to recover the power of speech.  
 
    “You have to kill her!” Archibald hissed, waving his good arm in the air. His other remained bound to his side in a thick cast of bandages, having been severed by Wes in the middle of his and Thessaly’s escape from the Warlock’s Library. The Scotsman had turned out to be carrying a torch for her, which was too bad for him—maybe if he hadn’t been such an evil asshole, he’d have charmed Thessaly long before Wes met her. Now he’d never have the chance. 
 
    “I don’t know about killing her,” Kwame added, his eyes sparkling with mirth. “But you definitely need to bring her to heel. You’re supposed to be the leader of this guild, with her your familiar—why not simply command her to stop her assault on the world?” 
 
    Xue snorted and rolled her eyes. The most senior of the Warlocks, she was a slender Asian woman with graying hair in a tight braid. “Like that would work. I’m sure if Wes simply asks nicely, the literal Devil will turn away from the plan she’s been trying to bring to fruition since the beginning of the universe. Even the Warlock’s dick can’t be that good!” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” Azura said in a smoky voice, leaning over the bar to display a generous expanse of cleavage. “But I agree, unfortunately. Talking to Cirice—Lady Morningstar—isn’t going to do shit. We have to take action.” 
 
    Wes’s own thoughts had been trending in that direction as well, especially since the “good” version of Cirice had appeared to him in a vision. But the atmosphere in the bar had become increasingly difficult to concentrate in. The fact that more and more demons had begun to crowd around them didn’t help in the slightest. 
 
    “You have to help us!” someone cried, knocking over a chair as they missed a step. “Command your familiar to stop killing us!” 
 
    “We’re not like those demons!” a succubus whimpered, clasping her fingers together beneath her chin. “They’re from Hell! They’ve spent thousands of years down there, being tortured into complete insanity! They’re crazy!” 
 
    “They’ll destroy the universe if they’re not stopped!” someone added to the fracas. 
 
    “Stopped just like Solomon once did!” 
 
    Wes needed time to think. More than that, he needed a little bit of peace and quiet after his adventure in the Heavenly Host. Time was of the essence, and he needed to talk to the people who mattered most—his familiars, his harem. 
 
    Wes rose from his seat, tossing the mug into the sink behind the bar. “Upstairs,” he announced, glancing at each of his women in turn. “All of my familiars. Private meeting.” 
 
    The din in the room rose to ear-splitting levels. 
 
    “What!? You can’t leave us now!” the protesting succubus screeched.  
 
    More voices rose to join hers, filled with indignation that Wes would leave. 
 
    He sighed. With a grunt, Wes hauled himself on top of the nearest table, lifting his arms for silence. Behind him, Azura scooped up the Staff of Dominion and tossed it to him in a neat little underhand throw. 
 
    “I’m not leaving anybody,” Wes said, feeling even more tired than he probably looked. “Rest assured, I will handle this. My guild and I are going to put our heads together and find a way to stop this invasion. For now, all of you are welcome to take shelter within Déjà Vu for as long as you need to. We’ve got plenty of booze, though not a lot of food. Everybody should be fine for a couple of days, though—and hopefully by then, this will all be over.” 
 
    It wasn’t the most elegant speech these people had ever heard. But as scared and desperate as they were, they looked almost absurdly relieved to hear Wes taking action. They’re just waiting for the grown ups to show up and stop this, he thought, swallowing hard. Too bad those grown ups are me. 
 
    Yet again, Wes felt like he was sitting at a table playing cards. The important thing was to look like you knew what you were doing, so that you could bluff effectively. He’d followed the doctrine of ‘fake it until you make it’ this far—why not a little bit farther? Why not until the world was saved? 
 
    It was worth a shot. 
 
    “I agree,” Xue said, rising from her seat and smoothing down her robes. “A private conclave will allow us to speak without involving all this riff-raff. Our futures hang in the balance, Wes, so we should speak somewhere a bit quieter—” 
 
    Wes laughed. “You’re not invited,” he said, reaching out and taking Deja’s hand as he stepped down from the table. “Familiars only. Once we come back down, I’ll let you all know what the plan is.” 
 
    Even as he spoke, Wes noted Kwame had leaned over and was saying something in a quiet tone to Thessaly. The blue-haired Warlock girl gave the man a pensive expression as she listened, her lips forming such a tight little line that their glossy goodness was barely visible. I’ll have to ask about that later, Wes told himself. 
 
    But for now, he needed to sit down in a room where he could be himself. 
 
    “Azura,” Wes said, pushing through the crowd. “Bring a pitcher and some glasses. A big pitcher, with the good stuff. We’ve got a lot of conversating to do.” 
 
    The succubus nodded as she filled a pitcher from the keg. “Sure thing, Master.” 
 
    Wes ascended the stairs, trying not to listen to the frightened gossip of the demons in the bar. The upstairs was quieter, as apparently Hazel and Azura hadn’t offered any of their vacant rooms to the refugees just yet. Of the upstairs suites, Deja’s was the largest and cleanest, so Wes went there. 
 
    He closed the door and sat on the edge of the bed, steadying himself for a moment. He knew his women wouldn’t be there for a few moments yet—that each of them understood he needed this personal moment, to brace himself for what was coming. 
 
    Wes went quiet, sighing as he gripped the Staff of Dominion.  
 
    “Who are you really Cirice?” he whispered, thinking of her gorgeous body spread-eagled across the heavenly ‘X’. Taking her on the roof of the universe had been the most pleasurable moment of his life, the kind of memory that would light up his life when he was old and gray.  
 
    Wes wasn’t sure if he wanted to kill Cirice or spank her until she couldn’t walk for a whole month. That was one of the reasons he needed to talk to his women. 
 
    Azura arrived first, with a retractable table and the alcohol. “Hey, Master,” she said, raking her nails through his hair as she set everything up. “You doing alright?” 
 
    She of everyone in his harem could sense the turmoil in his heart. As a succubus, Azura fed on the emotions and pleasure of others. She’d been starved before she met him, enslaved to a bunch of Templars too stuck up to use her for what she was for. Now she was much happier. 
 
    “I’ve been better,” Wes admitted, letting the cherry-red demon pour him a drink. 
 
    Azura sized him up with kind eyes. “Would a blowjob help?” she asked, the corner of her mouth lifting in a cocky grin. “Take your mind off things for a bit, maybe?” 
 
    Wes chuckled at the offer. “Not right this second,” he said, looking the succubus up and down with regret. “Too much to do. Maybe after the meeting?” 
 
    “It’s a raincheck,” Azura said, taking a seat next to him on the end of the bed. “You know if you want that, you just have to ask, right Master? And not just from me—from all of us. Just say ‘hey, I want my dick sucked,’ and any of us would gladly get down on our knees for you!” 
 
    “I know,” Wes said, patting the succubus’s ass. “It’s one of your most endearing qualities.” 
 
    Before Azura could go on to list all of her other good qualities, the rest of the guild arrived. Wes was pleased that none of the elder Warlocks tried to sneak in after being dissed downstairs. Hazel and Azura got pride of place, seeing as they’d been without him for so long while he’d been in the Heavenly Host. They sat on either side of him on the foot of the bed, while Deja leaned on a dresser and Thessaly sat in a folding chair she’d brought from downstairs. 
 
    “What next, Master?” Azura gave Wes’s hand a squeeze, then parked his digits on her inner thigh as if to say and if you want to finger me or do anything else while we talk, I’m totally down. He loved her for that.  
 
    Over the next hour, and several rounds of drinks, Wes and the women recounted what they knew so far, and what theories they all had. They talked about ascending to the Tower, the meeting with the dreaded abomination Inamorato, and rescuing Cirice from her Archangel executioners before Wes had fucked her in front of the Almighty. Then she had killed God himself. 
 
    “We spent all that time with Cirice,” Hazel said once Wes had finished relating it. “She was our friend, our partner—shit, she would have been way more than that, if she’d come back down to Earth with you. And all this time, she was the… the…” 
 
    Hazel couldn’t say it, but Azura could. “The fucking Devil,” the succubus spat, her nails digging into Wes’s palm. “Technically, there’s plenty of devils down in the Lower Realms, but there’s only one in charge.” 
 
    “The Morningstar,” Wes said, nodding. “The Fallen Angel who was kicked out of Heaven for trying to incite a rebellion against the Almighty. That was Cirice.” Wes looked down at the boards. “She certainly got her revenge…” 
 
    “She can’t have really killed the Almighty,” Deja said, shaking her head. The genie sounded certain on this point—as certain as a supernatural could, at any rate. “That’s just… I can’t even think about that. The universe would unravel.” 
 
    “Okay, so maybe she didn’t,” Wes said with a shrug. It didn’t really matter to him one way or another—no matter what had happened, the damage was real. “She still fucked things up upstairs. So much so that there’s no angels coming down the pike to save the world from all these demons.” 
 
    That much was obvious, at least. Bitterness twisted Wes’s heart, and suddenly it was hard to hold back.  
 
    “She erased her own memory,” he told his guild. “Or Inamorato did it for her. This was their plan all along—to get her within arm’s reach of the Almighty with that spear. Whatever damage she just did to Heaven, it was worth any price.” 
 
    Each of the women reacted to that in their own way. Mostly they got quiet, looking to their most senior member to ask the question none of them wanted to voice. So it fell to Deja to look Wes in the eyes. 
 
    “Master,” the dusky genie asked, her long dark hair cascading in shimmering waves around her face. “Given what we know about Cirice—Lady Morningstar—it’s sounding like we aren’t going to be able to simply talk her out of her assault on the human world.” 
 
    “I don’t like where this is going,” Wes whispered. 
 
    “Nor do I,” Deja said in a tiny voice. “I love Cirice, Wes. Even more than most of your harem does, I think. But Cirice is dead. She’s Lady Morningstar now. And if Lady Morningstar won’t put aside her lust for conquest and come home to us, then we’re going to have to kill her.” 
 
    So. There it was. Stated out and in the open for everyone to hear. 
 
    “I… I don’t want to kill her,” Wes said, shaking his head. “Even if we can’t convince her to come back with us, it’s not like Solomon killed her—he just sealed her away, trapping her in the Lower Realms where she couldn’t do any damage to the world. It’s all Inamorato’s fault that she’s still fucking things up—” 
 
    “Wes.” Deja’s voice cut through his thoughts. “Are you still bound to her?” 
 
    Wes paused for a moment, then nodded. “But the bond is twisted,” he said, reaching out for it by reflex. Each of his familiars acted as a kind of battery for Wes’s spells, giving him the power to do things most people considered superhuman. Touching each of his women’s essences was normally like thrusting his hand into a cold, clear pool—but with Cirice, it was like a deep well covered in a sickening oil slick. No matter how far down he reached, he never touched the good stuff. 
 
    Deja nodded gravely. “You feel sick touching it, don’t you? Like a wave of nausea, of revulsion you can’t control?” 
 
    Wes gave a start. “How do you know that…?” 
 
    You could have cut glass on Deja’s expression. “You’ve bound yourself to the Prime Devil, Master,” Deja whispered, her voice trembling. “That bond is eternal, and it will never untwist itself naturally. Either you will master the Queen of Hell—or she will master you. If you don’t sever the bond between yourself and Cirice by destroying her, Wes, she’ll corrupt your soul. She’ll turn you into something you’re not. A pathetic follower, writhing in the dirt begging to serve her.” 
 
    Azura’s eyes nearly fell out of her head. “Wes doesn’t really do begging,” the succubus snapped, her tone disbelieving. 
 
    But Deja didn’t rise to the bait. “You either have to claim her, or kill her,” the genie said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “And either way, we have to go to Hell. This time, we all go together.” 
 
    That part, at least, Wes could agree on. “You will,” he said, meaning it. “I’m never separating myself willingly from any of you, ever again.” 
 
    Was this what Cirice had been teasing him with when she left him standing alone in the Empyrean? She’d called visiting her fulfilling his destiny, and had seemed to be looking forward to matching wits with him. Was the former angel hoping he’d be strong enough to claim her once and for all? Or was she looking forward to making Wes kneel? 
 
    One thing was certain—he would never kneel. Wes would rather die than grovel before a woman like Lady Morningstar. He could never look with pride on his guild after a thing like that, or expect them to serve him without question. An offer like Azura’s simply didn’t compute with a man like that. 
 
    So he’d claim her, or kill her. As Deja said. 
 
    Or, if the “good” Cirice was still in her body, somewhere, he would find a way to release her. Or perhaps that vision had simply been a figment of his imagination, and the real Cirice was, in fact, the most evil creature in the universe.  
 
    He was still thinking it over, his face stormy, when Thessaly spoke up. 
 
    “We have some support,” the blue-haired Warlock said, unable to meet the eyes of anyone else in the room. “If we choose to accept it, in any case. I would never dream of doing that without your permission, Master…” 
 
    Wes dismissed her concerns with a gesture.  
 
    “I saw Kwame talking to you,” he said. “I wondered what kind of offer he was making. Probably one the rest of the elder Warlocks wouldn’t be too happy about.” 
 
    “They don’t have much of a choice,” Thessaly said. “Kwame’s finally taken control of Shangri-La. Apparently he’s always been the highest ranking of the elder Warlocks, but he’s so erratic that he placed Xue in a kind of administrator role?” 
 
    “That sounds about right,” Wes said, thinking about his previous interactions with the man. “What kind of ‘support’ is he offering our guild?” 
 
    Thessaly nodded to herself, looking at each woman in turn before speaking to Wes. He got the impression she was bracing herself, somehow, and his suspicion hardened to certainty when she spoke. 
 
    “Each of us has a place in Shangri-La if we want it,” she said slowly. “The Warlocks have agreed to give you full access to the Library—through me, of course—and any other resources in their headquarters.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty sweet deal,” Wes said, thinking it over. “Still not enough to make me forgive or ever trust them again, but considering the world is ending, I’m proud of them for doing the right thing.” 
 
    Thessaly swallowed hard. “Kwame also gave me this.” 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock slid a hand between her cleavage and came back with a tiny black pearl earring in a gold inlaid setting. Miniscule runes had been carved into the material, surrounding the black pearl like the ridges around the outside of a dime. Wes stared at it, uncomprehending, until Thessaly explained. 
 
    “It’s apparently an experimental piece of Warlock tech,” Thessaly said, a strange smile on her face. “Kwame had it commissioned two years ago, right after I came of age, but he was outvoted two to one against giving it to me on my eighteenth birthday.” She swallowed hard, then snapped the jewelry into her earlobe. “This device will allow me to interface with the Warlock’s Library without being formally bound to it.” 
 
    The revelation hit Wes like a slap to the face. His jaw hit the floor. 
 
    “Your bond with the Library has been severed?” he asked. His heart thudded against his ribcage at the very thought. 
 
    Thessaly looked thrilled. “We have to go to Shangri-La first, to the Library itself, to have it formally severed,” she explained, practically giggling as she explained to the other women sitting around the room. “But yes, Wes. My bond will be severed—which means that you can bind me. I can be your familiar, for real this time, forever…!” 
 
    Wes could hardly believe his ears. Although Wes and Thessaly had had sex, he could feel no bond between himself and the lithe young Warlock. The preexisting connection between Thessaly and the Warlock’s Library kept her from joining with someone else—it had kept her a virtual slave of the elder Warlocks all her life. Now they were granting her her freedom, in exchange for Wes’s help. 
 
    Suddenly Thessaly began to tremble. “If you want to, that is,” she said, her hands shaking as she took Deja’s hand in two of her own. “I mean, you’ve sort of gotten a trial period of what it would be like to have me in the harem and the guild. If you weren’t happy with me, or you didn’t want this to be forever, you could walk away once we’re at Shangri-La. I really, really hope you don’t, though…” 
 
    Wes laughed. “Are you fucking kidding me?” He crossed the room in three strides, taking Thessaly into his arms. “You’re in this guild with me. Forever. There’s no way I’m going to lose you. I can’t wait to have you bound to me good and tight, the way you’re meant to be…” 
 
    His hands slid down to Thessaly’s ass and squeezed. If the end of the world weren’t on their doorstep, he might have done even more. Then he remembered, and sighed. 
 
    “Shit. Duty calls,” he said, letting Thessaly go. “Don’t feel bad—I had to turn down a BJ from Azura a few minutes ago.” 
 
    The women chuckled at that.  
 
    “You’d have to turn down even more from me,” Deja purred. “I planned on throwing myself at you in quite a shameless fashion once this meeting adjourned.” 
 
    “You can all throw yourselves at me,” Wes said with a grin. “In Shangri-La. Let’s go tell Kwame his offer is appreciated. We go to the Warlocks, we use the Library to find out everything we can about Hell and Lady Morningstar, then we save the world. Sound like a plan?” 
 
    Each of his women grinned.  
 
    “Hell yes!” Hazel said, standing up and giving him a kiss on the cheek. “Let’s do this, Master. And if there’s some way to turn Lady Morningstar back into Cirice, we’ll find it. We’ll make sure this all turns out alright!” 
 
    Maybe. But there was something else on Wes’s mind. 
 
    The Staff of Dominion—the weapon of Solomon himself, the first Warlock—was the key to entering Hell. And the Gates of Hell were right next to the tower of the man himself, his old digs in the supernatural realm. 
 
    Wes would be interested in getting a copy of Solomon’s exploits. If he was going to follow in the man’s footsteps, he might as well find out exactly what they were. 
 
    And in the meantime, they could have a little fun in Shangri-La riding out the end of the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As it turned out, nearly every culture and religious tradition had a different idea of what Hell was like. The only common thread was that you really, really didn’t want to go there. 
 
    Thessaly’s first request to the Library as a free woman had turned up literally thousands of results. Sifting through them was the work of an entire team of dedicated scholars, which was why Wes was glad the elder Warlocks had so many of them just waiting around. As it turned out, when the world was being overrun with demons, a boring life of translating and interpreting texts suddenly sounded like one hell of a sweet deal. The elder Warlocks probably heard fewer complaints while Wes was there than they had in years. 
 
    Shangri-La was much the way he remembered it. Though his time there during his mission with Thessaly had been brief, the place had made a serious impression on him, and he was happy to see it again. Especially with his women by his side. 
 
    The elder Warlock’s mountaintop hideout lay nestled in the bosom of the Himalayas, in a secret valley hidden among the crags of the range. An aura of magic, constantly maintained in the same manner as the enchantment on Déjà Vu, kept the headquarters free from snow and ice. As a result, the weather was perfect. Wes’s women treated the place like a fancy vacation resort, and enjoyed getting the stuffy elder Warlocks to play servant to their needs. 
 
    A lesser man might have felt bad about all that, but Wes was no lesser man. The irony of the haughty, holier than thou Warlocks finally opening their doors to his clan out of sheer desperation wasn’t lost on the young man. The first time he’d met the elders, he’d expected to be welcomed into their group for all his contributions to the security of the world, only to have the door slammed in his face. He still hadn’t forgiven Nacht’s former friends for all that—not by a long shot. 
 
    And yet, Shangri-La was so beautiful and idyllic that at times it was easy to forget that the rest of the world suffered under a demonic invasion. While turmoil enveloped the Earth and the news on the internet increasingly dire, Wes and his harem made Shangri-La their home and prepared for their excursion to Hell. 
 
    The day after their arrival, Wes woke up early and hit the Warlock’s Library hard. He brought Thessaly with him, as the blue-haired girl remained the only Warlock capable of playing the oracle to the Library’s massive artificial question and answer routine. The rest of Wes’s women spent the morning getting a well-deserved session of sleeping in, having given him far more than just the blowjob Azura had offered him to ‘take the edge off’ back at the bar. 
 
    There’s another reason I brought her here by herself, though, Wes thought, watching the young Warlock work. Thessaly’s new jewelry required far less invasive methods to connect her to the Warlock’s Library than the massive needle she’d once injected into her neck. Tiny golden leads connected the black pearl to the center console in the Library’s interior, sparking every now and then with traces of arcane energy. Because we still haven’t sealed the deal, despite it being a full day since finding out Thessaly was free… 
 
    The elder Warlocks had (with some reluctance) officially severed the bond between Thessaly and the Warlock’s Library the previous night. While her jewel allowed her to continue submitting queries to the Library and getting answers, she was no longer tied to the structure the way a familiar was tied to their Warlock. And yet Thessaly hadn’t fallen directly into Wes’s arms in the way he’d expected. 
 
    Instead she’d watched him with his other women, a hunger burning in her youthful eyes as he claimed first Azura then Deja. By the time he’d finished his third and last climax of the night by erupting all over Hazel’s face and breasts, painting the ash-blonde demoness with his seed, he’d sensed there was a change in Thessaly—but she still hadn’t jumped in to join the party. 
 
    While she enjoyed playing the voyeur, she was much more of a one-on-one girl when it came to the bedroom. Which meant she was probably waiting for a moment just like this to finally establish their bond. 
 
    Just then, the blue-haired Warlock shuddered, her eyes rolling back in her head as the Library overwhelmed her senses. Wes wondered what it was like, to receive a direct download inside your skull the way the structure did to Thessaly every time she gave it a query. From the way her body trembled and shook, she certainly seemed to enjoy it. Could such a thing actually be pleasurable? Wes wanted to ask, but felt certain that things of that nature were considered taboo among the elder Warlocks. Thessaly never spoke about it, in any case. 
 
    As Wes watched, the glazed look in Thessaly’s eyes gradually cleared. “Wow,” she whispered, passing a hand over her face. “I think I might have found something, Wes!” 
 
    His interest sharpened, and the daydreams about taking her in the middle of the Library faded. Playing around with each other and having a good time was wonderful, and maybe the most important thing to the long-term health of his guild and his harem. But they were both keenly aware that time was running out for the rest of the world. 
 
    “Tell me,” Wes commanded. As he spoke, the printer hooked to the center console began to rumble, slowly spitting out a page covered in runes. At Thessaly’s request, they’d hooked up something a little more high-tech to format the answers to queries. Wes scanned the page, but he’d never been able to make heads or tails of the Library’s notation system. 
 
    Thessaly paused, spots of color filling her cheeks. “You’re not going to like it,” she said, unable to meet his eye. “Shit, I don’t think I like it, either. But it might be our only option.” 
 
    Wes nodded. They’d already learned that getting past the Gates of Hell weren’t going to be as easy as they’d thought. He’d pictured the process as hopping through a portal, raising the Staff of Dominion and yelling a spell, and walking into the mouth of Hell itself, ready to meet with Lady Morningstar. But in truth, the process of making it to the Lower Realms was much more complicated than he’d expected. 
 
    After all, no living being had managed to go there for thousands of years. It had been sealed off since Solomon’s time—and since reading up a bit more on the First Warlock, Wes had learned the man had been nothing if not thorough. 
 
    “Hang on,” Thessaly said, taking the page covered with runes over to another device. This one was covered with lenses and bulbs, and functioned as a kind of magical projector. “It’ll be easier if I show you, I think.” 
 
    Wes listened for the sound of footsteps as Thessaly got set up. Even for early morning at the Warlock’s Library, it was unusual to not have a few servants or junior Warlocks running around. Didn’t any of the elders have errands to run? 
 
    It’s as if Thessaly told them to give her some privacy, Wes thought. Which is, of course, exactly what she did do. It’s also why she’s wearing that getup… 
 
    Wes knew that abandoning the traditional Warlock garb was part of Thessaly’s newfound independence from the elders, but the young woman’s method of dress was unconventional to say the least. He imagined there weren’t many Warlocks walking around this part of the world in cutoff jeans, a pair of black skater sneakers, and a black spaghetti top with the logo of a death metal band on it. Thessaly had her own style for sure—and today, that style involved showing off a whole lot of skin. 
 
    The machine hummed as Thessaly fed the rune-covered page into it. One of the lenses on the side ignited with a piercing white light, and a shimmering diagram appeared in the air over the center console. To Wes’s surprise, he recognized the general outline of it almost immediately. 
 
    “It’s a door,” he said, sipping his coffee. “Like the one Magnus built to reach other planets, or the one we invested with our shards in order to open a path to the Heavenly Host.” 
 
    “Those happen to be the same door, by the way,” Thessaly said with a faint smile. “But yes. The answer the Library keeps giving me is a portal much like the one used to travel between worlds—which shouldn’t be a huge shock, when you think about it. After all, it was Solomon who originally invented them.” 
 
    Was it? That surprised Wes. He hadn’t heard about that in any of the histories he’d read of the man’s reign. 
 
    “Yes,” Thessaly said, standing on the opposite side of the shimmering hologram. With her standing there, Wes could study the door’s diagram and his familiar’s cleavage at the same time—so he did. “In fact, this isn’t just any door, Master. These blueprints are extremely old, pulled up from one of the most ancient sections of the Warlock’s Library. They’re some of the founding documents.” A smile spread across her face. “Can you guess who drew these?” 
 
    Wes didn’t need to guess. A stylized ‘S’ lay in the corner of the diagram, the lines crisscrossing over each other the way they did when Wes and his friends made the old ‘skater’ S logo back in grade school.  
 
    “Solomon,” Wes said, laughing with surprise. “This is Solomon’s door. The original path the First Warlock walked to Hell.” 
 
    Thessaly nodded. The more she spoke, the more excited she became. “If we build this door—well, if we have the elder Warlocks build it for us—it can punch a hole through the Gates of Hell and get us in to see Cirice. We’ll still need your Staff to undo the final seal, of course, but this should do most of the work for us.” Then she blanched. “There’s just one problem.” 
 
    Wes expected this. He’d been waiting for other shoe to drop as soon as Thessaly proposed the idea. “What’s the issue?” 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock’s lips formed a tight little line. “It needs power. Lots of power.” 
 
    This didn’t sound all that bad, as far as problems went.  
 
    “So?” Wes asked. “We’ve got shards of power. We’ve got the Keystone. And…” He gestured all around him, moving his arms in a wide arc to encompass the full circle of the Library’s interior. “We have the elder Warlocks on our side now. Mi casa es su casa, and all that.” 
 
    Thessaly was already shaking her head. “It’s not that simple, I’m afraid.” She gestured for him to come closer, a task he’d gladly perform. “You see these calculations over here?” 
 
    Wes hardly recognized them for what they were. If Thessaly hadn’t specifically called them out as mathematical notations, he would have thought they were part of some spell or yet another arcane note added to one of the Warlock’s many data entries. 
 
    “Uh, not really,” he admitted sheepishly. “I was a writer, Thess. Math was never my strong suit…” 
 
    She beamed at him for that. “Really? I’d love to read something you wrote sometime, Master. But what the equations here are telling me is basically that the amount of energy needed to rip a hole into Hell is on a whole other magnitude of power. Shards won’t cut it—not even Magnus’s. We need something bigger.” 
 
    “What the fuck is bigger than the Keystone?” Wes asked, honestly curious. “Solomon must have had access to insane levels of energy if he was able to dig this tunnel into Hell all on his lonesome.” 
 
    A strange look flickered across Thessaly’s face. “He wasn’t alone,” the blue-haired Warlock explained. “He had a guild, like yours—and a harem, too. Only his was much bigger, and filled with pretty much every powerful wizard and demon in the world. Well, the female ones, anyway.” 
 
    “Of course,” Wes said, making a mental note to read those biographies of Solomon a little faster. “So how do we make up the difference? Recruit some more women for the guild?” 
 
    The remark brought spots of color to Thessaly’s cheeks. She really did look cute when she got all flustered like that. “There’s not time,” the young Warlock tittered, her hand reflexively caressing the enchanted earring connecting her to the Library. “Besides, Solomon’s portal only needed to transport Solomon. There’s literally only a handful of things strong enough in the universe to power a portal through the Gates of Hell for the number of people you want to bring with you to face down Lady Morningstar.” 
 
    “Shit,” Wes said.  
 
    The Library suddenly looked a whole lot smaller, for all its vast stockpiles of knowledge. Through the window, the sun rose over the mountains, though no servants or junior Warlocks could yet be heard in the halls. More evidence Thessaly had engendered this rendezvous specifically for him.  
 
    “Well, at least we know where to start,” he continued. “We get a list of the artifacts that could possibly do the trick, and then find the one that requires the least effort.” 
 
    “Most of them are whos, not whats,” Thessaly said gravely. “And we only have access to one of the things on the list, unfortunately.” 
 
    “Huh?” Wes didn’t understand. 
 
    Thessaly decided to push him toward it gingerly, allowing him to make the final connection. “You’ve walked on top of it,” the blue-haired Warlock said with a faint giggle. “Though you made certain to step lightly, as the future of the universe itself was in jeopardy…” 
 
    Wes’s brain refused to compute the answer. He knew what it was, of course—Thessaly had made it about as obvious as could be—but the answer wasn’t one he could easily accept. 
 
    “Kulili,” Wes whispered, the word tasting bitter on his tongue. “You’re talking about that overgrown jellyfish, Kulili…” 
 
    Just the word brought back painful memories for Wes. The creature was an Elder God, and according to Inamorato, had once been at the center of a galactic war for control of the universe. Putting him to sleep beneath the soil of his borrowed homeworld had taken the combined work of civilizations, and a very good Warlock named Nacht had given his life to keep the insane Templar named Magnus from stirring Kulili from his slumber. If the creature awoke, it would go back to its original job of consuming the universe, and no one wanted that. 
 
    Well, almost no one. But Magnus had been a brutally insane exception. 
 
    “It’s necessary,” Thessaly said, trying to sound reasonable about the whole thing. “The amount of power we need to operate the Door—we just can’t get it anywhere else. Kulili is a massive, untapped source of arcane energy, lying completely dormant and insensate. It’s literally a golden opportunity…” 
 
    Wes couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “That thing is dormant because people have spent their lives keeping him that way. Sacrifices have been made to keep that thing slumbering beneath the Earth. Real sacrifices. Ones I’m not willing to throw away just to power a portal to my Devil girlfriend…” 
 
    Thessaly made a face. “This is about more than just Cirice,” she said. “I think you know that, Master.” 
 
    He did. It just hurt to admit it. 
 
    “Shit,” Wes said, rubbing the back of his neck. “We can’t tell the elder Warlocks about this idea of yours, Thess. They’ll try and fucking kill me before I can make it happen.” 
 
    “We need their help,” Thessaly said with a shrug. “And if we successfully seal away Lady Morningstar, or kill her, balance will be restored to the universe. Doing so will neutralize the threat of Kulili, and ensure he no longer threatens the galaxy. So no one would need to spend their lives watching over his resting place.” 
 
    Wes wasn’t entirely sure how that would work, but the results sounded pretty good to him. Although part of him was hoping that the “good” Cirice was a real person and might be convinced or somehow empowered to do away with Lady Morningstar. 
 
    Then, one aspect of what Thessaly had said reared its head in Wes’s mind.  
 
    “And what happens if we don’t seal or kill Lady Morningstar?” he asked. “What does the newly reawoken Kulili do then, huh?” 
 
    From the look on her face, this was exactly the question Thessaly had been hoping Wes didn’t ask. “If we wake Kulili,” she explained, “and then fail to defeat Morningstar… the whole universe might get eaten.” 
 
    Great. Wes leaned against the center console, deep in thought. Could he really risk the whole of the universe like that? Even if it was the only option that would allow him to get to Cirice, it meant putting more than just his own life and the lives of his guild at risk. That was a lot of responsibility to shoulder for one man. 
 
    And yet, wasn’t the whole world at risk anyway? If he’d asked one of those poor refugees running away from disorganized gangs of Hell demons about it, they probably wouldn’t see much difference between dying in demonic warfare versus being eaten by an Elder God. Either way, they’d be just as gone. 
 
    “It’s a ‘no turning back’ moment,” Wes said gravely. “Like Cortez burning his boats.” 
 
    “I was thinking more like Caesar crossing the Rubicon,” Thessaly said in a mild tone. “But the metaphor works either way. Once we take steps to awaken Kulili, our course it set no matter what. We won’t be able to back down or change our minds. Not without risking the entire world, at least.” 
 
    Wes thought about it, nodding slowly. It was a big risk, to be sure.  
 
    “Alright,” he said after a few moments. “Let’s bring it to the team over breakfast.” 
 
    Thessaly’s eyebrows rose. “The team?” 
 
    “The harem,” Wes said with a little laugh. “Not the elder Warlocks—I couldn’t give a fuck what they think. But I’m not a dictator, Thess. I care about what my women think. I didn’t just add all of you to my harem because of your bodies. You’re all powerful, independent women with your own minds. I value your council.” 
 
    Thessaly batted her eyes at Wes. Apparently she’d chosen this moment to be forward with him—which made a certain amount of sense, when you considered the context of their conversation. When you were talking about handing the whole world a death sentence at the tentacles of an Elder God if you screwed up, what was the point in being shy about getting frisky? 
 
    “So you care about what we think?” Thessaly teased, nibbling her bottom lip as she looked up at Wes. “We’re not all just pieces of asses to you, Master?” 
 
    It was as clear a signal to make a move as a ringing air raid siren. Wes stepped forward and slid his hands around Thessaly’s waist, slipping one of his hands into the back pockets of her cutoff jean shorts. God bless the man who designed these, he thought, giving her rear a squeeze. They’d made the pockets the perfect depth for a man to get a good handhold and grip his woman’s booty, and the thinness of the material told him that Thessaly was wearing nothing but a pair of thong panties underneath. 
 
    Oh yeah, he thought. She’s ready. She made sure to prep before she met me this morning. 
 
    Under the circumstances, Wes decided to be bold. “I mean, you are a hot piece of ass,” he told Thessaly with a smile. “But you’re so much more than that, too.” 
 
    In a different life, that kind of comment would have gotten Wes slapped. Instead, Thessaly looked more turned on than ever before. Her thighs squeezed together as he groped the firm flesh of her ass through her tight jean shorts, and her nipples stiffened until they showed through the fabric of her black spaghetti top. The death metal logo was just as unreadable. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes lifted the lithe young Warlock off her feet. She wrapped her legs around his waist. He could feel how turned on she was through her shorts, the buds of her breasts pressing against his chest as she embraced him. He knew that if she could, she’d have already impaled her tight, wet pussy on his prick. 
 
    Thessaly groaned as Wes carried her over to a nearby alcove. “No one’s ever understood me the way you do, Master. I want to be bound to you. I want to feel the same things you and Hazel feel, and Deja, and Azura…” 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock did not mention Cirice. That might have been one of the only things that could have spoiled the moment. 
 
    “You will,” he said, stroking the side of Thessaly’s face. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” 
 
    Thessaly gave a little giggle. “Uh, Wes? This isn’t the first time we’ve had sex. I do know what it’s like to fuck you, you know.” 
 
    He just slowly shook his head and smiled. “Not yet you don’t,” he said, nibbling at one of the spaghetti straps on Thessaly’s tank top. “But you will.” 
 
    Both of them gave into their primal emotions. Wes’s teeth closed on the thin fabric of the strap, tearing through it with an almost animalistic sound as he bit down on the blue-haired Warlock’s shoulder. For her part, Thessaly cried out in a mix of pleasure and pain and lifted her pelvis, grinding her fabric-clad pussy against the bulge in Wes’s pants. Both of them moved like animals in heat, their hands going everywhere as they made out hot and heavy. 
 
    Wes liked pinning Thessaly up against the alcove’s wall. The space they were in was little more than a narrow bench with an overhang, designed for young acolytes to use for reading and study. This morning, he and Thessaly would be putting it to a very different sort of use. 
 
    Wes tugged down the other strap of Thessaly’s top, exposing her perky breasts. The young Warlock wore no bra, as her gorgeous tits didn’t need the support. They were the size of apples, each topped with a chestnut nipple so hard that he longed to shove his face between them and suck. Goosebumps rose to the flesh as he ran his hands over Thessaly’s tits, thumbing her nipples and cupping the sensitive flesh. 
 
    “You’re so fucking gorgeous,” Wes said, his mouth moving lower. “I’ve got to see all of you. I want you naked when the two of us become one…” 
 
    He meant far more than simple fucking when he said that. Thessaly didn’t understand it yet, but she would, soon enough. Already Wes could feel the faint bubblings of the bond in his head, the connection between himself and the blue-haired Warlock crying out to be created. He’d been with her before, but this would forever be the most special. Just him and her, together, pouring themselves into each others’ essences. 
 
    Wes planted a trail of kisses down Thessaly’s tight little belly, stopping at her belt to undo the single button on her super short jean shorts. It came free with a little relieving of pressure, and the blue-haired Warlock groaned in anticipation. 
 
    “Oh God, Wes, I can feel it,” Thessaly whispered suddenly. “It’s… it’s in my head, this pressure… it’s like I can see you in front of me even when I close my eyes!” 
 
    “It’s starting,” Wes said, tugging down Thessaly’s shorts. He’d already decided he’d keep the cute little black skate sneakers on her while they fucked, along with the socks. They gave her an even more ‘alternative’ look that he really liked. “It’s happening earlier than usual, Thess. Probably because the two of us already know each other so well.” 
 
    “I’m a little scared!” the young Warlock admitted, her cheeks flushing with heat. “I’ve wanted this for so long, Master, and now it’s finally here!” 
 
    Wes pushed a finger to the blue-haired girl’s lips. “You just tell me if I’m doing something you’re not comfortable with,” he said with a smile. “But you’re going to love this, Thess. This guild, this harem—it’s your home. I want you to love it just as much as I do.” 
 
    He peered down at the valley between her thighs. The contour of her mound stood out clearly against the thin fabric of her thong panties, showing off the curve of her nether lips and pussy. Wes saw it and nearly lost control right then and there. 
 
    “Lean back,” he commanded, his words sounding more like a lion’s roar than human speech. “I want to taste you.” 
 
    Thessaly leaned back against the alcove, spreading her legs and sticking her ass and pussy in the air. Wes knelt before her like a supplicant, his fingers tugging the soaked silk of her panties to the side to reveal the glistening, pink pussy beneath. 
 
    God, she was so turned on. Thessaly got soaked whenever she was ready to be fucked, but even for her, this was something else entirely. It was like the first time all over again.  
 
    Wes slid his hand between Thessaly’s perky tits to feel her heart pounding against her ribcage, beating like the pulse of a hummingbird’s wings. Holy shit, this girl was ready! 
 
    He buried his face in her box, sliding his tongue into Thessaly’s holy slit. Her channel was tight and ready for him, but he wanted her even more ready when he finally put his cock inside of her. The Warlock girl ground her pussy against his face, losing control. She braced herself against the alcove with both hands, using the leverage to grind harder against Wes’s tongue as he ate her out. 
 
    He couldn’t believe how good she tasted. Thessaly’s pussy was as bare as if she’d shaved on her way to their meeting, and covered in fragrant oils that mixed with her natural juices. Wes lapped them up, swirling his tongue around her swollen nub like he was eating ice cream from between her thighs. Thessaly’s moans of bliss filled the Library’s inner sanctum, echoing off the walls in spasms of pure delight. 
 
    “Yes! Oh my Gods, yes!” Thessaly sounded like a jet in freefall, the engines overheating as the whole thing threatened to break apart at any moment. “Holy fuck I love the way you eat my pussy, Master! Fuck, I don’t deserve this! I ought to be punished, spanked, choked like a bad little girl…!” 
 
    Wes liked indulging her darker impulses, especially as they dovetailed with his own so frequently. But today, in this place that was so near to holy for the former librarian, Wes wanted to pleasure her. To be sweetness and light before he fucked her like a caveman and bound her to him forever. 
 
    So instead of grabbing Thessaly by the throat the way he wanted to do, Wes stabbed two fingers into her tight walls while his mouth focused harder on her clit. The two-pronged assault was too much for poor Thessaly to bear—more juice dripped from her warm, swollen lips, coating her thighs and Wes’s face as the Warlock neared orgasm. 
 
    Thessaly’s fingers dug into the back of his head as she neared the peak. He loved the way girls lost control when they did that—the way they focused on rubbing their pussies against his face like a cat attacking a scratching post, trying to quell the itch within themselves. Wes rode it, applying expert levels of pressure to Thessaly’s clit and g-spot until the poor Warlock girl could take no more. He grabbed her ass with both hands and buried his face in her snatch as Thessaly came, her thighs tensing on either side of his head as her pussy boiled over. 
 
    It was a lucky thing Thessaly had cleared out the Warlock’s Library before arranging this meeting. Had there been any servants or junior Warlocks walking around the building, they most certainly would have heard the cries as Thessaly’s passion shot into the stratosphere. As it was, Wes half-suspected she’d just woken up the rest of his harem. 
 
    He didn’t care. A flood of juice coated his tongue as Thessaly squirted, and he drank it down as he slowly massaged every drop of pleasure out of her clit. This was one of Wes’s favorite moments during sex—the slow, sleepy instance between the woman’s toe-curling orgasm and the moment he filled her still-spasming, oh so warm and tight pussy with his dick. His own member had been grinding against the side of the alcove while he ate Thessaly out, and now his boxers were stained with pre-seed. 
 
    He discarded the clothes, leaving his stiff prick pointing at Thessaly like a compass aimed at magnetic north. 
 
    “I’m going to fuck you,” Wes said, running the crown of his cock up and down the blue-haired Warlock’s slit a few times for good measure. “Don’t fight what’s happening in your head. I’m not. It’ll feel even better the more connected we are—” 
 
    Wes’s words were cut off by a cry of pleasure as Thessaly ratcheted her hips upward, engulfing his prick with her tight, slick pussy. Both of them cried out in pleasure as he bottomed out inside of her, the interior of her womanhood both intimately familiar and shockingly new all at the same time. 
 
    The bond between them had already begun its work. Normally Wes wouldn’t have even felt a faint tingle of that familiarity until the moment he was unloading his seed inside of his chosen familiar, but these were different circumstances. Thessaly had been his already; there was no need to be coy about the intimacy between them. A connection had already been formed from him to her that was tighter and closer than the bond between a husband and his wife. On every thrust, Wes felt that connection take on supernatural dimensions, increasing his awareness of both Thessaly’s body and his own. 
 
    He thrust into her tight pussy, feeling her slick walls grip him snugly as he bottomed out inside of her. At the same time, vague flickers of her own pleasure infiltrated his mind, and he used these to figure out even better angles at which to fuck Thessaly’s brains out. Soon the two of them were going at it like bunnies.  
 
    “Yes! Oh my gawd!” Thessaly threw her arms up against the wall of the alcove, her bare back pressed against the stone. “I can feel you, Master! You’re so big, you’re stretching out my tight little pussy! And I can feel you feeling me, too! God damn, my pussy is tight as fuck…!” 
 
    Wes chuckled as he gripped Thessaly’s hips for more leverage. “You’re damned right it is,” he said, looking down at the gorgeous girl as he savaged her with long, rough strokes. “Why did you think I spent so much time getting you warmed up for me before I fucked you?” 
 
    “Mmmh, that was awesome,” Thessaly gasped. “I want this everyday. I never want to lose you!’ 
 
    “You won’t,” Wes told the girl, pounding her harder. He locked into a steady, primal rhythm that left the cheeks of Thessaly’s ass slapping against the stone, loud enough for the whole Library to hear. “I’ll make sure of it. When we’re bonded, you’ll never need—or want—another man.” 
 
    Wes’s words sent Thessaly right to the brink. The blue-haired Warlock’s fingers tightened on his shoulders, the nails digging into his skin as her heart pounded like a kettle drum against his chest. He could feel every molecule in her body like they were his own, even though the bond between them hadn’t yet fully formed. Her pleasure was like a river about to overspill its banks, while his was like a dam about to burst. Together, they were unstoppable. 
 
    “I’m gonna cum,” Thessaly cried, slamming her pussy around Wes as hard as she could. Even though she lay beneath him, perfectly helpless as he slammed his meat deep into her back walls, the blue-haired woman did her best to fuck him back as they both neared their climax. “I want you to come with me, Master! Shoot in me while I’m cumming all over your cock! I want to feel you shoot your load inside me, I want to feel you fill me up! Pump my pussy full, Master, breed me and make me your good little girl forever…” 
 
    Wes could no more stop himself from fulfilling Thessaly’s request than he could will his own heart to stop beating. He pumped forward like a fucking freight train, stretching Thessaly’s walls as he buried his cock as hard and deep inside of her as he could. He fucked her rougher than he’d ever dared, pummeling her lithe body against the alcove wall as he drove head-first into bliss. 
 
    Finally he hit the last thrust and held himself deep, buried as far as he could inside of Thessaly’s perfect tightness. The world went white as he exploded, his cock jerking with thick ropes of liquid lava inside the Warlock girl’s slick wet sheath. Her walls spasmed around him, her own orgasm washing over her as she felt his seed spray against her back walls. She clung to him, sobbing with relief and bliss as the world shrank to that perfect point of contact between them. 
 
    Wes saw his lover with new eyes. The bond between them formed at last, washing away the last remnants of Thessaly’s connection to the Warlock’s Library. Any allegiance she might have had to her former life dissolved in pleasure as she came, shuddering and sobbing helplessly on Wes’s dick as her pussy gushed over with bliss.  
 
    As the two of them came down from their peak at last, Thessaly held him tight in the alcove. Their naked bodies felt cold against the stone, but warm against each other.  
 
    Finally full of relief, Wes buried his face between Thessaly’s perky tits and covered them with kisses. It’s worth it, he thought, stroking the bond between them with mental fingers. It’s all worth it. Because this is the greatest fucking feeling in the world. 
 
    He needed this reminder. Because some things truly were worth fighting for, even if you had to risk the entire universe in order to do it. 
 
    Once they got cleaned up, Wes would go back and call a meeting, then tell the team what he and Thessaly had learned. They’d have to make a decision about the door, and Kulili’s world, and their path to Hell. It would be a whole lot of discussion and arguing, and he wasn’t especially looking forward to it. 
 
    But for now, there was just the two of them. Wes held Thessaly in his lap, his stiff cock still buried down to the balls inside of her channel. The blue-haired Warlock swirled her hips a bit around him, giggling as she felt his hot cream deep inside her slit. 
 
    “God, that was so much,” Thessaly whispered, holding him close. “I know you liked that, Master. Want to do it again before we go? Maybe from behind this time?” 
 
    Wes grinned as he bent Thessaly over, getting her into position. She’s definitely on my wavelength now, he thought, giving her ass a hearty spank. Fuck, I love this girl. 
 
    Thessaly was truly a member of the harem now. As Wes’s familiar, she would be linked to him for the rest of her life, and she’d be a valuable member of the team when they went to Hell. 
 
    But for now, Wes was right. She was a gorgeous piece of ass. 
 
    And before he finished the work of the day, Wes was going to enjoy her again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No,” Xue said. “Correction: fuck no.” 
 
    The trio of elder Warlocks sat on one side of the table, with Wes and his harem on the opposite end. The wide conference table dominating the meeting space of Shangri-La had once functioned as a point of contact between warring tribes, and nowhere had that fact been thrown into sharper relief than in seeing Wes and his women facing down Xue, Kwame, and Archibald. The elder Warlocks had just heard Wes and Thessaly’s plan for opening up the door to the Gates of Hell. 
 
    To say they’d taken it poorly would be a massive understatement. 
 
    “I know it sounds rather… extreme,” Thessaly said, trying her best to keep from blushing as she stared down the Warlocks who’d once controlled her every move. “The Warlocks have done everything in their power for generations to keep Kulili slumbering beneath the soil of his homeworld. But we’re running out of options. If we want to stop Lady Morningstar, we’ll need to do something drastic—” 
 
    Archibald held up a hand. At some point between cowering in Déjà Vu and coming back to Shangri-La, the Scotsman’s severed arm had completely healed. It was this hand he raised to cut off Thessaly, as if doing so was some kind of power move. 
 
    “Drastic would be making an alliance with the Templars,” he said in his Scottish brogue, narrowing his eyes at the memory of Wes doing just that in order to get to the Heavenly Host. “What yer talking about is suicide, plain and simple. No one is going to Kulili’s world, and that’s final!” 
 
    The rest of Wes’s women looked to him to see what would happen next. You know, Wes thought, I actually thought this might be easy. Things had really been going my way lately. 
 
    The meeting with his harem had been simple, at least. After congratulating Thessaly on becoming Wes’s familiar, the blue-haired Warlock had lain out the same discoveries she’d explained to him, in almost exactly the same terms. They’d been shocked by the whole thing, of course, but they’d quickly come to the same conclusion that he had: that if involving Kulili was the only way to get to Lady Morningstar and potentially turn her back into the Cirice they all knew—if that Cirice even still existed—then that was a risk they were willing to take. 
 
    Wes had assumed the elder Warlocks wouldn’t be much harder to convince. He’d been naïve in his assessment, he saw that now. 
 
    “You’re obviously not going to Kulili’s world,” Azura said with a snort. The cherry-skinned succubus was feeling especially bratty today, as evidenced by her wearing both her most revealing maid outfit and a studded choker around her slender neck. “Don’t worry, it’s us who are taking all the risk. Like usual.” 
 
    “You know,” Hazel added with a chuckle, “when I told you that men had a tendency to put me through Hell, I didn’t intend you to take that as an excuse to literally put me through Hell, Wes!” 
 
    Wes rolled his eyes. “Go on,” he told his guild. “Get all the jokes out of your system while you can.” 
 
    His flippancy took the elder Warlocks by surprise.  
 
    “We are talking about world-altering events,” Xue protested, looking so offended that the color left her face. “This is not the time for cheap puns!” 
 
    “It’s always the time for cheap puns,” Deja drawled, one elbow on the table. “I’ve been told to ‘go to Hell’ plenty of times in my life, Warlock—this will be the first time I’m doing it for real. And as Azura so astutely put it, none of you have to do anything but sit back and watch. Wes and the guild will be taking on all the risk.” 
 
    That should have shamed the elder Warlocks, but from everything Wes had seen of them they were beyond shame.  
 
    “No one is going anywhere,” Xue said, her voice turning both harder and colder. “Harnessing Kulili’s energy isn’t just a bad idea—it’s completely insane. I refused to sanction such an action, and I’m certain the rest of the elder Warlocks will agree with me.” 
 
    Wes snorted. “I wasn’t aware that I needed to ask your permission,” he said, allowing a cold smile to spread across his face. So Xue wanted to play things cold? Fine, he could do that too. She had no idea who she was messing with. “Are you really going to try and stop me?” 
 
    An uneasy look spread across Xue’s face. As much as the elder Warlock wanted to pretend she was in charge in Shangri-La, the true force behind the throne sat next to her, grinning like this was all some funny comedy he’d been tuning into on Netflix. Both Xue and Archibald looked to Kwame, who was sizing up Wes like he’d never seen the Warlock before. 
 
    “It’s an audacious plan,” the old man finally said. “And I can see it’s not really going to matter whether we give you our blessing or not. There’s no love lost between our group of Warlocks and your guild.” Kwame sighed. “I do wish we’d started things off on the right foot with you, Wes. We might be looking at a different world right now if we had…” 
 
    Wes didn’t want to think about the past. He’s made his decisions, and he owned them. 
 
    “If you’d managed to talk me into joining your group,” he said coldly, looking the old man in the eyes, “I’d have been shunted off to Kulili’s world to act as a Guardian all alone. Or, at best, I’d have ended up a virtual slave the way Thessaly did. That’s not someone worthy of respect.” 
 
    “True,” Kwame admitted, not bothering to hide it. “Except I think you’re a strong enough person not to succumb to that fate no matter what happened. You certainly seem different from the others who come through that door.” The old man sighed, rising from his chair with a creak of bones and a cracking of his gnarled knuckles. “That’s why it hurts me so much to have to do this.” 
 
    Wes’s hackles rose as the old man stood. Instantly, he was on high alert. Although Kwame’s body was frail, power shined behind the old Warlock’s eyes. Of all the elders Wes had met so far since coming to Shangri-La, he was the one Wes would have wanted the least to meet in some dark alley late at night. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Wes asked, watching as the old man stood. Though his muscles tensed, he refused to let the worry show on his face. There was no way he’d let the elder Warlocks throw him off his gaze. “Sit back down, Kwame. Let’s talk about this like adults.” 
 
    The aged Warlock shook his head. “I can’t let you awaken Kulili, young man. Bringing that beast back into the world is something we Warlocks have fought to avoid for centuries. Nothing but death and hell will follow if you allow that creature to leave its homeworld.” 
 
    “That’s not what he’s doing!” It was Azura who protested, sliding from her seat and balling her hands into fists at her sides as she stared the Warlock down. “Have you heard a single fucking word we’ve said? Wes is going to save the fucking world, not destroy it! He’s going to do the job you assholes ought to have been doing all along! And,” she added, looking at Wes with a naughty smile, “this time, he’s bringing us along for the ride. There’s no way I’m going to miss out on all the fun!” 
 
    “Fun?” Xue leaned forward in her seat, showing her teeth.  “You think playing with the fate of the universe is fun?” 
 
    Azura shared a look with the rest of the guild. “Yeah?” she asked with a shrug. 
 
    Kwame laughed at that, though the other two elder Warlocks looked more pissed off than anything. Archibald made a steeple of his fingers on the tabletop, his good arm and his recently severed one jockeying for position. 
 
    “Ente gave his life to keep the universe safe from Kulili,” the Scotsman said in a whisper. “He sacrificed decades of his time toward keeping that monster contained. And when the time came, he lay down his life in the line of duty.” Archibald’s eyes bored cruel holes into Wes’s gaze, a dismissive sneer spreading across the elder Warlock’s face. “You claim to revere that man, pup, yet you would ruin everything he ever stood for…!” 
 
    The other two Warlocks froze. They seemed to realize that Archibald had just gone too far. 
 
    Wes’s blood felt like it was boiling in his veins. The edges of his vision turned black, as if he were staring down from the top of a long, twisted tunnel. His hands gripped the wood of the table so tightly that his knuckles went white. 
 
    Oh no. Oh no, they didn’t dare… 
 
    Now Wes stood. He couldn’t help the tendrils of darkness magic that surrounded both him and the Staff of Dominion as he stood before his so-called colleagues—he was just too angry to control himself. Shadows twisted along the walls of the meeting chamber in response to his magic, moving like living things. 
 
    “How dare you,” Wes roared, sounding like a lion who had just burst through his cage. The vehemence in his voice was so strong that even Kwame took a step backward, and both of the still seated Warlocks looked down at the wooden table, unable to meet Wes’s eyes. 
 
    “I—” Archibald began. 
 
    Wes wasn’t about to let that asshole get a single word in. Not after that utter fucking disrespect. 
 
    “You say you give a shit about protecting the world from Kulili,” Wes began, anger infiltrating his voice, “but who’s guarding that orb on his planet right now? Who’s making sure any asshole with a Door and a few shards to throw at it hasn’t already doomed the world to being eaten by an Elder God? Have any of you considered for a moment leaving your cushy mountaintop lives behind to do your fucking jobs!?” 
 
    The Warlocks looked thoroughly chastised. “That’s not what I meant,” Archibald blurted, trying to explain. “I just—” 
 
    “This is all your fault,” Deja said with devastating disdain. “Forcing Nacht to waste his life to protect that world—you’re bragging about it, when it’s one of your greatest failures. You had Cirice five feet away from you in my bar, and didn’t see the threat in front of your faces. You were only concerned with yourselves, and your own power.” The genie gave a dismissive sniff. “The Templars changed you. When they won, they took some part of your souls along with them.” 
 
    Xue’s face had gone white as milk. Wes didn’t think he’d ever seen a person as scandalized as the Warlock. “That’s not true,” she said, trying and failing to fight off what she felt. “You have no idea what we’ve been through, genie—” 
 
    “You thought you could hide here in paradise,” Wes said, picking up the thread. “That you could move people around like chess pieces, sitting in the shadows the entire time. But that’s not the way the world works.” He shook his head. “And the price of your ignorance has been a tenth of the world and climbing.” 
 
    Something inside of Xue broke. The elder Warlock gave a little sob and buried her face in her hands, all her cold control and well-mannered appearance crumbling for a brief instant. She recovered quickly, of course, but the damage was done. Archibald looked poleaxed by the change in his companion. Even Kwame looked a little surprised. 
 
    “Your listing of our failings is… impressive,” Kwame said in a vaguely amused tone. “I admit, when you put it that way, it certainly does sound like we’ve been wrong to go about things the way we have over the past few years.” 
 
    “You’re damned right,” Wes said, hearing a chorus of yeahs and that’s rights from his women. 
 
    “In that case,” Kwame said, looking like Wes had just fallen into his trap, “I’m going to do something the elder Warlocks haven’t done in many, many years. I’m going to ask an outside source for advice.” 
 
    A sense of confusion stole over Wes. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kwame repeated in the same tone. “You. Tell us what we ought to be doing, oh high and mighty Warlock.” 
 
    Now Wes saw the acid smiles on both Xue and Archibald’s faces. They thought they had him—that the age-old adage about it being easier to complain than to give constructive criticism would hold true. That a Warlock as fresh as him couldn’t possibly understand the needs of the world, and that he’d look stupid and naïve if he tried to take hold of the reigns. 
 
    They couldn’t be more wrong. 
 
    Wes had already learned what the world needed—because he’d been doing it all along. He thought about his neighborhood, the streets surrounding Déjà Vu and the people who lived there. Both the mundane humans and the demons, all of them were suffering now because of what Cirice had done. He had to stop Lady Morningstar—which meant he had to get past the Gates of Hell and make his way to whatever she used as her fortress. 
 
    But there was plenty of good that could be done in the meantime. 
 
    Wes was quiet for so long that the elder Warlocks began to look as if they’d won. 
 
    “Hard to make the tough decisions,” Archibald said, something almost like sympathy in his tone. “The head that wears the crown gets heavy, young Warlock. Sometimes unbearably so—” 
 
    Wes gestured out toward the horizon. “Go,” he said. 
 
    The single word landed like a brick in the center of the table. The elder Warlocks stared at Wes, uncomprehending, all of them save for Kwame frowning at him as if he’d just cocked his leg and farted. 
 
    “Go?” Xue asked, punctuating the question with a haughty laugh. “I suppose you want to exile us and take the place over for yourself—” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “Not exile,” he said, a smile of triumph on his face. “Volunteer work.” 
 
    The trio of Warlocks were stunned. 
 
    “Go out there,” Wes commanded, looking at the far horizon like a general inspiring his troops. “Help as many people as you can. Warlocks aren’t meant to hide in the shadows, shunning the light. You’re supposed to be out there helping people, and making the world a better place.” Pride surged in his chest. “My time helping the people around Déjà Vu taught me that.” 
 
    Neither Xue nor Archibald looked terribly impressed by Wes’s speech. Kwame, on the other hand, slowly began to applaud. 
 
    “Well said, young Warlock,” the old man said, giving the group a faint chuckle. “And I dare say you’re right.” 
 
    The surprise Xue and Archibald had had before was nothing compared to their reactions to this.  
 
    “Are you serious?” Xue hissed, pushing her chair back and whirling on the power behind the throne. “Leave Shangri-La? Now!?” 
 
    “The world is a warzone,” Archibald protested, looking as if he’d rather saw off his other arm than leave the comfy confines of the elder Warlocks’s fortress. “There’s demons swarming over Earth’s major cities. Casualties are in the millions. To step into that would be suicide!” 
 
    Kwame shook his head. “No. It would be duty.” 
 
    The old man extended an arm across Shangri-La, indicating not just the Elder Warlocks but all those who dwelled within the sanctuary’s safety. “We have many powerful magic users here. All together, we’d made up a small army of some of the most gifted conjurers on Earth. It’s maybe not enough to save the world—but our young friend Wes is right. It’s enough to make a difference.” Kwame’s face grew hard. “And maybe, if we save enough Earth-born demons, we could snowball into a true army. Something that could save at least a piece of the world from Lady Morningstar’s devastation.” 
 
    Xue stared at him like he’d exploded into a balloon filled with snakes. “You’ve gone mad,” she whispered, holding her hands out like she was about to conjure her weapon. “You can’t be taking this whelp’s words seriously, Kwame. If you honestly think I’m going to risk everything we’ve built here so you can play the hero, then you’re deluded…” 
 
    The old man gave Xue a sad look. “No, dear, it’s you who are deluded. Would Nacht have wanted this? Any of it?” 
 
    Archibald slammed a fist into the table top. “With all due respect,” he began, his words clearly showing none, “who gives a fuck what Nacht would want? The man is dead! He died saving this child’s life—” here Archibald pointed at Wes, “—and nothing I’ve seen about the trade-off has made me think it’s worth it!” 
 
    Wes had heard more than enough. Although the Warlocks were still arguing over something he considered next to sacred, he felt a strange sense of calm wash over him instead of the anger he’d expected. Maybe it was because he was finally taking action—and he’d finally accepted the fact that the Elder Warlocks would never make him one of them. 
 
    Well, whatever. Once he saved the world, they wouldn’t have much of a choice but to serve him. 
 
    “Come on,” Wes said to his women, rising roughly from his chair. “Let’s get out of here. None of these people are going to stop us. We’ll make preparations and leave at once.” 
 
    True to Wes’s prediction, none of the three Elder Warlocks tried to stop him or his harem from leaving the council chambers. His last glance of Kwame was that of the old Warlock arguing with both Xue and Archibald, his fabled calm finally at last appearing to have been ruffled somewhat. Wes hoped the man was able to organize a resistance to the hellish invasion and do some good, but he wasn’t about to bet any money on it. 
 
    Either way, he’d managed to make them confront some of their failures. That was a good feeling. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Thessaly said once they’d left the Elder Warlocks behind. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone dare speak to the Elders that way and live, Wes. You handled them like… well, like a king. I’m so impressed…” 
 
    Wes shrugged. “They’re beaten down, nearly powerless and facing the end of the world,” he said, sliding an arm around Thessaly’s waist. “They’ve only just begun to realize how obsolete they’ve become. Whichever way things bear out with Lady Morningstar, the Warlocks and the Templars are both going to be more or less wiped out by the time we’re through.” 
 
    “Which means it’ll be up to us to establish a new power dynamic in the world,” Deja said, sounding as if she took the responsibility seriously. “You think you’re ready to step into that role, Wes?” 
 
    King of the Warlocks? he thought. The idea of it made his mouth curl upward.  
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said, picturing a whole school of his own. His own version of Shangri-La, where budding young Warlocks would come to learn the ways of magic and demon summoning. Where all of his women could live together in peace and harmony—and maybe he could start a family… 
 
    “I’d like that a whole fucking lot,” he admitted, striding across the golden field outside of the Library. “But we’ve got to save the world, first.” 
 
    Just then, an unlikely voice whispered in Wes’s ear. It was his Archcloak, which had apparently healed enough to speak to him, if not to pull out its usual bag of tricks. 
 
    “Master… I can’t talk for very long,” the cloak hissed. It’s voice sounded as ragged as the threads binding it together. “I just wanted to say, while I’m able, that you’ve done well. If the man who owned me previously was here, he’d say you’d done him very, very proud.” 
 
    That meant a lot to Wes. Quite unexpectedly, he felt tears collecting in the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “Thanks, Archcloak,” he said, rubbing the fabric on his shoulder. “I wish he was here. He’d have done a better job listening to me than those assholes. He might have even spurred Kwame to action…” 
 
    “No he wouldn’t have,” the Archcloak said with an ironic air. “And you’re still absolutely insane for trying to tamper with Kulili.” 
 
    The women around Wes laughed at that. All of them had probably been thinking the same thing—and yet, to a woman, they were down for it. They were down for anything if it meant they could be by his side.  
 
    They’d follow him to Hell and back—literally. 
 
    “I can get with insane,” Wes said, letting the Archcloak know it could rest. “Let’s get to that portal. I’ve got an appointment with a planet-sized squid and the Queen of Hell.” 
 
    It was time to strike at the heart of Lady Morningstar’s power. If Wes couldn’t snap her back into being Cirice, then he’d have to take more drastic steps to bring her down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hoped to never see this world again,” Wes said as he stepped through the portal. “God, it’s even worse than I remembered.” 
 
    After leaving the meeting with Kwame, Xue, and Archibald, Wes and his harem traveled back to the city. There, they had found the remnants of Templar HQ, burnt and nearly destroyed but somehow still standing. That was good, because they still needed Magnus’s gate in order to make the jump to Kulili’s world. It had been there, waiting for them, as if decreed by fate itself. 
 
    Wes turned around as his feet hit the alien soil, watching his women pass through the Door one at a time. In the square of light illuminated by the stone arch, he could see the harried figure of Bethany Valente hustling Hazel and Azura through the portal. He’d been more than a little surprised to see the voivode of the local Knights Templar still alive, but he supposed they kept their most senior troops in the rear when the fighting started. 
 
    She’d taken next to no convincing to allow them to use the Door. Like most of the surviving Templars, they were more than willing to cling to absolutely anything that might save the world from the demons raging across it. The Templar had basically handed Wes the deed to her properties in the city, with a promise to use them well if he actually managed to save the world. Now Valente and her followers surrounded the gate, protecting it while his harem stepped through. 
 
    As the portal closed, Wes locked eyes with the Templar leader and nodded once, acknowledging her as a peer. He still didn’t trust the woman as far as he could throw her, but she’d done her best to make up for allowing the Archangels to abduct Cirice in the first place. 
 
    I wonder what Magnus would think about all this, Wes wondered, watching as his women brushed themselves off from the dirt of travel. That crazy bastard had tried his best to summon Kulili from his slumber, and had never missed an opportunity to stab Wes or any other demon in his city in the back. He wondered if the man would be rolling in his grave, or if he’d be thrilled at what Wes was about to do. 
 
    The path wound down the portal platform, leading across the same narrow stretch of suspended ground Wes remembered from his last trip there. The canyon stretched off to the horizon in all directions, filled with an alien fog, and lightning crackled across the blood-red sky. Wes’s group stared openly, their mouths hanging down at the alien landscape around them. 
 
    “This is incredible,” Thessaly whispered. The blue-haired Warlock leaned down and sifted a small amount of dirt through her fingers, feeling the contours of the alien world. “How far are we from Earth right now, Wes? Does anybody know?” 
 
    Deja shuddered. “I don’t even recognize the stars,” the genie said in a dark tone. “We must be in another solar system—another galaxy, perhaps. It doesn’t bear thinking about.” 
 
    “But it does!” Despite the desolation surrounding them, Thessaly looked excited. “Transport through a Door is instantaneous, which means that we just moved to a whole other galaxy far faster than the speed of light itself!” 
 
    “Like Star Trek?” Wes asked, looking thoughtful. “’Go to Warp One’, and all that?” 
 
    Thessaly nodded. “Nerd,” she said, giving him a playful punch on the shoulder. “I’m just thinking about the physics of it. This thing completely blows everything we think we know about relativity right out of the water. For example, what time is it on Earth right now?” 
 
    Wes frowned. “I have no idea. What do you mean?” 
 
    Thessaly looked back at the now quiet portal, ignoring the body language of her fellow guild girls who clearly wanted to be on their way. “Einstein discovered that time and space are relative,” she said, clearly sounding like a girl who’d grown up in a place with a whole lot of books and no friends. “Which means that the faster you move, the slower time passes. We don’t normally experience it, because the speeds you need to make any measurable difference are huge fractions of the speed of light itself. But technically, if the Door actually moves us, then time should have just moved backward on Earth when we teleported.” 
 
    “This makes my head hurt,” Azura said, grabbing at her horns. “Can we just wake up the world-devouring squid and ride it to hell, please?” 
 
    Wes laughed at the succubus’s interjection. They had been walking down the path while they spoke, and now the dark silhouette of Nacht’s tent could be seen. The simple canvas was in the same condition as Wes had seen it previously, along with a well-tended fire pit. 
 
    A few feet away lay Magnus’s body. 
 
    Wes leaned over it, shuddering at the memory of fighting that thing. Magnus had shed his human form when it came time to travel through the Door, becoming a creature of ribbons and tentacles that moved like smoke. Wes didn’t know how a body like that decayed, but the creature laying across the rocks looked as if it had died hours ago, rather than months. 
 
    Maybe there’s something to Thessaly’s whole ‘time dilation’ thing, Wes thought, turning away from Magnus’s body. He thought about the man’s last words as he’d been pulled away from Kulili’s orb, defeated by Wes and Nacht working together. 
 
    “He said he needed to bring about the line of division,” Wes said, shaking his head. “That he wanted to end everything—life and death, the whole universe itself.” Quite unexpectedly, he let out a bitter chuckle. “Turns out all Magnus had to do was wait a little while. He could have saved himself a whole lot of trouble…” 
 
    He stood there for a few moments, until Deja put a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “Come on, Master,” the genie said, her voice dripping with sympathy. “The orb is right up ahead.” 
 
    Indeed it was. The platform at the center of the canyon was untouched, balanced at the end of a narrow sliver of rock that jutted out over a seemingly endless expanse of darkness. As Wes walked along it, the ground shifted gently beneath his feet, as if the thing slumbering beneath the planet’s crust were growing excited in its sleep. 
 
    Wes wondered if Kulili knew he was here. Did it have an inkling of the purpose it was about to be put to? 
 
    Wes shrugged. It really didn’t matter. He had to do what he had to do, and that was that. This was the only way to get to Hell, and he’d take the chance. 
 
    He’d also take the Staff of Dominion, of course. The mass of twisted wood was strapped to his back. Thessaly had explained this part to him back at the Warlock’s Library. As Cirice said, the weapon was the key to opening the way past the Gates of Hell. 
 
    In order to summon the Door, Wes would have to destroy the orb. With the Staff. 
 
    He strode the last few steps to the platform like a man ascending the gallows, his shoulders hunched with determination. The orb glowed faintly, floating in midair over the silver pillar just the way he remembered. The waves of magic surrounding it sent a tingle through his bloodstream as he got closer, and he shivered. 
 
    His women filed in around him. Wes had already explained that he wanted them close, because he wasn’t certain how or where this Door would appear. The documents he and Thessaly had summoned from the Warlock’s Library had been somewhat fuzzy on that part of the whole thing. So Hazel, Deja, Thessaly, and Azura all stayed close to him, jockeying for position as if they didn’t want to be the one who slipped loose and missed the portal to the next world. 
 
    They all wanted to be along for the ride. To be with him. 
 
    The guild members shared a nervous look as he took the Staff of Dominion in both hands.  
 
    “You know,” Hazel said with a chuckle, “it’s not too late to go back. We could try and find some other way to get through to Cirice—or we could join Kwame and Valente and take the fight to the hell-born demons directly. Are you sure you want to do this, Master?” 
 
    He looked at Hazel, frowning. “I’m not sure,” he said, then he laughed. “Hell, in fact I’m sure I don’t want to do this, Hazel. But I don’t have much of a choice. You and I both know what will eventually happen if we try to take down the demons head-on. The only way out is through.” 
 
    “Through Lady Morningstar,” Deja said fiercely. “Cirice.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “We bring her back, or we put her in the ground,” he said, laying out the two options. “Either way, the world goes back to normal.” 
 
    They all knew what had to be done. But once Wes knocked over that orb, things were going to get weird in a hurry. All of them needed a moment to brace themselves for it. 
 
    Wes closed his eyes and said a silent prayer that he was still doing the right thing. He knew his intentions were good, but good intentions wouldn’t mean much if the whole world got eaten by a planet sized Cthulhu monster. 
 
    We can do this, he told himself. When we work together, as a team, we’re unstoppable. 
 
    Wes lifted the Staff of Dominion over his head, bringing it straight up into the air like a club. “Here goes nothing,” he said, grinning at his girls. “Everyone say a prayer that this works—” 
 
    Without hesitation, Wes swung. 
 
    The thick, knobbed head of the Staff of Dominion slammed into the glowing orb. It wobbled back and forth across the top of the pillar for a few sickening seconds, moving like a basketball that wasn’t sure if it wanted to go into the hoop or not. 
 
    Then the glowing orb toppled. It hit the stone platform with a gentle thud and rolled right over the side, disappearing into the darkness. 
 
    “Is that it?” Hazel said after a moment. “Did we do it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Wes said, looking around. The apocalypse he’d expected had failed to materialize. Had Magnus done all this for nothing? It was a dark, fucked-up thing to think about. “Nothing’s happening—” 
 
    “Wait,” Deja snapped. “Listen!” 
 
    Wes listened. Deep beneath the surface of the canyon came a hideous rumbling, like the sound of a distant earthquake. Except earthquakes tended to crest and gradually fall away, while this was merely getting louder and closer with each passing second. The hair on the back of Wes’s neck stood straight up, some nameless and primal fear filling his heart. 
 
    Kulili, he thought. Oh shit, we’ve really done it now… 
 
    The Staff of Dominion felt almost impossibly heavy in his hands, as if he couldn’t lift the thing. Somehow he managed to pivot as the ground rocked sickeningly beneath him, ‘up’ and ‘down’ beginning to lose all meaning. 
 
    When Wes had been a teenager, his parents had taken him on a cruise. At the time he’d suspected that they’d wanted to go together on a romantic getaway and whatever babysitting they’d arranged had fallen through, and later on in life he’d realize that was true. But he’d had fun all the same, seeing exotic vistas and eating lots of food and playing minigolf and the arcade. 
 
    All except for one night during the trip, when he’d woken up and put his feet on the floor only to find the ground beneath him tilted forty-five degrees to the side. 
 
    Later on, he’d discover that this was pretty common. The cruise ship had been ‘listing’, shifted by powerful ocean currents into a position of altered equilibrium. The boat had been in no real danger of capsizing, and a few hours later had returned to its proper place. 
 
    But the raw, primal fear Wes had felt in that moment of half-awake awareness had never truly left him. And as the entire canyon rocked in the very same manner beneath himself and his guild, his heart leaped in his chest. 
 
    “Get over the bridge!” he commanded, gesturing with the Staff of Dominion. Adrenaline flooded his bloodstream, returning the strength to his limbs. “The whole fucking thing’s coming down!” 
 
    They ran. The rumbling beneath their feet increased in intensity with each step, until the world itself felt as if it might break into pieces at any moment. Halfway across the bridge, the whole of the stone twisted suddenly upward, causing Azura to trip and land across both Hazel and Thessaly in mid-step. Wes grabbed them both with his free hand and hauled them to their feet, not even missing a beat. 
 
    “How do we get out of here?” Thessaly cried. “Where’s the Door?” 
 
    In his haste to get clear, Wes had almost forgotten. He looked around, half-expecting a stone arch to have materialized on the platform where the orb and the pillar had been standing. Neither were there. More mist poured from the canyon, bubbling as it roiled from something hot deep within the Earth. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Wes said, his stomach sinking. “Just run!” 
 
    Maybe Solomon himself could have stood his ground, but Wes wasn’t the First Warlock. He hustled his women across the narrow bridge, reaching the opposite side just as the whole thing splintered and cracked apart. Big sections of the stone fell away, disappearing into the canyon as the rumbling and tearing increased. Something massive lay at the heart of that trench, and Wes wasn’t looking forward to seeing it in person. 
 
    He'd been just about to give up hope when Deja grabbed his shoulder.  
 
    “Master, look!” the genie cried, pointing up the slope with a trembling finger. “The Door!” 
 
    It was the Door—the same Door they’d come through in order to enter Kulili’s world. It had briefly been lit from within by a piercing white light when they’d stepped into it from Templar HQ, and after that the interior had been dark and empty. 
 
    Except now it was not. A blood-red light shone from beneath the stone arch, casting a beam of demonic light across the top of the plateau hosting the Door. There could be no doubt about where that portal led. 
 
    “We did it,” Wes said, triumph flaring in his chest. “The Door is open!” 
 
    It was—and yet it felt as if it were a million miles away. In order to make it up to that archway, they would have to climb the winding path leading around the plateau, all while the world was shaking itself to pieces. And if they didn’t do it fast enough, Kulili would be on them. 
 
    “Get to the Door!” Wes roared, pushing his women ahead of him. “Go, go, go! Hurry!” 
 
    They double-timed it up the slope. Under normal circumstances Wes would have admired the way Azura and Hazel’s asses jiggled in their tight leggings as they ran, but he had the world-consuming squid monster to worry about. Next to him, Hazel tripped on a rock and cried out, only to be hauled up by Deja and pushed back into the fray. 
 
    The path wound up and up, curving constantly to the right as they made their way to the top of the plateau. Halfway there, the whole thing shifted, the angle of the ascent growing sharply steeper. The Door jerked to the side far above their heads, tilted at an angle. Wes couldn’t tell if it was just the plateau or the whole world that had shifted, but he had no desire to stick around and find out. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Deja panted, making her way up the slope on her hands and knees. “Got to… make it to… that Door…” 
 
    Finally, they reached the summit. By the time Wes and his harem made it to the top of the plateau, the ground beneath their feet was no longer level. The whole canyon had shifted dramatically, cracks forming across the plateau that threatened to envelop the whole Door. The path there was much sharper than the one Wes had woken to on his cruise, so steep that he wasn’t sure he could make it. 
 
    “Come on! Climb!” He threw himself onto the incline, scrabbling up like a monkey trying to reach the top of a tree. Digging into the cracks with the Staff of Dominion provided holds for him to get leverage, and in this manner, he and his women climbed toward the portal. 
 
    Kulili’s world rocked around them. The Door glistened just up ahead, the scent of brimstone and the faint screams of the damned coming from the other side. Wes thought of Cirice and put an extra burst of energy into his limbs, spearing a crack inches away from the Door’s shimmering surface with the butt end of the Staff of Dominion. 
 
    He’d made it. He felt like a mountain climber on top of the world. 
 
    And then Kulili ruined everything. 
 
    The massive creature emerged above the canyon, its broad and abysmal head covered in fish-like scales. It truly did look like the world’s largest squid—and in the center of its face was a beak as broad and long as an aircraft carrier. The thing snapped open and closed like a guillotine, cutting the very air itself as the women screamed. 
 
    Wes’s expression collapsed. He finally understood why the protagonists in H.P. Lovecraft stories went totally insane when they saw an Elder God. The enormity of Kulili was difficult to accept. 
 
    “Shit!” Wes screamed as the thing lashed out with a tentacle. The monster’s tendrils were thicker than transoceanic cables, and slammed into the plateau Wes and his harem had just climbed with the force of an atomic bomb. 
 
    The ground cracked and splintered into a thousand pieces. The plateau ripped apart into two chunks, each dissolving as the wind blew across them. One, which comprised the lower half of the twisted mass of rock, had Wes’s women standing on it slowly getting smaller and far away. 
 
    The other, with the Door, had only Wes. 
 
    And was tipping forward into Kulili’s open mouth. 
 
    “Wes!” Hazel’s voice soared over the canyon, filled with despair. “Oh God, Wes, no!” 
 
    “Jump!” Deja screamed, as fierce as she’d ever been. “Master, jump!” 
 
    Wes saw that it was hopeless. The plateau crumbled beneath his feet, huge chunks of rock falling into the canyon as Kulili smashed the world around him to bits. That massive beak of his opened wider, the mouth within like a Door all its own—a door to the darkest, most awful place in the universe. 
 
    The edge of the plateau holding the Door gave way. The whole thing, portal and arch and everything else, tipped over and fell toward Kulili. The red portal glistened like a coal in a fire, sputtering as it plummeted through the dark sky. 
 
    Wes looked down into that gaping maw, then back to his women. And jumped. 
 
    Toward the door. 
 
    The Archcloak screamed with suicidal excitement as Wes plunged through the black. Somewhere far behind him, getting further now, he heard a chorus of women’s voices joining it, filled with shock and horror and dismay. He knew that a few minutes from now, Deja and Thessaly would be pulling their hair out while Azura and Hazel mourned. 
 
    So be it. This was his only chance. 
 
    Wes fell toward the Door, chasing that narrow portal as it began to close. The stones of the arch shook, nearly coming apart, and the whole thing warped through the air as if it were about to wink out of existence. Wes held his feet together and plummeted, going face-first to reach the Door before it hit Kulili. 
 
    The massive beak snapped shut. Just as Wes hit the portal, the Elder God chomped through the arch, shattering it into a million pieces. 
 
    All Wes’s women saw was Kulili’s mouth closing, the massive squid sinking back into the canyon with their Master. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes opened his eyes, expecting to be dead. And while he was still very much alive, the irony was that what he saw was more or less the equal of what any sinner witnessed after shuffling off the mortal coil. 
 
    The Gates of Hell. 
 
    The faint scent of brimstone he’d noticed through the Kulili side of the portal was stronger here—much stronger. Plumes of flame pierced the air, pouring black smoke into a leaden sky. Far above Wes’s head lay an obsidian ceiling, like the roof of the world’s most massive cave complex. There should have been no light at all save for the flames, but somehow he could see perfectly well. 
 
    He stood on a narrow platform above a lake of fire. The crackling of the flames provided a constant backdrop to his thoughts, and every now and then, the piercing scream of a tortured sinner cut through the air.  
 
    Holy shit, Wes thought, looking himself up and down. This is Hell. I’m in Hell. I made it! 
 
    Victory was bittersweet. After all, he was in the one place no human being ever wanted to be. And yet he’d snatched his own life from Kulili’s jaws, making the transition to the Gates of Hell at the very last possible moment. His harem— 
 
    Wes started. None of his familiars were with him. 
 
    “Oh shit,” he whispered. He glanced all around the platform, as if expecting Deja or Azura to peek out from behind a rocky outcropping and announce he’d just been pranked. When none of them appeared, he realized what he’d done. In jumping for the Door, he’d separated himself from his guild. 
 
    He’d come to Hell alone. 
 
    With trepidation, Wes reached out for the bond linking himself to his women. He could still feel the faint tug between himself and each of his familiars, but it was faint here—as if strained by the cataclysmic distance between any realm occupied by mortals and Hell itself. Hopefully it was enough for his women to tell that he was still alive—that he’d survived his plunge into Kulili’s jaws. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Wes sharpened his senses. Whether his women knew he was alive was one thing—but he needed to know that they were okay. He’d left them in quite the predicament, after all, and if they hadn’t made it out of it in one piece, he’d never forgive himself. 
 
    As he concentrated, he realized he could feel the contours of their energy. Hazel, Deja, Thessaly, Azura—all of them were alive, and as well as could be reasonably inferred.  
 
    They must have made it back somehow, he realized. Either Deja had a trick up her sleeve, or one of our allies summoned a portal to bring my girls back. Whoever it was, I owe them one hell of a favor. 
 
    They were probably worried sick about him. And he was worried sick about them, as well—but he had to get moving. Now that he was here, he’d started a timer. Kulili wouldn’t remain idle on his world any longer now that his eternal slumber had been disturbed. Wes had just thrust the universe from the frying pan into the fire, all for a chance to catch up to Lady Morningstar and get her to restore reality. 
 
    If he fucked up now, it was all for nothing. 
 
    Wes made his way off the platform, crossing the narrow bridge over the lake of fire. As he walked, he noted that this was far from the only bridge leading toward the Gates of Hell—there were dozens of them, arranged out across the burning lake like the spokes of a wheel. They must get new sinners in all the time, he thought, looking to see if any of the other platforms were currently occupied. Each of them sat unused, as if waiting for new arrivals. 
 
    As he drew closer to the interior, Wes noticed one more interesting thing. At first, his eyes glossed right over the narrow silhouette of the tower in the distance, far off on the opposite side of the underground cavern. Only when he realized what he had to be looking at did he start and do a double take, his jaw dropping open. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Wes whispered, frozen in his tracks. “That’s the Tower of Solomon.” 
 
    He’d been told that it was down here. Just outside of the Gates of Hell lay the final dwelling place of Solomon, the First Warlock. Considering the environment, Wes had to wonder what the most powerful magician in the universe had been thinking when he decided to retire this close to a lake of fire. Although given the weather, it probably wasn’t that much different than Florida. 
 
    Wes wanted to go over to the Tower and get inside. Almost as much as he wanted to find Lady Morningstar, he wanted to understand the man whose weapon he carried. Solomon had been one of the most important people in history, and as his heir apparent, Wes wanted—no, needed—to know everything he could about the First Warlock. 
 
    But try as he might, Wes couldn’t see any way to reach the tower across the flames. Either this section outside the Gates of Hell hadn’t been flooded with fire and lava back in Solomon’s day, or there was some hidden mechanism to get people across the lake of fire that Wes wasn’t aware of. He couldn’t wade through the flames, and so the Tower of Solomon would remain out in the distance, too far away to reach. 
 
    For now, at least. 
 
    Wes was nearly to the end of the bridge when he saw the banner. It stretched over the Gates of Hell in frayed white fabric, the letters ten feet tall and the deep red of dried blood: 
 
      
 
    ABANDON ALL HOPE YE WHO ENTER HERE. 
 
      
 
    He looked up at the words, shaking his head gently from side to side. “Well shit,” he whispered. “Turns out Dante was right all along.” 
 
    This was truly Hell. A faint tingle made its way down Wes’s spine as he stepped off the bridge and onto the primary landmass. If he threw a stone as far as he could, went to the spot where it landed, and threw another stone, he could just about hit the Gates of Hell from here. It was insane to think the place where so many souls were tortured lay that close to him, made frighteningly real at last. 
 
    Wes had never considered himself a terribly religious person. He’d gone to church on Sundays as a kid, though that habit had fallen off in college and the Excelsior Hotel kept him overnights on Saturdays so he’d never had time during work. He knew he wasn’t the most godly person, considering how he consorted with demonesses and succubi, but he’d always kind of hoped the good deeds he’d performed once he attained his Warlock powers might be enough to convince whatever kind of Higher Power there was in the universe that he didn’t deserve to burn in a lake of fire for all eternity. 
 
    What Wes was thinking, in other words, was that this was the last place in the universe he wanted to be. Especially alone. A very old, very primal fear entered his heart as he looked up that banner, reading the words across it for a second time. 
 
    Hope? Hope was the one thing Wes couldn’t afford to abandon. 
 
    “All this destroying the world shit needs to end,” he said, resting the Staff of Dominion on his shoulder. He’d been more than a little surprised to find the weapon still in his possession after his plunge into the jaws of Kulili. “Cirice, Lady Morningstar, whatever the hell you want to call yourself. It’s time for you to end this. Time to come back home.” 
 
    Yet could Wes’s guild house truly claim to be Cirice’s home? After all, Hell had been here for tens of thousands of years—as long as human beings had religion and sin. Whereas the home Wes had created for Cirice had been a thing of weeks. How presumptuous was it to assume Cirice’s true home was with him? 
 
    So, as he approached the Gates, Wes closed his eyes and reached for that final, twisted bond connected to his essence. 
 
    He tried not to think too hard about the bond since Cirice’s transformation. It still felt too much like that fucked up abomination Inamorato; the soulless monster who’d turned out to be one of Lady Morningstar’s followers. Or cultists. Wes still wasn’t quite sure how that worked. Either way, touching the connection between himself and the literal Devil was like grabbing hold of a live power cable dipped in oil. Wes grit his teeth as mental fingers grazed the connection, testing it. 
 
    He knew instantly that Cirice was alive. And that wherever in Hell she might be, her essence lay on the other side of that massive black door. 
 
    So he’d have to go into the very depths of Hell. Funny, that. 
 
    Wes recoiled from his bond with Cirice, taking a few moments to recover. His whole body tingled like he’d stuck a quarter in a light socket, though grabbing hold of the Staff of Dominion made him feel a little bit better. 
 
    Come on Wes, you can do this, he told himself, marshaling his courage. Solomon did it. The First Warlock walked right into Hell and made a deal with the Devil, the same way he did with the Archangels up in the Heavenly Host. You can do it, too. You just have to believe in yourself. 
 
    ‘Believe in yourself’ was hokey bullshit for most people, Wes knew. But in this instance, it might literally save his life. Although ‘fake it till you make it’ was his preferred translation of the phrase. 
 
    Wes squared his shoulders and charged into the unknown, walking with sure and confident strides. He approached the Gates of Hell with his weapon clutched in both hands, ready to deal with whatever tried to bar his way from the entrance to the final destination of all sinners. 
 
    Instead, he found himself stepping into a DMV. 
 
    In the gap between one step and the next, the world resolved itself into a familiar form. Wes found himself looking up at a puffy white ceiling, the kind he used to count the gouges in back when he’d worked at a terrible call center before his stint at the Excelsior. A huge line of humans waited to approach a counter, with several supernatural creatures mixed in for spice. Everyone looked utterly miserable—though that was par for the course for the DMV. 
 
    Wes blinked. The scene around him dissolved gently for a moment, showing the lake of fire and the great obsidian ceiling over his head. Then the world reasserted itself, reforming. He could still see the Gates of Hell and the lake of fire, but they were beyond big windows with tuggable shutters. 
 
    “The fuck is this?” Wes blurted. He didn’t have time for this. Cutting in front of the line, he made his way to the counter, where a burly demon wearing a basketball jersey (the Duke Blue Devils, of course) sat stamping a form like he was trying to tenderize meat. 
 
    The demon looked up with an irritated expression, his brows furrowing together. “Get back in line,” he said, passing the form into an inbox at the side of his seat. “No cutting!” 
 
    Wes glanced back at the line of people waiting to be seen. With a start, he realized what he was looking at—the newest arrivals in Hell. These were all fallen sinners, waiting for their turn to be processed and given their assignments. Were they all here to be punished for all eternity, he wondered, or were some of them destined to be promoted to devils themselves? 
 
    An interesting question—for another day.  
 
    “Oh, I’m not one of them,” Wes said, gesturing at the line with the Staff of Dominion. “I need to get inside as soon as possible. I’m expected.” 
 
    “Expected?” The burly demon snorted, then spit into a wastebasket next to his chair. “Hey, guys! Get a load of this! This guy wants to go inside! He’s trying to cut the line!” 
 
    Raucous laughter traveled up and down the counters. The other demons waiting on new sinners must have found Wes’s behavior just as funny as the big, burly guy. 
 
    “Don’t you know what’s in there?” A timid sinner grabbed at the sleeve of Wes’s Archcloak. He was a middle-aged man covered in tattoos, with the tattered remnants of a fine white tunic hanging from his chest. Wounds covered his body, though he appeared to neither see nor feel them. “That’s Hell, young man. You want to avoid that place as long as possible…” 
 
    Wes turned away—then did a double take at the sinner’s tunic. “You’re a Templar,” he blurted, his eyebrows shooting to his hairline. “What the fuck are you doing here?” 
 
    The man looked shocked. “How did you know…?” 
 
    He froze. Recognition flashed in his eyes. 
 
    “It’s you,” the dead Templar said heavily, stunned. “The Warlock. Oh God, if you’ve died, then the world is lost…” 
 
    The burly demon manning the desk leaned forward all of a sudden, his ears pricking up. “I’m sorry,” the creature said, cocking his massive head to the side, “did you say something?” 
 
    A cold feeling spread through Wes’s chest. Suddenly it was of paramount importance that the demons down here not find out who he was. 
 
    “I’m not dead,” he hissed to the Templar. “I need to get inside the Gates. Cirice is inside.” 
 
    The Templar frowned at him. “Not dead?” he asked, rubbing Wes’s robes. “But how…?” 
 
    The burly demon continued to peer at both of them with obvious interest. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Wes said, turning around to shield his mouth. “Will you help me? If you want any of your Templar friends to survive the end of the world, you need to get me inside of Hell. And these demons can’t know who I am.” 
 
    The Templar gave the Gates of Hell a long, thoughtful look. “More of us are falling all the time,” he said gravely, gesturing around the whole of the waiting room. “This chamber we’re in is only one of many. They’re processing so many dead that people are backed up for years. Years.” The Templar suddenly clutched Wes’s robes, a feverish look in his eyes. “You don’t get it. If I keep my head down and stay out of sight, I might not get processed for decades. I can just keep slipping through the cracks, avoiding my eternal punishment…” 
 
    Wes didn’t know or care what the Templar’s punishment might entail. “I need your help,” he told the man, grabbing his shoulder. “If you hide, you might be able to avoid the demons for a while, true—but only for a while. And a while is a hell of a lot less time than eternity, you know what I’m saying?” 
 
    The Templar stared at the Gates, then at Wes. He swallowed hard, then licked his lips while he thought. “I have an idea,” he finally said. “But… but I’m scared.” 
 
    Shit, Wes thought. Goddamn, I thought the Knights Templar all had steel in their veins… 
 
    “That’s alright,” Wes told the man, taking a light touch. “Shit, I’m scared, too.” 
 
    Despite their circumstances, that brought a laugh out of the dead Templar. “Alright,” he finally said, looking with fear at the desks full of demons and the Gates of Hell just beyond them. “Alright, I’ll help you. But you have to do something for me, Warlock.” 
 
    The burly demon gave a little start at the word Warlock, but Wes knew he couldn’t yet confirm what he’d heard. Wes didn’t feel like making any promises to a Templar of all people, but seeing as he was asking this guy to give up a sliver of the only time he’d spend not being tortured for quite a long while, he decided to play along. 
 
    “What?” Wes asked. 
 
    “If you make it back,” the Templar said, dead serious, “tell Bethany Valente that Dmitri loved her. That I had a crush on her from the moment I saw her, and I was just too chicken-shit to ever tell her…” 
 
    Wes’s eyes bulged. “The voivode of the Knights Templar? You were really crushing on her?” 
 
    “Excuse me,” the burly demon said, twisting in his seat. “Could the two of you come up here for a second? I want to talk to you…” 
 
    More of the demons were noticing the two strange sinners talking to each other. Wes and the Templar were beginning to attract attention, which was exactly what he didn’t want.  
 
    Either way, whatever happened, they needed to wrap this up quick. 
 
    “Can you blame me? She’s hot!” The Templar looked surprisingly defensive for a dead man. “Look, you want my help or not?” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Wes said, keeping one eye on the Templar and the other on the DMV demons. “Whatever you want. I’ll tell her. Now what do we do?” 
 
    The Templar grinned. “Hit me.” 
 
    “Hey!” Two of the demons had made their way around the desks now, and were looking Wes and the Templar up and down with naked suspicion. “What’s going on? Why don’t you two get back in line? Someone look these two up and figure out what their deal is…” 
 
    “Hit you?” Wes asked the Templar. 
 
    The man grabbed Wes’s hand and balled the Warlock’s fingers into a fist. “Never thought I’d have to convince you to hit a Templar,” the man said with a mad little grin. “Now do it! Or we’re both fucked!” 
 
    Wes didn’t hesitate. He leaned back and threw his weight into the punch, his fist slamming into the side of the dead Templar’s chin. The bone gave way with a crack, and the man’s head snapped to the side with a sickening crunch. 
 
    The demons who’d been approaching them both stopped. Slow, sleazy smiles spread across their demonic faces as they realized something way more fun than the usual routine had just happened. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” one of the demons roared. “Fight! Fight! Fight!” 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” the Templar yelled, winking at Wes to show he wasn’t serious. “She was my wife!” 
 
    The Templar swung in a lazy arc, more focused on trying to put on a good show than actually do damage. Wes parried his blow with the butt end of the Staff of Dominion and swung it at the man’s feet, shoving him backward and nearly sending him onto the floor on his ass. 
 
    Demons hooted and hollered, climbing up onto the desks and giggling. “Fuck yes! Beat his ass!” 
 
    They’re like children, Wes realized, ducking out of the way of another of the Templar’s strikes. I guess down here, this place is all pure Id. Everyone’s taking every opportunity to indulge their worst impulses… 
 
    “I’ve got a dozen macca on the dude with the staff,” one of the demons said, jostling another on the desk. 
 
    “Nah, fuck that!” his companion screeched. “The white-robed guy’s pissed. Look at him go!” 
 
    The Templar was indeed making a great show of pretending to be enraged. He assaulted Wes with a flurry of shallow blows, forcing the Warlock in a wide arc that led him toward the tables and the demons dancing up and down on top of them. It was here that the Templar’s plan clicked in Wes’s head. 
 
    Alright, Dmitri, Wes thought, getting himself into position. Let’s fucking dance! 
 
    They fought with more flair and panache, driving the demons on the desks insane. Wes heard more bets being made as the bored equivalent of demonic DMV employees wagered their macca on the first good fight they’d seen in ages. No one moved to break up the fracas—every demon involved had too much money bet on the thing. Which was why even when Wes and the Templar made it to the desks and started fighting on top of one, no one stopped them. 
 
    “Shit, someone give white-robed guy a chair!” the burly demon screeched, shoving his own seat in the Templar’s direction. “Come on, guy! Give it to that nerd!” 
 
    “Get ready,” the Templar whispered. The poor sinner looked exhausted; Wes realized that the dead had nowhere near as much strength as the living. It was becoming more and more difficult to pretend that he was barely evenly matched with the Templar, even as the man’s strikes became more wild and flashy with each passing moment. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Wes said, glancing back at the Gates of Hell. “Now!” 
 
    The Templar lowered his head and charged like a bull. 
 
    It caught all the demons off guard. The white-robed Templar slammed into Wes, knocking him off his feet. Or so it seemed to the people watching. In fact, Wes had just thrown himself backward, moving with the Templar’s momentum. 
 
    The blow carried him past the first row of demons and to the other side of the tables. This close to the Gates of Hell, Wes could see the narrow band of light where the two heavy hunks of metal parted. He aimed himself right for it, running backward as hard as he could as the Templar pretended to be body slamming him. 
 
    The demons not directly involved screamed with bliss, like wrestling fans watching the climax of a match. But the big burly demon who’d been in charge of processing both Wes and the Templar looked panicked. 
 
    “Somebody stop him!” the demon screamed, leaping over the table in an awkward, ungainly bound. But it was far too late for him to reach Wes—he’d waited too long to try and stop the Warlock and the Templar, having enjoyed their brawl. “He needs to be processed! You can’t let him in—” 
 
    Too late, Wes thought with a grin, turning and jumping through the gap between the doors. 
 
    “Good luck, pal,” Dmitri the Templar said as Wes disappeared. “I hope you find what you’re looking for!” 
 
    Me too, Wes thought. 
 
    At the last moment, he shoved the Templar away, keeping him from slipping through the Gates of Hell along with him. He had no idea what happened to the white-robed man after that, but Wes hoped he would somehow slip back into the crowd and sink beneath the level of the DMV demons’ notice. After all the help the Templar had been, he deserved to get at least a year or two of rest and relaxation before he found his fate on the other side of Hell’s gates. 
 
    Dmitri, Wes reminded himself, committing the name to memory. On the off chance I survive all this and Bethany Valente does too, I’ll let her know about you, Dmitri. I hope she hasn’t already forgotten you… 
 
    Wes could hear the cries of the demons, but they sounded as if they were coming from the bottom of a deep, dark well. He was far away from them now, even if he could have thrown a stone at their hut a few moments ago. 
 
    He was in Hell proper now. He’d done it. 
 
    Bracing himself, Wes turned around. 
 
    It was not what he’d expected. When he thought of Hell’s interior, he pictured something not terribly unlike the lake of fire he’d seen sinners being tortured in outside—only bigger, and with way more people. But there were neither flames nor sinners in the landscape Wes stood before. 
 
    Instead, it was ice cold. 
 
    A frozen wasteland greeted him. Ice stretched from one end of the horizon to the other, beneath a sky the gray of an old television set’s screen. A thin layer of hail poured from the sky, falling with tiny ping noises across the endless expanse of waste. 
 
    “Fuck,” Wes said, stunned. 
 
    He had his work cut out for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At first, Wes simply picked a direction and stuck with it, hoping for either some natural landmark or the slope of the sun to light his way. But it wasn’t long before he realized there was no sun in this blighted landscape. The light shone evenly and dully from every inch of the sky, like the false backdrops in one of the video games he played as a kid. So trying to tell his direction from the sun was impossible. 
 
    Landmarks proved to be even worse. The tundra was as flat and featureless as a football field, though the snow did appear to be about six inches deep in every direction. Just enough to hamper Wes’s movement without allowing him to climb on top and either see farther or use the packed snow for leverage. He limped along, thinking of his women and hoping he was heading in the right direction. 
 
    If my girls were here, this would be so much easier, he thought, using another blast from the Staff of Dominion to clear a path in front of him. He’d gotten into the habit of channeling a bit of flame every few minutes to give himself a break on solid ground, and doing so always made him think of Hazel. The demoness had given him the element of Fire when he first bound her as his familiar, and it was her power making things easier for him in Hell. Azura would be making jokes about coming home at last. Deja and Thessaly would be all over me, and we’d have probably figured out some way to figure out which direction we were going by now. Fuck, I miss them so much… 
 
    Up until now, Wes had felt good about the mission. It was the right and heroic thing to do; the only action they could take that would save the world and bring Cirice back to them. But now, trudging through an endless wasteland of cold tundra, it was hard to remember why he’d agreed to any of this in the first place. 
 
    With a sigh, Wes reached out and caressed the bonds between himself and his women. He hoped they were back at Déjà Vu by now, rallying the survivors and the refugees as best as they were able. Maybe Kwame had found his balls and was leading the Elder Warlocks into battle; and if so, perhaps they’d managed to clear out the neighborhood. The thought that there was at least one little square of peace in a world gone mad soothed him, and he further comforted himself by thinking of the night he’d taken Azura up the ass for the very first time. 
 
    As if putting a damper on this specific fantasy, the clouds opened and hail poured from the sky. Wes swore and channeled an aura of fire into the sky, trying to melt the frozen balls of ice before they hit him. They had a way of always coming at the worst possible moment, as if Hell had been calibrated to have the worst weather imaginable. Wes wished he had a sturdier jacket—as such, the Archcloak barely held up. 
 
    A wall of flames shot up between Wes and the hail. Several balls of ice exploded, dissolving into mist as they fell toward him—then the flames sputtered out and died. Shit! His fire spell had just run out of juice. 
 
    “God damn it,” Wes snarled, thumping the ground ahead of him with the butt end of the Staff of Dominion. “Fuck!” 
 
    He was going to freeze to death here. Which was ironic, since he was already in Hell. He’d probably just drop dead and open his eyes next to his own corpse, and immediately go back to an endless existence of trudging through the frozen waste. What a fucking way to go. 
 
    Just then, a little voice whispered in his ear. “Hey, Master.” 
 
    Wes gave a start. It was the Archcloak. The green and black jacket looked better than it had before, as if it had nearly healed itself back up to full strength. An absurd sensation of relief flooded Wes’s bloodstream, and he realized he was no longer alone. 
 
    “Oh fuck, thank you,” Wes said, nearly sobbing as he held the garment tighter. “I’m starting to lose my mind. I’m all alone out here, and it’s so damn cold…” 
 
    “I noticed your fire magic’s looking a little low,” the Archcloak said dryly. “If Hazel was here you could top up easily, but I guess we hopped through the portal alone, huh?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Wes said, looking up at the sky. “I don’t know what to do, Archcloak. I’m lost. For all I know, I’ve been going in circles this entire time!” 
 
    He felt the Archcloak vibrate gently around his shoulders. “You haven’t,” it assured him, sounding bright and chipper despite the circumstances. “You’ve turned a bit to the left and right, of course—especially in the hailstorms. But you’ve mostly been heading in a single direction all this time. I’ve been tracking.” 
 
    “Tracking?” Wes’s heart lightened. “You mean you can map this place out?” 
 
    The Archcloak shook—and a shimmering waveform of light coalesced in the air. It showed a flat, featureless landscape stretching out for miles, with a few valleys and peaks far off to one side. A single red dot blinked slowly on the map, a little more than two-thirds of the way to an actual landscape. 
 
    That red dot had to be Wes. If so, he’d crossed an impressive amount of ground while he was feeling sorry for himself. 
 
    “As you can see, you’re making steady progress,” the Archcloak informed him. “I’m sorry I haven’t been able to tell you until now, Master! I’ve been extremely weak from the damage I took earlier, but now I’m back to my old self! My higher functions may take a short while longer to activate, however…” 
 
    “That’s fine,” he assured the garment, saying a silent prayer of thanks that he was no longer alone. “That’s totally fine, Archcloak. Anything you can do for me would be appreciated. Just being here is a lot.” 
 
    “Of course, Master,” the cloak said, as if that were obvious. “Hmm, I’m noting that you’re extremely cold right now! Perhaps there is something I can do to help…” 
 
    As Wes stood in the snow, the Archcloak began to work its magic. The garment lengthened until it hung beneath Wes’s knees, thickening into a broad trenchcoat like something a spy might wear in an old World War II drama. It grew wider along the shoulders, as well, filling with a thick stuffing that warmed up rapidly upon contact with his skin. 
 
    Within moments, his hoodie had become a thick, comfortable jacket, warming his body in the cold wind and hail. The relief was palpable. 
 
    “Thank you, Archcloak,” Wes said, absurdly grateful to be warmer. “Shit, we might just be able to do this. Alright, point me in the direction of Cirice. Let’s find my familiar…” 
 
    Only the faint stiffening of the fabric around his shoulders told him how reluctant the garment had just become.  
 
    “I can track the Queen of Hell, should you command me,” the garment said, its tone just a faint bit less chipper than it had been a few moments ago. “But in order to do so, I need you to touch the bond between yourself and her one more time. I wasn’t able to sense it before—I was still far too weak.” 
 
    Thrusting his essence into that oil slick held little appeal for Wes. But if it was the only way to track down Cirice, he supposed he would just have to deal with it. 
 
    “Okay,” he told the Archcloak, bracing himself. “But be ready. I’m only going to do it for a second or two. This close to Lady Morningstar, it hurts too fucking much.” 
 
    “Understood!” the Archcloak brightened. “I’ll start locking on immediately.” 
 
    Wes nodded. Then he reached out for the one bond he consciously avoided—the one connecting himself to Cirice, after he made love to her in front of the Almighty himself. 
 
    It was even worse than last time. Wes’s arms went numb as he plunged phantom fingers into that bond, his skin feeling slick and unwashed from the sensations coursing through him. That twisted bond between himself and Lady Morningstar trembled inside of him, either unable or unwilling to give him whatever element binding the Queen of Hell as his familiar would grant to his magical arsenal. 
 
    He held the connection for a moment—just long enough that he felt an answering pulse of confusion from Cirice’s side—then let it drop. Wes nearly sank to his knees from the feeling. It wasn’t just pain; that he could take, when given for a good reason or a good cause. It was the disgusting, seasick, filthy sensation of sharing Lady Morningstar’s innermost being that caused it. If he managed to free Cirice, would the bond between them become pure again? He sure hoped so. 
 
    The Archcloak gave a little hum and then dinged. “Done, Master!” it informed him brightly. “I’m illuminating your path now. This line will lead you directly to Lady Morningstar’s current location.” 
 
    As Wes watched, a phantom red line formed across the sand. It looked almost like someone had dragged a body through the tundra, leaving a faint but undeniable trail of blood behind them. The trail stretched in a straight line through the snow, giving Wes something to orient himself with. 
 
    At last, he thought. He was no longer lost. He knew he was traveling in the right direction. All he had to do was keep at it— 
 
    Wes froze. There, right at the point where the red line met the horizon, a half-dozen riders thundered toward him. 
 
    He saw them before he heard them, but it wasn’t long before the air around him filled with the sounds of horse’s hooves. The idea of horses in Hell amused Wes, tickling him with its absurdity—right until the riders drew closer and he saw their mounts. These were not horses. 
 
    Or if they were, they’d been designed by H.R. Giger. 
 
    Massive eight-legged beasts tore through the snow, covered in thick black fur and with what seemed like a hundred fangs a piece. Sitting astride each of the beasts was a muscular male figure wearing leather armor, carrying various weapons. Wes saw a spear, a great curved blade meant to be swung with two hands, and several bows of various shapes and sizes. Each of the figures wore paint on their faces, which made them look even more sinister and demonic in appearance—though even at this distance, Wes could tell these people weren’t demons, or at least not the typical demons he had either met personally or seen in various forms of media. 
 
    More than that, they seemed to know exactly where he was. They moved unerringly in his direction, like arrows loosed in flight. As they drew closer, the lead rider made a signal to his companions, and two of the beasts moved in either direction, flanking him. 
 
    Nowhere to run, Wes thought. Shit, they don’t want me to have any escape route. 
 
    The lead rider carried a curved horn on a leather strap around his neck. He held it to his lips and blew a single clear note as his beast came to a stop a stone’s throw away from Wes. He dismounted and stretched, watching the other riders to make sure they were doing what they were supposed to be. From the looks of it, that was watching the coast and keeping their bows at the ready if Wes tried anything. 
 
    Wes lifted the Staff of Dominion. He hadn’t come this far to be taken out by Hell’s equivalent of some Mad Max rejects. If he couldn’t talk his way out of this, he’d fight. 
 
    The lead rider strode forward, all brashness and bravado. He stuck out his chest, wearing nothing above the waist but a pair of leather straps holding his pants in place, and waved his horn back and forth in Wes’s direction. 
 
    “You,” he said by way of greeting. “Give me your weapon.” 
 
    Wes snorted. That was his opening gambit? 
 
    “Not a chance,” Wes countered, summoning a thin stream of darkness around the knobbed head of his staff. The lead rider’s eyes widened at the sight of this, but he evidently dismissed it as a kind of parlor trick. 
 
    “Foolish,” the lead rider said, though not without something like grudging respect. “You have two choices, pale one. Give me and my men everything you have, and you can continue wandering. Refuse, and we’ll sever your arms and legs and leave your head and torso in the snow for all eternity.” 
 
    That sounded like one hell of a bad trip. Good thing Wes wasn’t afraid of these bastards. 
 
    “Pale one?” Wes asked, cocking an eyebrow. “I’m the same shade as you, pal.” 
 
    “You are not like us!” one of the riders said with a chortle. He was one of the spear carrying riders, who evidently were more relaxed than the guys ordered to keep bows on Wes. “Weaklings from beyond the door could never match the Tribe!” 
 
    The Tribe? Wes was more confused by the moment. Wasn’t this Hell? Who were these people? 
 
    The lead rider snickered, gesturing for his companion to quiet down. “Pale ones come from beyond the door,” he said in a mocking tone, pointing back toward the Gates of Hell. “They always act so tough at first. They tell us they cannot die, for they are already dead.” 
 
    The other riders laughed.  
 
    Something weird is going on here, Wes thought. 
 
    “They cannot die,” the rider agreed with a grin, “but we can make life harder for them. You would not enjoy life without your arms or legs, pale one—I guarantee it.” He gestured with his horn. “Give us your weapon and your other items, and we will leave you be.” 
 
    Wes did not understand these strange people, or their Tribe. But one thing was for damned sure. He wasn’t about to give up the Archcloak or the Staff of Dominion. 
 
    “I’m not one of the pale ones,” he told the lead rider, channeling more darkness around the head of the Staff of Dominion. “I’m a Warlock. And I’m still alive.” 
 
    The man stared at him, then let out a big belly laugh. A moment later, the other riders joined him. It went on for longer than Wes was comfortable with, as if the barbarians hadn’t heard such a wonderful joke in a long time. 
 
    “And I will warm the bed of Lady Morningstar tonight,” the lead rider said sarcastically. “Wishes do not make truth, pale one. Come now. I truly do not wish to leave you maimed in the snow—” 
 
    Wes channeled a beam of darkness at the rider with the spear. 
 
    It caught the man by surprise, knocking him from his horse. He landed on his back in the snow, hard, and groaned in mingled pain and shock. Tendrils of darkness spread across the man’s wound before he could rise, tying him to the cold, snowy ground. 
 
    “I told you,” Wes growled, losing his patience. “Whatever easy meat you and your scavengers like to fuck with outside of the Gates, I’m not them! I’m a Warlock, and this is the Staff of Dominion. Solomon’s Staff.” 
 
    The fallen rider continued to groan in the snow. He tried to rise, found he couldn’t, and struggled helplessly against his bonds. Two of the men with bows made as if to loose them, but the lead rider stopped them both with a whistle and made a hand gesture. The two bowmen jumped off their horses immediately and tended to the fallen rider, pulling bone knives from sheaths at their sides and attempting to cut at the tendrils, unsuccessfully. 
 
    “I can do that to the entire rest of your group,” Wes said. He didn’t mean it as a boast—just a simple statement of fact. “I’m assuming life would be no better for you and your people if you were tied up in tentacles for the rest of eternity. No more ranging and picking on ‘pale ones’, as you call them.” 
 
    The lead rider blanched. “You are not one of the pale ones,” he agreed. “Though I do not know this ‘Solomon’ of whom you speak.” 
 
    What? How the fuck could someone living in Hell not know about Solomon? 
 
    Wes was going to ask, but the lead rider continued speaking. “You should come with us to our camp, Warlock,” the man said with a fierce grin. He gestured over the hills in the distance, indicating that it was not a tremendously far distance away. “I will allow you to ride on the back of my destrier if you will consent to come. You will be welcomed by the Tribe this night.” 
 
    Wes guessed a destrier was the mutant horse thing these people rode. If the leader of the clan was giving Wes a ride on his personal animal, that must mean that things were good between them. He’d clearly realized that Wes was a threat, and wanted to befriend him rather than fucking with him. 
 
    “We should say yes,” the Archcloak whispered in Wes’s skull. It spoke directly inside his head, so that the men around him couldn’t hear. “They’re traveling in the same direction we want to go, Master. And that man mentioned Lady Morningstar—which means he might know her.” 
 
    So he had. That bit of information hadn’t slipped Wes’s mind. 
 
    “So you don’t know Solomon,” he told the riders, looking at their leader. “But you do know Lady Morningstar, I see. I have business with her. Where can she be found?” 
 
    Everyone stared at Wes, even the two men trying to rescue their fallen comrade from the mass of tendrils. The laughter they gave this comment made their earlier mirth look muted in comparison. 
 
    “Many young men wish to warm the bed of Lady Morningstar,” the lead rider said, clapping Wes on the back. “None come back from her Tower.” 
 
    Tower? What is it with these Realms and having a big tower in the middle? Wes wondered. And if Lady Morningstar had been bound so long within Cirice’s body, how did these people know who she was? 
 
    None of this made sense. But these barbarians—these members of the Tribe, as they called themselves—knew Lady Morningstar. They knew Cirice. Which meant they could point him in the right direction, and get him over any obstacles in his path. 
 
    “I want to know where she is,” Wes repeated calmly. 
 
    The lead rider cocked an eyebrow at Wes, but treated his question with seriousness. “If you truly wish to meet with the Morningstar, I can help you,” he said, guffawing once again. “But it is foolishness. Gray One foolishness, at that. Stay with the Tribe, Warlock. Our bounty is vast.” 
 
    Wes decided to table his demands for the moment. After so long trudging through the icy, inhospitable tundra, just the idea of a tent and a roaring fire sounded like too much luxury to contemplate. And even the Archcloak thought he should go along with the Tribe—for now, at least. 
 
    I have no friends here, Wes told himself. I left my women back on Earth. Which means if I face down Cirice, I’ll have to do it alone—unless I build a new army here. 
 
    The wheels had already begun to turn in his head. 
 
    “I will accept your offer of hospitality,” Wes said in a formal tone, extending his hand. “My name is Wesley Alban. You can call me Wes.” 
 
    “I am named Morne,” the lead rider said, taking Wes’s hand and shaking it. He had one hell of a grip, and his fist was so warm that Wes instantly found it hard to believe the man was a sinner who’d been sent to hell. “Let us make haste to the camp. There will be a big storm tonight, and we should be in shelter. Join me on my destrier.” 
 
    Mounting the beast turned out to be easier than Wes expected. Its eight legs allowed it to lower nearly its entire body to ground level, so that he could climb on just behind Morne. The beast’s back was broader than an ordinary horse, so that he didn’t have to snuggle too closely to the barbarian. 
 
    As they were about to go, Morne gestured toward the fallen man covered in tentacles. “Ah, Warlock? Would you be so kind?” 
 
    Oh shit, Wes thought. He unsummoned the darkness and watched as the tendrils withdrew from the fallen tribesman. The man laughed as his friends lifted him back into his saddle, which left Wes all kinds of confused. 
 
    “To camp!” Morne shouted, giving his destrier a kick. “Avaunt!” 
 
    The formation of mutant horses started through the snow, Wes sitting just behind the leader on his mount. He wasn’t sure where he was going or what he would find, but one thing was for certain. 
 
    He was on his way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes was halfway back to the riders’ camp when he realized a curious thing. It seemed completely impossible, but these people had no idea they were in Hell. 
 
    Morne guffawed long and loud when he’d mentioned it for the first time. “Gray One foolishness.” The barbarian chuckled, repeating Wes’s question loudly for the rest of his tribesmen to hear. “The Warlock says we are all dead, men! That we live in a world of endless pain and suffering!” 
 
    “Maybe he does,” one of the bow carrying riders said with a snicker. “He doesn’t look like he understands the worth of a fire and a good woman, that’s for sure!” 
 
    Wes wanted to counter their ribbing, but kept his tongue to himself. It wouldn’t do to brag too much in front of these people—they already viewed him as a kind of mystical figure, the magician who’d summoned beams of darkness to tie up a member of the Tribe. He didn’t want to do anything to provoke their ire. 
 
    Especially because he was apparently going to spend that night surrounded by them in their camp. 
 
    The destriers turned out to be fearsomely fast beasts. The riders must have slowed them  on purpose while they’d been surrounding Wes, because out in open country, they reached speeds that would have made the jockeys at the Kentucky Derby blush. Each of the eight legs of the best beneath him pumped like a bellows, each hoof only touching the snowy ground for exactly as long as it took to propel its broad body forward. 
 
    The snow gradually thinned out, though it didn’t melt completely. The ground sloped upward, and the riders around Wes began to hoot and call out for their friends in camp. Answering voices greeted them, asking about the ‘hunt’ and how it had gone. Morne laughed and whooped out like a savage. 
 
    “You’ll see,” the warrior said, leaning back and grinning at Wes. “We’ve brought a distinguished guest with us this night! No Gray One, that’s for certain!” 
 
    The riders approached a wooden palisade carved of thick, snow-covered trunks. The walls were so high that Wes was momentarily taken aback—he’d never seen trees of such size outside of movies about the Great Redwood forest. Ropes tugged at the gates, swinging them open wide. 
 
    Holy shit, Wes thought, holding onto the destrier’s fur as Morne led the animal inside. They’re Vikings. Hell is full of Vikings… 
 
    His first impression was wrong, but close enough. The people here did in fact favor the longhouses and face paint Wes associated with Vikings, and their bodies were broad, muscular, and blond in the manner of savage warriors. Despite the similarities, the Tribe was not precisely what Wes expected when he thought of Vikings and their raiding ways. 
 
    An idea occurred to Wes as the destriers slowed. He’d always heard that different religions had different ideas of Heaven and Hell. Was it possible that all these different forms of paradise and damnation existed simultaneously, overlapping each other like a fish’s scales? If so, he just might be in the Norse version of the afterlife. Not Valhalla, with the endless drinking and feasting, but Hel. The plain of ice. 
 
    But if that was the case, then why did these people not know where they were? And they were warriors, which meant they definitely would not be here. None of it made sense. 
 
    The sun went down more rapidly than Wes expected. It was as if now that he was here, the universe had no excuse to keep the lights on. Morne and the others lit a massive bonfire in the middle of the camp, the blaze casting long shadows on the palisade walls. The warmth felt incredible after so long wandering in the cold, and the hearty broth the women prepared had huge chunks of meat and sizzling spices in it that made Wes’s tongue tingle. 
 
    Morne watched him eat, his eyebrows wiggling over his own large bowl of the stew. “Been a long time since we’ve had a guest,” the man said, slurping his broth noisily. The rest of the Tribe had apparently discarded table manners long ago, eating with their fingers and letting the juices drip down their beards. “No one comes through these parts except for the Gray Ones, normally. A friendly face is welcome in these parts, even if it is a strange one.” 
 
    Wes felt himself barely capable of speech. Every time he tried to tear himself away from the stew, he fell upon it hungrily. His stomach rumbled as if he hadn’t eaten for weeks. Dimly, he tried to figure out how long he’d been wandering the nameless tundra before he fell in with these riders, and came up empty. It could have been a few hours or a few weeks. Time and space seemed weirdly stretched down here, and could slip away easily if you weren’t paying attention. 
 
    “I appreciate your hospitality,” Wes finally managed to say. Several of the riders around the campfire chuckled, as if realizing just how hungry the young man in their midst had truly been. “I would further appreciate it if you allowed me to stay in your camp tonight.” 
 
    Morne shot him a strange look. “Of course! You would freeze out there in the wastes, Warlock. Tonight our people will tell the tales of the Realmwalker, as is befitting a guest.” 
 
    “It is a stirring tale!” one of the riders said from his perch. “Filled with dangerous monsters and beautiful angels!” 
 
    One of the women of the Tribe leaned forward, casting a gaze that was frankly interested up and down Wes’s body. “They say the Realmwalker carried a staff just like yours,” she said, pointing at the Staff of Dominion. “And that he did miracles with it, and bound the most powerful demons to his will…” 
 
    “I’d like to hear all about that,” Wes said, swallowing his stew. Yet he felt certain he’d heard it already. These people were no doubt talking about Solomon, the First Warlock—though of course, they didn’t recognize that name. Here, he was apparently known as the ‘Realmwalker’. 
 
    Curious, Wes thought. These people really have no idea where they are. They seem completely cut off from the world around them, as well. Is it really possible that some kind of civilization would have formed right on Hell’s doorstep? 
 
    Wes was still thinking about it when he saw the woman. 
 
    He nearly choked on his mouthful of broth, and had to hide his reaction with his sleeve. The woman lurked in the shadows behind the rest of the tribe—just close enough to not be considered an interloper, but not near enough to the fire to be one of the Tribe proper. She wore a massive headdress covered in giant feathers, with dark circles of makeup beneath her eyes. Her hair blazed around her head almost as brightly as the bonfire, in a similar shade of red. 
 
    This woman stood out among the Tribe like a black sheep in a field of white. Wes immediately wanted to know more about her. 
 
    She peered from the other side of the bonfire at Wes, her gaze frank and appraising. The woman cocked her head to the side, the feathers of her ornate headdress fluttering in the gentle wind, then something like recognition flashed in her eyes. She held herself stiffly, as if she were looking at a ghost. 
 
    Does she know me? Wes wondered. The strange woman certainly acted as if she did, but Wes couldn’t remember meeting anyone like her before. He felt like he would have certainly remembered a woman that beautiful. 
 
    Just then, Morne set the remains of his bowl to the side. The leader of the Tribe clapped his hands, calling for silence among those sitting around the fire. “Our new arrival appears interested in Lady Morningstar,” the barbarian said with a knowing grin and a guffaw. “Perhaps he would enjoy hearing the story of the Realmwalker’s first meeting with our Queen.” 
 
    “Oh yes!” one of the women said, leaning back and propping up her legs on a log. “The Tale of the Endless Parting!” 
 
    Before Wes could say anything, Morne leaned over and elbowed him so hard he nearly dropped his bowl. “The women of the Tribe like this one in particular,” the barbarian said, waggling his eyebrows. “They are sensitive, and enjoy the way it stirs their emotions into romantic flights of fancy.” 
 
    It sounded like the man was being more than a little over the top. The reaction of the women around the campfire confirmed it.  
 
    “Sensitive?” the same woman who’d put her feet up on a nearby log asked with a snort. “Morne, I’ve slain more Gray Ones than you have! I am the furthest thing in the world from sensitive!” 
 
    The bearded barbarian’s grin grew wider. “The wrong word to use when speaking about the Tribe, to be sure,” he agreed, leaning back on his perch. “Singer! Tell us the tale of Endless Parting! And bring some ale! Our men have had a hard ride back to camp, and the Warlock needs to wet his lips!” 
 
    “More like wet his staff,” the bold woman said with a snicker. “He’s a scrawny lad, but not a Gray One for sure. Perhaps he’d be worth a roll in the hay…” 
 
    Laughter greeted this pronouncement. For whatever reason, Wes didn’t feel anywhere near as open with his desires as he would have been back at Deja Vu. There was just something about these people that made him think he’d be better off not subjecting them to the effects of joining the Warlock’s roster. And yet that strange woman beguiled him. 
 
    He’d expected the odd redhead to be the ‘singer’ that Morne spoke about, but that turned out to be the man Wes had knocked from his horse with a beam of darkness. He had a wonderful, deep baritone voice, and by the time he’d reached the crescendo of the story, several of the people sitting around the fire had tears in their eyes. 
 
    Wes, however, was not one of them. He was focused on listening, and learning. 
 
    The story had deep, obvious parallels to the tales Deja had told him from behind the bar at Deja Vu. The hero of the tale was clearly Solomon, the First Warlock, and the singer’s ‘song’ little more than a dramatized version of his first trip to the Lower Realms to make peace with the demons there. Wes knew from Deja’s history lessons that the diplomatic aim of the trip had failed, leading Solomon to seal away the Lower Realms for thousands of years. Once he’d made peace with both angels and demons as best he could, he’d disappeared. 
 
    Only in this version, things struck Wes as a little different. True to the name, there was a lot of internal monologuing about Solomon’s “longings” and his desire to never be “parted from the Lower Realms.” Even in the official versions, Wes got the impression Solomon had bagged himself a boatload of powerful familiars down here, so he’d probably been loath to leave the place behind. 
 
    And yet, something else about this version of the story rang strangely to Wes’s ear. How had Solomon ever been in a position to meet Lady Morningstar in the first place? It felt impossible to believe that the two of them had ever crossed paths. He knew for a fact that the romantic entanglements the singer sang about had never happened—both because Cirice had been untouched when she came to Wes, and because she had no bonds with other Warlocks when the connection between them first formed. For all he knew, Cirice had been lying in that coffin for hundreds of years, completely uninvolved with world events. 
 
    It’s almost as if there’s two Lady Morningstars, Wes thought, frowning as he peered into the fire. An old one, and a new one. Could it be some kind of ceremonial title, like James Bond or Santa Claus? Except supernatural history would reflect that, right? 
 
    The singer’s song had reached its final refrain, and the women sitting around the bonfire wept with emotion. Even Morne looked a little taken aback. Wes, however, was still trying to figure it all out. The pensive look remained on his face as the singer’s final note faded away, to be replaced with enthusiastic applause from the members of the Tribe. 
 
    “More ale!” someone called out, laughing. “That story always gives me a great and powerful thirst!” 
 
    Wes glanced up, expecting to see the red-haired woman on the opposite side of the fire. She’d disappeared like smoke.  
 
    Huh, Wes thought. She must have gotten up and left while we were listening to the song. I hope no one considers that rude… 
 
    Apparently no one did.  
 
    Morne clapped Wes on the back, so hard that the Warlock nearly dropped the Staff of Dominion. “I told you, it’s a woman's tale,” the barbarian said, his voice made louder by drink. “But there’s still a bit of truth in it for everyone, eh, Warlock? The far-striding hero, making his way through the court of the dark queen?” 
 
    From the way the man waggled his eyebrows suggestively, he was speaking of Wes’s desire to meet with Lady Morningstar directly. Again, the thought that she and Solomon couldn’t have possibly shared the same room flickered through his mind, and Wes decided to test the waters a bit. 
 
    “It was a stirring rendition,” Wes said, meaning it. He nodded toward the singer, giving him due kudos for the song. “Sorry if I wounded you earlier, by the way.” 
 
    The man dismissed his concern with a gesture. “Hah!” he said, beating his own chest with a fist. “It takes more than a few party tricks to keep one of the Tribe from sharing their songs!” 
 
    Wes wasn’t sure if he was meant to take that as an insult, so he decided to play along and pretend it was meant in jest. “This ‘dark queen’ who features so heavily in your song—that wouldn’t happen to be the ruler of this land, would it? Lady Morningstar herself?” 
 
    The expressions on several of the people sitting around the fire began to change. Wes could feel their interest in his desires, and from the way they smiled, he gathered he was far from the first hot-headed young man around these parts to boast of his plans to take Cirice to bed. 
 
    “You tried to tell us, Morne,” the woman with her feet up drawled. “The boy’s absolutely enraptured. I don’t think you’re going to be able to talk him into staying!” 
 
    “Staying?” Wes asked, taken aback. “Staying where?” 
 
    Loud, deep laughter erupted from Morne’s barrel chest. “She’s talking about you, Warlock. Someone with your talents would be welcome among the Tribe, should you decide that trying to talk your way into Lady Morningstar’s bed chamber is a fool’s errand. If you should come to your senses, I ought to say.” 
 
    How much should Wes tell these people? If they found out he knew Lady Morningstar personally, it might spur them to help him find her. Yet at the same time, they afforded her the status of a mythic figure. Wouldn’t associating himself that closely with her do the same to him in their eyes? 
 
    Wes didn’t really want that. Though he’d only known these people, this ‘Tribe’, for a very brief amount of time, he found he liked them more than he expected. They had an easy, rough camaraderie that reminded him of his familiars back at Deja Vu, and made him more than a little homesick for Earth. 
 
    Under different circumstances, he would have enjoyed spending some more time with these people, getting to understand their way of life. Maybe he could have ended up warming the tent of that gorgeous, strange redhead lurking around the fire. But time was of the essence. 
 
    In the morning, one way or another, he would have to set off in search of Lady Morningstar. 
 
    As if reading his mind, Morne leaned back and let out a beast of a yawn. Several sitting around the fire laughed, as if they’d been through this routine more than a time or two. “The moon is high,” the bearded barbarian said, tipping back what must have been his eight or ninth mug of ale. It didn’t seem to touch him, no matter how much he drank. 
 
    Wes looked up and realized that the man was indeed correct. A pale, gibbous moon hung in the cloudy sky, like a waxen imitation of the genuine article. Wes wondered how the thing remained upright in Hell—was there magic involved? Did it turn in synchronicity with the actual moon orbiting Earth, or had whoever put it there for the Lower Realms’s denizens to look at not planned things out that deeply? Either way, it gave Wes the willies. 
 
    “The Tribe,” he said, not meaning to push things any further tonight. He couldn’t stop himself. “How long have you wandered these wastes? How many years has it been, Morne, that you and your people have lived beneath Lady Morningstar?” 
 
    Only confusion met his question. “He asks how long we’ve been here,” Morne said, tossing an arm over Wes’s shoulder. “Only as long as snow has fallen from the sky, Warlock. As long as grass grows by the river, and bats cry out in the secret places beneath the crust of the world. That is how old the Tribe is!” 
 
    “May we ever ride!” one of the barbarians from earlier cried, lifting his voice to the sky. 
 
    They really have no idea, Wes thought, shaking his head. But then again, even he was starting to doubt the reality of where he’d ended up. When there were no devils, no sinners, no lakes of fire for the torment of the damned—just how long could you really believe you were in Hell without all of that? Were the Tribe crazy, or was Wes crazy for trying to hold onto things the way they were back on Earth? 
 
    Either way, it didn’t matter. He needed rest, and then he needed to find Cirice. 
 
    He rose on unsteady feet, the combination of the ale and the blazing campfire leaving him flushed and more than a little drunk. Thankfully, the Staff of Dominion was available as a stabilizing agent, allowing him to stumble to his full height without embarrassing himself too much. All around, he heard chuckles about the ‘newcomer’ who couldn’t handle the Tribe’s ale. They didn’t know how hard Wes could throw them back when he was sitting across from Deja. 
 
    “We’ve laid out a guest tent for you, Warlock,” Morne said quickly, sliding an arm around Wes’s shoulder to keep him upright. “It’s just at the edge of the clearing. You will be quite comfortable there—the Tribe’s hospitality is second to none! And in the morning, we can speak of you and your Dark Queen. Once you’ve had some time to sleep off that liquor, eh?” 
 
    He punctuated this with a clap on the back that might have laid Wes out if he hadn’t seen it coming. At the last moment he moved with the arm, twisting a bit to remain upright in the snow. Morne cocked an eyebrow in surprise, and the members of the Tribe still sitting around the fire looked impressed. 
 
    Wes couldn’t take all the credit. He’d moved, but the Archcloak’s quivering along his shoulders had warned him of the blow. 
 
    “Thank you,” Wes said, as much for the opportunity to show his skills before the Tribe as for the tent. “I’m fairly certain I can find it for myself. I’ll see all of you in the morning.” 
 
    The sounds of drinking and merriment followed him as he stalked away. By the time he’d traveled more than a few steps away from the bonfire, the bitter cold had pushed back in. Icy fingers of frost clutched at his clothing, while the Archcloak’s new form was only somewhat successful in holding them back. A light snow fell from the leaden sky, and Wes put his hood up as he walked. A dusting of flakes covered the dark fabric as he made his way toward the tent. 
 
    In truth, he hadn’t needed Morne’s directions. The Tribe kept a tight-knit camp, the main body of their bivouac little more than a circle of canvas and hide tents surrounding the blazing bonfire they’d conjured to hold back the cold. His tent was just as stately as the others, but held back enough from the rest of the Tribe to give him a bit of privacy. 
 
    And, he thought, approaching the canvas, to make me cold as shit. Thank God for fire spells. I hope my mojo for summoning flames got restored a bit by that ale— 
 
    Wes froze. The flaps of the tent weren’t perfect—though they’d been sewn by a master seamstress, they hung open slightly near the bottom of the tent’s entrance to make it easier for the inhabitant to get in or out of the shelter in a hurry. When you hunted wild game and escaped sinners for a living, Wes supposed, you needed to be able to strike at a moment’s notice. 
 
    That wasn’t what caught his attention, though. It was the fact that there was already a small fire going in his tent. 
 
    Who’d set that? He hadn’t seen anyone over here since the tent had been erected. Wes slowed his steps, sneaking up on his own dwelling for the evening like a ninja stalking his prey. The crunch of the snow beneath his feet made him wince, sending up a small but unmistakable signal that someone was approaching. He moved as slowly as he could, his eyes fixed on the canvas flap. 
 
    As he drew even closer, a faint scratching noise reached his ears. He frowned—was there some kind of animal in his tent, perhaps? That didn’t explain the fire, but maybe the Tribe truly had gone out of their way to show him their hospitality. 
 
    Wes swore at himself for his paranoia. Chuckling, he made the last three steps to the tent in a single stride and pulled back the flap, peering into his dwelling for the night for the first time. 
 
    Everything was in order, from the tiny fire with its brazier of iron links to the fur-covered cot in the corner. The flickering flames cast deep shadows on the walls, which almost looked like people when he squinted at them the right way— 
 
    One of the shadows moved. 
 
    Wes nearly leapt out of the tent before he realized what he was looking at. It was the redhead from earlier—the woman with the ornate headdress. She stood in the corner of the tent, a fire poker in her slender hand, frozen as if she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. 
 
    Wes relaxed. “It’s you,” he said, setting the Staff of Dominion next to the door. “I wondered what your deal was. Are you a member of the Tribe—” 
 
    It was as far as he got. The woman grabbed him and kissed him, sealing the flap behind them both. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes let out a groan as the woman’s mouth covered his own. The nameless woman, so enticing when seen from the opposite side of a blazing bonfire, looked even better in his arms. Her long red hair trailed down her shoulders in messy ringlets, as if she had more important business among the Tribe than keeping her locks in perfect condition. If she wasn’t so utterly fuckable in all other respects, he might have found it off-putting. 
 
    There was a moment of resistance where pure shock flooded Wes’s bloodstream, then he was kissing the nameless woman back. She tasted like ale and spices, along with a hint of the charcoal she and the rest of the Tribe no doubt used to clean themselves regularly. Wes found that he liked it, and wanted to taste more of it. 
 
    The woman tugged him against the canvas wall, her hands roaming up and down his body. Her tongue slid into his mouth, exploring the contours of his own as her fingers gripped him tight. A low, wild moan escaped his lips as he gripped the woman’s thighs, liking what he felt beneath her silks. 
 
    “Fuck,” Wes whispered as he broke the kiss. “You tribespeople aren’t kidding about that whole hospitality thing, are you?” 
 
    He’d expected the woman to laugh. Or at least to tell him who she was, and what she was doing here. She’d been on his mind all night, after all, her strange behavior adding a slightly off-key note to the barbarian fun of the bonfire and storytelling. 
 
    But if Wes had been expecting this woman to be chatty, he was soundly mistaken. 
 
    The strange woman said nothing as she led him to the tent’s cot. Her eyes did all the talking Wes needed. He thought he’d learned quite a bit about the fairer sex since becoming a Warlock, but the look in the nameless woman’s eyes shocked him, despite all his experience. He’d rarely seen a woman look so needy before—so utterly desperate for what she clearly wanted to happen on that cot. 
 
    That desire in and of itself made Wes suspicious. His brain warred with his dick—the latter wanted him to throw the redhead on the bed and have his way with her, while the former wanted answers. Wanted an explanation. 
 
    He decided to split the difference and try both. 
 
    “Who are you?” Wes gasped, forcing the woman to a stop before the foot of the cot. “You’re obviously not like those people out there. You’re… different somehow. More like me—” 
 
    The woman put both hands on Wes’s chest and shoved. He hadn’t been expecting it—he toppled backward, landing on his ass on the edge of the cot. The furs were more luxurious than he’d expected. He practically sank into them, his feet hitting the floor as he let out a small groan of comfort. To be sitting on something so soft after such a long, hard walk was a paradise all to itself. 
 
    Standing as she was over him, the woman appeared wreathed in shadow. For a handful of heartbeats, Wes couldn’t tell if she had come to the tent to make love to him or to kill him. Her eyes shined in the darkness, sizing him up like a lion gauging the speed of a gazelle. If she thought Wes was going to bolt, though, she was wrong. His eyes flickered to the Staff of Dominion, preparing to pull it to him on the tendrils of a wind spell if need be, the thought of flight didn’t even enter into his head. He felt certain he could take her if it came to that. 
 
    As it turned out, however, the strange woman had something entirely different on her mind. 
 
    Without an ounce of shame, she grabbed Wes by the wrist and lifted his left hand to her lips. His eyes widened in shock as her pouty lips parted, her soft pink tongue caressing the tip of his index finger as if she’d been offered some exotic dessert. 
 
    “Hrrrngh,” the redhead purred, the finger in her mouth turning the word into a nameless cry of desperation. Only the whites of her eyes showed as she sucked the digit greedily, leaving Wes both shocked and painfully aroused. “Aaaagh…” 
 
    Feeling bold, Wes pushed the digit deeper into the redhead’s mouth. Her body reacted like she’d been hit with a taser, all her muscles going taut with pleasure as his middle and index fingers slid into the woman’s throat. 
 
    “Yeah, you like that, don’t you?” Wes said, his cock throbbing like an iron girder in his boxers. “That’s a lucky fucking finger. Shit, you’re so good at that…” 
 
    Indeed she was. The redhead sucked his digits like she’d been born to do it, her cheeks flushing with pleasure as the taste of Wes’s fingers infiltrated her taste buds. She was a little too into it, to be perfectly honest. As hard as she made Wes by doing that, she also freaked him out a little bit. 
 
    Perhaps the redhead realized that as well. Abruptly, she pulled back, removing Wes’s fingers from her mouth. The glazed expression remained on her face as she licked her lips, then sank to her knees in front of the fur-covered cot. Her fingers grabbed at Wes’s belt, deftly unlatching it as she groaned with pure need. 
 
    Holy fuck, Wes thought, his head spinning. Is this really happening? Shit, I don’t even know this woman’s name! 
 
    He’d only been joking about the Tribe’s “hospitality” before. They hadn’t sent this woman in here to pleasure him, he knew. He would have heard them joking about it earlier, or seen them speaking with the redhead on the other side of the fire. No, she wanted this for some other reason. 
 
    Specifically, she wanted to taste him. What was it about Wes that enticed her so? 
 
    He emitted a groan of relief as the redhead tugged down his pants. She let out a knowing little chuckle at the sight of his boxers, then grabbed the stretchy hem of the underwear and pulled it beneath his balls. His thick, erect cock sprang free, throbbing gently in the chilly air of the tent. A fat bead of precum dribbled down the tip, musky and clear with a trace of white seed, and just the sight of it nearly sent the redhead over the edge right then and there. 
 
    “Ahhh,” the woman whimpered, running a finger along the underside of his crown. Just that faint touch felt fucking amazing, and Wes’s thighs clenched with pleasure. More clear pre-seed oozed from the eye of his cockhead, coating the redhead’s finger. With a guilty expression, she ran the digit along the inside of her glossy lips, making them even glossier. 
 
    “You like the way I taste, don’t you?” Wes said, the pieces coming together in his head. He wasn’t sure why he had this effect on the redhead woman—but he wasn’t about to question it. It felt like it had been ages since he’d gotten off, like he’d spent weeks wandering around the tundra all alone without any women for comfort rather than a few hours. Given how desperate the redhead on her knees before him acted, he figured it had been even longer for her. 
 
    “Uh haaah,” the redhead groaned, burying her face between Wes’s legs. To his surprise, she didn’t even suck him, not yet at least. She just ground against his member, taking in its musky smell and the slickness of his throbbing hardness like she was in the presence of divinity. 
 
    The move was so off-kilter that it took Wes by surprise. If he hadn’t been so incredibly horny, so hard that thoughts moved like molasses through the dome of his skull, he might have wondered more what special power he seemed to have over this desperate, needy beauty. 
 
    Instead, he simply leaned back and enjoyed the show. It wasn’t long before her ministrations brought him to his climax.  
 
    Relief flooded Wes’s body like a dam bursting. He collapsed across the topmost fur on the cot, his bones suddenly feeling like they were made of jelly. Sweet, hot pleasure ebbed from him as the nameless redhead kept on sucking, her cheeks hollowing out as she drank every last drop of hot cum from his cock. By the time she was finished, Wes felt like a balloon that had been burst—drained and happy. A sigh escaped his lips as he snuggled into the furs, their warmth and comfort calling to him. 
 
    Fuck, Wes thought, his head still swimming from the bliss. How did I not realize sooner? This is the comfiest fucking bed I’ve ever laid down in… 
 
    It probably was not, but after his long journey through the snowy tundra, it felt like the Heavenly Host itself. Wes suppressed a laugh as he realized the irony of that statement and pulled the redhead against him. He tossed the furs over both of their bodies, the comfort of their softness almost decadent. 
 
    Exhaustion stole over him like a thief in the night. It was on him before he knew it, like twin weights tied to his eyelids tugging them down. Wes had wanted to reciprocate the pleasure the redhead had just given him—more than that, he wanted to sink his still-hard cock between her legs and claim the utter bliss her womanhood could give him. Yet even as he tried to rise, it felt as if someone had tied heavy stones to his limbs. 
 
    The woman seemed in no hurry to do anything but caress him. He locked eyes with her in the darkness, her own gaze bearing into his as if she’d known him for years. How was she so familiar with him? 
 
    “Who are you?” Wes whispered, holding tightly onto the redhead’s hip. He searched her gaze looking for an answer, and used her moment of thought to lift one of her legs across two of his own. 
 
    It was the first time the woman had spoken in anything other than a desperate, animalistic grunt. “My name is Melissa,” the redhead said, the corner of her mouth curling upward into a sweet, satisfied smile. Something about the way she said it made her sound like she’d expected Wes to already know. “And no, I don’t want anything else from you, Warlock. Not tonight.” 
 
    Good for you, Wes thought before he could stop himself. He would never have admitted it out loud, but he’d been a little worried about his ability to perform. He was so tired, and Melissa had drained him so thoroughly… god damn that woman had a mouth on her. 
 
    “There’s something very important I must tell you,” Melissa said, her face turning serious. “Tomorrow, when Morne takes you to the cave, you must go inside. Do not let the Tribe sway you from this objective. Gods know they’ll try…” 
 
    What? This wasn’t at all what Wes had expected the young woman to say. “A cave?” 
 
    The woman chuckled, shaking her head. “I forgot,” she said. “I just blew you. You might as well give a man a concussion whenever you suck his cock—he’ll be able to remember anything you tell him after just as clearly.” 
 
    That made Wes laugh. “Who the fuck are you?” he asked, running his hand down the redhead’s sleek flank. “You’re not like the Tribe.” 
 
    “Neither are you,” Melissa said, planting a kiss on his chin. “And that’s why you must follow me into the caves. Tomorrow, as I’ve said. Turn back, go with the Tribe, and you’ll never find your Lady Morningstar. Do not listen to Morne.” 
 
    Every answer Melissa gave him led to a dozen more questions. Wes wanted to ask for more details, but before he could the redhead slipped out of bed with a quick giggle. The lifting of the blankets sent a wave of icy chill across Wes’s naked body, raising goosebumps on his legs. Acting on instinct, he bunched up the covers around his legs as he sat up—and by the time he was half-upright, Melissa had slipped through the canvas. 
 
    The sound of her laughter echoed in the darkness. Outside the tent flap, a light hail fell from the leaden sky, landing on the canvas roof with gentle pinging sounds. Wes leaned out into the chill, searching for her, but she’d vanished like smoke. 
 
    That was… strange, he thought, closing the canvas flap behind him. The fire had died down in the central brazier, so he tossed another log on it and stirred the whole thing with the fire poker Melissa had been holding when he entered the tent. Smoke rose through the hole in the center, and the warmth returned to his bones. She just wanted to fuck and run, I guess. Or more like blow and run. 
 
    As he climbed back into the cot, tiredness tugging at his core, Wes looked down at his fingers. The desire with which the redhead had sucked them still shocked him—it was as if he could feel her warm, wet mouth around them still. 
 
    Melissa, he thought, closing his eyes as sleep overtook him. Oh yes, Melissa. I think I will follow you to these caves tomorrow… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Warlock! Wake up! The hunt is about to begin!” 
 
    Wes rolled over in bed, the warm furs around his body practically begging him to sink back down into sleep. He pushed his face into the pillow, snorting, caught halfway between the barbarian’s voice and a dream of a nameless, beautiful, red-haired woman. Whatever Morne wanted sounded important, but the woman was so beautiful— 
 
    Wes gave a start and fully awoke. The woman was Melissa. Last night had been real. 
 
    He rose and dressed quickly, washing his hair and face in a basin. Before he stepped out of the tent, he made sure to grab the Staff of Dominion—it had been waiting next to the flap all night, ready in case he needed it. Curious that Melissa hadn’t even entertained the notion of taking it. 
 
    She was too busy with my other staff, Wes thought, strapping the wooden weapon to his back. The memory of the redhead on her knees before him, sucking and slurping, sent an unexpected surge of lust through his loins. Oh yes, he was definitely looking forward to running into Melissa later today. 
 
    A blast of icy wind hit him in the face as he peeled back the tent flap. Outside, the sun had just begun to crest the horizon, leaving the icy tundra in that strange in-between state where dark and dawn mixed and mingled. Wes knew that dawn would soon stand victorious—and that by the time it did, Morne and the rest of the Tribe would have already moved on. 
 
    Wes had hardly moved ten feet from his tent when two members of the Tribe began to disassemble his tent. They moved with brutal efficiency, treating the sturdy, stately sleeping quarters like a card table or a folding chair as they broke it down to its component parts. Their speed shocked Wes—so much so that he was still staring open mouthed at the two speedy workers when Morne came up to him. 
 
    The bearded barbarian looked like he’d had a good night. His bushy face had been washed and styled, though his leather outfit looked as travel-worn as ever. Wes wondered if the man had a woman or two back at his tent waiting to give him the Tribe’s fabled “hospitality,” or if he simply slept better with a belly full of ale. 
 
    “You look as if you could have slept for a week, outsider!” The slap on the back sent a shock through Wes’s body, nearly making him stumble. Morne looked impressed that he didn’t fall over. “There’ll be plenty of time for slumber in the grave, Warlock! Today is about the hunt! You will accompany some of the Tribe’s finest warriors as we track down some of the beasts of this land!” He grinned hugely, as if he were looking forward to seeing Wes’s spells in action. “What am I saying—you need to warm yourself first! Servants! Bring Kafe!” 
 
    Another pair of servants who looked like they could have been the twins of the workers breaking down Wes’s tent emerged, carrying a silver carafe on a tray and a set of cracked mugs. A delicious smell wafted from the pot, making Wes think instantly of dark brew and Colombian beans. Coffee, he thought, his mouth watering. Oh hell yes. 
 
    The beans in the Tribe’s version of coffee most certainly didn’t come from Colombia, but they were delicious all the same. Morne watched as Wes accepted a cup and took a sip, gazing at the Warlock from the side of his vision like someone waiting on a prank to begin. 
 
    “You like it?” the barbarian asked, his eyebrows raising. 
 
    Wes chuckled. “It’s about strong enough to take the hair off a man’s lip,” he said, taking a deeper sip of the brew. “Just the way I like it, Morne. If we ever make it out of here, there’s a genie I’d love to introduce you to…” 
 
    Morne stared at him for a moment, confused, before recovering. “Drink fast, Warlock. We’ll be leaving with the sun. Already the Tribe are mounting their destriers. Oh, but…” 
 
    “I don’t have one,” Wes finished for the man. “I’m sure one of the Tribe will let me ride behind, as you did yesterday. Would that be a problem?” 
 
    “No problem,” Morne said quickly, shaking his head. “It’s only that we have a little errand to attend to before the hunt.” 
 
    Wes’s interest sharpened. Melissa’s words from the previous night came back to him, like a whisper in his ears. 
 
    “There is a ritual that we perform before each hunting season,” the barbarian explained, looking like he’d much rather be sitting astride his mount than explaining this to an outsider. Even a Warlock. “It ensures the safety and good fortune of the Tribe’s hunters, and makes certain that we will bring back what our people need.” 
 
    “A ritual,” Wes repeated, ignoring the ice forming in the pit of his stomach. His pulse thrummed with excitement as he kept a neutral expression on his face. “Sounds like fun. Will it take long?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Morne said, scanning the horizon. He appeared to be looking for something—or some one. “Just a little stop… ah, here she is now!” 
 
    Wes knew what he was about to see, but still—the woman was like a bolt of lightning. A phantom finger of lust traveled down his spine as Melissa rode into the center of camp on her eight-legged destrier. The beast was smaller than most of the Tribe’s mounts, and she was able to get just a few feet away from Wes and Morne before dismounting. She wore a silk garment just as fine as the one she’d had on the previous night before the fire, only cut even lower in the front to show off her ample cleavage. The fine headdress straddling her red locks remained unperturbed. 
 
    “Our shaman, Melissa,” Morne explained, giving the redhead a respectful nod. “Perhaps you saw her skulking about the fire like a fox last night, lurking in the shadows?” 
 
    Wes decided to play it cool. “It would be hard indeed to forget such a beauty,” he said, taking Melissa’s hand and kissing the back of it. “It’s nice to, ah, meet you at last, Melissa.” 
 
    A knowing smirk rose to the shaman’s face. “This one came from the land of the Gray Ones, Morne?” 
 
    “Aye.” The barbarian let out a loud guffaw. “He certainly doesn’t behave like them, though!” 
 
    Melissa’s gaze felt as if it penetrated all the way to the back of Wes’s skull. “We shall see,” the redhead whispered, turning and climbing back onto her mount as if she’d only meant to take a moment’s rest. “I will meet you both up ahead!” 
 
    Morne watched as the fiery shaman took off, spurring her eight-legged mount with a swift kick. “I think she likes you,” the barbarian said once Melissa was out of earshot, turning around with a chuckle. 
 
    “How can you tell?” Wes asked dryly. 
 
    “She didn’t hit you, for one,” Morne said with a smirk. “I’d been hoping I could convince her to let you ride on her destrier, though. So it seems she doesn’t have quite that much of a crush on you, Warlock. So sorry to say.” 
 
    If only you knew, Wes thought. The image of Melissa on her knees swallowing his cock rose to his mind, the picture bringing with it a surge of hot, filthy lust. He shook it off in the cold, preparing himself for the rigors of the day. 
 
    “Somehow I think I’ll manage,” Wes said, following Morne to his own mount. “May I?” 
 
    In the end, Morne relented. The two men set out just as the rest of the Tribe finished breaking camp, Wes sitting astride the back of Morne’s massive destrier. He’d much rather have been sharing a mount with Melissa, particularly after the way they’d spent the previous night, but the bearded barbarian was still better company than wandering the wastes alone. 
 
    Once the Tribe’s camp had melted away and been packed up onto the mounts, the group of tents and fires felt almost like a mirage. Bare tundra surrounded Wes as he and Morne rode through the gently sloping hills, stretching from one end of the horizon to the other. Far ahead, the ground rose in elevation and became rocky, as the sloped hills turned to rocky outcroppings with mountains in the distance. It was toward those mountains that the Tribe rode, whooping and hollering like warriors on the march. 
 
    After a time, the cold no longer bothered Wes. The Archcloak hummed gently around his shoulders, warming him with a trickle of magic, and even if it hadn’t, the sheer exertion of remaining atop the eight-legged beast would have banished some of the chill from his frame. Morne seemed less cheerful than usual once they set out: it was clear from the barbarian’s face that he wouldn’t truly relax and begin enjoying himself once this ritual was complete. 
 
    Thinking about that, Wes leaned forward. “This ritual,” he said, making his voice light as if he’d just thought about it. “You say it’s for the protection of the Tribe?” 
 
    Morne grunted. “Yes,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. Wes wondered why he didn’t do that more often—the destrier was perfectly capable of finding the route by itself, making its way on its eight powerful legs. The barbarian hardly had to do more than guide the beast occasionally with the pressure of his thighs. “Nothing you need to worry about, Warlock. It’s the Tribe’s problem, not your own.” 
 
    A lesser man might have taken that as a clear signal to mind his own business, but Wes was nothing if not persistent. Weeks of being a Warlock had shed most of the reticence and embarrassment the old him felt at involving himself in other people’s affairs. Now he was powerful, confident—and completely unmoved by Morne’s unspoken signals. 
 
    “So we won’t be involved in the ritual at all?” he asked, clinging to the destrier’s flank as the beast mounted a small hill. “One would think the whole Tribe would need to participate in a ritual meant to keep the whole Tribe safe.” 
 
    Something relaxed in Morne’s expression. He thinks he’s got me figured out now, Wes thought. “You won’t have to do anything but watch, Warlock,” the barbarian assured him. “Our shaman will handle everything. In fact, the Tribe will not even witness the ritual. She will safeguard our Tribe, so that our hunt will be fruitful.” 
 
    Now that sounded interesting. The more Wes heard about this ‘protection ritual’, the more it resembled the enchantment at Déjà Vu that protected the bar from hostile demons and Templars. Even if Melissa hadn’t explicitly told him to visit the ritual site with her, Wes’s own natural curiosity might have gotten the better of him. Might the Tribe benefit from something similar to the charm of protection that kept Hazel and Deja safe before he’d arrived in their lives? And if so, what kind of benefits might it give these strange, Hell-dwelling nomads? 
 
    All interesting things. He’d have to ask Melissa about them later. And speaking of Melissa… 
 
    Wes cleared his throat. He’d debated most of the morning whether to even ask Morne about this other part, but decided he needed answers—and that the Tribe’s shaman, Melissa, might be less than forthcoming with the responses to his questions. 
 
    “I had another question about the Tribe,” Wes said, staring out to the horizon as the destrier moved in formation with the rest of the riders. “It’s a bit delicate, but I’m curious.” 
 
    Morne looked a bit confused, but shrugged. “Ask away,” he said, turning back to the reins of his beast. “It’s only natural for an outsider to be inquisitive where the Tribe are concerned. We are the highest and most wonderful form of civilization, after all.” This last was delivered with a smile, which Wes feared he was about to knock off the barbarian’s face. 
 
    “The women of the Tribe,” Wes said, wondering how he should broach this topic. “Are they known for any… strangeness in the bedroom?” 
 
    The man was silent for so long that Wes feared he’d accidentally tripped some taboo of the barbarian’s culture and majorly screwed up. For a long moment Morne’s face scrunched up, as if he wasn’t sure what to think. 
 
    Then the man tilted his head back and roared with laughter. Riders nearby drew up short on their mounts, turning their attention to the man as huge guffaws of mirth escaped his barrel-chested frame. 
 
    “Strangeness?” the barbarian asked, glancing over his shoulder with a massive grin. “The women of the Tribe are as sweet as revenge and fierce as hellcats, Warlock! To know one is to forever find the other members of the fairer sex lacking!” The man’s grin turned practically vicious. “Why—is there someone you saw sitting around the fire last night you’d like to try your luck with? Freja, perhaps?” 
 
    It took Wes a moment to realize that was the name of the woman who’d put her feet up on the logs during the singer’s story. “No—not that she’s not gorgeous,” he hastily added. “It’s just that… well…” 
 
    “What?” Morne frowned. “Spit it out, Warlock. We’re both grown men here—no reason to hold back. The wind will hide your question from the more sensitive of the Tribe’s ears.” 
 
    The image filled Wes’s mind and refused to leave. Melissa on her knees, his fingers buried knuckle-deep in her throat, while the redhead groaned like he’d been fingering her expertly for an hour. Her eyelids fluttering, body tensed with pleasure, her posture one of perfect submission… 
 
    “So they’re not demure, then?” Wes asked, trying in a roundabout way to get to his point. “They don’t… kiss fingers, perhaps?” 
 
    Morne stared at Wes like he’d asked if the women of the Tribe preferred to stand on their heads while they made love. “I’m sure you can find a woman who’d be willing to accept your… proclivities, Warlock,” the man said in a strange tone. “Best to give it a few more hunts before you approach one of the ladies of the Tribe, however. Once you come back victorious, with a few hides around your belt and a cartload of meat behind you, you’ll have the women flocking around you like seagulls! You’re not bad looking, after all.” 
 
    “Huh? Oh, thank you,” Wes said, returning to his study of the horizon. He’d cringed internally as he asked Morne for details, but he’d gotten his answer. 
 
    The women of the Tribe aren’t like Melissa, he thought, the only sound the gentle falling of the snow and the snuffling of the destriers as the formation cut across the tundra. They don’t get off on sucking on fingers, they don’t give blowjobs without any request to reciprocate. And they definitely don’t act like they come just from sucking on a man… 
 
    As Wes mused on the mystery, the landscape steadily continued to change. Patches of green grass showed in the thinning snow, and the sky gradually grew less leaden and more blue. Within a quarter of an hour, the world around them looked almost foreign to Wes’s eyes, after so long traveling through a blank, snowy waste. Scraggly trees and bushes dotted the landscape here and there, while the rolling hills they’d traveled across had grown into the foothills of a mountain range. It stood out from the horizon in the distance like the quills on a porcupine’s back, sticking fingers of dark rock out into the sky. 
 
    Morne grunted, then spit over the destrier’s side onto the snowy earth. “We’ll be there shortly, Warlock,” the barbarian informed him, stretching back and forth on the beast’s back. “The cave approaches. Once this small chore is complete, the hunt will begin. Be ready!” 
 
    He was. But what Morne didn’t know was that Wes had no intention of following the Tribe on the hunt. 
 
    At the head of the formation, Melissa suddenly turned, her smaller destrier continuing to move forward beneath her shapely thighs. She saw Wes and gave him a quick wink, the corner of her mouth curling in a knowing smile. Wes didn’t think anyone saw it, but a few moments later, he felt Morne stiffen and go strangely silent. Maybe he knows a bit more about his shaman than he did a few minutes ago, Wes thought, thinking of the questions he’d asked. Maybe he’s learned more than he wanted to. 
 
    The formation slowed to a stop at the entrance of the cave. Except that as Wes leaned back, staring up and up at the top of the hills around them, he knew this was no cave they were sending their shaman to. This was a temple. 
 
    The signs were everywhere. The gaping mouth of the cavern was no natural feature—it was far too even to be anything but built, a smooth oval in the hillside that reminded Wes of the doors in the old Metroid games. The faded remains of bas-reliefs lay carved in the rock to either side of the entrance, covered in runes and drawings of magical creatures. Wes would have bet money that Solomon was involved. 
 
    Only Morne and Melissa dismounted. The redhead sashayed her way toward the entrance of the cave, while Morne followed at a short distance. The barbarian looked less at ease than Wes had ever seen him, as if his leadership wore thin here so close to the temple. 
 
    Morne had all but commanded Wes to remain on the destrier and not follow. But he needed to continue his quest, and Melissa had promised to take him to Lady Morningstar. So, with a heaving sigh for the fact that he’d probably never get to ride with the Tribe again, he slid from the destrier’s saddle and landed on the snowy ground. 
 
    Several riders called out to him to stop, but Wes moved forward. No one dared to dismount and stop him—the walk over to Morne and Melissa at the cave’s entrance was a short one, aided by the Staff of Dominion. He smiled at the shaman as he approached, trying not to feel too bad about the upset look on Morne’s face. 
 
    “I told you to remain on your mount, Warlock,” Morne said in a warning tone. “Our shaman needs no kiss goodbye if that’s what you’re wondering. She knows her job—to perform the protection ritual and ensure good hunting for the Tribe.” 
 
    If Wes had harbored any doubt that Morne knew exactly who he’d been asking about earlier, those dissolved at the look on the man’s face. Morne had an expression like he’d bit down on a lemon expecting it to be a piece of candy. Perhaps he was wondering if he’d misjudged this strange man from a foreign land he’d welcomed into his Tribe—to tell the truth, Wes almost hoped he did. It would make the next part of what he had to do easier. 
 
    “I’m going with the shaman,” Wes announced, pitching his voice loud enough for the rest of the Tribe to hear. “She’s going to need my protection this time around, Morne. I’m afraid you’ll have to win all the glory and the spoils without me.” 
 
    Wes had meant the words to be disarming, but they had quite the opposite effect on the hunters of the Tribe. Wes could practically feel them tensing up, the changes in their stances reflected even on their mounts as the destriers paced back and forth across the muddy, snowy ground. 
 
    Morne stared at Wes like a Christian who’d just watched someone pull out a Bible and set it ablaze in front of him. “The sacred cave is forbidden,” the barbarian blurted, most of the good will gone from his face. “Only the shaman may enter. No one of the Tribe is permitted entry!” 
 
    “I’m not of the Tribe,” Wes announced. “I’m a Warlock. And your shaman already told me she wants me to accompany her into the cave.” 
 
    Gasps filled the air. The riders of the Tribe stared at Wes with new eyes, regarding him with a mixture of astonishment and suspicion. He didn’t entirely dislike the way they looked at him, but he was also glad that they wouldn’t be around to glare at him much longer. 
 
    Morne knew he couldn’t very well argue with Wes’s logic. So he turned to Melissa, seeking answers. “Is this true?” the barbarian leader growled, looking at his shaman like she’d just stabbed the Tribe in the back. “Did you go to the Warlock last night and speak with him, shaman?” 
 
    Melissa was the definition of a haughty queen. Her lips pursed slightly, as if she considered the question beneath her notice and was only being forced to answer it. “Yes,” she said, casting her gaze across the riders. “I went to the Warlock last night, Morne.” 
 
    The purr in her voice made it perfectly clear that she and Wes had done more than just talk. Now the riders surrounding the cave’s entrance looked scandalized, though none more so than Morne himself. The man had certainly harbored suspicions ever since Wes peppered him with strange questions about the women of the Tribe, and now he’d had his worst guesses confirmed. 
 
    Morne looked at Melissa, then at Wes. For a moment, both their fates were held in the gaze of the bearded barbarian. He was well within his rights to call an end to all of this—at which point, Wes would need to fight his way into the cave in order to discover its secrets. He didn’t want to fight the people of the Tribe—hell, he liked them—but if they got in the way of his mission, he wouldn’t hesitate. 
 
    Fortunately, Morne saw that as well. The barbarian hesitated, then shrugged as if to say your funeral, Warlock. The man turned to go. 
 
    Wes relaxed. For a moment or two, things had seemed extremely tense. 
 
    Then Morne turned around. 
 
    The barbarian chieftain had but one question for his shaman. “Why?” he asked, his big, bushy eyebrows furrowing together as he looked Wes up and down. He appeared to be revisiting his earlier statement about Wes being ‘not a bad looking fellow’, and trying not to picture the newcomer and his shaman together. “Why him, shaman?” 
 
    Melissa let out a tinkling little laugh. “I like the way he smells.” 
 
    Wes’s ears pricked up. Again, he had that mental image of Melissa tasting him—yet he knew there was no way the shaman could have smelled him from the other side of that blazing bonfire. Something else had to be going on. 
 
    Something he didn’t understand. 
 
    Morne stared at the shaman a moment longer, as if he could will her response to make sense. Then he turned away, dismissing both her and the outsider with a gesture. “Bah!” he groaned, stroking his beard as he stalked through the snow. “Do what you will. If you recover in time for the next hunt, Warlock, then I’ll see you then…” 
 
    He was just saving face. The barbarian knew this was the last time he and Wes would see each other. Wes gave him a nod anyway, saluting him with the edge of the Staff of Dominion. “Thank you for saving me,” he told the man, including the rest of the Tribe’s riders in the words of thanks. “I would be dead out there in the tundra without you, or worse. So thank you all very much.” 
 
    Morne appeared to be a bit taken back by this honest display of emotion. “Think nothing of it,” the barbarian said, climbing onto his eight-legged mount. “You are no Gray One. It is the least that the Tribe can do.” 
 
    Then the riders were gone, their destriers kicking up a cloud of icy dust as they made their way over the tundra. 
 
    Wes watched them go, staring into the distance until the riders were far away enough that he could no longer tell which was which. Next to him, Melissa hadn’t spoken a single word—the shaman simply stood there, apparently waiting for Wes to make the first move. 
 
    Might as well get on with it, Wes told himself. He turned to Melissa. 
 
    “You like the way I smell?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow. “What does that even mean? You were doing a lot more than smelling me last night, as I recall.” 
 
    An enigmatic little smile spread across the shaman’s face. “Come inside,” she said, taking a step into the darkness of the cave entrance. “We have a lot of work to do if we’re going to make it out of here in one piece.” 
 
    And with that, Wes stood alone outside of the cave. 
 
    Out of here? A cold chill made the hairs on the back of Wes’s neck stand up. She knows! She knows where we are. 
 
    Marshaling his courage, Wes followed the strange woman into the cave. 
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    Any doubts that this cave had once been a temple of some sort were extinguished by the time Wes took a dozen steps inside. The floor beneath his feet was mosaic tile, painted in dozens of garish hues and worn down to beiges and grays by the ravages of time. The pictures they’d once shown were now unreadable, even more so because of the oppressive darkness. 
 
    Wes waited for a few moments for his eyes to adjust to the gloom, then chuckled at his own foolishness. Lifting the Staff of Dominion, he cast a quick flame spell, which ignited a floating ball of flame above the weapon’s apex. It hovered over the staff’s tip as Wes cast it toward every corner of the chamber, illuminating the shadows with his magical light. 
 
    Wes whistled. This place wasn’t just old. It was big. 
 
    The ceiling rapidly sloped upward a few steps into the entrance. Back when this place had been a temple, this would have been the room where pilgrims gathered to pay their respects to the god or goddess, and some of the fine statues that must have decorated the chamber still remained. Only decayed. Most of them had been worn down to the base, cracked and overgrown with frost-resistant weeds. 
 
    Melissa stood next to one of these, her arms crossed beneath her breasts. 
 
    Wes nearly gave a start. He hadn’t expected the woman here—something about the way she’d disappeared into the shadows had made Wes assume she’d gone further into the temple, abandoning him to perform whatever task she needed to complete for the Tribe. 
 
    Only now did it occur to him that this entire ‘protection ritual’ was nothing but a lie. 
 
    “I’ve been wondering how long it would take for you to find me,” the redhead said, her voice smoke and sex. She strode forward and gently pushed the Staff of Dominion to the side, her lips meeting Wes’s with reckless abandon. “Mmmph, you taste so good!” 
 
    For a series of rapid heartbeats, everything faded away save for the woman in his arms. The hand not holding the Staff of Dominion went to Melissa’s ass, performing domination of a very different sort. Wes was pleased to discover that Melissa’s backside was just as well taken care of as the rest of her, fine and round with just enough give for his fingers. 
 
    Melissa broke the kiss, gasping. That glazed, needy look was still in her eyes, but unlike last night it didn’t look as if it were in danger of overwhelming her senses completely. For the moment, at least, the redhead was still in control. 
 
    “How did she luck out with you?” Melissa asked, shaking her head back and forth. Her red locks shimmered over her shoulders, the elegantly styled headdress on top of her head tilting slightly to the side. “God damn, that girl always had the best luck when it came to men. Although I guess I shouldn’t be complaining, considering the circumstances…” 
 
    “What!?” Wes could feel lines forming in his forehead. “What circumstances? Who is this ‘she’ you’re talking about, Melissa?” 
 
    Melissa looked at him as if he were the confusing one. “Hazel, of course,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “She sent you here to save us, didn’t she?” 
 
    Wes’s eyes went as wide as saucers. “Hazel!?” 
 
    It didn’t make a lick of sense. 
 
    And then, horribly, it did. 
 
    “I don’t know where the rest of us are,” Melissa was explaining, rubbing the side of her mouth with her hand like she wanted to kiss Wes again. “None of them found the Tribe, I can tell you that much at least. I’m lucky Morne was superstitious enough to name me the Tribe’s shaman—it’s given me a lot of freedom in where I can go and what I can investigate. You haven’t found anyone else, have you?” 
 
    Words came to Wes—words he’d heard so long ago that they almost felt like they belonged to another life. Hazel’s words, spoken over tears on a barstool at Deja Vu as she explained how her guild had fallen so low. 
 
    “The Templars,” Wes blurted, not caring how Melissa reacted. “Hazel told me they captured and killed her guild mates, picking them off one by one. And that some of them didn’t get killed—that they did something worse. They banished them to Hell…” 
 
    Apparently, not all the demonesses who’d worked with Hazel had vanished without a trace after being sent to Hell. He was looking at one of them. 
 
    She’d given him a blowjob last night. 
 
    Melissa cocked her head to the side, as if she were praying Wes was just joking. “Or maybe you came after me first because I was the leader,” she said, forcing a smile on her face. “Tell me that’s the plan. Get me first, then track down the other members of the guild…” 
 
    It had been a long time since Wes was honestly caught at a loss for words. His mouth opened and closed soundlessly, the look of shock deepening on Melissa’s face as she realized what Wes must be thinking. How could he explain this to her in a way that wouldn’t break her heart? 
 
    There was only one way: the truth. Wes sighed. “I’m very, very happy to have found you, Melissa,” Wes said, meaning it. “But I didn’t come to Hell to rescue you. I came to save the world.” 
 
    Melissa stared at him for a long moment, naked disbelief written all over her face. Then the redhead forced out a bitter little laugh, shaking her head. “Man,” she whispered, “I sucked your dick and everything. You’re really going to do me like that?” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were down here,” Wes said, putting a hand on the redhead’s shoulder. “Are you…like me, Melissa? Still alive?” 
 
    Her gaze sharpened. “If I was one of the Gray Ones, the Tribe would never have let me hold authority,” she said, sounding offended. “Those poor idiots who manage to make their way to the Tribe from the Gates are good for only two things—hunting down and harvesting.” She made a face. “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” Wes said readily. “You have no idea what’s been going on in the world while you’ve been gone, do you?” 
 
    Melissa scoffed. “I don’t exactly get the news down here,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. She looked like she was maybe regretting her insistence that Wes accompany her into the temple, which hurt him more than a bit. “When I saw you on the other side of that bonfire, I assumed Hazel begged her new Warlock to come down to the Lower Realms and save her guild. When I smelled you, I knew you’d bound her as your familiar—and that she really, really likes you.” 
 
    “She does,” Wes agreed, understanding now why Melissa had gone so crazy for his touch and taste. “If she knew it was still possible to save you, I’m sure she would have requested it of me. Hazel’s a great girl—she wouldn’t let you languish down here in Hell, not when you could be saved.” 
 
    Melissa stared at him for a long moment, then nodded. “I appreciate that,” she said. “Shit—I don’t even know your name. So you’re the new Warlock of the guild, huh?” 
 
    Wes took the redhead’s hand and kissed it gallantly, the way he’d done in front of Morne. “Wesley Alban, at your service,” he said, glancing up at her. “And I promise you, Melissa, that I’m taking you with me. And not just because you give amazing blowjobs.” 
 
    The redhead stared at him in shock, then laughed. “Hey, that was just because you taste like life,” she said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “You taste like the guild, and Deja Vu, and Hazel all at the same time. After picking through the Tribe without any success for as long as I have, any member of our guild would have jumped your bones like the last chopper out of Vietnam.” 
 
    Interesting. “You didn’t, though,” Wes noted, teasing her a bit. “You just tasted me.” 
 
    Melissa’s lips formed a tight little line. “I didn’t want to overstep my bounds,” she said, looking like she wished now that she’d taken Wes in every way a woman could the previous night. “I’m perfectly aware of how the binding process happens with a familiar, and I didn’t want it unless you wanted to claim me. Besides, I had no idea what the leadership looks like in my old guild—for all I know, I would have been stepping on Hazel’s toes by binding myself to you.” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “Not at all. I’m sure Hazel would be happy to see you again. Can you answer a question for me, though?” 
 
    Melissa snickered. “I’ve kind of hitched my horse to you, Wes. Even if I come back out of this cave and go back to the Tribe, I don’t know if they’ll ever look at me the same again. Morne won’t, for damned sure. So go on, ask.” 
 
    Wes looked around the cave, gesturing with his free hand. “This is Hell, isn’t it?” he asked, allowing the confusion he’d been repressing all this time to finally show on his face. “I mean, not to be rude, but this isn’t at all what I’d been picturing when I opened up a pathway to the Gates of Hell. What the fuck are the Tribe? And where the hell is Lady Morningstar?” 
 
    Melissa absorbed his questions with a nod. “I heard you asking about Morningstar before,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “I’m really curious what you want with her. She’s bad news, Wes—I’d stay away unless you absolutely can’t avoid it.” 
 
    Wes laughed bitterly. “Trust me, I know,” he said. “I’m bound to her.” 
 
    It took Melissa a few moments to realize Wes wasn’t joking. When she realized he was serious, all the color drained from her face. It made her hair look even redder than normal. 
 
    “You…WHAT!?” the redhead gasped, leaning against the base of a nearby statue. “Oh shit. Oh fuck.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said. “It’s a long story.” Then he chuckled. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours?” 
 
    Melissa nodded, then gestured to the base of the statue nearest hers. “You first,” she said, pursing her lips. “How the fuck did you end up binding the Queen of Hell as your familiar?” 
 
    Wes told her. Over the next hour or so, he related everything that had happened to him to Melissa. He’d tried only giving her the basic facts, explaining his trip to Hell and the need to save the world, but Melissa kept asking him to go back and fill in details. So eventually, he’d started at the Excelsior and moved forward, giving her the full story. 
 
    By the time he was done, his ass was sore from sitting on the stone—and Melissa was looking at him like she’d just won the lottery. “You really are the real deal,” she muttered, shaking her head in amazement. “God damn Hazel has the best luck. Last of her kind, then she stumbles into you…” 
 
    Wes chuckled. “I’m the lucky one, trust me,” he told the redhead. “I’m sure everyone in the guild would love to meet you, Melissa. Deja probably misses you, and Thessaly and Azura would get along with you so well.” 
 
    In exchange, Melissa explained the situation in Hell to Wes as best as she was able. “This realm hasn’t been a place of punishment in a long, long time,” she told him, leaning back against what remained of the statue behind her. “Sure, some parts of it are still the old-school Hell, but ever since Solomon sealed the place away, it’s undergone some serious changes. Without Lady Morningstar here to hold the reins, the Lower Realms descended into anarchy. And eventually, given enough time, anarchy turns into civilization.” 
 
    “Hence, the Tribe,” Wes said, following the thread of her thoughts. 
 
    Melissa nodded. “They’re all sinners,” she said, a faint smile playing across her features. “Their obsession with the ‘Gray Ones’ is all to hide the fact that they’re all dead, and don’t want to admit it. Even Morne, as nice as he is, is just a fancy ghost. They all remember Lady Morningstar like they grew up with her, though.” 
 
    “How does that work?” Wes asked, focusing in on the last part. “If she’s been gone for centuries, how does her memory remain?” 
 
    Melissa shrugged. “It’s magic,” she said. “You of all people should know not to think about that too hard, Warlock. She slots herself into people’s memories, like she’s always been there. It’s one of her powers.” Her gaze narrowed. “It’ll start happening to you, too, if you spend too much time down here…” 
 
    Wes didn’t want to dwell on how Melissa knew that. “Well, that’s all about to change,” he told the redhead. “How do we get to Lady Morningstar?” 
 
    Melissa’s lips formed a tight little line at the question. “I still think you’re insane for wanting to go to her, even after everything that’s happened,” she blurted, nibbling her bottom lip. “But if that’s the only way you and I are getting out of Hell, then I’ll have to help you. Besides, Hazel would never forgive me if I sucked her new Warlock off and then dissed him like that.” 
 
    Despite the circumstances, a smile rose to Wes’s face. “I won’t tell her if you won’t,” he told the redhead. “And if you’re a good girl, I’ll make sure that the next time you meet her, both of you will already be my familiars.” 
 
    Melissa looked like she’d gladly bind herself to Wes right then and there, in the dust and decay of the temple. Then she rose from her seat, brushing her robes clean, and took a look around. 
 
    “Well, we might as well get started, then,” the woman said, favoring Wes with a smirk. “Follow me, Warlock. You want to know where Lady Morningstar can be found? I’ll show you.” 
 
    Melissa led Wes deeper into the temple. A number of ceremonial chambers lurked beyond the great room at the cave’s entrance, filled with implements whose purposes Wes could only guess at. For her part, Melissa walked through the place like she lived there, knowing its layout like the back of her hand. She led him unerringly from one room to the next, occasionally giving a chamber a wide berth or gingerly stepping from one platform to another. Were there traps in here Wes needed to worry about? 
 
    Finally they reached a small, cylindrical room off the side of the temple’s main hallway. Wes had lost track of how long they’d been walking—his legs hurt, and he’d gladly have taken a ‘break’ with Melissa if she’d offered and expressed an interest in tasting him again. But the redhead appeared excited by things in this room that had nothing to do with the pleasures of the flesh. 
 
    “This is it,” she said, her body practically vibrating as she walked toward the center of the chamber. “I’d almost forgotten it was here. I mean, what fucking reason would I have to tempt fate by activating this shit, right? You’re crazy, Wes. In a good way, of course, but still fucking crazy…” 
 
    Wes laughed. “I don’t understand,” he said, looking around. Unlike the other chambers they’d walked through, this one had neither tables nor furniture of any kind. If rituals took place here, then they were a decidedly minimalistic affair. “How is this room going to get us closer to Lady Morningstar?” 
 
    Melissa grinned like the Cheshire Cat, a naughty secret written in her expression. “Come to the center of the room with me,” she purred, extending her arms to the side. “Give me a hug, Warlock, and let me show you…” 
 
    Wes didn’t need to be asked twice. He crossed the distance between himself and Melissa in three long strides, gathering the redhead up into his arms—and froze as something beneath his foot sank into the floor. 
 
    He’d just stepped on a hidden button set into the center of the chamber, bringing it level to the rest of the floor with a click. Melissa grinned at him like he’d just stepped into a bear trap, and for an instant he worried that everything the redhead had told him about Hazel and the guild had been a clever lie. 
 
    He needn’t have worried. A great grinding noise filled the room, and the whole chamber began to descend. 
 
    Wes gave a start, then set Melissa back on her feet. He kept his hands on her hips, though, as much because he liked feeling them beneath his fingers as it helped keep the redhead upright. “It’s an elevator,” he realized, sounding impressed. “This isn’t a ritual chamber. It’s a fucking elevator!” 
 
    Melissa put a finger on the tip of her nose, grinning like Wes had just won a prize. “Well done, Warlock,” she purred, sounding as if she wished she could start calling Wes ‘Master’ already. “Nothing gets by you, I see.” 
 
    Wes ignored the teasing in her tone and watched the walls slowly change as they descended. “Where are we going?” he asked, suddenly concerned. This thing was going down, alright—way down. Into the depths. 
 
    Melissa giggled and held him tighter. “Welcome to the special Hell, Wes,” she told him, sounding like both of them had just cut the strings of their own parachutes before jumping out of a plane. “Enjoy your stay.” 
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    As the elevator descended into the belly of the beast, Wes expected any moment for it to finally grind to a stop. The longer it didn’t, the deeper his shock became. 
 
    The walls around the cylindrical chamber changed as they dropped. The rocks of the cave gave way to polished white stone before dropping away completely, leaving the elevator floating in space as it sank through a massive, open chamber. Wes gave a start and moved toward the edge of the platform, peering out into space as they descended. 
 
    “How deep does this thing go?” he asked, struggling to see in the gloom. 
 
    Melissa chuckled darkly. “All the way, baby,” she said, grinning in the darkness. “Don’t worry, you’ll be able to see it all in just a second…” 
 
    The redhead was right. As the elevator sank deeper into the darkness, it was as if they’d suddenly tripped an invisible barrier that turned on all the lights. Wes could see for miles in every direction, for that was how large the chamber they’d found themselves inside of was. In fact, it wasn’t a chamber at all. 
 
    It was a world. 
 
    Fire stretched in all directions. This, at long last, was the decadent splendor and abysmal torment Wes had been expecting to see in Hell—he just hadn’t expected to see so much of it. Tiny islands in the lake of lava stood out like crumbs of food on a white tablecloth, dotted with buildings and streets and monuments. But mostly, what Wes saw was fire. Fire, and emptiness. 
 
    It wasn’t what he’d expected. “This is Hell?” he asked, glancing back at Melissa as the elevator increased the pace of its descent. As fast as they traveled, he never felt that he was at any risk of falling off into the black—it was as if some artificial gravity kept Wes and Melissa safe. Probably it was magic, he realized. 
 
    Melissa nodded mutely. “It’s a lot to take in the first time you see it,” she whispered, coming up to him and sliding a hand around his waist. 
 
    “It’s so empty,” Wes said, looking out over the sea of fire. “I didn’t expect Hell to feel so…I don’t know. Lonely.” 
 
    “It’s different,” Melissa said with something like a smirk on her pretty face. “The old ones know. This place once teemed with demonic life, but once Solomon sealed the Realms, all of that withered on the vine. Activity is only beginning to happen down here again now that Lady Morningstar has reclaimed her throne.” 
 
    Wes knew what Melissa meant. As they dropped lower, reaching the point where the horizon itself began to rise around them, he saw signs of that revitalization. Hell truly was a highway—a narrow interstate over a lake of fire, with golden cities of gluttony and greed parked along the way like rest stops on a vacation itinerary. Though the amount of it that was civilized and reclaimed from the lake of fire was smaller than he expected, it was just as clear that it was growing. 
 
    “This section of Hell is for the elite demons,” Melissa explained, adjusting her headdress. “The best of the best. Most of them have managed to hang onto their holdings during the long dark age, though only by their fingernails.” She glanced over at him with a wry expression. “They don’t like me very much.” 
 
    Wes wasn’t surprised to hear that. “Will we be safe down here?” he asked. He knew the two of them would stick out among the denizens of the Lower Realms. But did that mean a fight everywhere they went, or just some dirty looks? 
 
    “Safe?” Melissa snorted. “Hardly. You weren’t lying about being bound to Lady Morningstar, were you?” 
 
    Believe me, Wes thought, if I could excise that sick, twisted bond connecting me to the Lady of Hell, I would. But would he, though? Even if it meant losing Cirice? 
 
    Wes didn’t want to think about it. “I would never lie about a thing like that,” he insisted. 
 
    “Good.” Melissa looked pleased. “Your bond should protect you, even among elite demons. They won’t fuck with you once they realize you’re their Mistress’s plaything. Me, on the other hand, they might decide to have a bit of fun with.” She nibbled her bottom lip, trying and failing to look haughty instead of nervous. “You’ll have to protect me, Warlock.” 
 
    There was an inherent implication in her words. It would be easier, Melissa was saying, if we’d already finished what we’d started. Meaning if Melissa had become his familiar demoness, by taking his cock and his cum, she’d be his. And being the property of Lady Morningstar’s property would make her safe. 
 
    That was reason enough to bind her to Wes, even before taking into account her beauty and skill. “Would Hazel be comfortable having her old boss added to the guild?” Wes asked, needing to know. “And would you be okay with being at the same level as someone you once considered your subordinate? Not everyone’s capable of handling that—” 
 
    In response, Melissa kissed him. 
 
    Sparks flew between them as her mouth opened beneath his. Just like every other time she’d tasted him, the feeling of his salty skin beneath her tongue set Melissa on fire. Wes didn’t think he’d ever get used to the redhead getting drunk on his taste—or ever stop loving the glazed, super-horny way it made her look. 
 
    “I’m more than happy to rejoin with my old guild,” the redhead panted, her eyes wide with passion. “As far as Hazel goes, that’s not something you need to worry about. She and I will get along like a house on fire.” 
 
    Wes made a mental note to pound Melissa’s brains out as soon as he got the opportunity. He would have done it right then and there, open walls be damned, but just then the elevator began to slow beneath them as it reached its final descent. The temperature rose as they dropped toward the lake of fire, though it never became so uncomfortable as to hinder Wes. 
 
    The elevator settled onto the platform, giving a great rumble as the stone beneath their feet slotted into place. All around them stood great marble busts of demonic figures, their tongues sticking out like an extra limb from their wide open, screaming mouths. To Wes’s right towered a ten-foot tall sculpture of a succubus, her nine pendulous breasts encircling her body like H.R. Giger’s idea of a belt. The place had more than a little bit of the feeling of a Xenomorph nest about it, in fact—though the impression was mixed with the fiery torments of hell and the stateliness of the decaying Roman Empire. 
 
    “This place is a trip,” Wes whispered as he stepped off of the platform. “Yeah, this is more what I was expecting to find down here. This certainly seems like the kind of place Lady Morningstar would consider home…” 
 
    No one arrived to greet them at the station. The island on which they’d landed was not the largest city in the lake of fire, though it wasn’t the smallest, either. It reminded Wes more than a little bit of a drive to Key West he’d taken as a teenager. Then, his parents had driven across miles of highway stretching over the ocean only to make a pit stop at an island a few city blocks wide, with a couple of gas stations and hotels. This place felt like the demonic equivalent: he probably could have walked the radius of the island in an hour or so. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like anyone’s home,” Wes said, stepping out onto the streets. They weren’t paved with good intentions, but asphalt and marble were more than good enough. “How do we find Lady Morningstar, Melissa? Point me in the right direction here.” 
 
    The redhead coughed, glancing this way and that up the street. She looked like she only had a slightly better sense of their direction than Wes himself. “Let me ask you something,” she said, putting a hand on his shoulder with a worried expression. “Since I’ve been so forthcoming and helpful to you.” 
 
    “That’s because you want to be my familiar,” Wes said. He didn’t mean it as an insult; it was just the truth. “Go ahead, Melissa. What’s up?” 
 
    The redhead sighed. “Do you really think you can stop Lady Morningstar? I’m not trying to be rude—but she’s thousands of years old. She rules down here in the Lower Realms with an iron fist. And from what you’re telling me, she’s already got everything she needs to beat you. The bond connecting you to her will fester and corrupt over time, weakening your resistance. All she has to do is sit in her castle, and eventually you’ll come to her on your knees and hand your whole harem over to her—” 
 
    “No,” Wes said. 
 
    Melissa frowned. “I know you won’t let that happen,” she hastened to assure him. “But—” 
 
    “No,” Wes repeated, shaking his head. “I was answering your question.” 
 
    Melissa didn’t expect this. Her brows furrowed together; a confused look spread across her face. “What?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think I can stop Lady Morningstar,” Wes said in a matter-of-fact tone. “It’s not her I’m trying to win over. It’s the angel still inside her.” 
 
    “Angel?” 
 
    Wes chuckled. “I’m going to get through to Cirice,” he told Melissa, meaning it. “I don’t think they’re the same person—not really. I can feel two bonds connecting me to Lady Morningstar, not one. The other one is faint, and almost completely eaten away by the darkness. But it’s there, Melissa. It’s there.” His face became stone. “You understand?” 
 
    As long as there was hope of bringing Cirice back, Wes would try. He’d break the angel out of that demonic monster surrounding her, and save the world. Save his harem, too, at the same time. And if Melissa was really the kind of girl who could roll in his harem and his guild, she’d understand that. 
 
    The redhead paused for a long moment, thinking. Finally she nodded, her eyes shining fiercely. 
 
    “In that case, I think you can do it,” she said, sliding an arm around his waist. “And I think you can do me…” 
 
    Melissa took him by the hand before he could protest and led him down the street. The place reminded Wes more than a little bit of his visit to the Heavenly Host: both featured nearly empty streets made of expensive materials, uncanny architecture, and danger. Though the Heavenly Host’s clouds made a nicer backdrop than a lake of fire, Wes couldn’t shake the feeling that both Realms were two sides of the same coin. Like Cirice and Lady Morningstar, he thought as Melissa tugged him into a nearby alley. 
 
    The moment they were in the shadow, the redhead pulled Wes’s fingers into her mouth and kissed them. Her lips sucked greedily at the digits, only the whites of her eyes showing as she got high off her Warlock’s natural taste. 
 
    “I’ve been wanting to do this since I saw you around that bonfire,” the redhead groaned, sounding about as ready for cock as any woman Wes had ever met. “Fuck, you taste so good! I want to feel you inside me, Wes—I need you to make me your woman. Your familiar…” 
 
    She cut off her own words with a groan as she sucked Wes’s fingers, her naughty tongue swirling around them like she was giving him a sneak preview of what she could do on her knees. Not like he didn’t already know. 
 
    “What do I taste like?” he asked, watching in wonder as Melissa did her thing. He couldn’t believe how hard this was making him—it was getting tough to think, the world growing warm and spinny like a heated blanket. 
 
    “Like everything,” Melissa groaned, kissing his fingertips. “Like sweetness and light, like the first time a girl went down on me in college and my first bong hit. Like an entire day in bed with the person you love most in the world, only getting up to grab more booze and condoms.” 
 
    Wes would have rather skipped the part about the condoms, but he kind of understood the rest. “Wow,” he grunted. “That’s incredible.” 
 
    “You’re incredible,” Melissa panted. She broke the kiss and leaned back against the wall of the alley, hiking up her skirt. “Fuck me. Show me what you’ve been giving Hazel.” 
 
    He would have, too. Wes had every intention of claiming Melissa—of pounding her tight little pussy until he was utterly satisfied and she was bound as his demons. He hadn’t asked the rest of his harem for permission, but he didn’t need to—besides, he could sense that they’d want this woman in the crew. She’d be a very welcome addition to the group. 
 
    But as Wes shoved the redhead further against the wall and reached for his belt, the sound of hissing reached both of their ears. The sound grew into an excited chattering, and Melissa’s gaze reluctantly tore from Wes to the mouth of the alley they’d slipped into to screw. 
 
    Melissa’s mouth dropped open. “Shit,” the redhead whispered, her eyes widening with fright. “God damn it, we’ve got company!” 
 
    Wes followed Melissa’s gaze and saw two demons standing in the entrance of the alley. 
 
    Instantly, he knew these were not the kind of supernatural creatures who would be welcome at Deja Vu. They had the cherry-red skin and horns of Azura, but there the similarities with Wes’s succubus ended—and abruptly. These monsters were hardly tall enough to come up to Wes’s waist, and all sinew and muscle. Long tails wrapped around the lower halves of their bodies like a quilt, and each of them carried a pitchfork so ridiculous looking it ought to have belonged in a cartoon. 
 
    “They’re imps,” Melissa said in response to his unspoken question. The redhead pushed away from the wall, smoothing down her skirt and making herself small behind Wes. “They’re not elites—they’re probably servants. Shit, this could be bad…” 
 
    One of the imps stepped into the darkened alleyway, chuckling to itself. It raised its pitchfork, channeling, and tongues of flame erupted around the tines. The fire illuminated the shady parts of the alley like the noonday sun, giving Wes and Melissa nowhere to hide. 
 
    “Newcomer,” the imp cackled, cocking its head so far to the side Wes thought it might snap off. “Newcomer and a demon witch!” 
 
    “Demon witch!” The imp sitting outside the alley laughed, its voice sounding like sanity had left it long ago. “Witch! Burn the witch!” 
 
    “Burn the witch!” The first imp agreed, waving its pitchfork around like a parade baton. 
 
    Wes had heard more than enough. “No one’s burning the witch on my watch,” he growled, pushing down the frustration coursing through his bloodstream. He’d wanted to fuck Melissa badly, and these two demonic cockblockers had ruined everything. If that meant they needed to bleed, then so be it. “Back away and pretend you didn’t see anything. It’ll be best for both of you.” 
 
    The two imps shared a confused look. “Pretend? Preeet-end?” 
 
    Wes sighed. “I’m bound to Lady Morningstar,” he blurted, waving the Staff of Dominion in front of him like an explorer cutting through the jungle with a machete. “Back the fuck off, unless you want to explain your actions to her!” 
 
    The imps’ jaws dropped open. If a bolt of lightning had dropped from the heavens in that moment to incinerate both of the tiny, muscular creatures, Wes didn’t think they could have looked any more surprised. 
 
    One of them—the one who’d retained enough wits not to go charging into the alley—closed its eyes and began to hum. Wes felt the atmosphere in the alleyway thickening with the telltale vibration of magic. He shoved Melissa further behind him, readying himself for an attack. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare,” he growled, tugging at the connections between himself and his familiars. “You have no idea who you’re messing with!” 
 
    The imp gave a jerk and was still. Its eyes flew open, suddenly full of fright. “Morningstar!” 
 
    The declaration came out like a banshee’s wail. The second imp took a look at the first over its shoulder and fell to its knees, its pockmarked face grinding against the marble of the street as if it would abase itself right into a lake of fire if it could. 
 
    “Morningstar!” the other imp shrieked! “Morningstar!” 
 
    Now both of the imps knelt before him. It was the strangest damned thing Wes had ever seen, and he’d seen some pretty fucked up shit since taking on his powers. 
 
    Both the demons writhed piteously on the bare ground. Their wails cut through the city, bringing cries of answer that started far off and grew closer with each passing second. The hair stood up on the back of Wes’s neck as the sound of more demons filled the street. Shit, he thought. They were about to be outnumbered by a huge amount. He readied himself for a fight. 
 
    Melissa, however, was doing nothing of the sort. Though the redhead still looked pissed off to be denied her ride on Wes’s cock for the moment, she rose to the occasion in spectacular fashion. Within moments she was in front of Wes, leaning over the pair of cowering imps like she couldn’t quite believe how quickly her luck had changed. 
 
    “That’s right,” the redhead snarled. “He’s a goddamn Warlock. He’s your Mistress’s Warlock! So you’d better not even think about fucking with us!” 
 
    The imps, for their part, looked like they would have done just about anything in order to win Wes’s forgiveness. They looked almost disgustingly submissive as they ground their faces in the dirt, their horns digging deep gashes in the floor of the alleyway. 
 
    If he didn’t do something to stop it, Wes knew, they’d probably keep up with that display all day. As much gratification as it gave his future familiar, he knew he didn’t have the time to sit around watching these creatures make fools of themselves. He cleared his throat, trying to be heard by the pair of demons. 
 
    “Lady Morningstar,” Wes growled, giving a swift kick to the side of one of the imps when they refused to cease crying. “Tell us how to get to her. We need to speak to her at once!” 
 
    The two imps looked up just as a half-dozen figures appeared at the mouth of the alley. A multitude of bizarre shapes and silhouettes hit Wes’s vision, causing him to recoil as more demons emerged in the space between the street and their hiding place. These creatures had about as much in common with the imps on the ground as Inamorato did. One looked like a legionnaire clothed in armor of human skin, while another was a giant floating eye with no lid, tears endlessly flowing from its vitreous peel. 
 
    Melissa shrieked in horror. “Get them away from me!” she cried, sparks of energy flying from her fingers as she threw herself backward. Even without a Warlock or a guild, it seemed like Melissa had some magic of her own to tap into. “Damn, Wes, they’re so gross!” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” Wes shot back, though the creatures turned his stomach as well. He pitched his voice over the crowd of demons, using a blast from the Staff of Dominion to ensure he was heard. “I am the consort of Lady Morningstar!” he roared, his voice amplified by magic. “I demand to be taken to her at once!” 
 
    The demons didn’t understand much, but they understood that. 
 
    The creatures backed away from the mouth of the alley, as if inviting Wes and his woman to step back out onto the street. He got the picture immediately and took Melissa’s hand, leading the still freaked out redhead out of the darkness and into the light. More demons backed up as he stepped out onto the marble street, sinking to their knees (or what passed for knees) as Wes and Melissa stood before them. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Melissa gasped, suddenly standing over a field of kneeling demons. “You have no idea how badly I’ve wanted to be able to do that.” 
 
    Wes did a double take. Maybe Melissa’s ambitions were a little darker than he’d expected. He grinned. Awesome. 
 
    One of the demons rose to their feet—the one dressed like a nightmare version of a Roman legionnaire. It nodded at Wes, giving him an obvious salute, then raised a hand in the air and summoned a jet of flame. A beam of bright white flame burst into the sky, flying over the city like a signal flare. Even on their knees, the demons surrounding Wes couldn’t help but let out a series of childlike oohs at the result. 
 
    “Are they welcoming us?” Wes asked Melissa. She didn’t look like she knew. He’d begun to realize that Hazel’s former guild leader maybe didn’t know quite as much about Hell as she’d claimed to. Oh well, he thought. Good thing she’s hot. “I’d prefer they point us in the right direction, rather than giving us the fucking Pink Floyd light show…” 
 
    Apparently, they were doing both. As the beam of flame began to fade above the city, a glowing path spread in its wake. It stretched from the island where Wes and Melissa stood far across the lake of fire, starting on a slope from the center of the street to a point way out in the sea of flames. 
 
    “It’s a rainbow,” Wes said, stunned. “A rainbow made out of fire.” 
 
    “No,” Melissa said with a snicker. “It’s the highway to Hell.” 
 
    The implication was clear. Wes asked the demons to take him to Lady Morningstar—and they’d lit up the path. From here, he couldn’t see how far it stretched, but there was little doubt where the final destination of the flaming highway would be. 
 
    Cirice, Wes thought. Is this really where you’ve made your home? 
 
    Wes walked to the first few steps of the path, holding his arm out like a gentleman in an old movie. “Ladies first,” he said with a faux-gallant accent, stepping aside for Melissa. 
 
    “You just want to see if I burst into flames when I step on this thing,” the redhead said with an eye roll. But she walked onto it anyway. Despite the fiery appearance of the conjured path, it was as solid and cold and the stones of a medieval castle. Melissa even put her hand on it, watching as room temperature flames wrapped around her fingers. 
 
    The two shared a look. “This is the way,” Wes said with a shrug. “I doubt we’re going to get a faster shortcut.” 
 
    Melissa looked back at the demons, then examined the sloping path through the sky with a worried expression. “It’s not too late to go back to the Tribe,” she said wryly, cocking her head to the side. “I’ve heard they’ve got a tent with our name on it…” 
 
    Smirking, Wes gave the redhead a slap on her round, sensuous ass. “My offer to add you as a familiar is contingent on you being a good girl for me,” Wes growled against the redhead’s ear. “Are you not going to do that anymore, Melissa?” 
 
    She let out a needy whimper and ground herself against him. “Of course I am, Master,” she panted, heedless of the demons still watching them both. “Let’s get this over and done with so I can get back home. I’m looking forward to sharing a bed with you and Hazel!” 
 
    So was Wes. But they still had to save the world first. 
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    The walk across the flaming highway felt as if it took a lifetime. 
 
    Every few steps, the fear that their path would dissolve and leave them plummeting into the lake of fire flickered through Wes’s mind. Yet the conjured path remained no matter what they did, remaining as solid and stable as the Great Wall of China as they picked their way over the endless sea of flames. Wes and Melissa soon grew so weary from constantly walking upward and downward that conversation ceased, the only sound being the occasional whimper from Melissa and the sound of Wes’s boots against the unholy highway. 
 
    “You okay?” Wes asked, glancing over at Melissa. The path the demons had conjured was just wide enough for the two of them to walk next to each other, though doing so put both of them uncomfortably close to the edge. For most of the walk, Melissa had been glad to stay just behind Wes, her hands draped loosely around his waist, but as her pace slowed she’d begun to fall further behind. Wes was worried about her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Melissa assured him. Her nostrils flared with each step, and her shoulders slumped, but the redhead wouldn’t admit her weariness. “You just want an excuse to take a break. You’re not going to get it from me!” 
 
    That brought a laugh out of Wes. “You’re on,” he said, passing a hand over the Archcloak. The fabric had thinned out somewhat since Wes descended into the Lower Realms, becoming a more comfortable hoodie once again. He was tempted to turn it into a cape or some other, less confining fabric, but he liked the sense of protection the garment gave him. “We’re almost there anyway. It’s just a bit further, Melissa, then you won’t have to traipse through the lake of fire any longer…” 
 
    They’d been able to see Lady Morningstar’s palace for quite a long time now. In every respect, the dwellings of the Queen of Hell were both spectacular and entirely appropriate for her reign. The tower was a stretch of inky black rock sticking out of the endless sea of flame, raised like a middle finger against the Almighty. It’s high, narrow windows looked like eyes from a great distance, making Wes feel even more like he was being watched as he and Melissa walked the last mile to the base of the structure. 
 
    This island was even smaller than the ones they’d passed. If the places where elite demons made their home were the pit stops on the route to Key West, this was one of the small private islands a half-mile or less long owned by a billionaire. Wes remembered passing one with his friends on the drive down and jokingly referring to it as ‘Key Phil’, since it had a single mansion and yacht on it. 
 
    This would have been Key Morningstar. Its occupant needed no boat—time and space down here were hers to command. 
 
    As Wes reached the end of the flaming highway, his eyes made out a most unwelcome sight. Crouched at the top of the stairs leading to the tower’s obsidian entrance was the abomination Inamorato, looking about as pleased as a monster like it was capable of expressing. It bounced from one foot to the next as Wes and Melissa approached, it’s multi-jointed limbs swaying in the wind like a crab from hell. It made its way down the stairs as Wes and Melissa reached the bottom, taking them two at a time in its apparent excitement. 
 
    “Decimator!” the creature exclaimed, landing a few steps above Wes and his future familiar. “You have no idea how gratifying it is to see you’ve made the trip to the Lower Realms!” 
 
    Next to him, Melissa shrank back in fear. He didn’t blame her—a person’s first encounter with the race of abominations that spawned Inamorato was the kind of thing that stuck with you. After glancing at her to make sure she wasn’t about to faint onto the floor, Wes turned back to the monster. 
 
    “I don’t like that name,” Wes told the creature flatly. “After today, I hope to no longer be worthy of it.” 
 
    “Of course!” Inamorato rasped, sounding as if it wanted to hug Wes. The thought of it trying made his skin crawl. “Of course, Decima— Warlock! I knew all along that you would be the one! You’ve truly earned your reward, and you’ll be certain to receive it in the proper time!” 
 
    The one? The one to do what, exactly? 
 
    “I’m not here for you,” Wes snapped, looking past Inamorato to the door of the tower. “I’m not even here for the world. Not really. I’m here for what’s mine.” 
 
    The abomination chuckled low in what passed for its throat. “Of course you are,” it assured Wes, its voice as sickly sweet as maple syrup coated in strychnine. “As a Warlock, you’re entitled to everything you can get your hands on. Like this beauty over here…” 
 
    The thing’s broad, inhuman face flexed toward Melissa. There was no other word for it: Inamorato didn’t move like an ordinary creature. The redhead shrank back, trying and failing to keep from holding onto Wes’s cloak in her fear. 
 
    “Hmm!” Inamorato reared back on two of its legs, its trunk wiggling in a circle like an old ball and hoop game. “Perhaps I spoke too soon, Decimator. I feel no bond between yourself and this woman. How strange that you’ve brought a demoness to the belly of the beast without sealing the deal…” 
 
    “That is no business of yours,” Wes growled, feeling well and truly pissed off. He’d had no idea that the abomination could sense things of that nature, much less wave them in his face so as to taunt him. If Inamorato knew, then Lady Morningstar most certainly did, as well. “You’re here to walk me to your Mistress’s chamber, and that’s it.” 
 
    But Inamorato did not relent. In a move that made both Wes and Melissa’s skin feel as if it was sloughing off their bones, the thing pirouetted down the stairs with the kind of motion that would have shattered both of a ballet dancer’s ankles. 
 
    “Would you like to take care of it right here and now?” the thing asked, its voice dripping with poisonous innocence. “I can ensure that none will interfere, Decimator. You will be free to do as you wish with your latest plaything. And she will feel so much closer to you once the deed is done…” 
 
    Shit fuck no, Wes thought, his stomach doing a flip. It felt as if his insides had been drenched in bile. “You’re disgusting,” Wes told Inamorato, meaning it from the bottom of his heart. “Once I take care of Kulili and Lady Morningstar, you’re next on my list, bastard. You and your kin are too heinous to be allowed to live!” 
 
    The abomination just chuckled. “That’ll be a ‘no’, then,” it said, skulking back to the top of the stairs. “Pity. I would have liked to observe the binding process firsthand. So few of my brothers and sisters have been so close to an opportunity.” 
 
    Wes shivered. “God willing, none of you ever will be again,” he said, disgust in his tone. “Stand aside and let me in.” 
 
    “Of course!” Inamorato gave a little bow, as if that was the command it had been waiting for all along. “Please, Decimator, enter. Your beloved awaits…” 
 
    The big double doors of the tower swung outward, so wide that Wes and Melissa had to take a step back onto one of the lower stairs as they opened. A chilly blast of air covered the landing as the coolness of the interior met the heat of the lake of fire, and a sheen of sweat sprang to life on Wes’s forehead. With a final glance at Melissa, Wes took the redhead’s hand and led her inside, entering the Palace proper. 
 
    Every step left him stunned. This was luxury like he’d never seen before: the foyer of Lady Morningstar’s palace was filled with all the rarest, most luxurious furnishings on this or any realm. Rich tapestries covered the walls, forming a color scheme with the black leather on everything else. Steel and iron were the order of the day, giving the place a severe atmosphere that made Wes think of Dracula’s castle if the vampire were really into bondage play with his undead wives. 
 
    The effect wasn’t lost on Melissa, either. “This place seems surprisingly kinky for the Queen of Hell,” the redhead said, glancing back at Wes. “I didn’t know Lady Morningstar was into this kind of shit. You and her must have had lots of fun.” 
 
    “I don’t know her,” Wes said, shaking his head. “I just know Cirice. And she’d be blushing so hard in this room that she’d look like a fucking stop sign if she were here.” 
 
    Melissa nodded. “We’d better find her, then,” she said, holding out her hand to take Wes’s. “Stick with me and be careful, okay? I’m nothing here without you, Wes. You’re the only thing keeping the denizens of this castle from ripping me to shreds.” 
 
    Really? Wes hadn’t realized. “I will,” he assured the woman, holding her close. “Let’s go.” 
 
    At least they didn’t get lost. The only path forward was obvious, and even if it hadn’t been, there were guards on all the rooms Lady Morningstar didn’t want them going into. The creatures that stood watch over the tower’s inner chambers weren’t as eye-searing as Inamorato, but looking at them too long still gave Wes an uneasy feeling. He tried to ignore their eyes and multi-segmented limbs as he and Melissa headed deeper into the castle, ascending the stairs to the second floor. 
 
    The throne room waited just ahead. The doors were unmistakable—painted with a fresco of an angel and a demon, tied together by ropes of black and gold. That’s what’s going on in her head, Wes told himself, approaching the entrance with Melissa by his side. She’s still inside that creature, trapped inside the Queen of Hell. Lady Morningstar might have created you as part of her plans, Cirice, but she doesn’t control you now. If anything, you can control HER… 
 
    It was the bet he’d made on coming here. If he couldn’t win, he’d be dead. And not just him, but everyone on Earth. Even now, the Elder God Kulili gnawed his way through the galaxy, headed toward the planet where Wes and everyone he knew lived like the fuse on a stick of dynamite burning down to the end. If he didn’t stop Lady Morningstar, it would explode—and the Earth would be fucked. 
 
    Wes marshaled his courage for a long moment, bracing himself for whatever he’d see inside. You can do this, he told himself, feeling the Archcloak and the Staff of Dominion by his side. Even the ring on his finger pulsed gently with arcane energy, as if reminding him the demonic puppy Erebos was his to command if he truly needed it. If it would make the difference. 
 
    “I’m right here,” Melissa reminded him. Her hand closed on his shoulder, holding his head to the side of her breast. “Right here, Wes.” 
 
    He could have stayed there forever—if everything would have been lost by doing so. With a sigh, he lifted the Staff of Dominion and readied himself. “Let’s go see my familiar,” he told the redhead, using his weapon to knock the doors of the throne room open. 
 
    Even having spent weeks with her—even having known her on the roof of Heaven, taking her lithe, gorgeous body for himself—the sight of Lady Morningstar on her throne nearly stopped Wes’s heart. The title ‘Queen of Hell’ seemed both appropriately and woefully inadequate to describe what she was, what that regal gaze and perfect body of hers looked like atop her obsidian throne. Next to him, he heard Melissa gasp and turn white in her presence, all the blood draining from the redhead’s body. 
 
    Wes couldn’t blame her. This was the most gorgeous woman in the universe. It had to be. 
 
    Lady Morningstar wore a clingy black gown of dark silk and chenille, hugging her curves and the perky hills of her breasts like a second skin. Bands of leather criss crossed over top of it, making her look both innocent and like a performer at a bondage club at the same time. Her hair was still platinum blonde, though she’d straightened it and tied it into long, warrior-like braids down her side rather than the shimmering curls she’d preferred as an angel. 
 
    She looked more demonic than before. A pair of narrow black horns emerged from her forehead, and the angel’s wings protruding from her back were as black as midnight on a moonless night. An anti-halo even glowed above her head like a blacklight, an aura of black and purple energy surrounding the crown of her skull like a signet. 
 
    She’s still an angel, Wes thought, looking at the woman who’d captured his heart. A dark one. 
 
    A cold, cruel, perfect smile spread across Lady Morningstar’s cherubic face. Triumph lit up her features as she watched Wes enter her throne room, her body tensing as if she’d finally come to the culmination of all her plans. There was lust in that gaze, yes—and the desire to dominate. To burn. To destroy. 
 
    She looked far less happy at the sight of the woman by his side. Lady Morningstar sized up Melissa with a dismissive look, evidently seeing the same lack of a true bond that Inamorato had poked fun at outside of her palace. Her appraisal done, the dark angel evidently decided to pretend the redhead at Wes’s side simply didn’t exist. 
 
    “Wes,” Lady Morningstar purred, her voice fear and sex all at once. “Oh, it gladdens my heart to see you again, lover. Ever since I freed myself, I have prayed that you would come back to me. That you’d descend to my kingdom like Persephone herself, rejoining the King of Hades in his splendor.” She chuckled. “Or Queen, in this case,” she added, licking her lips. 
 
    Wes fought the urge to drop to his knees. Seeing Lady Morningstar—Cirice—in this condition hit every button inside of him at once, even the ones that conflicted with each other. The caveman part of his brain wanted to pick her up and carry her out of Hell, stroke her hair while telling her everything would be alright just before he fucked her brains out. The Wes who wrote novels and worked the front desk of a hotel overnight wanted to scream, to wriggle on his belly and beg for mercy. 
 
    I’m neither of those people, he reminded himself, meeting Lady Morningstar’s eye. I’m a Warlock. That’s who I am. 
 
    Lady Morningstar paid no heed to his internal turmoil. “I wonder,” she purred, perching a hand on her cleavage as if showing it off was the most natural thing in the world. “Have you come to fulfill your destiny, Wes? I hope you haven’t traveled all this way with the naive hope of killing me.” Dark chuckles left the fallen angel’s slender frame. “Try, and I’ll strike you dead where you stand.” 
 
    “I would never,” Wes said, meaning it. He took a step forward, and then another, getting a better look at the woman who sat the throne. Lady Morningstar had almost completely consumed her now, but…there. He looked in her eyes, and for an instant, he saw the angel within. He saw Cirice. 
 
    He could save her. He had to. 
 
    “I came to bring you home,” Wes said, meaning his words for Cirice. “Your friends are worried sick about you. Deja, Hazel, Thessaly and Azura—they miss you. They want you back where you belong…” 
 
    For a single, hopeful heartbeat, Wes allowed himself to believe he’d gotten through. A spike of some nameless emotion twisted Lady Morningstar’s face, and her bottom lip trembled like she was about to start crying. Then it was like a set of shutters slamming down, locking the angel inside of her away. 
 
    “Oh my!” Lady Morningstar lifted a hand to her lips and tittered like a princess in a storybook. “Is that really why you’ve come all this way, Wes? To charm me?” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you,” Wes said with a smile. “You’re not the person I fell in love with, Morningstar. She is.” 
 
    Lady Morningstar’s eyes went as hard and cold as a snake’s. “She doesn’t exist,” the fallen angel whispered, pronouncing each syllable like a judge giving a writ of execution. “She was a trick. A little ruse I used to smuggle myself into the Almighty’s backyard—” 
 
    Wes was already shaking his head. “No. She’s not. And you know it, Morningstar. Look inside yourself. You’ll see Cirice looking up at you, pleading to be let out.” 
 
    The fallen angel’s hands began to shake. She noticed and clutched the arms of her throne tighter, her knuckles going white. “That’s a lie!” she hissed, her body trembling like a leaf. “I’m not her! She’s weak, she’s a fool, she’s…she’s…” 
 
    Something happened. 
 
    A golden glow seeped from Lady Morningstar’s body, filling the room with long trails of luminescent thread. The black feathers adorning the fallen angel’s wings lightened to a brilliant white, and the look in Morningstar’s eyes changed. 
 
    “Wes?” It was Cirice’s voice. “Master? Oh God, where am I? What have I done…?” 
 
    Relief flooded Wes’s bloodstream. “It’s you,” he whispered, crossing the throne room. “Fucking finally! Hold on, Cirice, I’m getting you out of here—” 
 
    But as Wes crossed the distance between himself and Cirice, it was as if a storm brewed between them. A veil of darkness slammed down in front of the angel, coating her in poison as she struggled and screamed. The light Wes had teased out of her was extinguished, like a candle in a thunderstorm, as Lady Morningstar’s eyes turned to black opals in the porcelain white of her face. 
 
    “You bastard,” the Queen of Hell snarled, back in control. “You really want some cute, innocent angel who acts like she doesn’t know what a cock is? I can give you that, Warlock. Bow down and worship me, and I’ll be whatever you want me to be…” 
 
    The temptation didn’t even deter Wes for a second. “That’s you,” he said, shaking his head. “She’s what you could be, if you’d let yourself feel something. If you’d just join the family, with Hazel and Deja and Azura…” 
 
    The litany of names had no more effect on Lady Morningstar. She’d let herself slip, allowed Cirice to escape for a moment, but now she’d armored herself against them. At their names, she only laughed cruelly, her black wings flexing. 
 
    “You think that’s my destiny?” she asked, making Wes’s familiars sound like something she’d found on the bottom of her shoe. “You think they’re yours? Ha! You were meant for so much more, Warlock. You could be so much more, if you’d cut your silly ties and join me where you belong. The Earth, your guild, those bitches…they’re dross. They’re fluff. You were meant for the true gold, Wes.” 
 
    “You’re wrong.” 
 
    Both Wes and Lady Morningstar turned. Melissa stood near the entrance of the throne room, gazing fiercely at the dark angel on her throne. She didn’t look the least bit afraid of Morningstar, which Wes supposed made sense. After running into Inamorato, almost anything looked cuddly and non-threatening by comparison. 
 
    “I’ve only known Wes for a short time,” Melissa said, her lips forming a tight line as she stared the fallen angel down, “but I know those things you listed aren’t just meaningless achievements for him. The women he keeps trying to remind you are his friends—they’re his world. You were his world too, once, before you became this thing—” 
 
    Lady Morningstar made a dismissive gesture. A cloud of feather-sized needles shot through the air, streaking toward Melissa with malicious intent. The redhead saw them at the last moment and ducked, flattening her breasts against the throne room floor as they whizzed harmlessly over her head. 
 
    “I didn’t give you permission to speak,” Lady Morningstar said in the most cold, dismissive tone Wes had ever heard. “Very well, Warlock. If you won’t listen to reason, I’ll have to appeal to your emotion.” A cold smile spread across her face. “I should have known it would come to this. You’re always thinking with your dick. It’s why you went to the Heavenly Host in the first place. It’s what I was betting on when I had Inamorato stuff me in that coffin.” 
 
    Wes stood his ground. Though a terrible frustration had begun to grow in his heart, he forced himself to hang on. He’d brought Cirice out of that monster once before, revealing the angel in the Queen of Hell’s heart. He could free her. He just had to hit the right buttons. 
 
    “They’ll all be dead if you don’t do something,” Wes told Cirice, trying desperately to get to the woman one more time. If he could hold her, kiss her, grab the bond between them, he knew he could extinguish Lady Morningstar once and for all. “I know you don’t want to hear their names, but I’ll say them again. Deja. Hazel. Azura. Thessaly. All of them are dead women walking while Kulili is bearing down on Earth.” 
 
    “That’s funny!” Lady Morningstar pursed her lips, placing the tip of her index finger’s nail on her chin. “I was just about to tell you the same thing!” 
 
    For once, Wes was honestly taken aback. “You were?” 
 
    Lady Morningstar nodded. “Why wouldn’t I? They’re important to you, after all. And they’re in so much danger. Kulili is on his way to Earth—and even if he wasn’t, the demonic hordes I unleashed across the planet will catch up with your familiars sooner or later. They can’t hide in that pathetic little bar of yours forever.” 
 
    Wes’s hands balled into fists. “That bar is your home, Cirice. It’s where you belong—” 
 
    “I told you,” Lady Morningstar said, her eyes narrowing. “That woman doesn’t exist.” A smile rose back to her face, snapping into place like it had been painted on. “Sooner or later, no matter what you do, you’ll lose everything. You can’t save the Earth. You can’t even save your familiars. But there is one way to fix everything. To put things back the way they were meant to be.” 
 
    Wes had a sinking feeling he knew exactly what that ‘one way’ had to be. “Join you?” he guessed, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    Lady Morningstar just smirked in response. “You’re going to fill the hole I created,” she said, gesturing upward. “Why do you think I went to all that trouble to empty the Heavenly Host in the first place?” 
 
    Wes followed the fallen angel’s gaze, mentally taking it up and up beyond the palace and the ceiling of Hell and the Realms themselves. All the way to the roof of the universe, to the Empyrean, where Cirice and Wes had come together as one and then done the horrible thing that turned the lights out in the world of angels. 
 
    It all clicked together. “You’re kidding,” Wes said, the realization freezing him to the spot. 
 
    “I would never,” Lady Morningstar said, grinning like a fox. “You’re him. You’re the next Almighty, Wes.” 
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    “Bullshit,” Wes said. “I’m not the Almighty. I can’t become him, either. That’s completely absurd!” 
 
    Lady Morningstar took Wes’s anger in stride. There was a cool look on her face as his disbelief and rage met the iron certainty of her gaze—even as Wes recoiled in shock and horror from the enormity of it, she was already planning her next steps. 
 
    “You can,” the fallen angel informed him. “And you will. It’s your destiny, Wes.” 
 
    The Almighty. The leader of the universe. The master of the Heavenly Host. Surely Lady Morningstar had to be joking. This was all some sort of silly prank she was playing on him, right? Any moment now, she’d tell him she was kidding, that of course she wanted to be the Mistress of the universe, not him. 
 
    Wes looked into Lady Morningstar’s eyes. And realized she wasn’t joking. 
 
    “This is the plan,” Lady Morningstar said, her tone so sympathetic that Wes wanted to scream. “It’s always been the plan, Wes. Me and Inamorato, we worked it out perfectly. It’s our grand design.” 
 
    The sound of laughter stopped the Queen of Hell in her tracks. Both she and Wes turned to see Melissa, staring at the fallen angel as if she’d grown both a second and a third head. “You’re mad,” Melissa panted, shaking her head like she could make all this go away. “You’re absolutely cracked! You think you can just install a new God!? That it’s that easy to decide who runs the universe?” 
 
    “Normally,” a gravelly voice interjected, “what you say would be impossible. But my Lady and I have formed the exact circumstances where it can be performed.” 
 
    Wes’s bile rose in his throat, hot and bitter. The trio were no longer alone in the throne room—the hideous monster Inamorato had come to join them. The beast who called Morningstar his ‘Lady’. 
 
    This is all his fault, Wes thought. Though it was merely an idle suspicion, it began to harden into certainty the more he thought about it. Whatever ‘grand design’ Cirice thinks she got wrapped up in, this monster is at the heart of it. It started the whole goddamn thing somehow… 
 
    Inamorato shuffled into the room on his powerful, muscular limbs. Everything about the eldritch creature was loathsome, from his gait to the way he peered with obvious, prurient interest at Melissa as he reached the center of the throne room. To think Wes had believed the creature to be helping him once upon a time! He’d never hated the abomination more than in that moment. 
 
    “It all began with bringing my Lady back to life,” the abomination explained, looking more mirthful than Wes had ever seen the creature. Somehow, the ordinary expression of happiness appeared twisted into an almost unrecognizable form when filtered through that monster. “Smuggling her out of Hell was a chore, of course—violating the peace treaties Solomon created would have been impossible only a few short years ago. It’s only now, that the seals of his will have begun to weaken, that such an audacious plan could be put into motion…” 
 
    “What’s this about Solomon?” Wes asked, his hackles rising. The First Warlock couldn’t possibly have anything to do with this. 
 
    “His agreements kept me bound and helpless,” Lady Morningstar said with a sniff. “But look who’s laughing now.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you laugh,” Wes countered. “And if I did, I didn’t like it.” 
 
    Lady Morningstar stuck out her tongue at Wes, the gesture making her look for a moment almost like Cirice again. 
 
    “We were behind everything,” Inamorato crowed. “Lady Morningstar fell into your clutches, was protected by your guild, and brought to the Heavenly Host to take action against the Almighty. By using the silver spear of the Archwarlock, my Lady was able to deal the Lord of Hosts a fatal wound, and create a hole in the fabric of reality above the Empyrean.” 
 
    “A power vacuum,” Lady Morningstar added. “One in which a new lord of the Heavenly Host will step. A true Master, who will rule forever. Because he’s already bound to his counterpart in the halls of Hell.” 
 
    Wes couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You want me for this job,” he said, shaking his head. “Fuck, you really think I could do that. Step into the shoes of the fucking Almighty…” 
 
    “It’s not as difficult as you think,” Lady Morningstar said in a mild tone. “And as the Lord of Heaven, you’d be able to fix it all. Everything. You can save Earth from the demons, and put Kulili back in his cage. Hell, there’s no reason for the two of us to fight—not once we’re bound together for all eternity, as the Lord and Lady of Heaven and Hell. With our combined might, you and I would rule over the entire universe.” 
 
    It was insane. Wes’s mind could hardly process it. 
 
    With a noise that sounded like triumph, Lady Morningstar rose and stepped down from her throne. There was no question of Cirice breaking through to the surface now—the dark angel was fully in control of her body and mind, forcing the innocent angel down into the darkest depths of Cirice’s soul. 
 
    “Don’t you want that?” Lady Morningstar put her hand on Wes’s cheek, giving him the kind of smile that could have made a lesser man unravel. “Don’t you want what we had in the Empyrean, Wes? You and I can be together just like that, forever. No more fear, no more pain, no more doubts. Just you and I, the perfect couple. Ruling all of it, together.” 
 
    Wes thought about it. He really, truly did. After all, what Lady Morningstar was offering him was one hell of a deal. The position of the Almighty was open, and as the most powerful Warlock left in the universe, Wes had a decent claim to lay to that power. Even more than that, he found himself deeply tempted by Morningstar herself. There was something sinfully enjoyable about the dark being inside of Cirice’s body, and the promises of love and devotion it made Wes. What would making love to her be like? He’d had Cirice on the roof of the world, surrounded by sweetness and light. What kind of dark depths could he and Lady Morningstar plumb together, unfettered by laws or morality? 
 
    He still wanted Cirice, though. Leaving the angel to rot inside of Lady Morningstar’s body felt…wrong, somehow. Like in some obtuse way, he was allowing the creature Inamorato to win. There had to be another solution. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re actually considering this,” Melissa blurted, looking shocked. The redhead had kept her mouth shut since being verbally backhanded by Lady Morningstar, but evidently could hold her tongue no longer. “This is complete bullshit, Wes. She’s trying to trick you. There’s no way she’d actually let you step into the Almighty’s shoes. You already saw what she did to the last one.” 
 
    “Cross my heart,” Lady Morningstar said, her voice demure and her expression naughty. “And hope to die. I would never try and stop you, Wes. Like I said, it’s your destiny.” 
 
    It certainly felt that way. Wes turned to Melissa, a jaunty smile on his face. “I don’t know,” he told the redhead, really thinking it over. “How would you feel about being made God’s familiar, baby?” 
 
    His words had a reaction he did not expect. Lady Morningstar’s eyes grew wide with surprise, her body giving a slight jerk as she looked at Melissa like she was actually seeing her for the very first time. Wes watched as the fallen angel closed her eyes for a moment, reaching out to sense the bond between the redhead and himself—and finding it absent. 
 
    “My goodness,” Lady Morningstar said, sounding shocked. “You haven’t bound this one to you yet!” 
 
    “Haven’t had the time,” Wes snapped, pointedly aware of how dangerous the situation for Melissa had just become. “We’ve fooled around though, Cirice. She’s linked to me, so don’t you dare try anything—” 
 
    “I was just going to say,” Lady Morningstar replied, avoiding his use of the C-word, “that that makes this a whole lot easier.” 
 
    Wes froze. “Makes what a whole lot easier?” he asked. He had a feeling he wasn’t going to like the answer. 
 
    He was right. 
 
    Lady Morningstar stared at him for a long moment, holding the shoe over his head before letting it drop. Then she let the bomb fall, exploding in his lap like the absolute game-changer she’d always known it would be. 
 
    “You won’t have to lose her,” Lady Morningstar explained. “The Almighty’s not a Warlock, Wes—the Heavenly Host doesn’t have Warlocks. Stepping into the shoes of the Lord of Heaven will shatter your existing bonds with your familiars.” 
 
    It felt as if time stood still. Wes’s brain refused to process Lady Morningstar’s words—it was like trying to drill through a redwood tree with a hand-powered crank and a knife. “My familiars?” Wes asked, the hurt showing in his voice. 
 
    Lady Morningstar heard that and hastened to calm him down. “The bond between you and I won’t be affected,” she explained, getting dangerously close to Wes. With this little distance between them, he could feel the energy in her limbs, and the obvious arousal animating her lithe frame. “More than that, it will be cleansed—uniting Heaven and Hell together. Because really, baby,” she purred, sliding her arms around him, “isn’t that all you need?” 
 
    Hazel. Deja. Azura. Thessaly. He’d lose them all. 
 
    “All the angels will be yours,” Lady Morningstar whispered in his ear. “Plus, you know I’ll lend you all the hot demonesses and succubi you can handle. You want Heavenly orgies and Hellish gangbangs, twenty four seven? I want it too, Wes.” She let out a little giggle, as if already picturing the fun they’d have together. “You’ll never miss piddling little sluts like the ones you have now. Had. Not once you’ve got legions of the most gorgeous creatures in the universe at your command…” 
 
    “And she does mean command,” Inamorato said in a chortling voice. “Once you’re the Almighty, the denizens of the Heavenly Host will gladly follow your every order. They’ll kill for you, die for you—serve you in any way you choose.” 
 
    “You’ll be King over millions of angels,” Lady Morningstar said, batting her long lashes as she peered up at him. “And every night, I’ll cry out your name to the heavens as you use me like a dirty little whore. It’ll be perfect, baby! It’ll be everything you ever dreamed.” She lifted one leg, offering her pussy beneath the thin fabric. “I’ll even call you Master, if that’s what you want…” 
 
    Wes thought about every time he and Cirice had hung out with the guild. They’d been a family then, more than just a group of people animated by a common purpose. He remembered the look of joy on the angel’s face the first time Deja had taught her how to turn on the television over the bar, or the way she’d spent all afternoon taking selfies with Hazel once the demoness explained the concept to her with her phone. Those had been good days. Good times. They’d been everything to Wes. 
 
    She doesn’t get it, he thought, chuckling to himself. As far as I’m concerned, I already gave up the world for these girls. He remembered an envelope sitting in his mailbox at his apartment, telling him a real, no-shit publishing company wanted to buy his fantasy novel. He’d given up that dream, held secretly to his chest his entire life, to be a Warlock and rule over his harem of gorgeous, supernatural women. 
 
    He’d given it up because it was more important to protect the guild. To protect his family. 
 
    Wes knew what he had to do. 
 
    “Shit,” he panted, the heat and nearness of Lady Morningstar’s body almost too much to bear. “You drive one hell of a hard bargain…” 
 
    Lady Morningstar grinned, believing she’d already won. “I know it’ll hurt to leave certain parts of your old life behind,” she purred, stroking the back of Wes’s head. “But it’ll all be worth it. Master. You and I are going to have throw the greatest party in the universe once we unite our realms—” 
 
    “It’s a no,” Wes said, pulling away. “And you should come home with me, Cirice. Come back where you belong.” 
 
    Lady Morningstar stared at him in shock. 
 
    And then everything fell apart. 
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    “You’re deluded,” Lady Morningstar said with a haughty laugh. “I’m not Cirice. I’ll never be Cirice because that stupid fucking slut doesn’t exist! She was just a trick—a way to turn your brain off and make you want to protect her, because there hasn’t been a man born yet who can resist taking in a cute innocent blonde with tits like mine!” 
 
    Wes shook his head. Now that he’d made his decision, he felt at peace with it. “You’re wrong,” he told the Queen of Hell, standing his ground. “Just in this conversation, you’ve let Cirice slip the net once. How long do you think you can really hold her back? A year? Two?” 
 
    Lady Morningstar’s face twisted with pure rage. “This is your last chance to say yes,” she told Wes, her tone as cold as a blizzard. “I can’t believe you’d come all this way just to turn me down. You’re obviously not thinking clearly. Reconsider, Wes, and accept my offer!” 
 
    Wes looked from the angry form of Lady Morningstar to her lieutenant. The abomination Inamorato had finally gone silent—his prancing and shuffling done. The creature stood stock still, as if waiting for Wes to reconsider and make his position known. There were no jokes now—no cryptic remarks, no creepy stabs at one of Wes’s women. Finally, at long last, Wes felt in control. 
 
    Meanwhile, Lady Morningstar could feel her own control slipping by the moment. The gorgeous angel balled her hands into fists, her teeth showing as her lips peeled back. “You’re not saying anything,” the angel growled, glaring from him to the form of Melissa a few feet away. “You’re not really going to choose her over me?” 
 
    I’m thinking, Wes told himself. About the fact that for a creature as beautiful as you, being rejected must be like the ultimate insult. I’d rather not visit it on you, Morningstar—but I can’t accept your offer. 
 
    “I’m not choosing anyone,” Wes said, drawing himself to his full height. “I’m choosing the guild. My harem. My family, Cirice.” 
 
    Lady Morningstar looked like she was about to scream. “There is no Cirice! How many times do I have to tell you—” 
 
    Wes was undeterred. “Cirice. There’s something I haven’t told you. Something very important.” 
 
    “You stupid man,” Lady Morningstar growled. She sounded as if she were on the verge of tears. “You’re such a fucking bastard—” 
 
    “Cirice!” Wes shouted, getting the attention of the woman inside of Lady Morningstar. “Hazel is pregnant with my child!” 
 
    It was as if Wes had dropped a bomb into the middle of the chamber and let it explode. The stunned look Lady Morningstar gave him made all her previous shocks look positively dainty in comparison. Melissa grabbed her mouth, stifling a gasp, while Inamorato made a strangled sound that no animal on Earth could have reasonably replicated with its mouth or throat. 
 
    “Hazel…” Lady Morningstar drawled, something changing in her eyes. “She’s having a…baby?” 
 
    “She is,” Wes said. He’d held the information back long enough. He’d found out shortly before his trip to Hell—and if things had worked out properly on Kulili’s world, the rest of his harem would have found out then, as well. Hazel wasn’t supposed to follow them through the gateway, even if things went off without a hitch. “We’re going to be a family for real, Cirice. I’m so excited to meet my child. I can’t wait to find out if it’s going to be a son or a daughter.” 
 
    The evil fell off of Lady Morningstar’s face. Cirice peeked through, like a beam of sunlight tearing through the clouds after a rainy day. The angel was back. 
 
    “Oh Wes,” Cirice said, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “Oh my God, that’s so wonderful! Does Deja know yet? Have you told Azura and Thessaly?” 
 
    Wes shook his head. It was her, her, come back at last. The revelation had worked—it had shaken Cirice out of Lady Morningstar’s control, allowed her to take back her body and cleanse her soul. The woman stood before him, her wings already turning white from the force of her goodness. 
 
    “I haven’t had the chance yet,” he told Cirice, fighting back his own tears. “I was thinking we could tell them together? Would you like to come back to Deja Vu and do that with me, Cirice?” 
 
    She beamed from ear to ear. “Of course I would,” the angel said, looking around at the throne room like she hardly recognized it. “I don’t…I’m not sure how I ended up here, Wes, but this definitely isn’t where I’m meant to be. I belong with you—” 
 
    Six inches of steel protruded from Cirice’s side. 
 
    Inamorato struck like a lightning bolt, flashing across the throne room so quickly Wes hadn’t had time to react. The blade he’d sank into the angel’s side was as black as midnight, covered in ancient runes. As the metal pierced the angel, tendrils of darkness spread from the wound, wrapping around her body as she shrieked in pain and surprise. 
 
    “I never thought I would have to do this a second time,” the abomination chortled, shoving Wes backward before he could interfere. “Truly I am your greatest and most loyal of servants, my Lady…” 
 
    Suddenly Wes understood everything. He wished he didn’t. Cirice cried out, grabbing her side as the darkness enveloped her, stripping away her soul. The evil spread beneath her skin, her eyes rolling back into her skull and coming back like two jet black marbles. Her gorgeous wings darkened from white into black, the horns reemerging from her head. 
 
    Wes hadn’t been able to square the history of this place until now. How could the Lady Morningstar who’d met with Solomon and negotiated the treaty that brought peace to Heaven and Hell be the same woman who’d sat in the barroom of Deja Vu trading bawdy jokes with Azura? It hadn’t made any sense then, and it still didn’t make any sense now. 
 
    That was because the truth was obvious. She wasn’t the same Lady Morningstar. Just like the Almighty, it was an inherited title. 
 
    Cirice hadn’t been born Lady Morningstar. She’d been made. 
 
    By Inamorato. 
 
    By the time Wes had processed the revelation, the fallen angel had control of Cirice’s body once again. She blinked rapidly, snapping back to her senses as the wound at her side closed up like a zipper. She tossed the black blade to Inamorato, cringing as if it disgusted her to touch it. 
 
    “Well,” the Queen of Hell groaned, rubbing the gash the blow had torn in her outfit. “I can see where that little piece of news would change things for you. Decimator.” 
 
    Hearing that word from Cirice’s lips nearly broke him. He’d never been more sure that the woman who belonged in his harem was inside this monster—and he’d never had less of an idea of how to free her. He’d won, only for Inamorato to snatch it away at the last moment. 
 
    “Even if Hazel wasn’t pregnant, I still wouldn’t accept your offer,” Wes said, refusing to let himself be defeated. “But I will admit, it does make it easier to tell you to fuck off.” 
 
    Lady Morningstar’s face twisted. “Your masculine pride is obviously worth more than the world,” she said in a mocking tone, openly twisting the knife of Cirice’s re enslavement. “Good thing my servant and I have a Plan B.” 
 
    Wes had to try one last time. He knew that begging wouldn’t work, nor would pleading. A woman like the Queen of Hell wouldn’t be swayed by anything requiring empathy, or any appeals to emotion. 
 
    But there was one final card he could play. 
 
    Wes crossed his arms over his chest, staring Lady Morningstar down. He let himself get as cruel and wicked as he allowed, his lip curling in a sneer as he matched her haughty aura of command with one of his own. He knew from experience that that was what turned the Dark Queen on the most. His reward was seeing her become uncomfortably turned on by his attitude. 
 
    “You should join me,” Wes said, shaking his head with a smile. “You know why, don’t you?” 
 
    Lady Morningstar stared at him flatly. “If this is some fancy attempt at reverse psychology,” she snarled, “it’s not going to work—” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “You’ll have a better time being one of my familiars than you will being the Queen of Hell, Morningstar. That’s a fucking fact.” 
 
    The blonde demon let out an unexpected laugh. “You actually believe that.” 
 
    Wes spread his arms. “It’s the truth. And deep down, baby, you know it. There’s nothing you want as much as you do to be welcomed back into the main room of Deja Vu like you’re family. You’d gladly trade away all the hues of Hell to be pinned down in bed by a man like me and told you’re my good little girl—to get stuffed full of cock and cum all over my dick over and over again.” 
 
    Lady Morningstar’s mouth dropped open. She stared at him in disbelief, like she couldn’t figure out if he was joking or not. Like her brain couldn’t process the sheer amount of macho bravado coming from this Warlock. 
 
    “Come on back to me,” Wes said, smirking as he held out an arm. “This is your last chance, Cirice.” 
 
    For a heartbeat, he dared to hope he had her. But it wasn’t meant to be. Maybe if she’d been alone, Wes could have turned Lady Morningstar against her stated purpose and back into Cirice once again. But with Inamorato there, his dagger at the ready, any attempt to salvage things would be hopeless. 
 
    The only option was to fight. 
 
    Wes gripped the Staff of Dominion tighter, reaching for the energies of his familiars. Lady Morningstar must have felt it. The corner of her mouth curled in a smirk, and she raked her nails in front of her face in a gesture too elegant to be anything but natural. 
 
    A portal sizzled across the floor in front of Wes. Through it he could see the common room of Deja Vu, filled with demonic and human refugees. Heads turned all throughout the room to see the portal that had just opened in their midst. Wes could see faces filling with shock at the glimpse into Hell’s throne room, and thought he could just spy Azura behind the bar, only now beginning to notice the commotion. 
 
    “No, this is your last chance,” Lady Morningstar countered. “The only reprieve you’re going to get, Decimator. If I ever see you again, you’re dead.” 
 
    So. She was opening a portal back home and shoving Wes through it. She must be even more afraid of me than she appears, he thought with an inward smile. So much for all that phenomenal, colossal power, Queen of Hell. Maybe that little angel on your shoulder is making a lot more noise than you expected? 
 
    “Go through the portal,” Lady Morningstar hissed, “or Inamorato will kill you where you stand. This is your only chance, Warlock. Go cower with your women and try to eke out as much of a life as you can. Come back to me again, and I won’t be so merciful a second time.” 
 
    Wes didn’t want to go. It felt too much like losing—after all, he’d burned so much energy to get there. And there was still the problem of Kulili to worry about. Without clearing the deck of that world-ending threat, abandoning Hell now would feel too much like giving up the ghost. 
 
    Besides, he could feel Cirice trying to break free beneath the surface. If he could just convince her a bit more— 
 
    That’s when Inamorato struck. 
 
    “You are no longer welcome here!” the abomination screeched, picking up Wes. The monster hurled him bodily at the portal, destroying his sense of balance and using the momentum to toss him through the air like an empty soda can. Wes twisted this way and that, trying to stop himself before he hit the rectangle of magic in the center of the throne room. 
 
    He failed. He sailed through and landed on the floor of Deja Vu, amidst the shocked clientele. The ceiling needs to be washed, he thought dimly, trying to establish himself. Azura must be too busy for those kinds of chores… 
 
    He sat up and made for the portal. Tears streamed from Lady Morningstar’s eyes on the other side, and Wes knew he was getting through to her. If he could just coax her for a few minutes more, he might be able to get in touch with Cirice again. If he could get the angel through the portal and back to Deja Vu, it would be enough to save her and stop Kulili. 
 
    But in his panic, Wes had forgotten something almost as important. 
 
    Melissa. 
 
    The redhead saw Wes fall through the portal and screamed. She was heading toward the rectangle of shimmering magic now, running as if in slow motion toward Wes and the freedom the bar represented. Her silks swished around her luscious thighs as she double-timed it toward the portal. 
 
    She was a few steps from it when Lady Morningstar turned, a hateful look on her face. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going!?” the Queen of Hell demanded. Something flashed in her hands, dark and vicious, and Wes realized it was the same black, rune covered dagger Inamorato had used earlier. He must have passed it to his Lady when he saw what was happening. 
 
    The knife flew straight and true. The sharp end buried itself in the side of Melissa’s neck, sinking in nearly all the way to the hilt. The redhead’s eyes widened, a little urk spilling from her lips as she lost her balance and toppled forward. 
 
    She grabbed the handle of the knife and pulled it free just in time. Melissa fell through the rectangle of the portal, landing in a heap on the floor of Deja Vu next to Wes. Darkness was already spreading beneath her skin, illuminating her veins with an aura of malice. 
 
    In a flash, Wes’s harem was there. Azura and Deja attended to the wounded demoness, while Wes sat there looking stunned. Blood seeped from the wound in Melissa’s neck, thick and red, and Wes couldn’t believe how much of it there was. 
 
    Melissa’s mouth opened and closed soundlessly, the color draining from her face. She reached out, and at first Wes thought she was trying to take his hand one last time. Then he followed her pointer finger and saw the blonde demoness standing over his shoulder, looking at the former leader of her guild like she’d seen a ghost. 
 
    Hazel. 
 
    “Melissa!” the demoness screamed, sinking to her knees and grabbing the redhead. “I never thought I’d see you again! Hold on, boss, please hold on! Azura, Deja, do something!” 
 
    “I’m trying,” the succubus said, flexing her claws over the woman’s breasts. “I’ve never felt a familiar’s bond so weak before! All my attempts to heal her through strengthening it are failing…” 
 
    Wes swallowed hard, ice filling the pit of his stomach. “I hadn’t bound her yet,” he muttered, loud enough for the entire bar to hear. 
 
    All of his women turned, grief filling their faces. They knew what that meant. 
 
    “Hazel,” Melissa managed to croak. The corner of her mouth curled in a faint smile. “You’ve really found a hell of a good guy. Look, he saved me—” 
 
    Melissa passed out in her friend’s arms. 
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    “She’s stable,” Deja said, worry inflecting her tone. “I don’t think we have to worry about her passing away any time soon, but I also couldn’t tell you when she’s going to regain consciousness. And these streaks of darkness running under her skin—I won’t lie, they worry me greatly…” 
 
    They’d managed to get most of the refugees to stay downstairs. A few of them still lingered in the hallway, though, listening in to the activity going on in Deja’s bedroom. That’s where they’d brought Melissa’s body once Deja had filled her with enough healing potions to transfer the redhead upstairs to a bed. 
 
    She looked awful. The aforementioned streaks of darkness patterned Melissa’s skin like a bad tattoo, while the skin not touched by Inamorato’s corruption was paper thin and almost see through. Other than her hair, she had no color at all. 
 
    The reunion between Wes and his familiars had been brief so far, and muted by tragedy. Other than a long, lingering hug from each of his women, he’d had precious little time to check in on them and see how they were doing while he was away. He hadn’t even had time to explain what had happened to him in Kulili’s maw, or describe the incredible architecture of Hell’s elite cities to his women. Melissa had taken precedence. 
 
    “This is what Inamorato did to Cirice,” Wes said bitterly, holding up one of Melissa’s arms. Veins spiderwebbed beneath the milky skin like the filling in a toaster pastry, only so black and foul that no one would have eaten it. “She wasn’t born Lady Morningstar. She was made. By that fucking abomination.” 
 
    Deja looked up from Melissa’s body, her face grave. “I take it you weren’t able to convince her to come home?” the genie asked. 
 
    Wes sighed. How could he possibly explain? “I got through to her,” he said, gritting his teeth at the memory. “She was back, Deja. She was Cirice again. She even agreed to come back to Deja Vu with me. And then that bastard Inamorato did this to her with that dagger, and she’s a monster again…” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Azura whispered, stepping away from Melissa’s prone form. “She looks awful. Are you sure she’s going to pull through?” 
 
    The succubus trailed off as the sounds of wailing filled the bedroom. Hazel had been clinging onto her emotions by her fingernails from the moment her former leader fell through that portal, and seeing her now in such a frail, fragile state had her weeping like Melissa was already dead. The blonde buried her face in the crook of Melissa’s shoulder, huge shuddering sobs wracking her slender frame. 
 
    “Get up, please,” Hazel begged, cradling Melissa’s colorless face like a mother with her child. “Lissy, please—you’re here, you’re back, just get up…” 
 
    Wes swallowed hard. “I don’t know what to do,” he admitted, taking a step backward. “I don’t…I really don’t know what to do…” 
 
    It was the most awful moment of Wes’s life. All the control he’d fostered since coming into his Warlock powers, the family he’d built with his familiars—all of it felt as if it were slipping through his fingers. He had no way of healing Melissa, no way of getting back to Hell to stop Lady Morningstar. No hope of standing against Kulili when the Elder God made it to Earth. 
 
    How could he possibly stand tall in the face of so many tragedies? 
 
    It was Deja who noticed his tone. The genie stood up from where she’d been kneeling next to the prone form of Melissa. Her forehead was lined with worry, most of it for Wes. “Oh Wes,” she said, crossing the room to him in three short steps and wrapping her arms around him. “You can do this, Master. You always figure out a way…” 
 
    Maybe. But his actions had led to a member of his harem being wounded. He’d have to live with that for a long time. 
 
    Just then, there came a knock at the door. Seeing as none of his women got up to answer it, Wes made his way across the room. He tried to ignore the sounds of Hazel’s sobbing as he pulled back the knob, only to find the hallway outside the room stuffed full of refugees. At their head stood Xue, Archibald and Kwame, the trio of Elder Warlocks who’d taken shelter in Deja Vu back when the demons first began to ravage the Earth. 
 
    Everyone looked worried. Wes wasn’t supposed to be back yet—not without having saved the world first. They looked at him like they were waiting for him to unveil his brilliant plan, the scheme that would lead to them all being saved from the demons and the threat of Kulili. 
 
    What a pity, then, that Wes didn’t have one. 
 
    Xue peered past Wes’s shoulder to the interior of the room, noting the unconscious body of Melissa and the harem of despairing women surrounding it. The Elder Warlock frowned at the tableau, but quickly turned her attention back to Wes. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” she said, sounding not sorry a bit. “What happened down in the Lower Realms? Is Kulili still on his way to Earth?” 
 
    Wes didn’t need to say anything, not really. The refugees in the hallway could tell from the look on his face what his answer was going to be. The waiting that rose in the chamber made what was going on behind him look tame in comparison. 
 
    “We’re doomed!” someone screamed, flailing around in the middle of the hallway like they were having a panic attack. “The demons will kill us all!” 
 
    “The Templars are toast!” someone else cried. “And without the Warlock, no one will be able to save us!” 
 
    Wes wasn’t entirely surprised to hear that Bethany Valente and her troops had fallen to the demonic menace. It did, however, even further sour his outlook toward the future. Wes felt his face harden. “How bad is it out there?” he asked Xue, trying to ignore the crowd. 
 
    The elder Warlock grimaced. “It’s bad,” she said, gritting her teeth. “Most of the major news stations have gone dark. Human and supernatural outposts are falling all over the world. There’s a crowd of demons who’ve been trying to break through the enchantments on this bar for hours, giving it all they’ve got.” 
 
    “Honestly,” Kwame added, “even without Kulili, the odds of Earth making it out of this in one piece are looking pretty slim.” He looked hopefully at Wes, spreading his arms. “I’m not much of a praying man, but I’ve got to ask: do you have a plan to get us through this, Warlock?” 
 
    Wes did the absolute worst thing he could have done under the circumstances. He hesitated. 
 
    That moment of indecision, of utter weakness, was all the crowd needed to turn on him. Terrified and traumatized by the monsters on their doorsteps, they’d spent their time going stir crazy with cabin fever within the walls of Deja Vu. Wes had been their last hope—and now, without him at the helm, they were hopeless. Their fear turned to rage, and he saw their faces twist with anger. 
 
    “We trusted you!” a burly demon growled, shoving Kwame to the side as if the elder Warlock were little more than a paper doll. “We put our faith in you Warlocks to save us from those monsters, and you let the world slip through your fucking fingers!” 
 
    “I thought you were different!” a gorgeous young demoness whimpered. The girl had curled horns much larger and more ornate than Azura’s, and looked like she’d come to Deja Vu directly from the grounds of some community college for supernaturals. “You told us you could save us, Wes! Why did you lie to us! Why!?” 
 
    “Save us!” The crowd churned behind the Elder Warlocks, getting rowdier by the moment. “Someone save us!” 
 
    They’re losing their fucking minds, Wes realized. His knuckles gripped the Staff of Dominion so tightly that they went white. And they’re ten feet away from the women I love most in the world. I can’t let them through that door! 
 
    “Everyone step away!” Wes commanded, blocking the path between himself and the room where Melissa lay comatose. “Get back! Now!” 
 
    “Why didn’t you do more?” a succubus roared, her claws extending as she got up in Wes’s face. “You should have tried harder! You should have done something to keep those fucking monsters from destroying the world!” 
 
    “He did do something,” someone babbled. This voice sounded on the ragged edge of sanity, as if they were about to throw themselves out a window and feed themselves to Kulili. “He woke that damn octopus from his planet! He’s coming for all of us—we’ve got to hide underground where he won’t find us…” 
 
    Wes felt like he could cry. It’s not that he’d expected anything different from the terrified people under his roof—people were people, after all, no matter where they came from or what horns and tails they might have. It was the lack of loyalty, of gratitude and respect. 
 
    He’d given these people so much. From cleaning up the neighborhood to striking a deal with the Templars, and safeguarding their very lives while demons consumed the world—that had all been Wes’s doing. And at the very first sign of trouble, these assholes turned on him. 
 
    I couldn’t do it, Wes realized. Shit, I should have just been a novelist. This is hopeless… 
 
    The crowd kept on surging, rapidly reaching a boiling point. Kwame, Xue and Archibald each were getting knocked around like pinballs, trying and failing to hold back the agitated refugees. Wes could feel tears forming in the corners of his eyes. 
 
    It was hopeless. It was all so fucking hopeless…! 
 
    With a roar of primal frustration, Wes grabbed the Staff of Dominion with both hands and unleashed the darkness. Tendrils of black material erupted from the knobbed head of the staff, wrapping around the knob and the hinges of the door where his women treated Melissa. They formed a solid barrier to keep the crowd at bay, a magic wall of darkness that couldn’t be broken through without taking some serious damage. 
 
    The crowd moved backward as one, stunned by this new revelation. Someone started crying, then it felt like all the world was wailing at once. Wes had heard more than enough. 
 
    Without checking to see if Xue, Kwame and Archibald were okay, he kicked open the door to the nearest bedroom and slammed it behind him. 
 
    It turned out to be Hazel’s quarters. Thanks to the combined efforts of Deja and Azura, the demoness’s room was nowhere near as messy as it had once been. There were still small piles of clothes dotting the floor though, with a bunch of lacy, naughty undergarments spread out on the foot of the bed. Hazel had apparently been debating with herself what to wear to welcome Wes back to Deja Vu once he came back to her victorious. 
 
    With a groan, Wes tossed himself onto the bed. It had always been his last resort, ever since he was a child—wrapping himself up in the covers made him feel like a caterpillar going into its cocoon, hiding away from the world in an impenetrable barrier that blocked out both light and sound. 
 
    He curled up in the blankets, heedless of his fully clothed status. He laid the Staff of Dominion out carefully next to the bed, the weapon at the ready just in case he needed it. He didn’t think he would, however. The people in the bar were frightened, panicked, and at the end of their rope, but they weren’t crazy enough to try and take the Warlock on directly. Not yet, at least. 
 
    As he buried himself beneath the sheets, a much gentler knock rapped on the back of the door. “Wes?” It was Deja. She must have come out and shooed away the crowd, dispelling them with her feminine charms. That or a lifetime of playing bartender had taught her how to force rowdy people to give up and go away. 
 
    That’s what he felt like having her do. “Leave me alone right now,” he told Deja, carefully keeping his voice steady. “I really, really don’t want to talk.” 
 
    He felt more than heard her pause. “If that’s what you want, then alright,” the older woman said, her fingertips making noise as they grazed the wood of the door. “I just want you to know I’m here for you, Wes. Even if you don’t have all the answers. Even if you just want to be held. Deja’s right here if you need her.” 
 
    I failed you, Wes thought, clutching his head beneath the blankets. Don’t you understand that? 
 
    “Thank you,” he managed, just barely able to keep the bitterness out of his tone. “I appreciate that. If you could just leave me alone, though—I need to think.” 
 
    There was a long pause in which Wes could almost hear Deja’s heart breaking for him. “All right,” the genie finally said, her voice gently retreating down the hallway. 
 
    Finally Wes was alone. Terribly, utterly alone. 
 
    For a few minutes, he just basked in it. The quiet, the sadness, the loss. Cirice had never felt farther from him in those minutes—nor did his harem comfort him. The world had fallen, Kulili was on his way to eat the cities of Man, and there was nothing Wes could do to stop it. He’d tried his best, and he’d failed. 
 
    Did I, though? He asked himself, hunched beneath the blankets. The words of that wailing succubus came back to him: you should have done more. You should have tried harder. You should have saved us… 
 
    They were so ungrateful. But they had a right to be. He was supposed to be their guardian, just like Nacht. And he’d let Lady Morningstar send him back to Earth, without any way to get back to the Lower Realms to stop her. 
 
    In the depths of his despair, Wes prayed. To the Almighty, if he was still around and could hear him, but mostly to Nacht. The Arch Warlock had never given up, not even when the chips were down and success seemed hopeless. Even when he’d been stabbed in the back by his compatriots, he’d done the honorable thing. 
 
    Wes wanted to follow his example, to be strong, but it was so damned hard. 
 
    As the blankets began to warm around him, he heard a faint whisper. It was so momentary and brief that he easily could have dismissed it as a trick of his mind—yet somehow he knew it was all too real. It was the voice of Nacht, the Arch Warlock, who’d stood with Wes against the heinous creature Magnus became and saved the universe from Kulili. 
 
    Open your eyes, the old Warlock said, a trace of mirth in his voice. You already have everything you need, young man. You’ve always been the true heir of our line… 
 
    Of course Wes would fantasize about getting such a message from Nacht himself. He groaned into the covers, reluctantly lifting his head from the mass of blankets. Deep down, he knew this voice wasn’t some message from the beyond—it simply couldn’t be. It was just his own conscience trying to spur him on, to force him to get up and give it one more try. 
 
    Wes opened his eyes. 
 
    And saw the book laying on the bedside table. 
 
    He blinked, doing a double take. Sitting right next to the bed was a thick, leather bound tome, its cover etched with arcane runes and symbols. Wes recognized the grimoire, though how it had gotten into Hazel’s room of all places, he wasn’t quite sure. This was the Demonomicon: the book of daemons, the tome Deja had used to teach him about capturing and summoning creatures like the massive dog Erebos from his special ring. 
 
    A myriad of multicolored post-it notes stuck out from the pages. Confused and interested, Wes leaned out of the mass of blankets and pulled the tome across the bed with one hand, opening it on the mattress. The notes were all in Deja’s elegant, sloping handwriting, some of it in Arabic but most in English. 
 
    Wow, Wes thought, his eyes widening as he did a mental count of just how many notes the genie had left in the book. She’s really been studying this thing. She probably wanted to surprise me with how much she’s learned about Solomon and the demons while I was away… 
 
    If that was the case, though, then Wes wasn’t sure how the book managed to get into Hazel’s room. He quickly forgot his concerns, however, as he began tearing through the tome. Deja’s work had been both meticulous and thorough, providing multiple potential translations of the diagrams and inscriptions inside the strange book. Wes marveled at the fact that Deja had managed to do all this while holding down the fort, and taking care of the refugees beneath her roof besides. 
 
    This book came from Inamorato, Wes thought, flipping through the pages with greater interest. It came from a place of wickedness—yet Deja’s turned it around to good. Hell, I wouldn’t have my dog if it wasn’t for her work. 
 
    The more he read, the more connections began to form in his brain. When Lady Morningstar and Inamorato spoke of having a master plan for Heaven and Hell, they hadn’t been exaggerating—but Solomon’s degree of planning for the universe put their pathetic schemes to shame. The more he read, the more he began to realize that absolutely everything he’d been through, from the first night at the Excelsior to his adventures in Hell had been carefully planned in advance by Solomon and his powers. And not just him, either. All the Warlocks. 
 
    As he flipped through the Demonomicon, a feeling began to spread through his body. It felt like purpose. All of this felt as if it had been put before him for a reason—a reason he was only now beginning to grasp. He flipped through the pages faster and faster, taking in diagram after diagram, the pieces clicking together like a jigsaw puzzle on its final ten percent of completion. 
 
    When the answer struck him at last, it was like a lightning bolt shooting from his brain. It traveled down his spine, electrifying him in an instant and forcing him to throw back the covers he’d amassed around himself. He gasped, the enormity of it hitting him as his fingers traced the drawing of a massive, multi-story tower. He’d seen the picture before, but he’d never fully grasped it until now. 
 
    It was the answer. It had always been the answer. 
 
    Wes sprang from bed, the Demonomicon tucked under his arm. He grabbed up the Staff of Dominion with a smile and raced to the door of Hazel’s bedroom, tossing it open with reckless abandon. The crowd in the hallway had mercilessly dispersed, though the tentacles covering the door where Melissa slept had been removed. Since the crowd couldn’t have done that, Wes assumed it had to be Deja or Azura’s magic—which meant the women were downstairs with everyone else, desperately trying to restore some order. 
 
    Wes grinned. Perfect. 
 
    Downstairs, the scene was much as he’d expected. The crowd stood in one tangled mass at the center of the bar’s greatroom, arguing with a stone-faced Deja as she stood in front of the trio of Elder Warlocks. She looked like she was about thirty seconds away from exchanging blows with the crowd’s de facto leader, the same whiny succubus who’d been pushed to the front of the group once the going got tough. 
 
    “Hey!” Wes said, cutting through the din. 
 
    Everyone turned. 
 
    Wes held up the Demonomicon. “I’ve got it,” he told the crowd, flipping through the pages with a smile. “I know how we’re going to save the world.”
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    “It’s the Tower of Solomon,” Wes explained to the stunned crowd. “It’s always been that damned tower! I should have gone there the moment I got to the Gates of Hell, but I was too distracted hunting for Cirice…” 
 
    The room had gone silent. Everyone was staring at Wes like they couldn’t decide whether to hug him or slap him. The energy in the room had been on the verge of a fight, and that kind of tension doesn’t resolve easily. The trio of Elder Warlocks might have been the most surprised of all—that is, if it wasn’t for Kwame. The dark-skinned Warlock just grinned as if he’d expected this all along, like he’d just been waiting for Wes to catch up with him. 
 
    “Go on, young man,” the elder Warlock said, spreading his arms. “Don’t let our chaos stop you. Tell everyone how you’re going to save the world.” 
 
    Wes strode down the rest of the stairs and placed the Demonomicon face up on a nearby table. The crowd gathered around, humans and demons craning their necks to get a better look at the diagrams on the page Wes had indicated. 
 
    In a flash, his women were with him. Hazel was still upstairs, her hands clasped around Melissa’s wrist as she prayed for her former leader and mentor to get better, but the rest of Wes’s familiars had all made their way downstairs to try and calm things down before the bar boiled over into open violence. Deja slipped an arm around Wes’s waist like it was the most natural thing in the world, that Mona Lisa smile spreading across her face as she smiled at him proudly. 
 
    “You’re back,” she whispered, giving Wes’s butt a squeeze. “I was worried about you for a moment, Master.” 
 
    “I was worried about me, too,” Wes said quickly. He didn’t ever want to think about that despair again, or how close he’d come to giving into it. It would have been just what Lady Morningstar would have wanted, and if he’d allowed it to consume him, he’d have been lost. “And I’m not the one who’s going to be saving the world, Kwame. The world was already saved long ago—I’ve just got to pull the trigger on another man’s plan.” 
 
    Kwame did a double take at the book, giving Wes a strange look. “This ‘other man’ would be the First Warlock?” 
 
    Wes nodded. “Deja got all the pieces laid out by translating this book, but I don’t think she ever put them all together. Or if she did, she’s one hell of an actress, because she didn’t give me the faintest idea that she’d figured this out.” He grinned at his genie familiar. “Did you?” 
 
    Deja shrugged. “I just wanted to get a fair and accurate translation of the Demonomicon for your later research, Master. Any conclusions I might have drawn weren’t on my mind at the time—I had too many things at the bar to take care of.” 
 
    Wes supposed that made sense. “For those of you not in the know, the Demonomicon is an ancient book of Warlock lore. Some of it was written by Solomon himself, and a lot more of it concerns him. I learned the ability to capture and summon bonded daemons from this tome, as well as the terms of the arrangement by which Solomon separated the Heavenly Host and the Lower Realms long ago—” 
 
    “We all know about that,” Xue said, arching an eyebrow. “That’s basic Warlock schoolwork, Wes.” 
 
    An older version of Wes might have taken offense at that. This new one was bold enough to let the elder Warlock’s words roll off his back. He no longer felt the need to win her approval, and that made him strong. 
 
    “I was catching the people around you up,” Wes said dismissively. “And anyway, what you didn’t notice is this. Only a Warlock would be able to put this bit together—and only one who was looking in the right place.” 
 
    Wes indicated one of the diagrams with his thumb. This one was larger and more detailed than the others, a series of swirling runes around what looked like a brace of black crystal. Wes watched humans and demons alike peer at it, trying to make sense of what they were seeing. None of them could understand. Even Xue and Archibald looked confused by the sight. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Xue said flatly. “What am I supposed to be looking at, Wes?” 
 
    He was glad she’d asked. “Solomon didn’t just leave his Staff behind to his eventual successor,” Wes explained, holding up the Staff of Dominion. “Stored at the top of the Tower of Solomon is the man’s true inheritance. The power he spent a lifetime building up, protecting and storing where no one else could get to it—not until the world needed it. Until I needed it, to save us all.” 
 
    “What inheritance?” One of the bigger demons pushed through, cocking its head to the side as it asked the question. “Some kind of weapon? A magic sword?” 
 
    Wes shook his head with a smile. “Look at the runes,” he said, indicating the page. “There’s so many of them. What do they look like to you?” 
 
    Wes’s women leaned over and squinted, while the Elder Warlocks did the same. None of them spoke. 
 
    Then Thessaly let out a little snort, like she’d just thought of a funny joke. “It looks like a damned grocery list,” the blue-haired Warlock said, balancing one of her elbows on the corner of the table. She waggled her eyebrows at Wes, as if to say aren’t I such a bad girl? 
 
    If he’d had the time, he’d have punished her a bit for that. “That’s closer than you know,” he said, his voice picking up excitement with each word. “The gem at the top level of Solomon’s Tower contains daemons, everyone. An entire legion of familiar daemons, kept stored inside that gem like King Arthur in Avalon. Just like that big bastard of a puppy is hiding inside my ring for when I need him.” 
 
    The crowd looked a little disappointed. He knew they’d expected some kind of flashy weapon or magic spell, not merely an army. But the reaction of Wes’s women—and the trio of Elder Warlocks who knew better—couldn’t have been any more different. 
 
    “Good Lord,” Xue whispered, looking at the list of runes with terror in her eyes. “Solomon’s entire horde of demons…the man had thousands of familiars, most of them the most powerful creatures in the universe…” 
 
    “Probably the sexiest, too,” Azura added with a little smirk. “But I’m suuuure you weren’t thinking about that part, were you, Master?” 
 
    Wes hadn’t been, actually—or if he had, the prurient interest in Solomon’s stash was merely a secondary concern. But he grinned back at the cherry-skinned succubus all the same. “If you can get me to the top of that tower,” he said, “it’ll be more than enough power to stop Kulili. Once the big jellyfish God’s been sent packing back to his homeworld, I’ll mop up the demons with what’s left. Then it’ll just be me and Lady Morningstar, one on one for the fate of the universe.” 
 
    The way Wes said it made it sound almost easy. There were just a few problems with Wes’s plan—problems his detractors were quick to point out. 
 
    “The Tower of Solomon is in Hell,” Xue said flatly. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, a severe look on her face as she studied Wes’s gaze, clearly wondering whether he had another trick up his sleeve. “From what you’ve told me, it’s right next to the Gates, across some lake of fire.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Wes said, giving Deja’s ass a squeeze. God, how could he have possibly forgotten how good it was for his mental health to have a fine woman’s booty beneath his fingers at all times? Deja certainly seemed to like it as well. “I saw it with my own two eyes, Xue. The Staff of Dominion is the key to opening it—Lady Morningstar told me as much herself, back when she thought I had no chance of opposing her. She shouldn’t have tipped her hand.” 
 
    Archibald stepped into the fray, backing Xue up. It was clear that the Scotsman had no love lost for Wes, but he’d reluctantly join forces with the Warlock in order to save the world. “It took the power of Kulili to open a portal to the Gates of Hell,” the man argued, shaking his head. “We don’t have that kind of power with us any longer. Unless you think you can slam a saddle on Kulili’s back when the Elder God arrives and ride him like a bucking bronco, I’m afraid you’re out of options!” 
 
    Wouldn’t that be a sight? Archibald probably would have liked to have seen that, but Wes had already thought ahead. There was one option still open to them—an outside of the box one that no one except the desperate or the truly mad would have even considered. 
 
    “Well now, that’s the tricky part,” Wes said, his grip tightening ever so slightly around Deja’s curvy hip. “There’s only one way left for me to get back to Hell. The normal way.” 
 
    Deja’s head moved on a swivel. The rest of his harem stared at him, their open mouths belying their shock. The trio of Elder Warlocks’s expressions ranged from bemused to impressed, with Kwame’s reaction a bit of both. The crowd hadn’t quite followed Wes’s words to their logical conclusion yet. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Deja said, her eyes filling with worry. “Wes, you’re talking about dying.” 
 
    “How do you even know you’d go to Hell?” Azura asked, sounding more curious than horrified by the idea. “I mean, obviously I’d go straight to the lake of fire, and Hazel would, too. But you’re a human, and you’ve done a lot of good deeds. More than most guys your age. What if you kick the bucket, just to end up back in the Heavenly Host?” 
 
    It was a good question. Fortunately, Wes already had the answer. 
 
    “The Almighty is either dead or wounded,” Wes explained, thinking about the assault Cirice had masterminded in the Empyrean. He really hoped the Lord of Heaven’s condition was the latter, and not the former. “With the lights out in the Heavenly Host, the dead are automatically being shunted straight to the Lower Realms. I saw it with my own eyes—there’s a waiting list like a ten car pile up at the Gates of Hell, with people hanging around for years without getting in. If I ‘kick the bucket’ now, as Azura so eloquently put it, I’ll be right back there. I’ll have a straight shot at the Tower of Solomon.” 
 
    “But Master,” Thessaly whispered. “You’ll be dead.” 
 
    Wes shook his head. That part of it didn’t bear thinking about. In fact, he’d been trying to think about it as little as possible. “It doesn’t matter,” he told the blue-haired Warlock. “What matters is stopping Kulili. What matters is saving the planet, and bringing Cirice out of Lady Morningstar.” He favored Thessaly with his most devastating smile. “Besides, you don’t really think I’d let Hazel’s kid grow up without a Dad, do you? I’ve got a plan, ladies. You’ll just have to trust me.” 
 
    He did, in fact, have a plan for coming back from the land of the dead. But it was so audacious that he didn’t dare mention it here, for the worry that the Elder Warlocks would think he’d gone mad. 
 
    “You do trust me, right?” Wes looked over at Deja, who was peering up at him with worried eyes. “This is the only way. I thought about it the whole time I was upstairs, and if I could get back to Hell via a different path, I would. You understand?” 
 
    Deja swallowed hard. “I do, Master,” the genie said, her bottom lip trembling. “I understand why you have to do it. I…I even agree with you, to an extent at least. It’s just…I can’t imagine life without you!” 
 
    “If Kulili lands on Earth,” Wes said gravely, “then you won’t have to imagine it. It’ll be fact.” 
 
    Deja nodded, putting on a brave face. “Then alright, Master,” the genie said, sounding like part of her wouldn’t forgive herself for saying yes unless everything turned out alright in the end. “I’m with you.” 
 
    “So am I,” Azura said, waggling her eyebrows. “If that’s what you need to save the world, then I’ll just have to stomach it. But if you don’t come back from Hell, I plan on taking a very long vacation in the lake of fire with you…” 
 
    Wes turned to Thessaly. “Babe?” 
 
    “Shit,” the Warlock blurted. “You’ve got my blessing, Wes. Not that you need it.” 
 
    His women were on his side. All save for Hazel, but the blonde demoness was so blinded by her grief that she’d be no use to anyone right now. Best to leave her to her own devices, so he could surprise her with the news that he’d saved the world. 
 
    Unfortunately, it appeared that no one else in that chamber had been convinced by his speech. The crowd surged forward, trying to push their way to Wes and his familiars in order to tell them exactly what they thought of their plans. 
 
    “You’re crazy!” a renegade demon screeched. “The Warlock’s abandoning us! He’s killing himself!” 
 
    “Someone get that Staff from him!” another person yelled. “We can use it to blast a path to safety, maybe! It’s a powerful weapon!” 
 
    Suddenly Xue and Archibald were all up in Wes’s face. “I hope you know this plan of yours is insane,” Xue said coldly, her eyes like two shimmering pools. “I forbid you from going through with it, Wesley Alban. If you kill yourself, you’ll be officially disbarred from being a Warlock!” 
 
    Before Wes could argue, a figure stepped out of the crowd. They moved with a swiftness Wes wouldn’t have expected given their advanced age, a short-handled dagger flashing in their hand like a thresher before the wheat. Even as Xue protested, Kwame made Wes’s plans a reality. 
 
    The Elder Warlock sank his dagger into Wes’s chest, the blade slipping between two of his ribs. The pain was outrageous. Wes’s whole body felt hot, then deadly cold as the wound bloomed inside him like a flower. 
 
    “He’s not killing himself,” Kwame said calmly. “I’ll handle that part of the plan, Warlock.” 
 
    Xue stared in shock at the old man as he wiped the blade off on the side of his tunic. Blood flowed from Wes’s wound, sapping the color from his vision as he slumped over. It no longer hurt, and he recognized somewhere in a dim part of his brain that he was going into shock. He could just barely feel Deja and Azura’s arms around him, caressing him tight as he sank to the floor. 
 
    From somewhere far away, people screamed. But their concerns were far away now, not something he needed to bother thinking about. 
 
    “You killed him,” Xue said, poleaxed. “You stabbed Wes…” 
 
    Kwame paid no attention to Xue. “Good luck, young man,” he told Wes with a smile. “The fate of the world rests on your shoulders now.” 
 
    Thanks, Wes tried to say as his vision dissolved. I’ll try to make it count. 
 
    He couldn’t get out the words. 
 
    There, sitting on the floor of the bar in Deja and Azura’s arms, Wes died. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes opened his eyes in Hell. 
 
    Despite the infernal heat and the laval flows seeping through the floor, the obsidian beneath his feet felt deathly cold. Wes looked down at his hands, expecting to be able to see the world through them, like a ghost in an old movie. He still looked like himself. The Archcloak was on his back, and the Staff of Dominion rested against a nearby rock outcropping as if it had just been waiting for him to make the transition to the afterlife. 
 
    I’m dead, Wes thought, panic flaring in his skull. Holy shit, I just died. I’m not alive anymore—Kwame killed me and took me away from my women and my city and my life… 
 
    Wes closed his eyes tight. He couldn’t think about that right now. If he did everything correctly, there was still a chance he could make it back to Deja Vu. For right now, he needed to focus on Lady Morningstar—and the Tower of Solomon. 
 
    “Archcloak,” he asked, his voice trembling slightly as he made his way to the shore of the lake of fire. “Are you still with me?” 
 
    The garment shimmered around his shoulders. “Yes, Master,” the cloak purred in its silky, feminine whisper. “Technically, I’m not dead—as a piece of fabric is incapable of life, much less death. But I promised to follow you wherever you might go. To be honest, this is far from the worst place you’ve dragged me. At least it’s not Kulili’s world.” 
 
    Despite the circumstances—despite everything—Wes laughed at the Archcloak’s joke. It felt good to know he wasn’t alone, even here at the shores of Hell itself. If he’d had to walk through the darkness alone, he didn’t know if he’d have been able to take it. 
 
    “Thanks,” Wes said, wiping a tear from his eye. “You have no idea how badly I needed that, Archcloak.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the garment replied. “Now, you mind telling me how we’re going to make it over there to the Tower of Solomon?” 
 
    It was a fair question. The Tower stretched to the sky on the opposite side of the flaming lake, a spindle of elegantly carved and constructed obsidian flashing black against the glowing rock walls. As Wes remembered it, he’d wanted to go there and check it out shortly after his arrival in Hell, but the lake of flames had barred his way. He still hadn’t figured out a method to get past them yet—though he had an idea. 
 
    Wes shrugged. “I’m dead. Those things can’t really hurt me now, can they?” 
 
    He felt the Archcloak pause. “They can hurt you very much,” the garment said, gesturing at the few sinners buried up to their necks in the infernal stream. “But you are correct in that they can no longer kill you, or even do permanent damage. They’re designed to punish sinners for thousands of years, not incinerate flesh.” 
 
    Wes nodded grimly. “So I figured I’d just grin and bear it,” he said, striding across the stone. 
 
    Once at the shore of the lake of fire, Wes stretched and sighed. He’d been all bravado and bluster when talking to the Archcloak, but most of his courage failed him when he felt the heat of the flames and the distance he would have to cross. Even at its narrowest point, the fiery river would take the better part of an hour at a light jog. He doubted he’d be able to keep a steady pace while being tormented by those flames. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered, psyching himself up. “It’s for the world, Wes. For the guild. For your women—” 
 
    As he said it, the air shimmered to his right. A ghostly figure stepped from a rent in time and space, a slender, tanned leg sliding free to touch the stone. Then the rest of her—her low-cut top, her jeans, her long hair and her smile. 
 
    It was Deja. The wound in her neck had already begun to close, leaving a few drops of blood to dry in her cleavage. 
 
    “Hello, Wes,” the genie said, giving him a smile that was triumphant and sad all at once. “I decided I couldn’t let you face down what’s coming alone. We abandoned you once at the Gates of Hell, when Kulili’s jaws closed on you. I couldn’t live with myself if I did it again.” 
 
    Wes stared at her, amazed. “Sounds like you couldn’t live with yourself one way or the other,” he said, unable to stop himself from making the joke. “Did you do that, or did Kwame?” 
 
    Deja snorted. “Neither. Xue was more than happy to jab one of my own knives through my throat. You wouldn’t believe the pandemonium that’s erupted at my bar, Wes. Honestly, if we make it through this in one piece, I’m thinking of selling the place and taking a long vacation…” 
 
    Wes laughed in disbelief. He felt regretful that Deja had consigned herself to the same fate as him, of course, but she was here. He didn’t just have the Archcloak for company—he had one of his familiars, the most maternal and supportive one to boot. 
 
    “Thank you for doing this,” he told Deja, meaning it with all his heart. “I really do have a plan to get us back to the mortal world if everything goes right. I can’t guarantee I’ll make it happen, but I promise you I’ll try with everything I’ve got.” 
 
    “I know you will,” Deja said with a shrug. “And if you don’t…well, I’ve lived long enough, anyway. Many lifetimes. At least wherever I’m going, I’ll have you and the girls with me.” 
 
    “Definitely,” Wes agreed with a grin. “I— Wait. What do you mean, ‘the girls’?” 
 
    Another portal formed in the air. This one was more of an angry slash, red around the edges like an infected cut. Azura didn’t fall through it so much as she soared, using her wings to touch down gently as she landed on the floor of Hell. She wore no visible mark that Wes could see, which made him wonder if she’d chosen a less extreme method of joining him and Deja. 
 
    “So this is home,” the succubus said, looking around the infernal foyer of Hell. “Can’t say I’ve ever been terribly excited to see the place. The only thing it’s got to recommend it is that you’re here, Wes.” The cherry-skinned demon grinned, her tail swishing around her short skirt and her ass. “You know I couldn’t let you go it alone, right?” 
 
    Wes stepped forward and embraced the lithe demon, lifting her off her feet. “You fucking idiots,” he said, laughing as he smothered the succubus’s mouth with his own. “You’re so horny you couldn’t even choose your own lives over another chance to ride my dick?” 
 
    “It’s a nice dick,” Azura said proudly, once they’d broken the kiss. “Besides, I know you’ll get us back to Earth somehow. You’ve got a plan, Wes—you always do.” 
 
    He did, and now he hoped even more than before that it worked. “Where’s Thessaly?” he asked, glancing over the succubus’s shoulder to the barren earth beyond. 
 
    Azura and Deja shared a look. “She’s with Hazel,” the succubus said, her heels clicking on the stone floor. “We all agreed that Hazel shouldn’t follow us down here, what with her being broken up about Melissa and all. And the whole carrying your child thing.” 
 
    Wes would have been horrified to see Hazel in Hell. He nodded. “Good. I’m glad she has company. I’m sure she needs it.” 
 
    “Thessaly wanted to come,” Deja explained, putting a hand on Wes’s shoulder. “I had to talk her out of it. I made her see that it was more important for her to stay behind to look after Hazel and Melissa than to follow us down here to Hell—” 
 
    Even as Deja spoke, a final portal sizzled through the air. Thessaly stuck her head through, the remnants of rope marks clearly visible around her pale, slender throat. “Hazel said it was alright!” the Warlock yelled happily, waving. 
 
    Deja groaned. “Of course,” she said, rolling her eyes, “that girl never did listen to me…” 
 
    “Wes!” In a flash, Thessaly was in his arms, embracing him and squeezing his butt. “Oh baby, I’m so glad to see you! Deja Vu was getting fucking unbearable! I kept telling Deja, ‘I can’t believe Wes gets to go on a sweet adventure in Hell while we’re all stuck here trying to calm down a bunch of overanxious demons!’” 
 
    He could have been upset with Thessaly, but what would have been the point? Besides, he was glad to have her with them. “You really didn’t miss that much,” he told the blue-haired Warlock, giving her ass a hearty spank as he broke their embrace. “You probably wouldn’t have had all that much fun, anyway. Here, though? This is going to be a riot.” 
 
    “I know it is,” Thessaly grinned, peering over his shoulder at the Tower of Solomon. “So how do we get over to that big rock?” 
 
    Wes peered out toward the horizon, seeing the finger of inky black obsidian against the endless carpet of flame. “Well, that’s both the easy and the hard part,” he said, keeping a smile on his face. “The easy part is, we’re going to walk. The hard part is—well, we’re going to walk.” 
 
    All three of Wes’s women stared across the length of the fiery sea with shocked expressions. “You’re kidding,” Azura said, looking around like she was expecting the hidden camera to pop out at any moment. “That’s going to hurt like Hell, Wes! Literally!” 
 
    “You want to get to the promised land,” Deja said with a faint smile, “you have to work your way there through the lowest of the low. Will you hold my hand while I walk this path, Master?” 
 
    Wes nodded. “I can do that,” he said, lacing the genie’s fingers through his own. “I’ve got one more hand, too, for whoever needs it.” 
 
    Azura and Thessaly shared a look. “You go on, Warlock girl,” Azura said, her tail flicking around her ass with poorly concealed irritation at the task to come. “Lean on Wes and you’ll make it through.” 
 
    Thessaly let out a gulp, then peered over at Wes’s outstretched hand. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “I’m a succubus,” Azura said with a shrug. “Pain and pleasure are just two sides of the same coin. I’m just gonna think about it like I’m getting a sweet tattoo.” Her grin froze on her face. “One that covers my entire body and burns like a thousand hornets getting busy all over my skin.” 
 
    She tried to disarm her fear with humor, Wes knew, but Azura was terrified by how unpleasant this was going to be. All of his women were. Together, they readied themselves to make the walk across the lake of flames to the Tower of Solomon. 
 
    “We can do this,” Wes said, keeping his head held high. “Together, we can do anything. Shit, the people who are actually trapped in Hell have to do this all the time. Are we really going to complain about it when they can’t?” 
 
    Deja and Thessaly shared a look. “You do realize,” Deja asked, “that you just directly compared being one of your women to an eternity of torment, right?” 
 
    Wes laughed. “You girls did say you’d go through Hell for me. Time to prove it.” 
 
    The flames moved like living things as Wes edged close to the edge of the river, bending toward his shoes like tongues trying to lick at his feet. Even a few feet away from the fire, the heat was so intense that his whole body broke out in sweat. 
 
    This is really, REALLY going to suck, Wes realized. Better get it over with, then—after all, Kulili was on his way to eat the Earth whole. Wes happened to like the Earth, so he needed that army of demons. 
 
    Closing his eyes and bracing himself, Wes shoved one foot into the flames. 
 
    He’d expected it to be like sticking his leg inside of an open oven. Once, as a much younger man, he’d accidentally rested his hand for a brief instant on the top of a burner on the stove while cooking one of those terrible cardboard pizzas for one, and the memory of the searing pain still lingers. So Wes thought he had some frame of reference for what it would be like to cross that lake of fire. 
 
    The first step taught him how naive he was. The second nearly broke him. 
 
    If this was what the sinners outside the Gates of Hell had to contend with for all eternity, then this truly was one of the worst punishments imaginable. Blistering, apocalyptic heat cascaded up and down Wes’s body with every step, flames lapping at his arms and legs as if they could be consumed like logs in a campfire. But like the burning bush in the story of Moses he’d learned as a kid, Wes ignited but never went out. 
 
    He screamed—there was no sound. Just the crackling of the flames. 
 
    Wes had never been less happy that he couldn’t die. Every step through the lake of fire was torture, plain and simple. The only thing that made it bearable was knowing that his women were with him, their fingers digging into his palms so deep that blood dripped from them and into the flames. He might have noticed it if he weren’t busy burning to death over and over again. 
 
    The Tower of Solomon swam in his vision. He moved on instinct, step after tortured step, determined to reach his destination. Gripping Hazel and Deja’s hands tighter, he channeled as much wind magic as he could, trying to blow the main force of the flames away in a cone in front of them. It didn’t do much, but it reduced the height of the fire a bit, letting them see further toward the tower. 
 
    A figure shot past Wes on his right, tearing through the lake of fire as if their ass was on fire. Of course it was—and the rest of them, too. Deja shrieked like a banshee as she raced across the lake, her legs pumping like an Olympic track athlete trying to set a new world’s record. 
 
    “Ohhhh it hurts it hurts it hurrrrts!” the succubus screeched, tossing her head back in agony as she ran. “Holy fuck it burns, Wes! Don’t ever say I never did anything for you, Master!” 
 
    Wes would thank her a thousand times once they were on the other side of the lake. For now, he could open his mouth all he wanted, but nothing other than groans of unspeakable pain came out. 
 
    The Tower shimmered in their view, steadily growing closer. Every time the flames threatened to rip away their vision and keep them from seeing the path to their destination, Wes summoned another wave of wind through the bonds with the women at his side. In this method they advanced step by agonizing step, screaming and weeping as the flames tore at their undead bodies. 
 
    When Wes’s foot first touched the other side of the shore, he at first didn’t believe it. The air felt blessedly cool after the horror of the flames. A few tongues of fire lapped at him as he fell over and crawled the last few feet away from the lake, kissing the shore like he’d never been happier to see a barren piece of earth. Tears fell from his eyes. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how long he collapsed. The pain was enormous—though because the flames couldn’t truly burn him, there was no lasting damage from walking across the flaming lake. As a dead man, he couldn’t be wounded—he could only hurt. 
 
    The hurt took what felt like ages to recede. Wes lifted his head weakly, checking to make sure Deja was on one side of him and Thessaly on the other. Both women lay on the ground next to him, panting gently with their cheeks against the dirt. They’d made it. Where was Azura? 
 
    Even as he thought it, a shadow covered his vision. A hand with long black nails slipped into his own and helped him to his feet. When his vision cleared, he saw his cherry-red succubus standing before him, her maid’s outfit clinging to her sweat-soaked body. The fabric had been torn to ribbons, but the flames had been no more successful at consuming it than they had at burning Wes and his harem to death. 
 
    Kind of a pity, Wes thought, looking her up and down. Azura looks good as hell naked. 
 
    As if the succubus could read his thoughts, her eyes narrowed. “Are you doing okay?” she asked, the tip of her pink tongue flashing naughtily in the side of her mouth. 
 
    “I…I think so,” Wes said, looking down at his body. He felt like Paul Atreides staring at his undamaged hand after thrusting it in the Gom Jabbar—it seemed impossible that he should be whole. He ought to be little more than a skeleton covered in ragged flesh. “Yeah. I’m good. I never want to do anything like that ever again, though.” 
 
    “Me either.” A knowing smirk spread across the succubus’s face. “Don’t get me wrong, Master, I’m into a little pain. But only when you’re giving it to me, you know?” 
 
    Wes knew. “And not quite that much,” he said, leaning around and giving her round ass a swat. 
 
    Azura nibbled her bottom lip and let out a moan of pleasure. “Oh yeah,” she groaned. “That’s the stuff. Help me get your other bitches up, huh?” 
 
    Together, Azura and Wes got Thessaly and Deja brushed off and on their feet. Both of them looked a little out of it after the walk through the flames, which Wes totally understood. But now that they’d made it to the other side in one piece, they needed to reach the Tower. 
 
    Once Thessaly and Deja were capable of walking on their own, the four of them made their way toward the tower. The ground on the opposite side of the lake of fire was flat and bare, a kind of anticlimax after the difficulty of getting this close to the place. Wes suspected it had once been paved. That back when this Tower had been occupied by the First Warlock, the landscape had been carved by his whims, giving him plenty of space to host his guests— 
 
    Wes’s train of thought derailed. A shimmering light appeared next to the tower, gleaming in the dim light cast by the lake of fire. At first he thought it was a portal, but as it resolved, he realized it was a person. A hologram. 
 
    The hologram waved. 
 
    Wes approached slowly, his jaw hanging open. After the ordeal of walking through the lake of fire, what he witnessed before him seemed to be nothing more than the most brutal, cruel kind of mirage. A robed figure stood next to the entrance to the Temple of Solomon, with a long, brilliant white beard hanging almost all the way down to his knees. Though he had to be truly ancient, his face was smooth and unlined, as if the blessings of youth had never abandoned this man. Wes could just barely see the Tower through him, as if his holographic body weren’t capable of becoming fully solid despite his power. 
 
    There was no doubt who this had to be. 
 
    “No way,” Azura gasped, quickening her pace. “No fucking way. Is that Solomon?” 
 
    That’s what Wes had been thinking. He approached with a slower pace than his women, holding the Staff of Dominion close. Though this was not the man himself, just a remnant of Solomon’s power, Wes was cautious enough to give it a wide berth. There was no telling what kind of booby traps the man might have placed within or without his tower to destroy an unwary invader. 
 
    The holographic man looked left and right as Wes closed the distance, stroking his massive beard. He certainly had the bearings of a King. Even standing next to the Tower like some sort of information kiosk, he was imposing enough for Wes’s women to keep a few paces between them and the range of his arms. 
 
    “Greetings,” the hologram said, its voice sonorous and deep. “I am Solomon, the First Warlock. If you’re seeing this, it means that you’ve crossed the lake of fire and made your way to my Tower. I welcome you—doubly so if you are Wesley Alban.” 
 
    Wes stood frozen in his tracks. As one, each of his women turned at the waist, staring at him as if they were looking for confirmation that he’d just heard what the hologram said. How had Solomon known his name? 
 
    A chill trickled down Wes’s spine. He had the sudden sensation that he’d waded into something much deeper and dangerous than any lake of fire—that he stood at the edges of a web that had been weaving itself for hundreds, if not thousands of years. He felt destiny in his chest. 
 
    “That’s me,” Wes said, letting out a laugh in the direction of the hologram. “I don’t suppose you’re programmed to respond to what I say, are you? That’d be a tall order even for the First Warlock…” 
 
    A word or two from the end of Wes’s sentence, the holographic Solomon spoke. “If you are not Wesley Alban, then the world may still possibly be saved. But this message was intended for him and him alone. It may make sense to you, or it may be completely impenetrable. If it’s the latter, I’m truly sorry.” 
 
    Only now did Wes notice the way his cloak whistled around his shoulders. He grabbed the sleeves of the Archcloak, tugging it gently to let the garment know he was paying attention. “What?” 
 
    “It’s him,” the Archcloak hissed, loud enough to be heard not just in his head but by his women as well. “My first Master! I never thought I’d see him again!” 
 
    After so many shocks, this one rolled off of Wes’s back. It made sense that a garment as powerful as the Archcloak could trace its lineage all the way back to the First Warlock. But the fact that he was literally wearing a cloak that had once belonged to Solomon himself still stunned him. No wonder the thing was so damned powerful! 
 
    “No doubt you’ve come for my inheritance,” the holographic Solomon said, a smirk spreading across his face. The more the figure spoke, the more he reminded Wes of the Elder Warlock Kwame—as if the First Warlock were at something of a remove from the rest of humanity. His words came across an ironic distance, as if the cares and concerns of the mundane world were far beyond such a figure as Solomon himself. 
 
    And yet. They were at the end of the world. Who could claim to be above caring about that? 
 
    “You’re damn right we have,” Thessaly said. “This is a recording, isn’t it? He can’t hear us, even though he somehow knows your name. He made this centuries ago, knowing the whole time that you’d be the one who got the message.” 
 
    It blew Wes’s mind. But he didn’t have time to dwell on it—the mission was too important. “Shh. Solomon’s talking.” 
 
    He was, although the holographic Warlock had stopped for a moment to brush off his fine robes, as if he’d anticipated a little arguing over him before the true message could be delivered. “If you are Wesley Alban, than you’ll already have my staff. If you’re not him, then I pray that you’ve brought my weapon with you. The Staff of Dominion is necessary to gain access to the Tower—without it, I’m afraid you’ve come all this way for nothing.” 
 
    Wes looked over at the mass of black, twisted wood in his hand. He’d brought it with him, alright. 
 
    The hologram of Solomon gave Wes a faint smile, as if it could read his thoughts over the immense time and distance between them. “Once inside, you must fight your way to the top of my Tower,” the First Warlock explained. “Many trials and traps await you. Use everything you’ve learned over your long journey, Warlock, and you may just make it to the room at the top. There, all will be given to you, and the world may yet be saved.” 
 
    Wes started. “That’s it? Just a bunch of tests?” 
 
    “You will know what to do,” Solomon instructed him. Though the message had been recorded long ago, it synced up even more with Wes than before—as if the First Warlock had anticipated the long years ahead of him perfectly. “Trust yourself, and more than that, trust those you’ve brought with you. Use everything in your arsenal, hold nothing back, and you may just succeed…” 
 
    As the hologram spoke, it began to fade. Even more of the inky black tower could be seen through Solomon’s shimmering form as he dissolved, disappearing into the ether. Even as Wes stepped forward, eager to hear any final message the First Warlock may have recorded for him, the phantom Solomon winked out of existence, blinking away like a television whose plug had just been pulled. Wes and his women stood before the tower, alone again, framed by a lake of fire. 
 
    “So that’s it,” Wes said, looking at the tower’s huge double doors. “A pep talk from the man himself and a tower full of challenges to complete.” He shook his head and laughed bitterly. “He couldn’t have just given us the damned demons, could he? Had to make it into a fucking lesson, like all the other Warlocks…” 
 
    It fell to Deja to be the voice of reason. “The First Warlock couldn’t be certain it would be you who’d receive that message,” the genie said, putting a hand on Wes’s shoulder. He appreciated the contact, along with the reminder his harem was here with him. “He put on a good show, I’ll admit that, but Solomon sounded more than a bit uncertain. Imagine putting a message in a bottle like that and tossing it hundreds of years in the future. You’d want to hedge your bets too, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Wes supposed that he would. It wouldn’t do for anyone who came to the Tower of Solomon to be able to grab up a roster of the most powerful demons in the universe. The person who claimed the First Warlock’s inheritance needed to earn it, not have it handed to them. 
 
    Was Wes ready for that? Did he have the power to succeed where Solomon himself had set out the trials? 
 
    Only one way to find out, Wes thought. 
 
    “Are we all ready?” Wes asked, looking at each of his women in turn. “If any of you want to turn back now, or stay here, I’ll understand. I’m asking a lot of you all—” 
 
    All three of his harem girls started to laugh. “Master, we’re dead,” Azura said, twirling her tail in her fist like a dancing girl. “We’ve already given up our lives to stay by your side. None of us will ever abandon you. No matter what.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Thessaly agreed with a giggle. “It’s all or nothing now, Wes. For what it’s worth, I’d much rather be dead with you than alive as a slave for those Warlock bastards…” 
 
    “As would I,” Deja said smoothly, her voice smoke and sex. “Nothing can hurt us now, Master. We walked across a lake of fire to be here. Solomon’s tortures are nothing compared to that.” 
 
    Wes wasn’t as sure as his genie. If Solomon’s powers of foretelling were so vast, he might have predicted the people who made it to his Tower would have had to give up their lives to make the trip. Which meant the monsters inside might have the ability to obliterate them, undead or not. 
 
    He tried not to think about it. After all, this was his destiny. What he’d been born for. It was time to roll the dice. 
 
    Wes approached the door, the Staff of Dominion held high. He wasn’t sure what mechanism would open the Tower of Solomon and allow him and his harem access, so he tried a few things as he walked up the steps. It made him look a little silly, swinging the staff like some kind of wizard out of a fantasy movie, though the moment was serious enough that the trio of women backing him up didn’t laugh. 
 
    As he reached the top step, a green flame ignited along the tip of the Staff. It grew into a fireball, which split into three parts and flew toward different sections of the door. As they drew near, Wes saw runes carved into the doors of Solomon’s Temple glow with the same color of light. Once the flames touched them, they lit up the platform like the noonday sun, bathing Wes and his women in a flash that was almost blinding. 
 
    He heard the doors opening before he saw them. As his vision cleared, a great grinding noise rose to Wes’s ears, and a rectangular stretch of darkness filled the world. 
 
    “The door is open!” Wes roared over the sound of stone on stone. “Come on, let’s get inside!” 
 
    The Temple of Solomon had opened to them. Now all that remained was for them to prove themselves worthy of what lay at the top. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The doors slid closed behind Wes and his party with a groan. The inside of the Temple of Solomon was dark and smelled like faded spices and herbs. Wes stood next to the closed doorway, surrounded by his women, waiting for his eyes to adjust. 
 
    “This is it?” Azura asked, almost as if she dared to hope she was right. “No attacks? No monsters? Just darkness?” 
 
    “This is just the first floor,” Wes said, all his senses on high alert. He wasn’t naïve enough to think Solomon would let just anyone take control of his roster of demons without a fight. “Everyone stay on your guard. There’s no telling what we’re going to run into in here. Solomon was the most powerful Warlock on the planet—he could literally turn anything into a trap.” 
 
    “My eyes are wide open,” Deja said mildly, her voice coming from somewhere at his left. “I can’t see anything, however, Master. Perhaps you could help?” 
 
    Oh. That’s right, Wes thought. The element of fire belonged to Hazel, and she was back on Earth at Déjà Vu. He reached out for that whisper-thin, invisible connection to his demoness and tugged, pulling flames into his core. 
 
    He reached out for anything ignitable, like a torch or a chandelier, and pushed out the energy. As it turned out, Solomon had anticipated even this—the first floor of his tower had massive braziers placed along the perimeter of the wall, evenly spaced throughout the chamber. Each of them blazed to life as Wes released the spell, casting the first floor of the Tower in a wan, almost romantic light. 
 
    Wes and his women looked around them, taking in the residence of the First Warlock for the very first time. 
 
    This floor of the Tower had obviously been designed to play host to guests. Thick, rich carpets covered the floor, covered in fancy designs that matched the color scheme of the foyer perfectly. One section of the room was dominated by a pair of statues showing Solomon in repose, along with a muscular sculpture that had to be the First Warlock in full on battle mode. He looks more than a little like Thor in the middle of his power like that, Wes thought, his attention caught and held by the statues. 
 
    His women, meanwhile, were already getting to work. “First floor,” Azura said, walking to the middle of the room and tracing a slow, tight circle. “First test. We’ve got to figure out how to get upstairs from here, right?” 
 
    Wes frowned. “That should be pretty easy,” he said, looking around. “There’s got to be stairs somewhere. Or an elevator. This floor looks like it was occupied pretty frequently. I doubt we’re going to find any hideous monsters down here…” 
 
    And yet, as he trailed off, Wes realized he might be wrong. The first floor of the Temple of Solomon looked distressingly normal, exactly the way the residence of a powerful wizard would—except for the fact that there was no obvious way to ascend to any of the other floors. The walls of the Tower were smooth and unbroken, covered in rich tapestries and shelves filled with ancient tomes. The whole place comprised one single, large room. How the hell could they get upstairs? 
 
    “I suppose we could fly,” Deja said, leaning back to peer upward. “Though we’d have to punch a hole in the ceiling…” 
 
    “Master!” Azura’s voice crackled with excitement. “I found something! Come see this!” 
 
    The succubus had made her way back toward the entrance of the Tower, and had been examining the frescoes and devices near the tall double doors. Sitting to the right of where they’d come in was a small pillar, and on top of it lay a heavy book bound in thick leather. It was this Deja was indicating with such excitement, flipping through it with her demonic black nails and gesturing for Wes to come closer. 
 
    Wes recognized its purpose immediately. “It’s for guests to sign in,” he said, peering down at the book. He’d used something similar when he first took his job at the Excelsior hotel. By the night everything had popped off with Hazel, they’d moved on to a computerized system, but he still remembered keeping track of everything with a physical paper trail. Solomon, it appeared, had preferred much the same method. 
 
    Deja let out a gasp over Wes’s shoulder. “Look at these names,” the genie whispered, reaching around his side to turn the pages. “These figures are people out of legend, Master.” 
 
    Wes couldn’t make heads or tails of the names in the book, but he trusted Deja. “Important, eh?” 
 
    “It’s the Warlock equivalent of saying King Arthur, Hercules and Elvis all showed up at your house,” Deja said with a snort. “This is very interesting, but I don’t see how it gets us to the next floor.” 
 
    “That’s not what I wanted to show you,” Azura said, putting her hand on the book. She flipped to the front of the book, indicating the very first page. This was thicker than the others, almost like a sheet of cardstock that had been added to the tome after its printing. On it lay a message from Solomon himself: 
 
    Welcome! Sign in and be a stranger no more. But be careful—something in my parlor is not what it appears to be. 
 
    Wes read the message, then read it again with a slight frown. “This seems too easy,” he blurted, looking at his women for confirmation. “We’re all agreed on this, right? It’s implying that all we have to do is put our names in the book, and the way to the next floor will be revealed to us.” 
 
    Next to him, Deja’s face was similarly lined with worry. “That’s certainly how it appears,” the genie said, turning the page to read the names of famous, legendary figures a second time. “But what does the First Warlock mean about something here not being what it appears? Is he referring to the staircase, perhaps?” 
 
    “If that were the case,” Thessaly said, raising her voice from the center of the room, “he wouldn’t be warning us about it. There’s a trap here, somewhere. Solomon’s saying we need to find and disable it before we put our names in the book—otherwise something bad will happen.” 
 
    That made sense to Wes. “Spread out,” he said, nodding at Thessaly. “Check everything. Make sure you touch it—and use a little bit of magic on it, too. If anything responds in a way it ought not to, let me know immediately.” 
 
    The stances of Wes and his women changed imperceptibly as they made their way around the room. Before, they’d simply been taking in the ambiance of the First Warlock’s tower—now, however, they knew that somewhere around them was a deadly, dangerous trap. It made them cautious in ways they otherwise would not have been, and threatened to spill the group into outright paranoia. Wes swallowed his worries down as he moved into one quadrant of the room, raking the Staff of Dominion back and forth like a metal detector on the beach. 
 
    Something in here is not what it appears, Wes thought, sneaking up on a coffee table. This section of the first floor had been converted into a kind of lounge, with a thick oak table surrounded by comfortable looking chairs. On the top of the table lay an orb—one so black that Wes suspected it was of that special shade that hid wrinkles and imperfections in its darkness. There was a special word for that, but he’d be damned if he could remember what it was. 
 
    Shit, he thought, grazing the orb with the tip of the Staff of Dominion. I’m dead and in Hell. I’m probably damned anyway… 
 
    The orb rolled across the table at the touch, then landed on the floor and broke. The crashing sound froze Wes’s women where they stood, each of them turning slowly toward the source of the noise. 
 
    Every muscle in Wes’s body went taut. He held the Staff of Dominion in two hands, as if he expected some kind of wraith or otherworldly monster to rise from the broken orb. When none came, he marshaled his courage and leaned over the table, bracing himself. 
 
    Nothing. It was just a bunch of broken glass. 
 
    “It’s not it,” he announced to the harem. “Fuck, that was close though. Keep looking?” 
 
    Thessaly sighed hugely. The blue-haired Warlock had made her way toward the statues and fine tapestries at the other end of the circular hall, and now stood directly between the two statues of Solomon—the chill wizard and the battle mage. She passed a hand over her face, calming herself down, and smiled. 
 
    “I’m glad that wasn’t it,” she said, slumping over and bracing herself with an elbow against the nearby statue. “Honestly, I’m starting to think there’s no trap. Maybe someone else who came here already tripped it—” 
 
    The statue moved. 
 
    Thessaly let out a shriek as the sculpture shoved her back, rising to its full height as it sprang from the wall. Not the relaxed, reposing form of Solomon, which would have been bad enough. The angry, rage-filled version—the one who’d reminded Wes so much of Thor on the warpath when he first saw it. 
 
    That Solomon wasn’t a statue at all. It was some kind of golem—a monstrous construct designed to guard the ground floor of the First Warlock’s tower. 
 
    “Get back!” Wes roared, throwing himself into the fray. It hadn’t escaped his notice that he was farthest from the living statue when it activated, which meant that unless he moved quick it would automatically home in on one of his women. “Stay away from it! Let me handle the statue—!” 
 
    But Wes’s women were already in motion. Azura leapt from a couch, doing a somersault in mid-air and shoving Thessaly out of the way just as the statue’s massive stone fist slammed down. The sculptor who’d put the living statue there hadn’t given Solomon any weapons, which was small comfort because the construct itself was a weapon. The stone fist slammed into the ground, shaking the tower so strongly that Wes nearly lost his balance. Deja actually fell over, landing on a table with a whump as the genie lifted her hands to shield herself. 
 
    “Archcloak!” Wes yelled, racing at the living statue like a stone loosed from its sling. “Do your thing! Keep that bastard off my girls!” 
 
    The moment he said it, he felt a weight lift off his shoulders. The cloak sprang off him like a literal monkey leaving his back, streaking with the quickness of a bolt of lightning across the room. Green and black fabric wrapped around the living statue’s fist, crunching it with a tremendous amount of force. The angry look on the stone Solomon’s face grew even angrier. 
 
    Wes struck out with the Staff of Dominion, summoning a wave of darkness. It rippled across the floor, knocking over furniture and shredding tapestries as it tore through the stately chamber. The stone Solomon, busy fighting off the Archcloak, had no time to brace itself for the impact. Cracks spiderwebbed across the golem’s body, raining bits of marble all over the floor as the thing held itself together. 
 
    Thessaly and Azura leapt out of the way just in time. Both women landed on the floor in a heap next to the door, safely away from Wes and his attacks. Wes spared them a single glance to make sure they were alright as he charged forward, getting within melee rang of the stone Solomon. He didn’t want the living statue focusing on anyone but him, or getting any ideas about engaging his harem in combat. 
 
    “You think you can stop me!” Wes roared, summoning a fireball from the head of his staff. “You’re not even the real First Warlock! You’re just a goddamn thing someone left to keep an eye on the place while the Master’s away!” 
 
    A groaning sound filled the room as the Archcloak tugged, ripping away at the living statue’s wrist. Suddenly the Archcloak flew across the room, slamming into a nearby wall with a great crashing sound, and Wes realized the giant stone Solomon now had only one fist. The garment had literally torn it off. 
 
    But it had misjudged the force of the attack. As a result, Wes stood alone before the living statue. 
 
    The great stone Solomon saw its new target and grinned. Even without a fist, it had one massive cylinder of an arm, and it swept this across the floor at Wes like a battering ram, seeking to knock him off his feet. A wall of cracked marble advanced on him, knocking what remained of the fine furniture in the chamber to splinters. 
 
    At the last moment, Wes lowered the Staff of Dominion in front of him with both hands and reached for every drop of magic he could command. A single blast of wind corkscrewed from the tip of the weapon, spiraling outward in all directions like a miniature hurricane. The arm kept on coming, but Wes’s spell drilled right through the already cracked marble, carving a massive hole out of the golem’s limb. Wes leapt through it, landing in a pile of stones across the floor as the stone Solomon’s broken arm sailed harmlessly in the other direction. 
 
    Wes wasted no time. With a massive swing he slammed the Staff of Dominion into the living statue’s leg, amplifying the strike with a wave of darkness. The already cracked marble gave with a sickening groan, and the stone Solomon tumbled to the ground. His other leg gave beneath him from the effort of trying to hold his weight up with a single limb. By the time the dust settled, a torso lay at Wes’s feet, with a shattered arm and only one fist. 
 
    But Solomon didn’t give up. It literally couldn’t—like Wes and his destiny, this was the statue’s entire reason for being. It crawled forward, its torso wiggling back and forth sickeningly like a scorpion’s as it advanced on Wes. He had just enough time to be reminded of the hideous Necromorphs from Dead Space before he went down in a storm of marble, a weight like the entire world settling on his chest. 
 
    No! He’d won—he’d taken the stone bastard apart. He shouldn’t be able to do this! 
 
    The stony face of Solomon filled Wes’s view, its cold, cruel gaze perfectly carved from the marble. Wes thought he saw the figure’s mouth curl in a sneer as it spread its arms, laying across Wes like a weighted blanket. Only this blanket was more than heavy enough to smother. 
 
    Wes screamed. He’d dropped the Staff of Dominion when he went down, and the weapon lay just out of his reach. If he could only get it under his fingers, he could channel enough darkness to shatter this thing into gravel… 
 
    Something landed on top of the figure’s back. Wes caught a flash of long dark hair and smooth, mocha skin as the wind kicked up around him, a miniature tornado cutting through the center of Solomon’s guest room. 
 
    A chunk of the statue smacked him in the face. As blood trickled into Wes’s eyes, he saw the stone Solomon rip itself to pieces, infiltrated by a wind like nothing he’d ever seen before. The might of a desert sandstorm slammed directly into the living statue’s body, widening its already impressive cracks into ones so large that the whole thing came apart. 
 
    The weight on Wes’s chest eased. Within moments, he lay in a heap of rubble that had once been the statue of Solomon. 
 
    Deja landed next to him. The genie looked fiercer than he’d ever seen her, her hair and eyes wide with fury. Her expression melted as she saw him, sympathy infiltrating her features as she wrapped her arms around him. Had she really just done that? Wes blinked. 
 
    “Master?” Deja helped him to his feet. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Wes looked around at the mess they’d made of Solomon’s receiving room. Chunks of statues littered the floor, and the fine couches and tables had been blown to splinters like they’d been chucked into the middle of a category five hurricane. The fine tapestries lay ripped and torn, and everything appeared covered in a haze of fine red mist— 
 
    Oh. That was the blood trickling across his face. He lifted a hand to his forehead and pulled it back, gasping at the sight of the bright red skin. 
 
    “It looks worse than it is,” Deja hastened to tell him, applying fingers to his forehead. A cool, tingly feeling spread across Wes’s scalp as the genie sent a bit of healing magic across his skull, soothing away the shallow cuts the chunks of the Solomon statue had left behind when it exploded. “Nothing to worry about, Master. I’m more worried about your ribs. That big bastard didn’t break anything, did it?” 
 
    Had it? Wes clutched his chest. Nope. Everything seemed normal. 
 
    Azura helped Thessaly across the room. The blue-haired Warlock had sprained something in her leap away from the living statue, though a judicious application of Deja’s magic had her back on her feet in no time. 
 
    “I’ve heard of places that are difficult to check into,” Wes said, seating himself on what was left of one of the few couches not completely destroyed, “but this is something else. Tell me the guest book is still in one piece.” 
 
    Deja looked up from Thessaly and snickered. “It’s right here,” she said, producing a book from her hip. “I took the liberty of securing it before the fighting started. Otherwise, who knows what might have happened?” 
 
    It didn’t bear dwelling on. “Anyone got a pen?” Wes asked, looking around the rubble-strewn room. 
 
    Somehow they managed. Wes put his John Hancock in the book first, followed by Deja, Azura and Thessaly. As the blue-haired Warlock added her final flourish to her signature, the walls of the chamber began to move. One side of the Tower’s first floor slid in one direction, while the opposite wall moved in the other. To Wes, who had once in an internet fugue state watched a whole video about the engineering behind the scene changes in Disney’s Carousel of Progress, the motions felt oddly familiar. 
 
    Once the mechanism had finished moving, a square of the wall lay revealed. Wes let out a harsh bark of a laugh when he realized where it was. 
 
    “What do you know?” he said, shaking off his aches and pains as best as he was able as he rose to his feet. “The stairs were behind that big bastard the whole time. There was no getting around him…” 
 
    Where the double statues of Solomon had stood just a few minutes ago now lay a depression in the wall. A set of narrow stairs led up into the darkness, twisting halfway through as they doubled back on themselves. The path to the next floor, and whatever lay there, was now clear. 
 
    Shit, Wes thought, looking at the devastation surrounding him. That was just the first fucking floor? He’d nearly lost his own life, as well as that of one of his harem girls. If that was just the start of what Solomon’s Tower had to offer him, then he was in a lot more trouble than he expected. 
 
    “Shall we?” Deja asked, peering with a worried expression at the narrow set of stairs. 
 
    Wes shrugged. “No time like the present, right? Let’s see what else the First Warlock decided to place in our path.” 
 
    No matter what it was, Wes had already decided one thing for certain. 
 
    Solomon might have been one of the most powerful, benevolent figures to ever live, but he could be a right bastard sometimes. 
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    After the fight on the ground floor, Wes and his harem were ready for anything. They were all on high alert, completely on their guard—which was why it was ironic that they ran into no fights on the next few floors. Just puzzles, each one more fiendish than the last. 
 
    Solomon hadn’t been joking about needing to use everything Wes had learned on his journey. Once they’d reached the second floor, it had taken them the better part of two hours to crack the mystery of how to get to the next flight of the Tower. Only Deja had been able to figure it out—as it turned out, the library’s worth of books on that story of the Tower had been filled with instructions in the same language as the Demonomicon, filled with runes that when arranged in the proper order dropped a rope ladder leading to Solomon’s next trial. 
 
    Once Deja finished playing librarian, they’d ascended through several other puzzles. One had been an absolute stumper until Wes unsheathed the Archcloak, only to discover the garment itself was the answer to the puzzle. Others were such deep cuts that while they weren’t difficult to complete, they left Wes stunned. They linked to things directly in Wes’s own life—not his life as a Warlock, either, but his employment at the Excelsior and his secret dreams of being a published novelist. Together, he and his women fought through puzzle after puzzle, defeating trial after trial. 
 
    Five levels passed in this way without incident. While Wes and his party had been using their heads, sometimes stretching their brains in ways they’d never forced them before, they hadn’t had to fight off any bad guys in order to reach the next level of the Tower of Solomon. The living statue on the first floor had been the only actual battle they’d needed to power through. 
 
    Later on, Wes would understand why Solomon had designed his Tower in this manner. He truly was a royal bastard when it came to his security—and a clever bastard, besides. By taking away the fights early on and replacing them with puzzles, the First Warlock lulled Wes and his crew into a false sense of security. Wes had begun to believe he’d make it to the top of Solomon’s Tower without any more bloodshed, that the living statue was a kind of test of strength the First Warlock gave them reluctantly, preferring more cultured puzzles. 
 
    So it was that they ascended to the sixth floor of the Tower of Solomon. The transition from one floor to the next was aided by the means of a spiral staircase, the kind Wes had seen in swanky urban apartments on TV. He reached the top behind his women, so for a long moment the only impression he got of the sixth story was a lot of white with some very fine asses sitting in front of it. 
 
    “What in the world…” Deja trailed off, her hands on her hips. “This is different, Master. Take a look…” 
 
    Wes stepped into the light. For light it was—this floor of the Tower had none of the dim illumination or flickering torches of the previous levels. Everything was brightly lit, with tall narrow windows at intervals casting noonday sun on the floor of the tower. Those windows made Wes do a double-take, for they did not look out over the lower shores of Hell the way he’d expected. Instead of the craggy, flame-covered vistas Wes and his crew had just left behind, the view out of the window showed a flowing, golden meadow covered in thick green grass. 
 
    “Where the hell are we?” Wes asked, peering out the nearest window. He was so caught up by the sight of the otherworldly meadow that it took Azura and Thessaly to make him aware of the rest of the place. 
 
    “I have no idea where we are,” Thessaly said, gesturing, “but I can tell you how far we’ve got to go. Have a look at this!” 
 
    All four of them converged near the center of the room. There, sitting next to a massive piece of machinery whose purpose Wes could only guess at, was a pillar with a scale model diagram of the Tower of Solomon itself carved into the front. It resembled an ersatz wedding cake, carved into tiers that stretched from the bottommost level of Hell to almost the edge of the Heavenly Host itself. 
 
    One thing was immediately clear. An arrow pointed at the sixth level of the Tower, Solomon’s joking version of a ‘YOU ARE HERE’ sign. This was how far they’d climbed up the structure toward the reward at the top. The arrow rested just a bit over halfway up the length of the tower map. 
 
    “This is awesome,” Wes said, a smile tugging at his mouth as he took in the sight. “We’re almost halfway to those demons. Shit, we might just make this thing work after all!” 
 
    Wes could feel the tension lifting in the chamber. What had felt like such a longshot when he’d taken that knife to the chest from Kwame now seemed so close he could almost touch it. Wes and his women had already fought their way through half of the Tower of Solomon, and they’d hardly even gotten their hands dirty. 
 
    “It looks like the floors of the Tower get larger from here,” Deja said, running a finger down the length of the map. “The first half of the Tower is six floors deep, but there’s only three left to go?” 
 
    The incongruity stuck in Wes’s head. He scrutinized the map further, trying to square the tiers of the ‘wedding cake’ in his mind with the solid tower they were climbing. He didn’t quite understand it, but one thing was perfectly clear just from a cursory glance. They still had a long way to go. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Wes muttered, turning away from the pillar. This slice of the Tower was nearly barren, save for the pillar and the pile of strange machinery at the center. If this place had still been occupied by people, Wes might have guessed it to be a potential gymnasium, or a good place to put in a basketball court. Certainly not somewhere you’d store a puzzle or a dangerous monster. “The dimensions are all off. This map must not be to scale—or something else is going on…” 
 
    While he thought it over, Wes moved with an almost unconscious step toward the nearest window. He couldn’t feel the golden sunlight spilling through the thick pane of glass, but from the looks of it he had every little doubt it would feel just as good as it appeared. Far off in the distance he saw the rolling hills, as pretty and perfect as desktop wallpaper from the nineties. 
 
    It was too perfect, honestly. 
 
    Wes squinted. What was that? For a moment, just beyond the ridge of the nearest hill, he thought he’d seen something move. Like a black shadow covering a field of white, or a blemish on an otherwise perfect painting. He leaned forward, concentrating… 
 
    And was snapped back to reality by Deja’s hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Master?” Deja stared at Wes like she was trying to call him back to Earth. “Are you alright, Master?” 
 
    Wes blinked. “Huh? Yeah, I’m fine. For a second I thought I saw something, but it must be nothing.” 
 
    Deja peered over his shoulder, her nose wrinkling at the sight of the impossibly perfect landscape out the window. “Best not to focus on that,” she said, gently guiding him away from the glass. “I think I’ve figured out what this machinery is, Wes. It’s an elevator.” 
 
    “What!?” Both Azura and Thessaly stood on either side of the device, alternately brushing dust off of it and studying its depths. “You’re kidding me. Solomon had an elevator? And he couldn’t have installed the damned thing on the first floor?” 
 
    Deja laughed at that. “It would be too much to ask the First Warlock to make things easy on us,” she said, leading Wes toward the machine. “Solomon isn’t going to give us anything easily, that’s for sure. Take a look at this and tell me what you see.” 
 
    Azura and Thessaly had done a good job cleaning up the device. It gleamed in the places where it had once been covered in dust, showing off a series of levers and switches bolted onto the side of the machinery. Wes scrutinized it with a critical eye, trying to figure out how Deja figured out this thing was supposed to be an elevator. 
 
    Suddenly a bright blue light erupted from inside the device. A hologram shimmered to life, towering over Wes and his women like the Wizard of Oz. 
 
    Solomon, the First Warlock, stared down at them once again. 
 
    The man looked different than he had back down on the first floor. Solomon’s robes were as resplendent as ever and his beard still reached to the tops of his knees, but there were deep lines of worry carved into the man’s broad forehead. Bags beneath his eyes added a spot of color to the glowing hologram. Wes wondered dimly what had happened between the recording of that previous message and this one. It looked as if Solomon hadn’t been getting any sleep lately, or perhaps the stress of his situation was getting to him. 
 
    “You have nearly made it to my inheritance,” the hologram said without preamble. Even Solomon’s manner of speaking had changed. The man who’d recorded the message intended for weary travelers outside of his Tower had been concerned with appearing as a great figure, a being just a step or two beneath the Almighty himself. Now, deep within his sanctum, Solomon could let his metaphorical hair down and speak man-to-man. “I will dispense with the conceit that I’m speaking to anyone other than Wesley Alban, the future leader of the Warlocks. If you’ve penetrated this far into my Tower, you can be none other than the one foretold to follow in my footsteps.” 
 
    “Holy shit!” Azura blurted. The succubus had her nails pressed against the swell of her pouty bottom lip, her eyes wide with shock. “Did he just say you’re his heir, Wes? The leader of the Warlocks?” 
 
    The revelation didn’t fill Wes with as much surprise as he might have expected. After all, where else was he supposed to go after this? He’d be taking Solomon’s entire roster of demons for his own, and once he used them to stop both Lady Morningstar and Kulili he’d be known as the man who saved the world. Who else could lead the Warlocks into a new era? 
 
    “That he did,” Wes said, looking up at the hologram. “I wish he’d tell us how to activate this elevator, though.” 
 
    Solomon had evidently been reading his thoughts. “Before you lies the control device to my elevator. It will take you through the final set of trials you must overcome in order to claim my inheritance, and fulfil your destiny as a Warlock. Once you—and only you, Wes, though you may bring any familiars you wish to have by your side along with you—step into the device and push the button at the center, the final set of tests will begin.” 
 
    Wes could feel his eyebrows furrowing together. This message didn’t just come from a different Solomon—it was different in general. The First Warlock sounded almost pleased with the idea of putting his successor through torment and trials, as if he was securing the future by doing so. 
 
    “Be warned, young Warlock. Once you activate this lift, there is no turning back. You will fight what you hate—and then, you will fight what you love. You will stare down what might be, and make the choice that will determine whether you are able to claim your true inheritance.” The figure smiled. “Good luck, Wes.” 
 
    Before Wes and his women could properly react, the hologram disappeared. Not with a slow, gentle fade, the way the other messages from the First Warlock had. This one simply ceased to be, as if someone had hit a switch or pulled its plug the moment the final word of the message was spoken. Solomon left Wes and his familiars staring at the space over the elevator, contemplating the words of the Tower’s owner and builder. 
 
    Wes let out a long hiss of a sigh. “So that’s it, then,” he said, craning his neck to see as far above him as he could. The walls of the Tower of Solomon eventually gave way to a high, domed ceiling, but the roof of the Tower lay so high above Wes’s head that it might as well be on another planet. Any thought of trying to bypass this elevator was ultimately fruitless—after all, the great First Warlock no doubt would have thought of ways to keep clever tricks like that at bay. 
 
    “That is, indeed, it,” Deja said. The genie had her hands on her hips, and was studying the machinery at the room’s center like it was a snake that might bite her. “Apparently our host wanted to give us a moment or two to collect ourselves before the final gauntlet begins. Once we throw ourselves at this set of challenges, we likely won’t have time to do much before we reach the top room of the Tower.” 
 
    Azura and Thessaly peered at her with worried expressions as she finished her sentence. What they weren’t saying, and Wes felt keenly, was the unspoken rebuttal. If we MAKE it to the top of the Tower. 
 
    No. He wouldn’t let himself think that way. This was his triumph, not his ruin. They were going to make it. 
 
    Clearing his throat, Wes stepped into the pile—though not far enough to activate the elevator prematurely. “Anyone want to say anything before we do this?” he asked, casting his gaze around the room with a little chuckle. “Speak now or hold your peace, girls. If you want one last chance to declare your love for me, you know I wouldn’t mind…” 
 
    Azura snorted and rolled her eyes. “Of course that’s what you think we’d want to do before we jump into a life or death battle,” the succubus laughed, licking her lips. “I’d much rather take a different sort of break, Master—but I wouldn’t want to tire you out right before we have to rise and meet the First Warlock’s challenges.” 
 
    Wes had been thinking the same thing. “Thessaly?” he asked, turning to the blue-haired Warlock. “You’ve been awfully quiet since that hologram. You doing okay, sweetheart?” 
 
    Thessaly nodded. “I just wish Hazel was here,” she said in a quiet voice. “It doesn’t feel right that she’s not at our side while we do this. She’s part of this group, and she should be here with us.” 
 
    “I know,” Wes assured her. But that would mean she’s dead, he didn’t say. He didn’t have to. “But she’ll be there at the finish line, for sure. We’ll see her again.” 
 
    Deja was even more blunt. “I wish Cirice was here,” the genie said. She gave Wes a look like she knew she was crossing a line, but that she also didn’t give a fuck. They were all riding the ragged edge here, about to fight for their lives for victory or defeat. The last thing Wes would do at such a moment was quibble about a harem member. “We were different when she was one of us. Less of a guild, and more of a family.” 
 
    Wes swallowed hard. He would have been well within his rights to yell at Deja, but he knew deep down that she was right. “I couldn’t agree with you more,” he said, his voice crackling with emotion. “Let’s get these demons and go get our girl back.” 
 
    Together, Wes and his harem linked arms at the center of the machine. They stood arm in arm, gathering energy from each other as they prepared to take the final step. 
 
    “Ready?” Wes asked. 
 
    “Ready,” they chorused as one. 
 
    Wes slammed his heel down on the button at the chamber’s center, activating the elevator. 
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    The elevator did not rise. 
 
    Wes ground his heel deeper into the button at the machinery’s center. A beat passed, and then another, yet the mass gears and levers at the chamber’s heart remained as cold and inert as ever. The platform in the center of the room stayed silent, and the walls of the Tower of Solomon did not move as if brought to life by some hidden, dormant magic. 
 
    “What gives?” Azura asked, her arms snaking through Thessaly and Wes’s. The succubus leaned down, sticking her ass and tail in the air as she practically pressed her cheek against the button. “This thing stuck or something?” 
 
    “Maybe rusted,” Deja said in a too-casual tone. “The dust and decay of ages, finally putting a stop to all of the great and mighty Solomon’s plans—” 
 
    The floor vibrated. 
 
    Wes heart thundered in his ribcage. He expected any moment for the floor to raise upward, sending himself and his harem to the roof of the Tower of Solomon, but the machinery and the platform on which it stood remained stubbornly still. Meanwhile, the whole rest of the Tower shook like a cheap hotel bed someone had just put a quarter in. What on Earth was going on? 
 
    “WARLOCK!” A deep, booming voice reverberated from the ceiling of the Tower. “YOU MUST FACE DOWN THAT WHICH YOU HATE!” 
 
    Oh, great, Wes thought, gritting his teeth. Here we go. 
 
    “Apparently,” Thessaly whispered, “the elevator won’t move until we complete Solomon’s tasks.” 
 
    Azura snorted. “I can see that!” she hissed, turning a quick circle. As a predator, the succubus tried to keep her eye on every direction at once. “Why’s the whole place shaking like someone poured Pop Rocks into it?” 
 
    The answer became clear a few moments later. The landscape beyond the false, enchanted windows of the Tower lurched sickeningly to the side, dissolving into darkness as whatever magic animated them collapsed into itself. In its place lay only an endless expanse of black—a darkness punctuated by a pale, wispy white mist. It poured from the high, narrow slits in the Tower’s walls, stretching across the floor with the methodical calmness of a living thing. Wes and his women watched it approach with mounting horror, understanding now that this was the first of the final tasks Solomon meant to lay out before them. 
 
    “Everyone stay close,” Wes warned, tracing a circle around the platform with the tip of the Staff of Dominion. “We don’t know what’s happening! This could be anything…!” 
 
    But even as he said it, Wes knew what they were about to face down. 
 
    What they hated. 
 
    The mist coalesced as it raced across the stone floor of the Tower, rising into the air like the fingers of a fist. One spire, then two, then four extended vertically from the spreading stain, each pillar choosing a spot right in front of one of Wes’s women to emerge. Slowly, from the depths of the mist, shapes began to emerge. 
 
    It was like watching a master sculptor work in fast forward. The vague, amorphous shapes shrank down, bits of mist clipped off their surface like someone was running an invisible angle grinder over their edges. Three of the forms began to coalesce into the forms of humans, while the fourth remained hunched over, animalistic, like something both more and less than a thinking being. 
 
    Wes tensed up, expecting the fight. From what the holographic Solomon had told him, he expected only one thing to be waiting for him once the mist finished forming itself into the shape of his enemy. The thing he hated most above all else: the eldritch abomination known as Inamorato, with his multi-jointed limbs and hideous, shuffling gait. He was ready for it. 
 
    So it was a total shock when he saw the grinning face of Magnus staring at him through the fog. 
 
    “Warlock,” the former leader of the Templars said, slithering forward like a snake. Only the upper half of Magnus’s body had been carved from the smoke so far, which meant that he turned into a pillar of mist somewhere around the waist. It was like talking to a centaur, except with the body of a snake where a horse’s would be. “It’s so good to see you again…” 
 
    Wes drew the Staff of Dominion into a two-handed grip, holding it vertically before the foe. “Magnus? You? Why!?” 
 
    It didn’t make any sense. The former leader of the city’s chapter of the Knights Templar hadn’t been his friend in any sense of the word—but he also hadn’t been much more than a speed bump on Wes’s road to supremacy. He’d defeated Magnus, and the ancient thing that took control of the Templar, back on Kulili’s World. It had cost him the life of the Archwarlock Nacht, but together, they’d put this bastard in the ground— 
 
    Ah. Nacht. Of course. 
 
    “You had a chance to have a mentor,” Magnus explained, as if his thoughts were on the same wavelength as Wes’s. “A true friend—someone to guide you through the trials and tribulations of being a Warlock. A companion every bit as dear to you as any of the little sluts you surround yourself with.” The figure’s face twisted, becoming for a moment totally inhuman. “And I took it all away!” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “No. You didn’t. You just delayed the inevitable.” 
 
    The figure frowned. This obviously wasn’t what it had expected. Inflicting psychological pain before a fight had been the monster’s plan, but it’s insults washed off of Wes’s back like rain. It’s inhuman face showed rage and a curious sort of pleasure before the mask of Magnus’s face reemerged, covering everything with a bland smile. 
 
    “Well, maybe I just wanted a rematch,” the figure said, its legs forming out of the trunk of mist. “You and me, one on one, without any other Warlocks or bitches to interfere. What do you say?” 
 
    Wes forced out a harsh, flat bark of a laugh. “Then I’d say you fucked up,” he said, charging up a spell. “Because I’ve got those bitches right here with me…” 
 
    But suddenly, he didn’t. 
 
    Because his women were busy. 
 
    Each of the fingers of mist had formed into their own attackers, the other three pillars becoming monsters that sought out each of Wes’s familiars for combat. He recognized the one who’d become a copy of Archibald, the Scottish Warlock who’d crushed on Thessaly then tried to kill her when it became clear she loved Wes, not him. But the other two were complete mysteries to him. Deja’s monster was a tall, muscular brute with a thick beard and a long, curved sword, dressed like one of the nobles from Aladdin. Azura’s was a spider the size of a Volkswagen, its eight legs emerging from the fog like tree branches as it extended its fangs. 
 
    Holy shit, Wes thought, feeling himself pulled in four directions at once. Solomon’s not just testing me. He’s testing all of them, as well! 
 
    A burst of guilt filled Wes’s chest. He’d brought his women to this place, and put them in danger by doing so. Each of them fought whatever it was they hated the most, locked in a life or death struggle that would prove their mettle. Even though he knew each of his women would have it no other way, and that they were both beautiful and independent enough to face their fears and triumph, he still wished he could have spared them this. 
 
    “Oh, don’t go running off to them, Warlock!” The thing that wore Magnus’s skin like a suit cackled, shifting back and forth with an unnatural speed as he tested Wes’s defenses. “You can’t help them now—you can only help yourself! Face me!” 
 
    On the word ‘me’, the figure struck out. Magnus’s arms turned into long ribbons of flesh, cutting through the air like a cat o’ nine tails. Wes jumped backward and saw a tidal wave of magic pass in front of his face, each ribbon leaving a little trail of it behind. The air ignited into flame before settling back down, the ribbons of flesh waving like tiny banners around Magnus’s waist. 
 
    Right, Wes thought. Whatever you do, you do NOT want to get hit with those things. He made it priority one as he planned his attack. 
 
    This wasn’t just Magnus. The monster from beyond the stars who’d seduced the Templar leader lay within him as well. It called itself Genbu, and the only thing powerful enough to stop it from lulling Kulili from its eternal slumber had been Nacht and his silver spear. And the Archwarlock had had to give up his life in the bargain. 
 
    But Wes was stronger now. With a roar, he summoned a beam of darkness from his bond with Azura and chucked it at the creature’s torso. 
 
    For an instant, he thought he’d struck home. The beam cut from the tip of the Staff of Dominion toward Magnus, slashing in a vertical stroke that would have cut right through the creature’s chest and heart were he a flesh and blood man. But as the darkness faded, Wes saw the horrible truth—the monster had just withdrawn its mist around the spot the attack struck, leaving the beam of darkness to pierce through nothing at all. He’d done no damage. 
 
    Magnus grinned, then shot through the air like a corkscrew. Wes threw himself to the side, well out of the creature’s range—but now he heard the sounds of screaming. 
 
    Each of his women had joined the battle. 
 
    Thessaly ducked and dived beneath the phantom Archibald’s strikes, backing up before the onslaught of the Elder Warlock’s attacks. The false Warlock had a false spear, the same broken silver variant that Wes knew was a slightly less powerful version of Nacht’s. Thessaly knew it, too, and was doing her best not to be struck. 
 
    “Leave me alone!” the blue-haired Warlock shrieked, true loathing in her voice as she twisted away from the man’s grip. “Touch me again and I’ll fucking scream!” 
 
    Unlike the talkative Magnus, the phantom Archibald didn’t speak. It just advanced, moving forward again and again with the most hateful look on its face Wes had ever seen. The monster’s flat, dead eyes made Wes almost wish he could hear that ridiculous Scottish brogue again, even if it was threatening to kill him. 
 
    Meanwhile, Deja was no less busy. Her monster was nearly a foot taller than she was, and big enough to function as a linebacker on an NFL football team. The massive curved scimitar in his hands flashed like a living thing, cutting through the air in geometric formations that would have looked trippy as hell if they’d stayed in the air a little bit longer. The figure admired style over substance, comboing one flashy move into another as he danced around the dusky genie like a cabaret partner. 
 
    “You still owe me one wish, genie,” the figure growled, making it sound like the most lewd thing Wes had ever heard. “Do you want to hear it? Will you still make my wish your command?” 
 
    Wes had never seen Deja so out of sorts. The genie’s eyes were wide and haunted as she struck back at the dancing figure, using daggers she’d fashioned out of wind. They rippled across her fingers like miniature tornadoes, parrying the stranger’s thrusts. 
 
    “Get away from me, bastard!” Deja cried, her voice like a banshee’s. “You’re dead! I killed you! You can’t be here—you’re fucking dead...!” 
 
    But it was poor Azura who might have had the worst of it. Apparently she nursed a secret loathing of spiders, because the monster facing the gorgeous succubus down was a ten-foot-tall arachnid with fangs as long as Wes’s forearms. The monster might have been nothing but a fantasy, but the sizzling green drops of venom that fell like raindrops from its fangs to land on the floor were all too real. Thick hairs stood up from its eight legs like the bristles of a brush, increasing both his and Azura’s desire to retch. 
 
    “Oh, gross!” the succubus groaned, rolling out of the way of the beast as it charged. “I fucking hate spiders! Don’t let it touch me, Master! It’s totally going to make me barf!” 
 
    Wes was less worried about the succubus blowing chunks than he was seeing her get poisoned, or torn to shreds by the phantom arachnid. But as he opened his mouth to chide her, Magnus struck out with the long, silvery ribbons of his arms. Wes reacted in the only way he knew how, by lifting the Staff of Dominion ahead of him like a shield and twirling it. 
 
    The ribbons wrapped around the staff’s twisted wooden length, unable to cut through it. With a grin, Wes slowly turned the weapon in a slow circle, tightening the monster’s ribbons around it. Doing so gave Wes flashbacks to elementary school, building biplanes out of popsicle sticks and seeing how far he and his classmates could get them to fly. 
 
    Except in this case, he wasn’t moving an egg or a milk carton, but an abomination. 
 
    “Let me go!” the false Magnus roared, trying and failing to tug the ribbons of his flesh out of Wes’s grip. The phantom found himself caught like he’d just shoved each of his digits into a Chinese finger trap, with no option other than to engage Wes in a tug of war. Something about the Staff kept the monster from going fully inanimate—he could see it trying, turning parts of its form to mist but never the section roped to the Staff’s long, twisted length. 
 
    “All of you hang on!” Wes commanded, taking a step toward the false Magnus. The tension ratcheted up and up, the ribbons of flesh as taut as bowstrings along the front and end of his weapon. “I’ll be there to help in just a second! As soon as I take care of this asshole, I’ll be by your side!” 
 
    “No!” the false Magnus screeched. He tried even harder to pull away, only to find himself dragged inch by horrifying inch toward Wes. He didn’t expect this, Wes realized, grinning through the exertion of turning the Staff of Dominion even tighter. He’s supposed to be the thing that I fear, not the other way around! 
 
    “Come here, fucker,” Wes chuckled, charging up a ball of pure darkness in his free hand. “I’ve got a present for you.” 
 
    Something about the situation had torn Magnus’s tongue loose. The monster babbled like a schoolkid, alternatively ranting about the cosmic order and begging Wes to let him go, just let him go! 
 
    “There must be an ending!” the monster roared, repeating the words he’d spoken with so much gravity back on Kulili’s world. “There must be an end to this, Decimator! There must be a line of division, with nothing on the other side...!” 
 
    Wes didn’t let the monster go any further. “There is,” he said, his fist squeezing the ball of darkness like a water balloon he wanted to pop. “This is your line of division, Magnus! Right here!” 
 
    And Wes thrust his hand into the mist, straight through Magnus’s torso. 
 
    The creature’s high, keening wail turned into a single note, the kind of thing that was so high-pitched that normally only dogs could hear it. It rose and rose to glass breaking volumes as darkness spread through the mist, expanding like a laser light show through the smokey core of the creature that called itself Magnus. 
 
    The figure gave Wes a final, almost mournful look. Then it crumpled inward like a piece of tissue paper, the mist coalescing around it sucked into the ball of darkness like planets collapsing into a black hole. 
 
    The chamber filled with a sound like water going down the drain, and Magnus dissolved. 
 
    Wes had no time to stand around feeling triumph. Three women surrounded him, each doing battle with their deepest hate and greatest fear. He had to rescue them! But which should he leap for first? 
 
    He made a decision and jumped. Both Deja and Thessaly appeared to be holding their wraiths at bay—as much as the phantom sultan and the copy of Archibald rattled his familiars, they essentially were holding their own. Azura, on the other hand, looked as if she were inches away from death. The poor succubus was losing ground with each step, her back against the wall as the massive spider prepared to pounce. 
 
    “Stay back!” the succubus screeched, unleashing thin streaks of darkness from her jet-black nails. They struck the spider’s back like pushpins, sinking slightly into the carapace of its armor before dissolving into smoke. Darkness won’t work, Wes told himself, weighing his options. I’ll have to try something else to counter that creature! 
 
    The spider’s fangs clacked open and closed like a guillotine, inches away from Azura’s pretty face. A single drop of venom rolled down her cheek, leaving the cherry skin pale with decay. Wes had no doubt that if any of that poison got into her bloodstream, she’d be a goner. 
 
    Here goes nothing, he thought, lifting the Staff of Dominion over his head with both hands. 
 
    “HEY!” Wes roared, amplifying his voice with magic. “You! Yeah, you big overgrown asshole! I’m talking to you!” 
 
    The spider paused in its contemplation of Azura. It’s massive head turned to the side, its beady red eyes focusing on the Warlock who’d dared insult it while it prepared to bite and consume its prey. Though the phantom had been conjured specifically to bedevil Azura, there was no reason it couldn’t add a mouthy young man like Wes to its dinner plans. 
 
    It’s working, Wes thought. “That’s right! You think a succubus is going to taste good? Maybe if you like well done meat! That girl’s spent her entire life training to live in a plane of fire and sinners!” He gestured at himself, even shaking his rear a little bit to entice the mammoth arachnid. “But this is all prime rib, baby!” 
 
    Azura’s face filled with disbelief as the spider’s attention refocused on Wes. She slid down the wall onto her ass, then flipped onto all fours and crawled out from underneath the massive arachnid while the thing was distracted. She shot Wes a cheeky wink and a thumb’s up once she was clear, then sprang into action to defend Thessaly from Archibald. 
 
    The spider’s beady red eyes bored holes into Wes’s gaze. It almost appeared like it was trying to marshal its energy for something, some spell that would rip Wes in two before he could strike back... 
 
    A thin, reedy sound slipped from the spider’s jaw. It took several seconds for the shock to leave Wes and to realize the thing was speaking to him. 
 
    “Peace...” the spider rasped, a look in its beady red eyes like desperation itself. “There must be peace. The angels, the demons, the Most High...it must all be brought to peace...” 
 
    Wes stood mutely absorbing the thing’s words. “You’re still him,” he said after a moment shaking his head. “Even though I killed Magnus, part of you is still him. What, is this whole fog all the same guy?” 
 
    “It must come to an end,” the spider rasped, its body beginning to shake. It took several heartbeats for Wes to realize the creature was laughing. “It must all end!” 
 
    The spider pounced. 
 
    It’s leap was like a wall of force, the sheer speed of it cracking the floor beneath its limbs as the stone spiderwebbed with breaks. Caught off-guard, Wes couldn’t do much more than throw himself to the floor as the thing attacked him, its fangs snapping open and closed with a sound like someone chewing hard pretzels amplified a thousand times over. 
 
    The mass of chitin and hair landed on top of him. Flattened against the floor as he was, Wes had maybe an inch of clearance between himself and the arachnid menace. Had he not dropped as low as humanly possible, he’d have a concussion right now—or worse. Thank God, Wes thought, peering up at the soft white underbelly of the spider. Time to make you regret you did that, you overgrown bastard... 
 
    Despite the long distance between them, it was no difficulty at all for Wes to grab the invisible bond between himself and Hazel and pull her fire magic into his core. Flames filled the space within him until he felt more like a bonfire than a man, focused through the staff at his side. Tongues of flame leapt up and down the Staff of Dominion, turning it from a walking stick to a portable nuclear weapon. 
 
    With a roar, Wes unleashed the flame. A bolt of pure fire wider than his body erupted from the tip of the staff, striking like an arrow at the belly of the beast. It spread outward in a massive wave of heat, nearly singing off Wes’s eyebrows as he let out a warrior’s scream and threw himself backward. 
 
    The flames lifted the spider off-balance, only four of its eight feet touching the ground. And yet the spell did far less damage than Wes had anticipated. Most of the flames dissolved at the barest contact with those bristled hairs on the creature’s hide, and the rest did little more than warm it as it readjusted itself beneath the spray of the spell. 
 
    What the fuck!? It’s immune to fire, too!? Wes could hardly believe it. All that power and he’d hardly dented the damned thing! 
 
    The spider reached out with the legs that had been forced from the ground, stretching them further to reestablish its balance. The thing seemed not at all put out by the intense heat just beneath its belly, shrugging it off as it centered Wes in its sights. 
 
    To the left and right, Wes’s familiars fought off their own monsters. Azura and Thessaly seemed to be able to handle Archibald—or at least hold him back—but Deja’s will and strength appeared to be slipping by the moment. Whatever taunts that strange bearded man kept throwing at her appeared to be rattling her confidence, making it harder her to fight back. 
 
    I’ve got to get to Deja, Wes told himself. It was time to stop holding back and annihilate these monsters! 
 
    Wes threw himself into the fray, ignoring the overgrown arachnid for the moment. In his peripheral vision, the big bearded man did a pirouette like a dancer, his nimble blade striking with ease at Deja’s slender neck. The genie managed to dodge it, but only just, the steel whizzing an inch away from what would have been a killing blow. 
 
    Then Wes was there, and the danger no longer mattered. 
 
    “Hey!” the Warlock called, his voice filled with mirth as he parried the stranger’s next blow. “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?” 
 
    The figure turned slowly, as if it were irritated by Wes’s presence. “So this is your new Master?” it said in a desultory tone, addressing Deja. “Pathetic.” 
 
    “You can’t hurt me any longer,” the genie whispered, her voice filled with hatred and triumph. “You’re dead, Dairon. You’ve been dead a long, long time...” 
 
    Wes grunted, sweat beading on his forehead as he matched the stranger blow for blow. “And you’re about to be dead again!” he cried, swinging the Staff of Dominion with all his might. 
 
    Focused as he was on Deja, the man never saw the attack coming. He lifted his curved scimitar to blunt the blow, but his movement was slow, almost lazy. He’d barely gotten the hilt of the blade up to where it needed to be when the flame-wreathed head of the Staff of Dominion slammed into his throat, exploding with power like a lightning strike. 
 
    As the man began to scream, tears formed in the corners of Deja’s eyes. “Never again,” the genie whispered, putting a hand on Wes’s shoulder as both of them watched the mist spirit smoke and dissolve. “I belong to Wes now. He is my Master—and he will never, ever let me suffer again.” 
 
    It was an emotional moment for sure—but unfortunately for Wes, he had no time to enjoy it. Nor did he have time to ask Deja who ‘Daimon’ might have been, and why he’d been her object of ultimate hatred. He sensed the woman needed time to recover from the shock of seeing him, in any case. There were still two mist spirits remaining, and neither of them looked like they wanted to go down without a fight. 
 
    Both Azura and Thessaly were locked in combat with the giant spider. They flanked the beast as best they could, pelting it with magic spells as Archibald tried and failed to get a few blows in on the side. The man couldn’t properly be blamed—the spider was just enormous, so wide and overgrown that slipping between its legs to deliver an attack was difficult. It took everything Wes’s familiars had just to avoid being crushed. 
 
    “Come on,” Wes said, shaking Deja from her reverie. “They need our help. Thessaly and Azura need you, Deja!” 
 
    The names of her harem partners snapped Deja out of her thoughts. “I’m here,” the dusky beauty said, a new fierceness infiltrating her expression. 
 
    Together, they dove toward the spider like a pincer attack from Hell. Wes reached for all the bonds he had with his women (save for that strange, twisted one linking him to Lady Morningstar) and pulled, mingling the magic inside of himself until a kaleidoscope of psychedelic colors enveloped his weapon. His women surrounded the spider, doing little in the way of damage but keeping its attention occupied. Wes needed a moment to charge up this spell, so that he could obliterate that spider— 
 
    Something hit Wes between the shoulder blades. He turned to see Archibald holding his silver spear, the blunt end of the weapon having just been cracked across Wes’s back like a form of punishment. The man’s face was caught in a rictus of a smile, like the skin had peeled back around his eyes and mouth. 
 
    “There’s got to be an end to this,” the phantom muttered, sounding as if it were speaking to itself rather than Wes. “It can’t go on like this forever! There has to be a line of division!” 
 
    “I’ve heard about enough about your fucking lines!” Wes snarled, swinging the Staff of Dominion. The weapon had lost most of its charge when he’d been struck, but enough magic remained enchanted in the wood to release a satisfying thump of power when he smacked Archibald in the shoulder. The Scotsman slunk to the side, wounded, and Wes decided the Elder Warlock was beneath him. No direct confrontation for this shade. 
 
    Instead, he called upon an old friend. “Archcloak,” he laughed, grabbing hold of the garment around his shoulders. “Rip this fucker to shreds!” 
 
    Wes could tell that the enchanted robe had been chomping at the bit to jump into the battle ever since the mist poured in through the windows. It sprang from his shoulders like a hungry lion, soaring directly at the beleaguered Scotsman and wrapping around his face like one of the monsters from Alien. Wes heard only muffled groans as the Elder Warlock tried to fight the fabric, tugging unsuccessfully at the black and green threads caging him. 
 
    One more asshole done with, Wes thought with a savage grin. Now it’s time to bring it on home... 
 
    The giant spider was now outnumbered four to one. Yet it didn’t seem any closer to giving up without a fight than it had been when it had first arrived in the Tower. It was successfully holding not just Azura and Thessaly but Deja at bay as well, fighting them off with its legs and fangs and thick ropes of webbing. The stuff coated the floor like silly string left over after a surprise party, making it so Wes had to pick his steps across the stone. 
 
    The spider feinted toward Azura, then bit at Thessaly with a sudden, savage assault. The creature’s powerful jaws snapped shut over and over again, forcing the blue-haired Warlock to back up with a scream. Holy shit, Wes thought, that was close! 
 
    He couldn’t delay any longer. He had to be the focus of that creature’s attention. Maybe then, his women could bring it down. 
 
    Before the spider could strike again, Wes raced directly into the danger. It was possibly the dumbest thing he’d ever done—even dumber than answering that late-night complaint at the Excelsior Hotel all those weeks ago. The spider’s beady eyes refocused as it took in the sight of Wes racing toward it like a football player, his shoulders hunched and his head angled forward. He looked like he wanted to shove the monster over, but even his magically enhanced strength wouldn’t have been enough to make it happen. 
 
    Triumph flared in the creature’s dull, beady eyes. It’s jaws opened wide, twin sprays of webbing erupting from hidden glands in the corners of its mouth. The thick, sticky material wrapped around Wes’s legs, hampering his movement and making him trip. 
 
    He fell toward the spider, practically helpless. The spider opened wide to bite into its meal. 
 
    Only for the monster to fall right into Wes’s trap. 
 
    As the thing’s mouth closed on him, Wes thrust his fist into the spider’s jaws. It was easily the grossest thing he’d ever touched, a mass of chitin and ichor and nameless things that were better off not being thought about too deeply. Wes tried to ignore the creepy, crawly sensation that spread over his fingers as he thrust his arm deeper into the creature’s maw, crying out in anger as he activated the last and least understood of Nacht’s gifts. 
 
    The silver ring on his finger had been vibrating like crazy ever since the fight began. It was a pretty big jump to go from noticing that to wagering the ring both wanted to join in on the battle and had the ability to absorb a creature as large and powerful as the giant spider, but Wes was nothing if not optimistic. 
 
    After all, he was a betting man. 
 
    The vibrations rose to a crescendo, until it felt like his hand might shake right off. The fact that the spider was trying to swallow him down didn’t help, either. But just then, beams of light erupted from his fingers, spilling between the spider’s jaws like searchlights. 
 
    Suddenly the creature couldn’t wait to get away. The spider pulled back with all its might, but Wes had wedged his arm too far into its jaws to allow it to disengage easily. The monster had been overconfident. It was more than willing to let Wes go elbow-deep inside of it when devouring the Warlock had seemed certain. Now it was regretting its mistake. 
 
    “You’re mine,” Wes said with a savage grin, thinking about the Demonomicon. Would it be able to take a being conjured up by one of Solomon’s spells into Wes’s roster? Would it update itself to match with the new information about the demon? 
 
    All good questions for later. Right now, though, Wes needed to hold on for dear life and not be eaten. 
 
    It was a near thing. When the spider realized it couldn’t just pull away and free itself in that manner, it began swallowing Wes’s hand even deeper down its gullet. If the magic in his ring had taken another two minutes to work—maybe even one—things could have been very different. Wes might have found himself sharing poor Archibald’s fate, adjusting to life with only one arm. 
 
    But before the spider could do its dirty work, Wes’s magic took control. The tendrils of light wrapped themselves around the massive spider, lifting it off the ground as its front end began to distend where it touched the ring. The creature resembled an asteroid being sucked into a black hole—everything stretched sickeningly, narrowing like a funnel as the thing was sucked into Wes’s ring. It happened slowly at first, then all at once—like a dam bursting. 
 
    A wave of sticky black ichor washed over Wes as the thing vanished, crunched up a bit as it was pulled into the ring. The silver band around his finger gave a final pulse and then went quiet, the metal cool to the touch. Wes knew without knowing that if he opened up the Demonomicon right now, he’d find a drawing of the spider right next to the three-headed dog Erebos, along with a few of the monster’s vital statistics and abilities. Wes made a mental note to flip through it later and learn more about his newest toy. 
 
    And just like that, it was over. Wes looked around for Archibald but the man was nowhere to be found—the Archcloak must have done exactly as he’d commanded. The garment lay on the floor, looking bloated and satiated in a circle of stone where the mist had withdrawn from it as if in fear. Wes put the cloak back on and felt it adjust its fabric snugly around him, molding sleekly over his back and shoulders. 
 
    “Fuck yes,” he whispered, meeting the eyes of each of his women in turn. “We did it! We really did it! Is everyone okay? Did anyone get hurt during the fight?” 
 
    “Only my pride,” Deja said, rubbing her shoulder with a sad kind of expression. “I’m sorry any of you had to see that. In the old days, the world was a brutal place, of tyrants and empires. I was not as powerful then as I am now—nor was I as independent.” 
 
    Azura snorted. “Hell. We’ve all grown up since we met Wes, haven’t we?” The succubus stared at the spot on the ground where the body of the massive spider had been, suppressing a shudder. “I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to you having a spider as a battle pet, though. Try not to summon that thing while I’m around, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Wes said with a laugh. “Thess, you feeling alright?” 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock had her hands on her hips, and was surveying the room. “I’m okay,” she said after a long moment. There was a deep frown on her face, cutting through the satisfaction of a job well done. “I just never thought I’d have to deal with that again. Archibald...he never did any of those things in real life, or tried to. But that monster...” 
 
    Wes nodded. He understood perfectly. “I know,” he said, going to Thessaly and embracing her. “It’s all part of Solomon’s test. We have to overcome the things we hate the most in order to prove ourselves worthy of his inheritance.” 
 
    Wes just wished he didn’t have to prove himself quite so much. Hadn’t he already done enough to show the First Warlock he was the one to take over his stash of demons? For that matter, wasn’t the fact that Solomon could see the future proof enough that Wes was indeed the heir apparent he’d been looking for? 
 
    Maybe he can only see possibilities, Wes thought, glancing up at the ceiling of the Tower. Like he knows that I’m his best shot of saving the world, but he’s still not one hundred percent sure that I’ve got what it takes. 
 
    Wes pulled his women in for a group hug. Having so many female bodies against his felt great after the fight, and made him long more than a little bit for some private time with himself and his women. But before he could suggest such a thing, the floor began to move. 
 
    Azura let out a cheer as the machinery ground to life. The platform on which they stood rose, slowly at first and then faster, as they began to ascend toward the roof of the Tower of Solomon. 
 
    “We did it,” Wes said, grinning. “Alright, we got part one over with. Now we’ve just got to fight off the things we love. And really, how hard can that be?” 
 
    Almost on cue, more white mist poured through the windows of the Tower. Except these weren’t coming from the narrow slits surrounding Wes and his familiars—no. That would have been far too easy. Instead, the pearly fog poured from the windows at the top of the elevator shaft. 
 
    They were heading right for it. At any moment, Wes expected the ceiling of mist to droop and fall toward them, curling like a waterfall, but the material remained stubbornly airborne. It almost looked like...like... 
 
    A wall, Wes realized. Fuck, it’s making its OWN ceiling... 
 
    “Look out!” Deja yelled, tugging Wes and his women away from the center of the platform. The genie had apparently come to the same conclusion as Wes, at roughly the same moment. “We’re going to hit it!” 
 
    “Should we jump?” Thessaly asked, coming close to the edge of the platform. “Fuck, it’s a long way down...” 
 
    Indeed it was. The platform rose faster as faster, going much quicker now than one of the elevators back at the Excelsior hotel. They passed floor after floor, blinking past them with rapid speed. Wes felt his legs fighting the urge to bow outward, the gravity increasing as their velocity went off the charts. 
 
    They were heading directly into the mist. They were going to slam right into it. 
 
    Wes looked over the side, but it was way too far to jump now. They’d slam into the sixth floor of the Tower of Solomon and turn into a faint paste, which even Deja’s healing potions wouldn’t be able to cure. They had only one option left. 
 
    To hold on for their lives. 
 
    “Brace yourselves!” Wes roared, tightening his grip on the Staff of Dominion. Whatever happened, he sensed that holding onto the weapon of the ancients was critical to his surviving and triumphing over whatever was coming. “We’re about to hit!” 
 
    The white wall filled the world, washing over them as the platform sailed right into it. It hadn’t been solid after all. 
 
    The world turned white, and Wes and his familiars disappeared. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr. Alban? Sir, it’s almost time.” 
 
    Wes’s eyes snapped open. He sat bolt upright in his chair, letting out a snort as his arms flailed out in front of him. He’d been having the strangest nightmare—something about a Tower and a bunch of beautiful women. He’d been moving very fast, almost like he’d been falling—except in the dream, he’d been falling upward. Not the most common thing for a guy. 
 
    “Huh?” Wes rubbed sleep out of his eyes. The dream dissolved as he reached for it, the details crumbling to dust within the fine folds of his brain. He tried to remember where he was and what he was doing, found that he couldn’t. Had he passed out on the job, fallen asleep behind the counter of the Excelsior? Was this a customer? 
 
    “Mr. Alban,” the voice repeated in a kindly tone. “The event is about to begin. Can I get you a coffee? An energy drink, perhaps?” 
 
    The speaker was a pretty, middle-aged woman with mocha skin and dreadlocks. She wore a smart business suit and had a lanyard hanging around her neck with ID tucked in the front. It marked her as Kendra Lawson, ALA Chairwoman, a thing that didn’t make a bit of sense to Wes until he remembered that ALA was short for American Library Association. 
 
    “I don’t...what?” Wes blinked rapidly, trying and failing to remember what he’d been doing before he’d fallen asleep. The room around him was no help—he’d passed out in a rather comfortable chair, surrounded by couches and coffee tables. Posters illustrating scenes from classic literature hung on the walls, which were covered in a marbled pattern that reminded him of the lobby of the Excelsior. Except he didn’t work for that hotel any longer, did he? Something had happened—something that changed his life forever. 
 
    What was it? 
 
    “Earth to Mr. Alban,” Kendra said, chuckling. The woman walked over to a mini-fridge in the corner of the room and pulled out a can of a popular energy drink. “Dreaming up another one of your fantasy worlds, were you? How does the great man come up with an idea for a new book, I wonder?” 
 
    A new book? Wes thought. He popped open the can and drank half the energy drink in a single gulp. Something about the black and green color scheme of the can tickled his memories, as if he’d seen the same thing somewhere else under very different circumstances. The connection faded, dissolving like smoke as he reached for it. 
 
    “I’m sure that’s one of the questions they’ll ask you,” Kendra said, taking a seat across from him. She crossed her legs primly, one over the other, but in a way that clearly communicated interest in him. Wes racked his brains to try and remember if he’d been flirting with this woman earlier. “A little nervous, maybe, Mr. Alban? Can I call you Wes?” 
 
    “Please do,” Wes said, frowning. What was this? He’d expected the energy drink to lessen his confusion, snap him out of this haze, but it only appeared to have deepened it. What the hell was going on? 
 
    “Thanks, Wes,” Kendra said with a little giggle. 
 
    This woman wants me, Wes thought, the idea coming unbidden to his mind. Looking at her, it seemed completely obvious—but the realization gave him pause. When did he become the sort of man who looked at every woman in his orbit in terms of whether or not they wanted to hook up with him? 
 
    “There’s really,” the woman continued, resting a hand just more than a friendly distance up his thigh, “nothing to be worried about. Authors usually get nervous at these things, but there’s really no reason to be. The questions are pre-selected, and everyone is extremely friendly.” She grinned. “Besides, I was just out there. They’re chomping at the bit to get their signed copies of your epic—they probably won’t mind if you wrap up the Q&A portion of the event a little early...” 
 
    Q&A? As Kendra spoke, she gestured with a little chuckle at a heavy volume sitting on the table in front of Wes. Confused, he picked it up—and gasped. 
 
    His name was written across the front. 
 
    “This is...my book,” Wes whispered, his eyes widening with surprise. “The one I wrote while I worked at the Excelsior. Chipping away at it night after night, behind the overnight desk...” 
 
    Kendra looked confused for a moment, then laughed. “Oh yes,” she said, running her fingers over the cover. “Everyone here knows the story, Wes. How you toiled away while working the night shift at a hotel, writing novel after novel until one was finally picked up by a publisher. It takes a lot of work to become an overnight success, as I’m well aware.” 
 
    “You are?” Wes still couldn’t believe what he was looking at. His novel? It had been published. And not just published—it was a hit. A hit so big that the American Library Association was putting on some kind of event where he’d answer questions and sign books. 
 
    That’s it! Wes realized. He’d felt off ever since that nap. He’d been telling himself that something had changed, that some event at the Excelsior set his life on a completely different trajectory than the one he’d been on for years. The answer lay right in front of his face, plain to see. 
 
    His book had been accepted by a publisher. It had changed his life. 
 
    Just then, the door opened. “Two minutes,” a man with an earpiece said, thrusting his head into the room. He disappeared just as quickly. 
 
    “Well,” Kendra said, smoothing down her skirt. “That means we should get moving. By the way, Mr. Alban—I mean, Wes. I was wondering what plans you had after the event?” 
 
    “I...don’t really have any,” Wes blurted. He couldn’t remember anything, in any event, and whatever this gorgeous older woman wanted to do would definitely be more fun. She reminded him of someone, just a little bit—someone he’d been dreaming about, maybe. 
 
    “Then please,” Kendra purred, putting just a little heat into her voice, “allow me to take you to dinner after. It’s all on the company card anyway, so it’ll be my treat. You can have anything you want.” 
 
    Now that’s an open invitation if I’ve ever heard one, Wes thought, that strange voice so unlike his own slipping back into his head. Miss Kendra here will probably excuse herself halfway through the meal and come back with her panties in her hand. Then I’ll escort her to the men’s room so she can have a little fun with the famous author... 
 
    What? That wasn’t like him at all. Was it? 
 
    Kendra was already taking him by the hand, guiding him with more than professional courtesy out of the green room. He found his eyes sliding subconsciously to the round swell of her ass beneath her pencil skirt. She wore long stockings beneath it that hugged her mocha thighs like a second skin, and it was very pleasing to look at. 
 
    As they made their way down the hall, Kendra glanced over her shoulder and noticed him looking. She winked. 
 
    “Right this way,” she purred, leading him to a backstage area. “The audience is waiting...” 
 
    Wes’s heart thundered against his ribcage, moving with the rapid pulse of a hummingbird’s wings. None of this felt real—it was as if his every dream had come true while he’d been napping. He felt a surge of confidence, of cockiness, of dominance. A whole crowd had come just to talk to him. Him! 
 
    The famous author, Wes thought, his reservations dissolving. Well, no one can say that I haven’t earned it. I’ve worked my ass off to get to this point—to be the man. I’m in the bookstores, the libraries, Hell—I’ll probably have a TV deal on HBO this time next year. 
 
    It was all wonderful. Wasn’t it? 
 
    Then why did something feel off about the whole thing? 
 
    As Wes approached the curtain, the same man who’d interrupted him and Kendra suddenly appeared. “Hold up,” he said, holding onto his earpiece with two fingers like he was getting a transmission from the home office. “You almost forgot your staff, sir.” 
 
    “Staff?” Wes asked. The man—a PA, obviously, or some other kind of orderly—carried a mass of twisted wood in his hands, studded with a massive emerald at the knobbed head. It didn’t look like the kind of thing one would take on a simple hike or a walk around the neighborhood. It looked vicious. 
 
    It looked like a wizard’s weapon. 
 
    “Oh!” Kendra’s mouth formed a little ‘o’ of surprise as she took the staff from the man. “Of course, Wes. You never go anywhere without this. I can’t believe you left it back in the green room.” 
 
    “This is mine?” Wes asked, picking up the Staff. It did feel good in his hands—as if it belonged there. As he held it close, Wes almost felt as if he could hear whispering coming from the wood. But of course, that was silly. 
 
    Kendra and the man shared a look. “Are you alright, Wes?” the woman asked, her dreadlocks shaking as she shook her head. “You’re never photographed or videotaped without this thing. It’s your thing—like George R.R. Martin’s conductor hat, or Robert Jordan’s cane. You need the Staff, otherwise the audience will be disappointed.” 
 
    It made sense. Of course it did. 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said, shaking his head. Why did it feel like there were so many goddamn cobwebs in his head? “I need the Staff of Dominion. Feels kinda naked without it.” 
 
    Kendra stared at him as if he’d grown a second head. “The Staff of What!?” 
 
    “Of...” Wes trailed off. What was the word? It slipped away from him, like it had been greased. “Shit, I don’t know. I think a fan called it that once?” 
 
    Kendra shrugged. “Okay, tiger. Get out there and knock ‘em dead, and then we’ll have supper after. You’ll eat good, don’t worry. I know how to show a client a great time.” 
 
    She punctuated this with another wink, even more shameless than the first. Oh yeah, Wes thought, the unknown voice puncturing his thoughts yet again. I’m totally getting laid tonight. Maybe I can pull a fan in, too—after all, literary groupies are totally a thing... 
 
    His vision swam. The curtain fluttered a few feet away, the sound of hushed voices trickling in from the other side. Wes knew that an entire audience lay out there, waiting for him. They were probably sitting in their seats with their cell phones pointed at the stage, waiting to catch their first glimpse of the man who’d captured their imagination and taken the literary charts by storm. 
 
    “They’re waiting,” Kendra said, a little more firm now. “Everything you want is right on the other side of that curtain, Wes. Fame. Money. Power. Sex.” 
 
    Something was wrong. This wasn’t right—this wasn’t what he’d been dreaming of. 
 
    “I...I don’t think I’m ready,” Wes blurted. He turned away from the curtain—and caught a glimpse of a figure moving through the shadows. Just for a single instant, barely a moment in time—but that instant nearly froze the marrow in his bones. 
 
    The thing that paced in the shadows had too many limbs, with far too many joints. 
 
    He turned back to see Kendra glaring at him, irritation showing in the lines of her face. Her forehead wrinkled with worry, and without an ounce of shame or hesitation she reached up and unbuttoned the topmost button of her smart suit. Her mocha cleavage spilled out, so deep that Wes wanted to swim in it. 
 
    “Hurry,” the gorgeous, dark-skinned MILF purred, gesturing with a kind of desperation at the curtains. “They’re waiting for you, Wes! They paid good money to be here, and they’re all waiting for you. You and only you. You’re a King to these people, Wes—no. You’re more like God—the God of books, who creates his own worlds!” 
 
    Something about the woman’s increasing fervor creeped Wes out. More movements shuffled along the outside of the shadows, and now Wes was sure that there was something over there watching him. Waiting. 
 
    Wes reached out for the curtain—and froze. 
 
    “Why don’t you do it?” he asked, trying to keep a casual smile on his face. “Pull back the curtain and I’ll be standing there, ready to take a bow for my adoring audience.” 
 
    For just an instant, Kendra’s face changed. “It doesn’t work that way,” she hissed, her voice smoke and sex and desperation all at once. “Please, Wes, just accept it. Accept the love, the adoration, the fame. It’s everything you’ve ever wanted, and all you have to do is pull back the curtain...” 
 
    The more she talked, the more Wes felt the unreality of the situation. The things in the shadows moved closer, and now he felt some kind of... pulse?... from the staff in his hand. It gave a jerk in his fingers, like a living thing, almost coming alive beneath his touch. 
 
    The Staff of Dominion, Wes thought. That’s what the thing’s name is. Except how do I know that? 
 
    He made a decision. 
 
    “I don’t think I will,” Wes said, turning away from the curtain. The mists in his head began to clear, filling him with impressions of something else. A cherry-red demon with a naughty tail. A woman who could have been an Arabian princess in a previous life. A blonde with the saddest eyes he’d ever seen, and a glowing halo floating over her head like something from a storybook. 
 
    “You won’t?” Kendra’s voice was as sharp as a razor. “Really?” 
 
    No, Wes thought. Definitely not. 
 
    “This isn’t who I am,” he said, the world coming back into focus with every word. “As much as I’d love to stay here, and soak up all this love and devotion, I think we both know it’s not what I really want. That’s the problem, you know?” 
 
    The things in the shadows—there were multiple now, chittering around each other like mad little apes—pushed in closer. Everything had disappeared now except for the curtain, the woman, and the stage. Darkness closed in on three-quarters of Wes’s vision, and what lay beyond that veil was nothing that any man with an ounce of sense would want to fuck with. 
 
    “Problem with what?” Kendra asked, already beginning to change. 
 
    “Tempting a guy with what he loves,” Wes said, channeling magic into the Staff of Dominion. “Because there’s nothing on Earth I love more than this. My guild, my harem—it’s all great, it really is. But this is what I was meant for.” 
 
    Kendra—not really Kendra any longer—let out an ear-piercing shriek, unraveling. 
 
    “I love being a Warlock,” Wes said. “More than anything else in the world.” 
 
    The things in the darkness surged forward, their limbs smacking together with meaty thumps. 
 
    Wes raised his staff and dissolved the darkness, ripping away the illusion. 
 
    The world vanished. 
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    When Wes came back to himself, he was lying flat on his back on the hardest floor he’d ever felt. Three women stood above him, looking down at him with worried expressions. It took a few seconds for him to recognize them—then, when he did, the relief that flowed through his bloodstream was sweeter and more powerful than any wine. 
 
    I did it, Wes thought. I’m back. 
 
    “Master?” Deja extended a hand, helping Wes to his feet. He swayed sickeningly for long moments, nearly losing his balance, then steadied himself on a nearby wall. “We were worried about you, Wes. It took you forever to get up.” 
 
    “I’m alright,” Wes said, his shoulders rising and falling slowly. “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Too long.” That was Azura, who looked more relieved to see him up and about than words could say. “You kept muttering things that didn’t make any sense. And your eyes kept rolling in their sockets under their lids, like you were having one hell of an intense dream. Was it Solomon?” 
 
    Wes nodded. “It was. He made me reject what I love. Wasn’t too hard, since what he gave me wasn’t a candle compared to what I already have. Wait—did he do the same thing to all of you?” 
 
    Wes’s women chuckled. “I was in charge of Shangri-La,” Thessaly said, crossing her arms under her perky breasts. “All the other Elder Warlocks bowed to me and called me ‘Queen’. I knew it was bullshit immediately. I just kept asking them when I could go back and be with Wes again.” The blue-haired Warlock laughed. “They couldn’t do a thing to shake me.” 
 
    Wes realized each of his women had gone through the same thing. Whatever the phantom Solomon had been able to offer his familiars hadn’t been anything compared to the love and devotion they received as part of Wes’s family. His guild was strong, getting stronger all the time, and no one could stand in their way. 
 
    He felt a moment of absurd guilt for ever thinking his women could have betrayed him, then dismissed it. It was far more important to focus on the present moment. Where were they? 
 
    The floor had felt so goddamn awful because it was a solid slab of pointy obsidian. The chamber they stood in was circular like the others, and just about the same size as the ground floor they’d wandered around when they first came to the Temple of Solomon. It was clearly the First Warlock’s personal quarters and laboratory, both his resting place and where he tried out new spells and poked at the fabric of reality with his roster of demons. 
 
    And speaking of those demons, Wes thought, I’ve just found them... 
 
    At the center of the chamber was a massive black diamond, held in place with a setting carved in the form of a snake eating its own tail. All along its surface were little bumps that Wes first assumed were imperfections in the crafter’s design, until he got closer and saw the truth. All along the snake were dozens of tiny rings just like his, welded to the stone with blasts of powerful fire magic. 
 
    As he drew closer, Wes felt a truly ridiculous amount of energy pulse from both the diamond and the holder. The diamond was like a magical hard drive, filled with powerful demons, while the tiny rings encircling the snake were more like thumb drives—tinier stockpiles of demons that had been added on to the whole, like extra rooms added to a mansion. 
 
    This was it. The demons. Solomon’s inheritance. 
 
    He’d made it.   
 
    “Holy shit,” Wes whispered, walking with an awestruck expression toward the center of the room. Just getting this close to the thing made the air crackle with barely repressed power, like the onrush of a once in a century hurricane. Wes approached with fear and caution, along with an excitement so sweet and pure as to be almost unbearable. He’d fought so hard to get to this point, and now here he was. 
 
    How could the Temple of Solomon have possibly tempted him away? Compared to this, the greatest pleasures of Heaven and Earth were nothing—just dross. To command Solomon’s legion was to become the most powerful Warlock in the universe. It was Wes’s destiny. 
 
    So it was a surprise to see a hologram ripple to life above the black diamond once Wes was about an arm’s length away from the stone. 
 
    This Solomon looked simultaneously more haggard and more pleased than the others who’d been left as living snapshots in the Tower. Lines of worry and age crisscrossed the great man’s face, but his expression was both kind and filled with relief—as if he knew that if anyone were watching this recording, it meant they had triumphed. That Wes had triumphed. He appreciated that. 
 
    “Hail and well met, Wesley Alban,” the holographic Solomon said, raising a hand in greetings. “If you are listening to this message, then it means that you have triumphed. You have overcome the challenges of my Tower, and reached the top floor—where I, the First Warlock, performed so much of my great work.” 
 
    “You’re damned right!” Azura threw her arms over her head like a racer finishing a marathon. “Go Team Wes! We did it!” 
 
    “Now,” the holographic Solomon said after a short pause, “before you claim my bounty and your inheritance as the new Prime Warlock, I would ask that you take a look around. Observe the space where I spent so much of my time, young Alban—where my greatest triumphs took place. Where my experiments into the nature of magic and demonology bore fruit. And, because we are speaking man to man, where I bedded hundreds—if not thousands—of beautiful, powerful demons. Capable of giving a man the kind of pleasure that only a body shaped by the forces of magic can produce.” 
 
    Was that a grin on Solomon’s ageless face? Oh yeah. This guy might have been all Gandalf about things now that he was putting on a show for posterity, but there was very little doubt in Wes’s mind that back in his day, Solomon the First Warlock was a freak. An expert at getting kinky. 
 
    “As that stands, you may be wondering—will it not feel wrong, in a sense, to inherit demons from a man who’s used them so thoroughly?” The face of Solomon split in a broad grin, as if he knew Wes had never considered such a thing until this moment and now couldn’t help but wonder. “Fear not, young Alban—these demons have been especially chosen just for you. Every familiar slumbering within this gem, as well as the addendums added to it, is completely untouched, and just waiting for their True Master to call them to his side.” 
 
    Azura’s jaw dropped. “The demons are virgins? Oh Hell yes! I can’t wait to see this...!” 
 
    “My goodness!” Even Deja looked surprised—and more than a little pleased. “Solomon truly planned everything, Master. You’re going to be the first and only man these demons will know—you’ll truly be their eternal Master, and they your loyal familiars.” 
 
    Thessaly’s response was even more blunt. “That’s hawt,” the blue-haired Warlock said with a giggle. “Let’s meet ‘em and get dirty!” 
 
    Solomon had appeared to consider this, as well. The First Warlock let out a knowing chuckle, indicating the room with his massive, holographic hands. “This room is your final test,” the First Warlock said, the corner of his mouth curling in a smirk above his massive beard. “Here, you will summon my bounty, and claim the inheritance which is rightfully yours...” 
 
    Solomon’s next words were cut off by Azura’s groan. “Another fucking test? What is with this guy and exams? Was he a schoolteacher before he became the First Warlock or something?” 
 
    “Hush,” Deja said, putting a finger up to her pouty lips. “I have a feeling we’re going to like this particular test, dearies.” 
 
    They were. 
 
    “In order to claim my inheritance,” Solomon intoned, you must use your first and greatest resource, Wes. Only by activating the bonds between yourself and your familiars do you unlock your true potential—and only by doing this here, in the presence of the crystal, will you unlock its secrets!” 
 
    As Solomon’s voice rose to a crescendo, the hologram shoved a hand through the black diamond. Wes didn’t expect it to do anything but go right through, but a wave of power cascaded through the stone to ripple outward through the room. As it washed over Wes, he got a vision: a picture of all the demons waiting inside, practically chomping at the bit to be introduced to their new Master. 
 
    Wes saw himself claiming them. Fucking them, owning them, breeding them like a sultan with his own personal harem. It unspooled in his mind like a film reel—like a porn movie starring him playing on the inside of his skull on fast forward. Wes shivered with lust, every nerve ending in his body singing with pleasure at the fantasy of pounding his harem’s brains out. 
 
    When he came back to himself, Azura, Deja and Thessaly were panting with need. One look in their eyes was all it took to confirm the truth—they’d seen the same vision that Wes had, and witnessed the same sordid series of events. They were just as turned on as he was by the thought—made so aroused that they could barely stand it, so horny they could hardly speak. 
 
    “Claim your destiny,” Solomon said with a chuckle. “This is my final task for you, young man—and I daresay it will be a sweet one. Become the man you were meant to be!” 
 
    With that, the holographic Solomon dissolved, leaving four keyed up, horny people in its wake. 
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    Wes wasted no time. He didn’t need to make small talk, or ask permission, or feel out his women—not now. Not here. They were ready for him, as ready as they’d ever been, their bodies aching for his touch, his kiss, and his cock. 
 
    He approached Deja first, perhaps because of the phantom ache inside of him put there by Kendra in his temptation. The two shared very little in the face and hair, but their bodies were similarly curvy and tempting. Wes grabbed a handful of Deja’s ass and lifted her right off her feet, carrying the genie across the room toward what he already knew was there waiting for him. 
 
    On the opposite side of the chamber lay the largest bed Wes had ever seen. It was truly fit for a King, or for the First Warlock: massive enough to fit dozens of people beneath its silky sheets. More if they lay on top of each other. Wes tried to imagine Solomon in the center, surrounded by his loyal familiars, and could only picture himself. 
 
    He was glad the First Warlock had cleaned the sheets before he’d left the place to Wes. Because he was about to get dirty. 
 
    Wes carried Deja over to the bed and tossed her onto the foot of it, giving her round ass a slap as he relinquished her body to the mattress. She landed on it and bounced, her knees sinking into the plush surface as she turned around on all fours, opening her mouth and sticking out her tongue like a puppy. 
 
    “Please, Master,” the genie begged, so shameless and needy that it made Wes’s cock throb in his boxers. “Please let me taste you!” 
 
    With a savage grin, Wes unfastened his belt. The noise provoked a Pavlovian response in all of his women, who began salivating like he’d just rung the bell for dinner. A lusty groan escaped Deja’s lips as she opened her mouth wide, her fingers already tugging at her top like it had become too hot and itchy for her to wear. 
 
    As Wes removed his cock from his pants, Deja stripped herself bare above the waist. Her tits were the same gorgeous, mocha orbs a different Wes had been looking forward to seeing from Kendra, with the added benefit that the genie was not merely real but totally devoted to him. Deja ran a hand over her tits as she licked her lips, her nipples stiff and dark as chestnuts. 
 
    “Give it to me,” the genie begged, tying her long black hair into a ponytail behind her head. “I can’t wait any longer, Master. I need it before anyone else gets it! I need you to fuck my throat!” 
 
    Now that, Wes thought, is a request that no red-blooded man has ever been able to turn down. 
 
    Wes gripped his cock in his fist and pushed the swollen head past Deja’s pouty lips. The genie opened wide for him, the heat and wetness enveloping his member as she relaxed her throat and stuck her tits out proudly. A thin trail of drool trickled from the side of the genie’s mouth as Wes’s cock hit the back of her throat, filling her until he was balls-deep inside of her mouth. 
 
    “Ahh, fuck yeah!” Wes grunted, grabbing Deja’s ponytail for leverage. “Damn, you really know how to please a guy. Take it all the way down, you beautiful whore...” 
 
    As the genie complied, on all fours on the edge of the bed as she took his cock down her throat, Wes felt Azura and Thessaly arrive. Both of them had evidently left a trail of clothes behind them, because the gorgeous succubus was down to nothing but her short skirt—no top, no panties, just a tail swishing around her ass and the mound of her pussy. Thessaly had done her one better and stripped completely naked, her tight, perky body needing no lingerie or other frippery to look its best. 
 
    Wes reached out and groped both women as he thrust his hips against Deja’s mouth. It was the greatest fucking feeling in the world. 
 
    Deja swallowed him like she was born to do it, like every one of her wishes was to be the best little cocksucker in the universe and give Wes every bit of pleasure he deserved. His cock disappeared into her mouth like a magic trick, sinking all the way to his balls before pulling back to slap it across the genie’s eager, makeup smeared face. 
 
    He could feel his primal urges taking hold. All the hard edges in his vision blurred, the world growing warm and spinny like he was drunk as he rammed his cock back down Deja’s throat. But he’d taken no alcohol. It was just the bonds between himself and his harem that made him like this—both high and totally in control. 
 
    Before long, Deja’s pretty little mouth was getting well and truly fucked. Wes grabbed her ponytail with both hands, thrusting into her mouth with the kind of strokes that would have made someone watching it as a porno think damn, that’s a little fucked up. Wes had no idea how the genie got air, and didn’t care—the only thing that mattered was how amazing his thick, throbbing cock felt every time the swollen crown slammed into the back of her throat. 
 
    Next to him, Azura and Thessaly were perfect hype women. The cherry-skinned succubus chuckled as she watched Deja gag around Wes’s length, her sharp nails gently grazing Wes’s balls to add a frisson of pain to his pleasure. 
 
    “I love watching you fuck her sweet little mouth,” the demon purred, grinding her pussy against Wes’s thigh. “Keep on fucking her, Master—use her hot little throat. But when you cum, make sure to pull out! I want to see you blow all over her face and tits—paint that little slut so she knows exactly what she is!” 
 
    As eloquent as Azura was, Thessaly’s means of stoking Wes’s desire might have been even hotter. The blue-haired Warlock placed one knee on the foot of the bed and arched her pelvis, offering her bare pussy and her soft pink folds to Wes. Since he was too occupied with Deja to take them, she did the job herself, rubbing her clit silly and filling the room with the feral tang of her needy cunt. Thessaly’s cheeks were as red and ruddy as apples, and the moans she made as she watched her Master fuck her best friend’s throat did things to Wes that most normal men would have given their right arm to feel. God damn was it ever good to be a Warlock! 
 
    Wet squelching sounds left Deja’s throat as Wes pushed himself to the peak. His cock jerked and dripped inside of her, coating her tongue with his pre-seed as he prepared to empty his balls into her mouth. Deja sucked up this clear fluid like it was liquid gold, her cheeks hollowing out as her eyes rolled back in her head from the taste. Wes could feel the bond connecting himself to the genie, burning white-hot in the aether between them, and knew in a place of primal knowing that the moment he shot Deja would have the hardest, sweetest orgasm of her life. 
 
    Tears streamed down the genie’s face as Wes pounded her throat. He thrust once, twice, a blurring dozen strokes that shook her body and made her arch her back like a cat in heat. Right as the pleasure became unbearable, Wes pulled back, grabbing Thessaly’s pussy with one hand and spreading the cheeks of Azura’s ass with the other. He wanted to be fully aware of his harem when he shot, completely cognizant of their nearness and their devotion as he painted Deja’s skin with his salty, sticky reward. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” Wes gasped, his knees shaking as he hit the peak. “Oh holy fuck, here it comes...!” 
 
    His cock left Deja’s mouth with a wet little pop, already shooting its load. Thick ropes of hot white semen sprayed across the genie’s sloppy face, smearing her makeup and making it run. As the pleasure mounted, filling him with its sweetness, Wes grabbed his cock and aimed it at Deja’s bare tits, producing thick gobs of white cream. He glazed her with his load, coating those glorious orbs with his seed until they glistened. Burst after burst of body warm spunk erupted from him, spraying with more force than he’d ever produced before. 
 
    His women laughed with triumph at the sight of it. Thessaly groaned and arched her pussy against his fingers, while Azura lifted her ass to let Wes get at her pucker and her slit. Deja was already cumming, babbling like someone having a vision as Wes unleashed a one-man gangbang’s worth of come all over her flawless MILF body. 
 
    As the last few streaks of seed shot from his cock, Deja leaned forward and latched her mouth around it. She sucked greedily, slurping up the last of Wes’s load like he’d stuck a lollipop in her mouth. She looked so utterly pleased and content that he found himself stroking the side of her cum-covered face, feeling oddly tender about the whole thing. 
 
    When he closed his eyes, Wes could see the bond between himself and Deja. It was white-hot, and the connections between himself and his other harem girls were increasing as well. Whatever we’re doing, he thought dimly, it’s fucking working! 
 
    He just had to keep going. And thankfully, right now that was the sweetest fucking job in the world. 
 
    Azura and Thessaly were on Deja even before she finished cumming. The succubus and the Warlock pushed the genie back on the bed, each taking one of her soft, ample tits to suck on. The sight of Azura’s long tongue licking streaks of cum off of Deja’s tits and eating them made Wes throb, and let him decide the succubus would be the next one to get his personal attention. 
 
    Azura was bent over the bed, sucking on Deja’s tits like a newborn. It was the easiest thing in the world for Wes to slap her ass, then lift one leg onto the bed like a ballet dancer’s and aim his cock at her glory. Not her soft, pink slit, though that was tempting as fuck. Wes aimed for the tighter, more forbidden pucker, his cock thoroughly lubed up from all the semen he’d shot everywhere. 
 
    For a moment, feeling that thick crown against her backdoor, Azura tensed up. Then she relaxed and arched her back, letting out a knowing chuckle as she ate his cum off his genie lover. “You just had to have my ass, didn’t you, Master?” the succubus purred, watching him over her shoulder. 
 
    “I couldn’t resist,” Wes growled, ramming his cock home. Deja’s ass was so tight that he had to brace himself against the floor to go balls deep inside of her, the friction so overwhelming that even after shooting all over Deja it was a challenge to hold back. Her soft, silky asshole wrapped around him like a vise, gripping even tighter as he pulled back then when he thrust forward. “Your ass is amazing. I love fucking you up it, Azura. You’re such a filthy fucking succubus, taking me in your backdoor...” 
 
    “Mmmh, yes I am!” Azura buried her face between Deja’s tits, licking and slurping. “Fuck me in the ass, Master! Stretch my tight little demon asshole out around your prick, fucking make me take that dick—!” 
 
    Azura’s words were cut off with a cry of bliss as Wes thrust hilt-deep into her most private opening. His cock did indeed stretch out her tight little demon asshole, though Azura wouldn’t have had it any other way. She was so snug around him that he cried out, crazy caveman noises spilling from his lips as he filled the cute succubus with his meat. 
 
    His every thrust shook the demon beneath him, moving her up and down on top of Deja. The genie wasn’t idle; she groped and kissed the cherry-red creature on top of her as Azura’s mouth opened wide with a mixture of pain and pleasure. Next to the pair, Thessaly had grown tired of rubbing herself and had crawled next to Deja’s head, thrusting out her needy little pussy like she was demanding someone pleasure it. 
 
    “Please,” the blue-haired Warlock gasped, her soft pink slit so close to Deja’s face. “Eat me out! I need it so fuckin’ bad...!” 
 
    Deja looked up at the bounty just above her face and smiled. “Of course you do,” the genie purred, palming Thessaly’s mound as the succubus laying on top of her groaned and panted while being ass-fucked. “You’re such a cute little thing, Thessaly. So soft and beautiful. I bet your pussy is the softest, sweetest little slit any man has ever fucked...” 
 
    Deja’s fingers spread Thessaly’s folds as the Warlock’s knees dug into the mattress. She thrust her hips out like a baby bird’s wings, offering her womanhood to Deja’s mouth as the genie tasted it. Thessaly’s head rocked back on her shoulders, her eyes squeezed tight with pleasure as she rode the genie’s face. 
 
    The sight was so erotic that Wes couldn’t hold back much longer. Azura’s ass was already the tightest thing he’d ever fucked, and the way the succubus threw herself back onto it every time he bottomed out inside of him drove him wild. His hands roamed all over Azura’s body, squeezing her tits, pinching the nipples as he filled her backdoor with his rod over and over again. 
 
    Wes groaned as he rapidly climbed to the peak. The pleasure was blinding, so much so that his cock felt like a white-hot girder inside the snug grip of Azura’s guts. “You little demon slut! I’m going to cum inside your ass!” 
 
    Wes’s words broke off into a grunt as he erupted. The first jet of his seed detonated against Azura’s insides like a bomb, setting the gorgeous succubus aflame with pleasure as she impaled herself on his prick. 
 
    “Yes! Oh yes, fill my succu-butt!” Azura’s frenzied cry rose over the bedroom. “Oh fuck, I can feel you shooting, Master. God damn it’s so much...” 
 
    It certainly was. Wes felt like a completely different person—a person who’d hadn’t gotten laid in months. Despite having just painted Deja’s face and tits with his thick, virile cream, he kept on pumping for what felt like an eternity inside of Deja’s ass. Seed oozed from her tight little pucker, dripping down her thighs as he filled her fuller than full. By the time he pulled out, the bond between himself and Azura was flaming, and the trio of women beneath him writhed in filthy bliss. 
 
    A wave of dizziness washed over Wes as he removed his cock from Azura’s ass. Under normal circumstances, he would have been down for the count—but these weren’t normal circumstances. 
 
    The succubus flipped around without an ounce of shame and started cleaning Wes’s cock with her mouth. Her soft pink lips wrapped around Wes’s member, licking and sucking at his throbbing rod as she got him back to full hardness. Her tail twitched like a happy cat’s, occasionally swatting at her full, round ass. 
 
    “Oh fuck, that’s so wrong,” Thessaly whimpered, grinding her pussy against Deja’s face. “You like tasting yourself on Wes’s cock, you whore? You like the way your own ass tastes after Master rearranges your guts?” 
 
    “Uh haaah,” Azura groaned, slapping Wes’s meat across her face. “You should try it! When it comes to serving Master, there’s no fucking limits. We’ll be as dirty as he wants. No whore in the world can degrade herself for a man the way I can...!” 
 
    Thessaly watched Azura suck Wes clean, then slowly removed her pussy from Deja’s face. The genie lay back, gasping, her heavy lidded eyes turning to Wes immediately. She clearly wanted to use her naughty little mouth to make what was about to happen even hotter. 
 
    “Offer Master your body,” Deja growled, giving Thessaly a spank on her pale ass as the blue-haired girl crawled to Wes. “It belongs to him anyway, slut. We’re Wes’s familiars, which means he needs to be familiar with every inch of our bodies. You want that, don’t you, little Warlock?” 
 
    Thessaly’s eyes were wild with desire. “Uh huh,” she panted, crawling over to Wes. 
 
    Azura gratefully moved aside, allowing the Warlock pride of place in front of her Master. Wes looked down at the pair like a King surveying his castle, well pleased by what he saw. 
 
    Then Thessaly blushed. “There’s something else I want,” she whimpered, leaning back and spreading her folds. Despite Deja’s best efforts, the blue-haired girl hadn’t yet experienced the sweetness of climax since reaching the top floor of the Tower of Solomon. She’d been holding herself back, saving her orgasm for Wes. “Something I want you to give me, Master. I want it even more than I want to save the world, then I want to bring Cirice back!” 
 
    The mention of the angel made Wes unconsciously tug at the twisted bond connecting him to Lady Morningstar. Through his haze of lust, Wes wondered dimly if the Queen of Hell could sense what was going on at the top floor of the Tower. Was she feeling a little tingle of reflected pleasure, perhaps, as she sat on her throne? Wes hoped she did. 
 
    “Tell me,” he grunted, pushing just the head of his prick into Thessaly’s channel. When the blue-haired girl didn’t respond immediately, he started lifting his hips, slowly running the crown of his manhood up and down the slut’s folds. He swirled it around her clit, teasing but never filling her, until Thessaly was a wet, crazed mess. 
 
    “I want you to get me pregnant!” the blue-haired Warlock cried. “I want to have your babies, Master. I want you to cum in me, and breed me, and own my fertility forever! Just like Hazel!” 
 
    With one hard thrust, Wes speared the blue-haired skank on his cock. She was so wet and ready that he bottomed out inside of her with the barest touch, his prick slamming through her back walls and drilling almost all the way to her cervix. To Wes’s delight she did the same move she had with Deja, arching her hips and offering her pussy to him at the perfect angle to go deep and hard. 
 
    Wes grabbed twin handfuls of Thessaly’s ass, using it as leverage to fuck her even faster. “I’m going to knock you up,” he announced, grinning like the most savage fuckboy who ever lived. “Gonna make you my baby momma, Thessaly! Because I’m sure as shit not going to marry any of you—but you can be my whores forever!” 
 
    “Yes, Master, yes!” The movement of Thessaly’s hips told Wes all he needed to know. “That’s exactly what I want, that’s all I want, please please please come inside of me!” 
 
    Even more than the previous request, this was something no man with an ounce of sense could ever turn down. Wes squeezed Thessaly’s thighs together, planting her heels on his shoulders and bracing one foot against the floor next to the bed. Every one of his thrusts was so hard that it shook Thessaly like a ragdoll beneath him, thumping the massive bed against the wall like a whole crowd of movers were working on it. He kept on, focusing on the pleasure, the whole world shrinking down to that perfect point of contact where his cock met Thessaly’s pussy... 
 
    Then there were two contacts. Then three. 
 
    Wes’s consciousness expanded. He looked back over his shoulder at the center of the room as his orgasm built, already knowing what he was about to see. The black diamond on the pedestal crackled with arcane energy, each of the tiny rings bolted to it glowing like a miniature bonfire. 
 
    It’s working! Wes thought. I’m doing it! 
 
    Sweating, grunting, he rammed himself harder into Thessaly. There was no telling where one ended and another began—his cock was buried so deep inside of her that it was practically at her womb, ready to fertilize it. Complicating things even further were all of Wes’s connections blending together, until he felt Azura and Deja and even Hazel and Cirice through the invisible gossamer, their pleasure uniting in something greater than the sum of its parts. 
 
    When the climax finally hit him, it was like a nuclear explosion. Wes felt each of his women jump off the cliff right with him, the strongest orgasm of their lives washing over each of them at the same moment. Wes’s cock jerked and shot, filling Thessaly’s womb with the thick cream that would make her a mommy, but Wes hardly even noticed. 
 
    His attention was on the black wave rolling from the diamond. Somewhere in the back of his head, he could hear Lady Morningstar screaming in rage and frustration, but she didn’t matter, either. All that mattered was claiming his inheritance. 
 
    His destiny. 
 
    His demons. 
 
    The roof ripped right off of the Tower of Solomon. It exploded in a massive wave of light, chunks of the building flying off in all directions across the lake of fire surrounding it. Wes and his women floated right out of the opening as thousands of dark tendrils shot from the crystal, wrapping themselves around Wes’s naked body. 
 
    It felt like a hailstorm in his soul. He reached out, flicking the tiniest portion of his tiniest finger, and an entire army of demons appeared. They surrounded him, glistening and gorgeous, representing every class and species of supernatural creature Wes had ever met. There were dozens of them, hundreds, thousands of familiars. 
 
    All now belonging to him. The new First Warlock. 
 
    Wes resummoned his clothes as his pleasure ebbed. The Archcloak settled on his shoulders with a wordless expression of solidarity, each of his women floating around him like planets surrounding their sun. From Wes came all light and power, and all of it lay beneath his control. 
 
    He dismissed the shrieking voice of Lady Morningstar in the back of his skull. I’ll deal with you later, Wes told himself. 
 
    Right now, he needed to save the world. 
 
    He pointed at a nearby demon. She looked like she could have taken on Wes’s entire harem singlehanded, dressed like a Valkyrie with a crown of darkness instead of light. Like a sexy Wonder Woman, he thought, and immediately knew what kind of roleplay he was going to do with this familiar the first time he got her into the bedroom. 
 
    “You,” Wes commanded. “Portal. Now.” 
 
    The demon didn’t need to ask where. The demonic Valkyrie spread her arms, summoning a massive hole in reality right in front of Wes and his army. Through the shimmering portal lay a gorgeous view of the city skyline—Wes could see the outline of the Excelsior hotel off in the distance. 
 
    It’s so easy now to do what I want, Wes thought, smiling in triumph. Once he was done with this, he’d buy the whole hotel and turn it into lodgings for his bitches. The penthouse would be one non-stop, twenty-four hour fuckfest, accessible via portal whenever and wherever he wanted it. The thought made him chuckle. 
 
    But first, business. 
 
    “Let’s go save the world!” Wes commanded, pointing at the portal. A cheer rose from his army of demon girls as they flew in formation before him. 
 
    It was time to stop Kulili. And then, once the world was saved, to bring Lady Morningstar to heel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes and his army arrived just in time. 
 
    The city was a scene of utter chaos. Most of it was on fire, and the parts that had escaped the blaze crawled with all sorts of demons. Not the fun, sexy kind either, but the ones Lady Morningstar had summoned to subdue the world. He really would need to have a chat with her about that once the two of them had a little one-on-one time. 
 
    Heading up his formation of demons, Wes soared over the city. Two women from his army carried him between them, holding him upright like a human chariot. One was blue, the other green, like sexy aliens from one of the TV shows he watched when he was a kid. 
 
    Wes tore his gaze away from the city skyline and sized up the blue demoness at his left. “You’ve got six arms,” he said with a smirk. “How many pussies have you got?” 
 
    The blue demoness cackled with laughter. “As soon as this is over, I’ll show you,” she purred, her voice filled with promise. Maybe she wouldn’t have to—he wagered a six-armed goddess could give one hell of a handjob. 
 
    Argh, Wes thought, chiding himself for being distracted by his women yet again. Focus, Wes! Kulili’s the thing you need to be dealing with. 
 
    It wasn’t like it was hard to find the fucker. The Elder God had just entered orbit around Earth, its bulk growing larger and larger on the horizon with each passing second. If an asteroid with the mass to send the planet into a new Ice Age had plummeted from the sky, filling the blue over their heads until it collided with the earth below, it wouldn’t have been half as terrifying as the sight of Kulili. The damn thing was so hideous most ordinary people couldn’t look at it, and even Wes and his army had to cringe a little bit. 
 
    “Aim us directly at the giant squid!” Wes commanded, laughing like Captain Ahab on the deck of the Pequod. “Let’s bring that big bastard down!” 
 
    The formation moved as if Wes commanded them telepathically, reworking their flight patterns to his command. They were fast and responsive, covering the sky like a dense carpet of incredibly beautiful demons. Together they arced through the sky over the city, covering the sky like a flock of birds heading home for the winter. Except these birds were here to save the world. 
 
    Far below them, Wes heard the sounds of cheering. It seemed as if every resistance fighter, renegade demon and ragged Templar left standing after the onslaught from Lady Morningstar’s forces was out and about, raising their voices in support of Wes and his army as they charged toward Kulili. Like everyone else left in the city, they knew that this was do or die—if Wes failed here, the world would be consumed by a massive Elder God with the body of a building-sized squid. 
 
    No pressure, Wes thought, grinning. The gorgeous demons nearest him caught his expression and amplified it, matching his glee with their own. They actually looked excited to be charging headlong into battle. Wes figured they probably were, considering how long they’d spent inert and trapped within Solomon’s special crystal. 
 
    Kulili grew and grew until the giant squid filled half the sky. A sound like distant thunder roared over the city at the sight of his passing. This close, Wes could see the squidlike bulk of the Elder God quivering like gelatin, dozens of slimy tendrils tensing and relaxing around its main body like the monster was trying to give itself a massage. 
 
    Wes unbuckled the Staff of Dominion from his belt. After all this time, it was still his greatest and most trustworthy friend. Nacht’s silver spear had been legendary, the weapon of an Archwarlock, but Wes wouldn’t have gone into a fight with anything else by his side. Not for all the world. 
 
    “Flank the beast!” Wes cried, giving orders to his forces. “I and my team will attack the Elder God directly. Everyone else hold him back so he doesn’t blow up even more of the city than what’s already been destroyed.” 
 
    Several of Wes’s lieutenants gave him strange looks as he issued the command. Their lack of enthusiasm for his demand didn’t go unnoticed—if anything, he didn’t understand why the creatures he’d just freed would second-guess the way he lead them. 
 
    Then the other shoe dropped. 
 
    “Um, sir?” It was the gorgeous Valkyrie from before—the one that reminded Wes of a wet dream version of Wonder Woman. “You’re our general, Master. You’re not going to be able to fight on the front lines.” 
 
    Wes cocked an eyebrow. “You’re really going to stop me?” 
 
    Wonder Woman shook her head. “Kali, show him.” 
 
    The six-armed woman from earlier spun, two of her arms striking out toward Wes’s chest. He hadn’t been expecting the blows, so they caught him completely off guard. What shocked him even more, though, was seeing Kali’s hands pass right through Wes’s body. 
 
    “What the fuck!?” Wes snapped, nearly losing his balance and plummeting into the night. “What kind of fucked up magic is that? And why would you hit me?” 
 
    “Kali is proving a point,” Wonder Woman said in a sympathetic tone. “You can’t fight the creature, Master, because you can’t fight. Not up here, at least.” 
 
    Something clicked in Wes’s brain. Suddenly he understood. 
 
    “Because I’m dead,” Wes blurted, bitterness filling his chest. “That’s why, isn’t it? I killed myself to get into Hell. I’m still a ghost!” 
 
    Wonder Woman nodded sadly. “Kali and I can carry you, because we’ve enchanted parts of our armor to interact with the phantasmagoric,” the Valkyrie explained, touching her bracers one after the other. “But you can’t punch an ordinary human, much less Kulili.” 
 
    Fine, Wes thought. Fuck it. I’m a general? Time to be a general. 
 
    Wes’s awareness pushed outward, filling the sky over the city. Viewed in this way, the entire army floating over the skyline looked like something out of the real time strategy games Wes played as a kid, like Command & Conquer or Starcraft. He’d never been the best at those games, but there was no time like the present to sharpen his skills. 
 
    Kulili banked low over the mountains outside of the city. The Elder God was coming in hot, which meant they needed to be ready. Wes squared up, made a few mental calculations, and got to work. 
 
    “First Squad, to the left!” Wes called, indicating one of the groups of demons. “Second Squad, flank right! Everyone keep in touch with me at all times—and obey any new orders without question! Stick with the program, and we’ll get through this!” 
 
    What felt like ten thousand eyes focused on Wes, filled with love and respect. 
 
    As one, every member of his army saluted him. “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Wes grinned like a madman. This was going to be fun! 
 
    “Attack!” he cried. 
 
    And attack they did. Wes quickly split his forces into five main groups, sending them out at angles across the battlefield like pieces on a chessboard. They surrounded Kulili easily, as the lumbering beast had to slow down over the city to begin whatever fell consumption he had planned for Wes’s home. Once they surrounded the beast on all sides, Wes reached out across the telepathic bonds linking him to his familiars. Dozens and dozens of invisible connections tingled, showing him the faint sensory input of all his demons at once. It felt incredible, and he immediately wondered what kind of uses he could put this to in the bedroom. 
 
    Later, he assured himself. “Give it everything you’ve got!” he commanded. “Fire! It! Up!” 
 
    There was one thing Wes had failed to take into account, however. 
 
    The demons that he saw in his everyday life were not like the creatures he’d brought with him from the Tower of Solomon. Most supernatural creatures Wes knew were just trying to survive and have a good life, like everyone else, and any special powers they carried along with them were ancillary to that objective. Sure, they could be fearsome in battle, stronger and faster than an ordinary human with unimaginable magic, but the degree with which they outstripped a normal fighter could be understood. It could be quantified. 
 
    Wes’s demons, on the other hand, had come directly from Solomon. They were the cream of the crop, hundreds of the most powerful, beautiful demons of antiquity. Any one of them was powerful enough to raze cities all by itself—and when you put hundreds of them together, you got something greater than the sum of its parts. 
 
    All this is to say that the wave of pure magical force that Wes’s army unleashed upon Kulili was unlike anything seen in the universe since Solomon’s day. If the overgrown squid hadn’t absorbed the blows, an errant shot might have wiped the city out entirely. 
 
    The sky exploded. Colors beyond the normal spectrum filled the world, bleeding into each other as Wes’s new demons roared with fury and triumph. Blasts of energy the size of a hundred Hiroshimas slammed into Kulili’s hide, denting the Elder God with blow after blow after blow. In the distance, Wes saw the Valkyrie unsheathe a silver horn from around her neck and sound a single clear note. As it rumbled over the city, an entire field of phantom women on horseback struck Kulili from the side, their halberds digging into the creature’s flesh. 
 
    They sapped Kulili’s strength. The eldritch energies they’d unleashed were enough to unmoor reality itself, to knock the Earth from its orbit and send it spinning like a blue marble into a sea of black if they so chose. It was that powerful. 
 
    Yet Kulili was an Elder God. And Elder Gods didn’t die easily.  
 
    Despite everything Wes through at the monster, it continued to advance. Kulili’s shadow fell over the city—slowly at first, creeping in on the margins, then with greater and greater speed. Once the thing was completely over Wes’s home, it would begin consuming everything—starting with his new army. 
 
    He couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    But what the fuck could a ghost do? 
 
    If I’m a ghost, Wes thought as the army unleashed a storm of rolling fireballs across Kulili’s face, then I don’t need anybody to hold me up! I can fly—or float, at least. 
 
    Experimentally, he let go of the arms of the nearest soldiers. Wes floated in place, freed of his Earthly bonds. 
 
    The squid let out a tremendous roar, shaking the buildings left standing in the city. Down below at street level, Wes could see the few refugees, soldiers and Templars left fighting running for cover, hiding as best they could in abandoned buildings and halfway collapsed subway stations. 
 
    They don’t think we’re going to win this, Wes realized. I have to do something! 
 
    He flew. 
 
    As he soared directly at Kulili, Wes didn’t have the faintest idea how he was going to stop the Elder God from consuming the world. All he knew was that he had to do something, and that sitting on the back lines giving orders to his hot demons wasn’t going to cut it. In the back of his head, Wes felt pulses of alarm as his women realized he’d broken from the pack, the connections between him and his familiars tingling with messages of worry. 
 
    I’ve got this, Wes thought at them. Don’t worry about me! 
 
    After all, he was a ghost. What else could Kulili do to him? 
 
    As he flew, a childish impulse seized him. Wes stuck his arms out in front of him and put his legs together, humming the theme from the Superman movie. He certainly felt like a superhero, flying through the middle of a battle to stop the Big Bad from taking over the world. 
 
    Kulili dropped too low and struck a building, shattering the upper floors in an instant. Wes sent a telepathic command to his army, and two dozen demons fell from the sky in synchronized form like dropped toothpicks. They unleashed blasts of energy, frying the falling pieces of debris before they could hit anyone in the street. 
 
    “Great job!” Wes yelled, cupping a hand around his mouth. To his surprise, Deja was at the head of the task force, floating between a pair of sexy imp girls in her ghostly form. The genie shot Wes a thumbs up, grinning at a job well done. 
 
    Then Deja’s eyes went wide with terror, and her gaze refocused on something over Wes’s shoulder. 
 
    He shouldn’t have turned. He was already most of the way to Kulili, and he still needed to come up with a brilliant plan to somehow distract the Elder God from destroying the city—for distracting was about all Wes could think of to do in a spectral form. So the last thing he needed was yet another problem to worry about. 
 
    Over his shoulder was another problem. A big one. 
 
    A sinkhole had just opened up at the intersection of two cross streets, sending parked cars and a bus sailing into the void. Flames roiled from inside the massive hole, and coming up through the rent in the Earth were monsters with too many joints on their muscled limbs. A whole field of Inamoratos, the hideous creatures who served Lady Morningstar. 
 
    Speak of the Devil, Wes thought, his heart sinking into his stomach. Literally. She couldn’t have picked a better time to do this? 
 
    Of course not. Lady Morningstar was fashionably late, as always. 
 
    She flew from the hole in the Earth, soaring skyward like a bird in flight. Her jet-black wings were wrapped around her lithe, slender body until the apex of her ascent, at which point they spread out wide to catch the wind and send her aloft. She wore the same dark, queenly outfit she’d had on in her throne room down in the Lower Realms, with an obsidian tiara augmenting her negative halo. Her blue eyes were as hard and cold as slate as she caught sight of Wes across the battlefield. 
 
    “You really did it!” Lady Morningstar’s voice needed no amplification—Wes heard it inside of his head, carried on the connection between them. “I felt you fucking with my bond, but never in a million years would I have figured you’d actually make it to the top of Solomon’s Tower! You claimed his army! His whole roster of demons belongs to you!” 
 
    “You’re damned right,” Wes said, staring the dark angel down. “I did it to save the world, Cirice. And I did it for the power. But I also did it for you.” 
 
    Lady Morningstar’s face twisted. For an instant, the innocent face of Cirice peered out through her dark eyes—then disappeared like a shutter closing on a camera. 
 
    “It’s still not enough.” Venom dripped from Lady Morningstar’s words, like she was truly enjoying watching Wes squirm. “All your power, all your toys, and it’s still not enough. Kulili is an Elder God, Wes! He’s one of the most powerful beings in the universe. You can’t stop him! You can barely slow him down!” 
 
    As much as Wes hated to admit it, Morningstar was right. Behind them both, cataclysmic energies exploded over the city, enough to destroy an entire army of demons. Yet the power hardly stopped Kulili. The squid moved across the sky with an almost leisurely pace, heading toward the city center. In a move of supreme irony, its final destination appeared to be the sky just over the Excelsior Hotel. 
 
    “You’re right,” Wes said, gritting his teeth. “It’s not enough. But maybe if you helped me, it would be.” 
 
    Lady Morningstar stared at Wes like he’d suddenly grown a second head. Then she tossed back her head and laughed. There was just enough of Cirice in that laugh to make Wes’s chest ache with longing. 
 
    “Help you?” The Queen of Hell wiped a tear of mirth from her eye, shaking her head as if to say ‘what a naive fool’. “Why would I ever do that, Wes? Help a dead man kill an Elder God!” 
 
    “You owe me one,” Wes said. “I helped you kill a God, remember?” 
 
    Morningstar gave Wes a giddy little grin. “That was different,” she purred, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “I’d been planning that for a long, long time. Your contribution was not enough to consider trading favors.” 
 
    He wasn’t about to sit there arguing with her. Kulili rose over the city like the sun coming up, so large that his whole body could probably only be seen from space. Any minute now, the consuming would begin, and millions of people would die. 
 
    Wes closed his eyes, the frustration within him finally reaching a boiling point. It couldn’t all be for nothing, damn it! Had he really gone to Hell, fought his way up the Tower of Solomon and claimed the greatest treasure trove of demonic familiars in the universe for nothing? For no gain? 
 
    Darkness pushed in on his eyelids. The wind fell still. 
 
    A little voice whispered in Wes’s ear. 
 
    “Will you help me defeat this abomination, young Warlock?” 
 
    It was Nacht’s voice. Wes felt his presence like sunlight beaming through a cloud, and knew that wherever the Archwarlock was, he was watching this battle. The tiny moment of contact gave Wes the strength to open his eyes again, to face down the impossible challenges before him. 
 
    Thank you, Wes thought, tipping his mental hat to his long-gone mentor. I wish you could have trained me, Nacht. I have a feeling things would be pretty different right now. 
 
    Lady Morningstar was ranting about something or other when Wes snapped back to himself. She was talking about him bowing to her to save his life, or some silly thing like that. Wes dismissed it and stopped paying attention. 
 
    He’d just noticed the Archcloak on his shoulders. 
 
    Archcloak? He thought, sending the question into the garment through their psychic bond. How is it that you’re not falling right through my body right now? 
 
    Wes felt the fabric shrug. “Enchanted items don’t work that way,” the Archcloak informed him. “Anything bequeathed unto you is immune from phantasmic issues like that. It would be awfully inconvenient if your clothes kept falling off every time you became a ghost, you know?” 
 
    Wes looked down at his hand. At the silver ring stretched across his finger, glittering in the dim light. 
 
    He knew what he had to do. 
 
    “Sorry, I can’t join you,” Wes said quickly to Lady Morningstar, leaving her in the dust. She stared at him in shock as he bailed on her halfway through her big villain speech, leaving her to simper and stomp her feet. Wes had bigger fish to fry. 
 
    He flew through the air, rapidly ascending over the city. Kulili grew in his vision until the great big bastard appeared to be the whole world and everyone in it, stretching from one end of the horizon to the other. His beak was the size of an aircraft carrier, and his single massive eye stared placidly at the world around it as if the Elder God wasn’t constantly thinking of how good it would taste to snack on the Earth’s core. 
 
    Here goes nothing, Wes thought. This one’s for all the marbles! 
 
    Nacht’s greatest gift hadn’t been the silver spear, Wes had realized. It hadn’t even been the Archcloak, for all the amazing things he could do with that enchanted robe. It was the silver ring. The tiny enchantment linked to the Demonomicon, that could allow him to claim even the strongest of creatures as one of his summoned daemons. 
 
    Even Gods. 
 
    Wes thrust the fist with the ring on it into the air, humming the Superman theme even louder as he closed the distance. Massive explosions erupted all around him, the sounds of combat filling his ears as demons fell from the sky locked in combat. He kept his eyes on the prize, ducking and diving through clouds of debris, focused solely on Kulili. 
 
    On that single massive eye. Getting bigger and bigger— 
 
    Kulili opened his powerful jaws to eat the world. 
 
    And Wes socked the fucking squid right in his stupid face. 
 
    Later, the demons who’d served in Wes’s army would joke that you could hear the punch from one pole of the Earth to the other. A massive crack like the sky itself splitting apart exploded over the city, sending demons and soldiers alike sprawling to the streets below as a wave of force erupted through the world. 
 
    The silver ring glowed like a miniature sun. Kulili screamed, his vocal cords vibrating in at least six dimensions at once, and tried to pull away. The giant squid wasn’t successful. Try as he might, the Elder God couldn’t break free from Nacht’s most powerful gift—and Wes’s inheritance. 
 
    Hazel had explained it all to him the night they’d first made love.  The true mark of a Warlock, the soul of his power, wasn’t in casting spells or his proficiency with a staff. It wasn’t even in cultivating a long, mighty beard. 
 
    It was in familiars. In summoning them, commanding them, and using them well. That was what separated a great Warlock from a merely mediocre one. 
 
    And as Wes thrust the silver ring into Kulili’s eye, he proved once and for all that he was the greatest Warlock who’d ever lived. 
 
    Brilliant white light washed over the Elder God’s body, his silhouette losing definition as Wes’s magic took hold. The giant squid’s frame shimmered and shook, unleashing a sonic boom as the world around it finally caught up with its slowing bulk. Wes was nearly knocked off his feet, and only held his ground with an extreme effort of will as the storm broke overhead. 
 
    The light became blinding, blotting out the world. Thousands of people cried out beneath him, shielding their eyes as the ring’s power cascaded over Kulili’s flesh. For a long, heart-stopping moment, it seemed as if the Elder God might pull away. That Kulili would break free from the ring, and all would be lost. 
 
    Then the creature began to distend. Kulili shrank on one side, his being and his essence pulled into the ring. The destroyer of worlds narrowed like a funnel, shedding explosions of light as it disappeared into Wes’s final gift from Ente Nachtflugel. 
 
    When Wes finally opened his eyes, the Elder God was gone. His ring shook like a miniature earthquake along the joint of his finger, spinning like a top across his skin. 
 
    He’d done it. 
 
    The cries of horror from far below turned to cheers. They rushed back into the hole where Kulili had been, filling the world with light and sound and normalcy. Wes stared straight ahead, stunned to the core of his soul, able to sense the immense power he’d just added to his roster of demons. “That wasn’t so bad,” Wes said with a laugh. He pivoted in mid-air, looking down over the remaining refugees, demons and Templars who’d come out to witness the fight. “Big bastard turned out to be kind of a push over after all—” 
 
    Lady Morningstar slammed into his back. 
 
    The first blow nearly ripped Wes apart. The Queen of Hell wasn’t just upset, she was pissed, and wanted to take it out on her former lover personally. Morningstar’s eyes filled with darkness as her nails lengthened into claws, the black feathers along her wings turning as sharp and cold as daggers. Wes knew she’d have no compunction against releasing them as a hailstorm of steel the moment she got the chance. 
 
    Don’t give her the chance, then, Wes thought, glancing down at his ring. It’s time to finish this. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” Lady Morningstar’s voice crackled with emotion, her words coming out as ragged sobs. “How dare you! You’ve ruined everything! Everything I worked so hard to build!” 
 
    The Queen of Hell twisted, facing him directly. Her wings flexed on the wind of Kulili’s passing, the energy concealed within faintly thrumming with the desire to be unleashed. She can’t hurt me, or my girls, Wes realized with a start. But she could easily kill everyone else here. Fuck, she could burn this city down to cinders… 
 
    Lady Morningstar looked like she’d just reached the same conclusion. 
 
    “I’d kill you, Wes, but you’re already dead,” the beauty said with a wicked smirk. “You’ll come back to me sooner or later, in any case. Once your new whores realize you’re just a phantom with a nasty mouth and a bad attitude, they’ll abandon you in droves. You’ll be back on Hell’s doorstep before you know it—and when I see you, I won’t be merciful!” 
 
    A ball of darkness extended in the empty space between Lady Morningstar’s hands. It stretched out like Silly Putty, forming a single long spear carved from negative energy. Ice filled the pit of Wes’s stomach as he realized he’d been right all along. Lady Morningstar couldn’t kill him, so she’d settle for burning his city to the ground. 
 
    “Don’t do this, Cirice,” Wes said, shaking his head. “It’s over. I’ve won. Can’t you see that? Just come back home, and let’s end this—” 
 
    It was the wrong thing to say. 
 
    “HOME!?” Lady Morningstar let out a bitter laugh. “Hell is my home, you dumbass. That angel of yours might still be inside me, but she’s never getting out! You’ll never see her again, do you understand that!? Or do I need to ram it into your thick, stupid, masculine skull a few more times until it finally sinks in!?” 
 
    Wes shook his head, absorbing her tirade with more calmness than it deserved. “You and I both know that’s not the truth,” he said, staring the Queen of Hell down. “All this time, you’ve told me that Lady Morningstar is the real deal, and Cirice is just an illusion.” He leaned forward, giving the angel his most charming grin. “But I think it’s the other way around.” 
 
    Lady Morningstar stared at him flatly, seething. “You know what, I just decided,” she said quickly, glancing down at the city beneath her before looking back at him. “I don’t care if you are a ghost. I’m going to hit you with so much magic that you get ripped apart atom by atom, so much that hopefully it’ll take you hundreds of years to put yourself back together. Then I’m going to burn every city on this planet to cinders while you’re gone.” 
 
    “Idle threats will get you nowhere,” Wes said, waving a finger in Lady Morningstar’s direction. If the Queen of Hell noticed it was the same finger with Nacht’s silver ring, she didn’t make a note of it. “I’d try flattery. You might at least get somewhere with that.” 
 
    “Arrrgh!” As much as she tried to look like a demon in disguise, Lady Morningstar’s rages had too much of Cirice in them. She just looked like a bratty teenager, angry that her parents were reducing her curfew or taking her cell phone away. “I’m too strong, asshole! I’ll never let your pathetic little angel go, do you hear me? Never!” 
 
    As she spoke, Lady Morningstar angled the spear of darkness downward. Wes’s hopes sank right along with it. It seemed the Queen of Hell wasn’t going to let her anger blind her. She was going to burn the city and everyone in it. 
 
    Fuck, Wes thought, balling his hand into a fist. I really, really hope this doesn’t kill you. 
 
    “You’re strong now,” Wes said, feinting to the side. “But how strong will you be after I summon some back up?” 
 
    The spear clutched between her outstretched palms, Lady Morningstar frowned. For a single, absurd instant, she glanced around herself like she expected some demons or Templars to come barreling out from behind a nearby building. When nothing of the sort materialized, she snickered. 
 
    “Back up?” she asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    Wes lifted his fist. 
 
    And unleashed Kulili right in her face. 
 
    The Elder God had been significantly weakened from the form he’d been in when he plummeted to Earth. Wes’s army had cast hundreds of spells at the giant squid to weaken it, and even the transformational process of sucking Kulili into Wes’s ring and the Demonomicon had sapped a great deal of the eldritch strength the Devourer of Worlds was known to possess. 
 
    It was still more than enough to destroy Lady Morningstar. 
 
    The Queen of Hell had just enough presence of mind to throw up a shield of darkness around her body as the giant squid collided with her. That move probably proved to be the difference between life and death, as tidal waves of cataclysmic energy crackled over the city at their collision. What buildings still stood after all the demonic fighting and warring blew outward, radiating thick chunks into the distance as they split into pieces. 
 
    Wes called back the Elder God almost immediately. As quickly as he’d been unleashed, Kulili flew backward into Wes’s ring, resummoned into the Demonomicon as one of his daemons. Wes brushed his hair out of his eyes and tried to tame the wild feeling inside of himself, the utter shock of throwing an Elder God into his girlfriend’s face in the middle of an argument. 
 
    That is one OBSCENE level of magic, he thought, staring down at his ring. With great power comes great responsibility indeed... 
 
    The shield around Lady Morningstar cracked, and she fell. Two demons in Wes’s army caught her before she could hit the ground, gently helping her to the street below as Wes sank down to the ground a few feet away. Ghosts could do things like that. 
 
    Already, her wings had begun to change. The sharp edges and needle points of her wings softened back into thick, downy feathers—feathers with as much white in them as black. In fact, Morningstar’s wings were becoming alternating patterns of white and black, like a winged version of a chessboard. Her dark halo vanished, her black eyes softening to blue as the angel inside of her was finally, finally free. 
 
    “Cirice?” Wes asked, closing the distance between them. His helper demons set the angel on her feet then backed off, as if they were worried about accidentally pissing off their Master. “Is that you? Are you back?” 
 
    Even before she spoke, Wes knew he’d done it. This was Cirice, his Cirice, brought back home at long last. 
 
    “Wes?” The angel blinked, looking at her black-and-white wings as if she’d never seen anything like them before. She reached for the side of her head, grabbing a handful of platinum blonde hair, looking like someone who’d just woken up on the wrong side of the bed. “What... where I am I? Oh God, my head hurts so much! Did we get drunk last night...?” 
 
    Wes laughed. “It’s you,” he said, embracing her. “Holy shit. We did it...” 
 
    In a flash, Wes harem was there, surrounding him. Even Hazel, who’d been under house arrest in Deja Vu under Wes’s orders, was there to support him and welcome their angel back to the family. Wes held onto Cirice tight, her lithe body pressed against his like it was meant to be there and nowhere else, forever. 
 
    Cirice studied the devastation surrounding them over Wes’s shoulder. “I must have gotten very drunk,” she said, letting out a little laugh. “No, I’m just joking. I remember everything now, Wes. All of it. I could see the whole thing from inside of Lady Morningstar, and I wanted to take control and help you. It was like she was holding me back...” 
 
    “She’s not holding you back any more,” Wes said, his hand going to Cirice’s ass. He just couldn’t help himself—and it wasn’t like she didn’t welcome it. “You’re all you from now on, baby.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Cirice said, beaming like Christmas morning. “Whatever you did, I’m in control now.” She looked over the burning city, her eyes brimming with tears. “We can fix this, right? Make it all whole again?” 
 
    “We’ll figure something out,” Wes said, leaning in for a kiss. “We always do—” 
 
    He covered Cirice’s mouth with his own. The angel melted against him, her body igniting like well-prepared tinder before the spark as her tongue slid into Wes’s mouth. She ached for his touch, he knew. And now there was no reason to hold back. Not with Wes the new First Warlock. 
 
    I could take her right here, in front of everyone, Wes thought, picturing it in his head. Fuck, that would be so hot. It would be the welcome she deserves... 
 
    Even as he thought it, he felt Cirice stiffen. 
 
    “Wes?” The word came out as a strangled cry. “What’s happening to you, baby? Why are you...shimmering like that?” 
 
    Huh? Wes had no idea what she was talking about. He glanced down at his collarbone, seeing the place where he and Cirice connected—and found himself staring at the street. His own robes were practically see through, growing more wispy and insubstantial by the moment. 
 
    “Oh no,” came a voice from behind him. It was Deja. “Oh Gods no, not now. Not here...” 
 
    The genie was already beginning to fade away as well. A few feet away from her, Thessaly and Azura had begun to look mighty insubstantial. They examined their transformations with growing alarm, looking to Wes to explain or provide some way to stop them. He didn’t have a clue. 
 
    But Cirice did. 
 
    “You’re...dead?” The angel’s eyes went wide with shock, her hands clutching uselessly at Wes’s rapidly fading form. “Oh no, no no no, don’t tell me you killed yourself to get to Hell and stop me! Wes, say you didn’t!” 
 
    “It was the only way,” Wes replied with a shrug. “We saved the world. And we saved you.” 
 
    Tears sprang to the angel’s eyes. Yet Cirice didn’t cry—which was what Wes had expected from her. Instead, a fierce expression washed over the angel’s face, filling her with a grim determination more suited for Lady Morningstar than the sweet, innocent angel he knew so well. 
 
    Maybe there’s a little bit of the Dark Queen in her after all, Wes thought proudly. You can take the girl out of Hell, but maybe you can’t take the Hell out of the girl. 
 
    He’d always loved his women to be hell-raisers, anyway. 
 
    “I know what I have to do,” Cirice said, looking down at her hands. “Good thing we have a Plan B, right?” 
 
    It was what Lady Morningstar had told Wes when he’d turned down her offer to rule beside her over the universe forever, as the Almighty and the Devil. But it didn’t make any sense coming from Cirice, not now. Or did it? 
 
    The blonde lifted her arms into the air and channeled. A portal sizzled across the street, tendrils of dark energy clinging to its edges to hold it open. A stench like brimstone poured through, nearly singing Wes’s nostrils. 
 
    He caught a glimpse of a single multi-jointed limb stepping through, then another. The world might have been at the edge of catastrophe, on fire from the combined efforts of an Elder God and a demonic army, but no matter what the Queen of Hell could always count on Inamorato coming when she called. He was her most loyal servant. 
 
    “My Queen!” the abomination cried, shuffling forward and sinking into a crude bow at Cirice’s feet. “Oh, what have they done to your beautiful wings? They’ve ruined you, my Lady! Defiled your perfect, dark form!” 
 
    Cirice was already shaking her head. “Not at all,” she said, the tears still glistening in her eyes. “I remember you, Inamorato. Our plans for the future, our secret talks. The oaths we swore while I lay in that coffin, dreaming of the day I would slay the Almighty. I want you to know, even as I do this, that I remember all of that.” 
 
    “As well you should, my Lady.” The abomination lifted its head, looking as if it expected a reward. Bow down before the one you serve, Wes thought. You’re going to get what you deserve. 
 
    “We’re done here.” Now tears did fall from Cirice’s eyes—the last vestiges of the dark Queen she’d once been, spilling down her face and evaporating as the final traces of Lady Morningstar. “There is a line of division, Inamorato. There is an end. We’ve been seeking it all this time. And it’s been staring us right in the face.” 
 
    Wes had never expected to see the eldritch abomination brought up short. A look of confusion spread across Inamorato’s face—if any expression on that horrible visage could rightly be called a ‘look’. “I don’t understand, my Lady,” the thing gurgled. 
 
    “It’s not necessary that you do,” Cirice said sadly. “It’s only necessary that you obey.” 
 
    The thing opened its mouth to pledge its devotion and swear fealty anew. To promise Cirice that it had and would always obey her as its rightful queen, and toil endlessly to bring her plans to fruition. To assuage her worries that she’d ever thought he could turn traitor. 
 
    Before the first word cleared its lips, Cirice snapped her fingers. 
 
    Inamorato turned to dust. 
 
    Next to him, Deja let out a yelp of surprise as what was left of the abomination blew past her, buffeted on the wind. All throughout the city, the same was happening with the demons brought from Hell by Lady Morningstar. All of them melted away, dissolving into dust. All throughout the world, Wes knew, the creatures that the Queen of Hell had summoned to make war upon the world were falling, dying, crumbling like ancient statues while beleaguered troops celebrated their victory.  
 
    They’d won at last. But not fast enough for Wes. 
 
    All the feeling went out of his legs. He toppled to the side, his limbs suddenly jelly beneath him, and would have been seriously injured when he hit the pavement if his body were not becoming more ghostly and insubstantial by the moment. He couldn’t move his head to look around—the only thing he could see was the gradually lightening sky over the city, and the dark silhouette of the Excelsior Hotel. 
 
    He opened his mouth to tell his women that he loved them, but nothing came out. As he faded away, his last thoughts were a wish that Hazel would raise his child right, and that whoever stepped in to lead the world after him would do a good job. 
 
    Grayness pushed into his view. The world dimmed, dissolving the same way Inamorato had just a few moments ago. As Wes faded completely, he thought at first that the bright white light filling one side of his vision was some kind of visual trick—the equivalent of life ‘flashing before’ his eyes. 
 
    Somehow, he managed to turn his head a fraction of an inch, to make that light the last thing he saw before he died a second time. 
 
    Cirice stood over him, her body wreathed in holy power. 
 
    “Hold on, Wes,” the angel whispered, reaching out for him. “We’ve only got one shot at this...” 
 
    Her voice followed him into the darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes opened his eyes and found himself standing on top of the Heavenly Host. 
 
    The pain had gone, taking his insubstantial nature along with it. Here, in the realms beyond the mortal coil, Wes was no more or less a ghost than anyone else. His body had solid mass, which he could test quite easily by striding out across the length of cloud he’d woken up on. Above him stretched a leaden sky, unbroken and quiet. 
 
    At once, he knew where he had to be. This was the Empyrean, the roof of the universe, where Lady Morningstar had thrown that beautiful, terrible silver spear into the face of the Almighty. The lights of Heaven had been dark ever since that moment, and when Wes looked between his feet, he could see nothing of the golden streets or beautiful buildings far below. 
 
    He was alone at last. His labors complete, the world saved. So why did it feel so empty? 
 
    “Because I’m alone,” Wes said, shaking his head. Saving the world didn’t do a guy much good if you didn’t get to enjoy it once it was all said and done. 
 
    “No,” a voice said from behind him. “You’re not.” 
 
    Wes turned to see Cirice standing on top of a nearby bank of cloud. The angel’s wings were once again a brilliant, perfect white, her Dark Queen outfit replaced with a spotless white tunic held closed over one breast with a golden crest adorned with the logo of Hazel’s old guild. Gold fringe clung to the edges, making the ensemble look more like an Odyssey-themed miniskirt than anything an actual ancient Greek would have worn. 
 
    “I didn’t think I was going to be able to pull you here with me,” Cirice said, looking surprised by her own abilities. “Even with the remnants of Lady Morningstar’s powers, I didn’t think I’d be strong enough to do what had to be done. But I am. You gave me that strength, Wes—and for that, I will be eternally, endlessly grateful.” 
 
    Her words filled him with pride—but something about them set off a worry inside of his brain. “You sound like you’re saying goodbye,” he told the angel, putting his hands on his hips. “What’s going on? Why’d you bring me all the way back to the Empyrean?” 
 
    He knew. Deep down, he already knew what she was going to say. But that didn’t mean he had to like it. 
 
    “I love you,” Cirice said, taking one of his hands in both of hers. When she smiled, it was like the sunlight peeking out from behind the clouds, and the tears spilling down her cheeks were a summer gale cooling off a beachfront party at high noon. “I love you so much, Wesley Alban. More than you’ll ever, ever know.” 
 
    “I want to know it,” he told her. Unlike Cirice’s gentle handholding, Wes had no problems showing his beloved the carnal levels of his devotion. One hand went to her hip, the other to her ass, each making her feel both dirty and owned and oh so safe in his presence. “We don’t have anything else to worry about, Cirice. Let’s bring the whole harem here and party for a thousand years, until I know every inch of your body like it’s my own.” 
 
    Cirice looked like she would have enjoyed that immensely. “You know I can’t stay,” the angel whispered, giving a guilty look at the dark ceiling above them. “There’s a hole in the roof of the universe, Wes. Someone has to fill it. Somebody has to step into the Almighty’s shoes and restore balance to the universe—and gain the power to bring you, Deja, Azura and Thessaly back to life.” A sad smile spread across her face. “I’m going to miss you so, so much. But I’ll always be with you, Wes. I’ll be watching you.” 
 
    Now there were tears trickling down Wes’s cheeks, as well. “No,” he said, putting all his effort into it. “No, I forbid you to leave me, Cirice. Not after everything I did to free you. Everything this family did...” 
 
    She ruffled his hair, nibbling her bottom lip. “You deserve to live a long, healthy life,” she told him, leaning into his touch. “As the new First Warlock, you’ll live for hundreds and hundreds of years—you’ll be able to enjoy ruling the world, with everything you could ever want.” 
 
    “I want you,” Wes said, his fingers squeezing her rear. “God, Cirice, I want to fuck you so bad...” 
 
    They were going to, he knew. But she had to say this first. 
 
    “...and once you do come over to the other side, I’ll be waiting,” she said, her eyes sparkling like the stars in the sky. “In the meantime, I can fix everything—put the planet back together, raise the dead who were lost fighting the demons, and bring you and the rest of the girls back to life. It’s what I’m meant for, Wes! It’s my purpose, just like yours is to be the most badass Warlock ever and bang thousands of hot ladies.” 
 
    Both of them laughed at that, and Cirice kissed a tear off of Wes’s cheek. 
 
    “In a month, you won’t even miss me,” she insisted, tugging his heartstrings. “You’ll be knee-deep in demon pussy, and I’ll give you a few hot angels to add to the harem, too. And you’re going to have so many babies, Wes, you’ll be growing the family so much...” 
 
    Enough, Wes thought. He couldn’t take it any more—couldn’t hold back any longer. 
 
    He grabbed the future Almighty off her feet and crushed her against him, letting her feel his thick, erect cock between her thighs. With a grunt he tossed Cirice over his shoulder and carried her across the Empyrean, leading her to the same small hill of cloud she’d been standing on when she first arrived at the roof of the universe. 
 
    Wes lifted her onto it and put her ass on the edge of the cloudbank, like a husband parking his wife on the kitchen counter for a quickie. His hands roamed everywhere, trailing beneath the fine silk tunic she wore to discover the angel had on absolutely nothing underneath it. Cirice groaned against his mouth, trailing kisses across his cheek and chin down to his collarbone. 
 
    They didn’t speak. They didn’t need to. 
 
    Wes took his time. If this was truly going to be his last encounter with Cirice, he wanted to make it last—to enjoy every last drop of the sweet, angelic pleasure that was his due. He undressed the blonde angel with calm, methodical fingers, planting kisses and caresses on every bare inch of skin he unveiled. By the time the tunic fell away, Cirice was a wet mess of desperate need, so turned on she couldn’t even think straight. 
 
    But that wasn’t enough for Wes. He needed her dripping. He needed the tightest, readiest pussy he’d ever felt, so he spread Cirice’s legs right at the roof of the universe and got down on his knees. She moaned, arching her pelvis and offering her bare, soaked pussy for his perusal. 
 
    Wes buried his face in it. Cirice tasted like sweetness and light, like a hot summer’s evening and long-delayed justice and the first kiss over wine coolers in an air-conditioned dorm room at two in the morning. He lapped at the delicate folds of her womanhood, his tongue swirling around the sensitive, swollen bud of her clit. Cirice’s moans of pleasure were utterly luscious, animalistic and loving all at once. 
 
    The angel leaned back into him, her wings spreading to their fullest span as he ate her out. Wes licked her with a vengeance, burying his face in Cirice’s box like he’d never get another chance to taste her again. After this, she’ll be gone, he thought, dismissing the pain that came with such a thought as he made her thighs quiver. There was no time like the present to enjoy what came to him. 
 
    Cirice arched her pelvis into the air, offering Wes her tight, dripping pussy. His fingers dug into the firm meat of her ass, pulling it even closer to him as he slid his tongue deep into her pink channel. He felt Cirice’s heel dig into the space between his shoulder blades and wished he’d had the forethought to rip off his shirt before he bent to his task. The angel’s legs tightened around him, welcoming him even further into her glory. 
 
    “Good fucking God!” Cirice cried. Swearing was so out of character for the cute angel that Wes chuckled into her pussy, applying even more pressure to her sensitive nub. He could feel Cirice’s nails digging into his back, her body tensing up like a bowstring as he brought her to the heights of pleasure. “Oh no, Wes, I don’t deserve this! No, oh my God baby fuck it’s so good...” 
 
    Covered in Cirice’s juices, Wes grinned. There was no way he was going to stop now—not until he’d wrung the delicate angel’s body dry of all the pleasure he could give her. Then, and only then, would he mount her and give her the utter bliss of his cock. 
 
    Wes knew that some men didn’t relish the thought of going down on their women. But they were missing out on the true reward of the act. A man who’d never gone down on his girl before fucking her had never experienced the sheer pleasure of thrusting his cock into a still spasming pussy, its soft pink ridges gripping his meat with the aftershocks of an orgasm. They’d never felt the intense heat, the wetness, the tightness of a girl who’s pussy had just been brought to the edge of the cliff and thrown right over the side. 
 
    They were, in a word, missing out. Wes never missed out. 
 
    He buried his face deeper in Cirice’s pussy, using the leverage of his hands on her ass to eat her out. As he brought the angel closer to the peak, one of those hands left her round ass to slide two fingers into her slit, stretching her soft walls the way his cock would do soon. When the tips of his digits found that special, spongy spot along Cirice’s back walls, it was all over. The angel babbled with pleasure, panting and groaning and clutching the clouds beneath her as her body lifted into the air. 
 
    “Oh please Wes don’t fucking stop oh God oh Master I’m going to cum I’m going to cum all over your face...” 
 
    Give it to me, Wes thought, sending the psychic command across the bond linking them both. Cum for me, you gorgeous angel bitch! 
 
    A moment later, Cirice did just that. The angel’s high, keening cry pierced the heavens as her body went weightless in Wes’s arms, her wings flapping madly in time with her rapid heartbeat. Her walls clenched down around Wes’s fingers and tongue, her clit pulsing with bliss as loud, shuddering sobs tore themselves from her ragged chest. Cirice came like an ocean wave, the pleasure ripping away her senses and leaving her tongue to babble naughty words and promises of love and devotion. 
 
    Wes didn’t need to hear them. He’d gotten his angel ready for him—god damn, he’d never felt a girl so ready to be fucked. With a savage grin, Wes stood up and unlatched his belt, dropping his boxers to the ground. 
 
    He mounted Cirice while she was still cumming, pushing the head of his cock into her spasming folds. Her walls were still clenching when he slid inside her, the soft ridges welcoming him into her womanhood like a wife clinging to her husband after he came back from a war. Wes’s hips ratcheted forward, pushing through the friction, sending the crown of his cock slamming into Cirice’s back walls and right into her g-spot. 
 
    He was home. 
 
    “Fuck yes!” Wes roared, grabbing the blonde angel’s hips with both hands. His fingers dug in deep enough to bruise, but Wes figured Cirice wouldn’t need to worry about petty things like that where she was going. Thinking about that made him think about the Almighty, and Wes didn’t want to think about that at all. So he fucked her harder instead, bracing himself against the bank of cloud and pummeling Cirice’s pussy like a piston with his prick. 
 
    “Unnngh, gawd yes!” From the way she moaned, Wes’s angel was having the time of her life. Wet squelching sounds filled the Empyrean with every thrust of his hard cock, the walls of her pussy making wet noises around him as he filled her. We’re turning Heaven’s highest floor into our own personal whorehouse, Wes thought, a dirty impulse seizing him. I bet no one’s ever made sounds like this right beneath the Almighty’s seat before... 
 
    If this really was his last ride with Cirice, why not make the most of it? Break all the limits, have some real, dirty fun? 
 
    Cirice’s eyes rolled back in her head as she did her level best to impale herself on Wes’s prick. Her own climax had finally ebbed, but her pussy hadn’t stopped quivering at every little thrust against her sensitive inner walls. Every twitch made Wes throb, increased his pleasure until he could hardly speak. 
 
    But he could still grope. Oh, he was a Master at that. 
 
    Keeping one hand on Cirice’s hip, Wes reached up and mauled the angel’s sensitive, perky orbs. Her nipples were as hard as diamonds, the aching nubs begging for his touch, his pinches, his kisses and sucks. He settled for the first two, tweaking her sensitive nubs until she cried out in a mixture of pleasure and pain. Although she whined, Wes couldn’t help but notice that the pain made her pussy clench around him even tighter. 
 
    Let’s see what this does, he thought, reaching higher. 
 
    His fingers wrapped around Cirice’s throat. 
 
    The motion felt so natural that neither of them questioned it for long moments. Cirice stiffened for a moment, unused to having her neck squeezed in such a manner, but she quickly relaxed into his touch, trusting him utterly. Wes applied gentle pressure to the sides of her neck, careful to restrict her without completely knocking her out. That was no fun. 
 
    Cirice let out a low, throaty groan, her eyes spinning in their sockets. “I might be the new God, but I’ll always call you Daddy,” the angel whimpered, the pleasure pushing her into confessing her deepest, darkest fantasies. “You mean the world to me, Master. Fuck, you mean the entire fucking universe! You are my universe, please don’t ever stop fucking me! Oh fuck, I want to be a good little girl for you just like this forever...” 
 
    “You’re mine,” Wes said, punctuating the second word by tightening his fingers around Cirice’s carotid. “My whore. My naughty little slut. Say it, Cirice. I want to hear it from those pretty little lips of yours.” 
 
    The Cirice that Wes met in Deja Vu might have been too shy and innocent to say things like that, even in the heat of passion. But the Cirice who’d been through Hell with Wes had no such compunctions. 
 
    “I’m your whore!” the angel cried, her wings quivering with bliss as she spoke her truth. “Fuck, Wes, I’m a total slut for you! The only thing holding me back from taking on the mantle of the Almighty is knowing I’ll have to wait for you to come back to Heaven for me to get that good dick!” 
 
    “Then I’ll have to give you something to remember me by,” Wes said. He pulled out of Cirice’s pussy, slapping the bare patch above her clit a few times with the head of his cock. Clear beads of precum covered her pussy, pearly against the tanned lushness of her skin. “Turn around, angel girl. I’m going to fuck you from behind. Like an animal, not like a goddess.” 
 
    Cirice looked like this was what she’d been waiting for all along. She flipped over and lifted her ass into the air, spreading her cheeks and raising one knee onto the bank of clouds to spread her soft pink folds from behind. Juice dripped down her thighs from how hard she’d been getting fucked, and her legs kept shaking from the pleasure as she made herself ready for Wes. 
 
    “Fucking the new Almighty doggy style,” Wes said, running his hand over Cirice’s ass. “Yeah. Yeah, this is what I deserve...” 
 
    Before Cirice could say a word, Wes aimed the crown of his cock at her folds. He looked so big pushed up against her that a casual observer would have thought he meant to fuck her all the way to the back of her throat—and they’d be right. Wes had the tools to savage the gorgeous little angel, and he had no problem with using them. 
 
    “Do me a favor?” Cirice asked over her shoulder. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    The angel grinned, then guided Wes’s free hand into her hair. “Don’t hold back. This is the memory I’m going to have to carry with me for hundreds of years to keep me warm, so there’s no point in being soft or sweet or emotional. I want to remember the time I got pounded, Wes. I want that good dick, and I want you to give it to me as hard as you possibly can...!” 
 
    Now that, he could do. 
 
    With a grunt, Wes thrust himself home. Because this was his home. Being inside of Cirice felt like the most natural thing in the world, especially when his balls slapped against the cheeks of her ass as he went balls-deep into her. The gorgeous angel shuddered beneath the power of his thrusts, holding on for dear life as he pinned her down to her new throne and fucked her as savagely as a conqueror claiming a princess. 
 
    “Aww yeah!” Wes’s cock blurred as he buried himself deeper and deeper inside of Cirice with every thrust. “Yeah! That’s what I want! Take it, you beautiful bitch, fucking take that cock...!” 
 
    Cirice certainly was. Her body took Wes’s manhood like it had been custom built for it, like her angelic pussy was the world’s most expensive sex toy. Every thrust into her felt better than the one before—and as the friction mounted between her snug walls, he felt the angel come again, helplessly, beneath him. 
 
    Good. It made Cirice even tighter and wetter. Now he was ready to come. 
 
    The pleasure mounted, building in on itself again and again and again. As Wes jackhammered inside of the angel, using both hands on her hips for leverage to savage her pussy and hammer her g-spot, lights began to flicker in the sky above the Empyrean. The power was coming back on in the Heavenly Host, and it was all his doing. And Cirice’s. 
 
    He was making the new Almighty. 
 
    The realization hit him so hard that he almost pulled out. Because truly, he didn’t want to lose Cirice. If he’d been so mad to keep her when thinking about holding her and seeing her cute little angel mannerisms, the thought of being away from her while fucking her brains out like a cheap whore was intolerable. But he couldn’t stop himself now. The pleasure was too great. 
 
    The energy built around them as they fucked, Cirice throwing herself back on Wes just as hard as he was fucking her. Both of them were covered in sweat, despite the coolness of the Empyrean, Wes desperately holding back his load while the angel girl had a third loud, enthusiastic orgasm beneath him. 
 
    It was too much. Wes was fucking done. 
 
    He lost his rhythm, burying his cock as hard and fast inside of the angel as he could. He went deeper than deep, thrusting so far that his load would have been sure to make her a Mom if this were anything like normal sex. Wes wore Cirice on his prick like a sock, her entire being transformed into a perfect slutty, slick cocksleeve for his pleasure. 
 
    As he reached the peak, time slowed down. He watched Cirice’s head turn with molasses speed toward him, a bittersweet smile on her face. Golden light spilled from her body, illuminating her wings and hair as she went weightless for real. 
 
    “Don’t hold back,” the angel whispered, her voice singing in Wes’s ears. “Fill me up, baby. Put all that hot cum inside of me, and finish this once and for all. I love you so much...” 
 
    One more hard thrust was all it took. Wes rammed himself home, his cock jerking inside of Cirice’s glove-tight channel as he unloaded his pent-up seed. A torrent of hot cum filled her womb, splashing against the walls of her pussy as Wes squirted it inside of her. The sheer release that filled him left him gasping, clinging onto her for dear life as it felt like his soul shot right from his cock. His balls boiled with spunk, draining into Cirice’s perfect pussy over and over again until she was so full that his seed oozed down her leg. 
 
    “It’s finished,” Cirice said in a strange, booming voice. Both she and Wes had begun to be lifted off the ground, both of them sailing into the skies over the Empyrean. Had they really done it? Had Wes just helped Cirice become the new Almighty? 
 
    I’m going to miss the hell out of you, Wes thought, watching Cirice ascend next to him. Her face was filled with purpose, but underneath that he knew she was feeling the same complicated mix of emotions that he was. It wouldn’t be easy for the angel girl to be a God—especially with that bond between himself and her. 
 
    “I ascend to the seat of Godhood!” Cirice chanted, her voice taking on a ritual tone as they soared toward the apex of reality. “I claim my throne! In the name of my guild, my family, of the world—I claim my seat!” 
 
    They flew like two rockets into the vast darkness, sailing over the Heavenly Host as the lights began to flip back on. Wes closed his eyes, saying goodbye to Cirice silently within his own mind. Any moment now, he expected her to disappear, to become the great Eye in the Sky, and to restore him to his own body along with the rest of the harem. 
 
    At least the world will be saved, he thought. We did that much, at least... 
 
    “I claim!” Cirice cried, a new note entering her cries. “My! Seat!” 
 
    The pair slowed—then stopped. 
 
    He and Cirice floated in utter blackness, the lights of the Heavenly Host far below. What the hell? Had the sex really not been enough? 
 
    Then, into that darkness, came a booming voice. 
 
    “THAT SEAT IS OCCUPIED.” 
 
    Wes and Cirice began to fall. The pair clung to each other as they tumbled from the heavens, confusion written all across Cirice’s beautiful face. This clearly wasn’t what she’d expected, and she wasn’t sure yet whether it was a good or a bad thing. 
 
    They tumbled end over end, the sky igniting with new light. Something big was moving across the sky—something powerful, with both the skill and the ambition to step into the shoes of the Almighty. Whatever it was, it had just shunted Cirice aside—and saved her life. 
 
    Cirice was on top, then Wes, then Cirice again. Wes lost himself in the sight of the angel’s bare, perky breasts for a flip or two, then suddenly Cirice went stiff next to him. A gasp escaped her lips as she clung to Wes tighter, gesturing into the sky above them. 
 
    “No fucking way! Wes, look...!” 
 
    So it was that as the new First Warlock and his angelic consort fell back to the material world, they looked into the heavens and beheld the new ruler of reality. The man who’d been moving in the shadows the whole time, playing the ultimate long con against the universe. Wes wouldn’t have wanted to sit across from him at a poker table—he got the distinct impression that whoever else was there, this man would be walking away with all the chips at the end of the night. After all, he’d just won the biggest game there was. 
 
    Floating in the sky in the Almighty’s seat, waving at them and wishing them good fortune, was Solomon. The First Warlock. 
 
    The new Almighty. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The sun rose slowly in this part of the world. It wasn’t just that it had a long way to travel—for indeed, it started in the East and only settled in the West at the end of a long day. But in his time at Shangri-La, Wes had noticed that daybreak had a way of being as slow as a snail in a bowl of molasses, the rays of sunlight peeking over the nearby mountains as if they were shy about getting the day started proper. 
 
    A beam of that wan, sluggish sunlight peered through the painted window, rousing Wes in his bed. He rolled over beneath the canopy, blinking and snorting as he waved a hand in front of his face. Next to him, as naked beneath the blankets as the day she’d fallen from grace, was Cirice, snoozing contentedly. 
 
    Wes was tempted to slide between the former angel’s legs and give her a wake-up call, but he had business to handle this morning. He sighed and stretched, rolling to the other side of the bed where Deja lay in a heap on top of the covers, her bare breasts gently rising and falling in the early morning light. Nope, Wes thought, grinning as he crawled toward the foot of the bed instead. Guess I’m only getting out this way... 
 
    He really needed to have a talk with Cirice about bedtime rotation. It had been over two weeks since he and the angel had fallen from the Empyrean after witnessing Solomon’s rise to the post of the Almighty, and the angel had yet to spend a night anywhere but in Wes’s bed. Not that he particularly wanted her to leave, of course, but it might look bad to the other girls in the harem for him to be favoring one familiar so thoroughly. 
 
    He had so many familiars now, after all. 
 
    He dressed as quietly as he could and stepped out into the hall. This early in the morning, only a few scholars and students walked the interior of Shangri-La, and almost all of them had the good sense to steer clear of the First Warlock’s bed quarters. It was well known in the new Warlock’s stronghold that unless you were looking for some naughty fun, or wanted to listen to the sounds of a half-dozen women screaming in pleasure, you gave this hallway a wide berth. As a result, the only students who would have been around here at this time would have been those looking for an early morning quickie. None were here currently. 
 
    As Wes walked, he reflected on how much the world had changed—and how, in some ways, it hadn’t changed at all. He didn’t remember much about what had happened after his and Cirice’s personal fall from grace—when Solomon took control of the Heavenly Host, he’d apparently pulled them both out of his realm and deposited them back on Earth. This was probably meant to be a gentle sort of gesture, but in practice had felt more like being kicked out of a club by a bouncer and tossed onto the street. Both Cirice and Wes had been knocked out by the wave of force, and only came to when Hazel found them. 
 
    Ah, Hazel. The demoness was never far from Wes’s thoughts these days. In fact, it was her he was going to check up on this fine morning. She’d been on bed rest for the last few days, prescribed by one of his familiars with knowledge of medicine and obstetrics. Babies created by supernatural creatures tended to be born faster than those who grew in human mothers—and nowhere was that more true than where the First Warlock was concerned. Everyone was counting the days until Hazel would give birth, and the doctors were standing by. 
 
    It was a miracle that they had doctors. Cirice hadn’t been able to ascend to the post of the Almighty after all, but Solomon had been good enough to honor the angel girl’s promises. The world had mostly been returned to the state it had been in before Lady Morningstar’s demons started tearing up the place, though in his ultimate wisdom he apparently hadn’t decided to wipe humankind’s memory of the whole shebang. So people knew about demons, and monsters beyond the stars, and they weren’t taking it entirely well. From what Wes had been hearing, the Templars were recruiting harder than ever, using the fear and anger of the traumatized populace to bolster their ranks. 
 
    Bethany Valente was now something of a celebrity. Especially after her high-profile marriage to [LOOK UP THE NAME OF THE GUY FROM THE GATES OF HELL WHO ASKED WES TO GIVE HER THE MESSAGE], who’d been brought back to life in the same wave of righteous power that had returned Wes and his harem to their flesh and blood bodies. That was one promise I never got to keep, Wes thought, rolling his eyes. Turned out the man let Valente know his feelings in person. Who’d have thought she’d turn out to have been carrying a torch for HIM, too? 
 
    So things were rough back on Earth. Which meant that supernatural creatures weren’t safe any more out in the open. The city where Wes grew up was even more dangerous than it had been when Hazel plucked him from that card game in the Excelsior—which meant he had a lot of work to do. As the First Warlock, his troops could cover quite a lot of ground, but he couldn’t very well play policeman to the entire world. He had to set priorities. 
 
    That’s what today was all about. Once he checked in with Hazel, he had a meeting to attend. 
 
    The room where the demoness rested was inside what had been the Warlock’s Library. It was the World’s Library now, owned and operated by none other than Thessaly herself. Her connection to the place had been restored without diminishing her bond with Wes, thanks to her special jewelry, and she was teaching an entire new generation of Warlocks how to format queries. In the meantime, since the building was close to the medical bay and comfortable, they’d housed Hazel there. 
 
    Wes picked his way slowly into Hazel’s quarters, but of course the demoness was already awake. The room was just as messy as her old place back at Deja Vu—though Deja herself would probably drop by and clean it up soon. Everyone doted on Hazel hand and foot, seeing as she was carrying Wes’s heir. 
 
    Despite the mess of the room, the woman herself looked fabulous. Hazel sat up in bed as Wes approached, shifting off of the body pillow she used to wrap her arms around most nights. She’d been on her side, browsing social media on her phone—all the main girls had accounts now, with follower counts in the millions—and now she set the rectangle to the side on a bedside table, grinning. 
 
    The meaning was obvious. When Wes was here, he was the world. 
 
    “Good morning,” Wes said, giving Hazel a kiss. “How’s my favorite demoness feeling this fine day?” 
 
    “Bloated,” Hazel giggled, running a hand over her stomach. Her bulge was showing heavily now, and her tits were heavy and full of milk. She’d be ready when the baby came, alright. “No one ever told me that having a little Warlock baby would make me so nauseous...” 
 
    Wes chuckled goodnaturedly. She made these complaints every time he stopped in to see her. “You wouldn’t trade it for the world,” he told her, grinning. Then he leaned down and put his ear to her stomach. “How’s my little guy doing?” 
 
    They’d already determined it would be a boy. A son. His son. The thought still made him dizzy. 
 
    “I felt him kick last night,” Hazel said, her voice brimming with pride. “He’s going to be a real hell-raiser, this one. He’s very active!” 
 
    “He and I have something in common,” Wes said with a shit-eating grin. “We both love being inside of you.” 
 
    Hazel groaned and rolled her eyes. “You’re too much! Every time I think you can’t top yourself, you reach a new low.” 
 
    “You love it,” Wes teased, giving her another kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “I do,” she admitted. Her face grew serious. “Big meeting today?” 
 
    Wes nodded. All his women knew about guild business, of course—there was no point in hiding. They kept no secrets, not with the invisible bonds connecting Wes to his women. Those bonds had tripled in the last two weeks as he’d added more of Solomon’s demons to his personal squad of familiars, but the invisible connections between himself and his ladies were as strong and individual as ever. Even with so many of them pushing in on him at all times, he could pick out any woman’s signal as easily as thinking about it. 
 
    “You’d better get to it, then,” Hazel sighed, settling back in bed. “I don’t suppose there’s any time for me to suck your cock?” 
 
    Wes chuckled. “Cirice pretty much got every drop last night,” he told Hazel with a grin. “I’m definitely going to need some R&R after this meeting, though. Maybe a quickie after I’m done?” 
 
    “Sounds badass,” the demoness said, licking her lips. “I’m looking forward to it!” 
 
    So was Wes. 
 
    The walk to Shangri—La’s main council chamber felt a whole lot lighter after that. As Wes crossed the main courtyard between the buildings, he noted all the new construction going on. The ancient stronghold of the Elder Warlocks was being modernized, whether they liked it or not. It wasn’t just that they wanted to bring the place up to the standards of the twenty first century, either—they needed the space. More Warlock candidates were announcing themselves every day, coming to them with some proficiency in magic. 
 
    There was one building in particular that Wes headed toward. His destination was a structure less assuming than the rest, built in the shape of an old church and tucked between two of the Elder Warlocks’s administrative buildings. The architects did one hell of a job, Wes thought as he always did, approaching the front door. We couldn’t bring it with us when we left the city, but we did the best job we could making a new one. Even Deja can hardly tell the difference between this and the real thing... 
 
    Wes opened the door and stepped into Deja Vu. 
 
    The bar looked the same as it always had—except that the mountain ranges of Shangri—La lay outside the windows instead of the grubby city streets surrounding Wes’s headquarters. Magical artisans had built it up brick by brick, using the original blueprints of the church and about a billion photographs Deja took of the place. They’d done such a good job that if Wes kept his gaze away from the windows and squinted a bit, he felt right at home. 
 
    After the events on Earth, the bar had been transformed into something of a symbol. It had been a rallying point for the forces fighting Lady Morningstar’s demons, and a place of sanctuary for the many refugees who huddled inside of its walls. Everyone agreed it needed to be part of the new order—so Wes had a new Deja Vu built here in Shangri—La, on the Elder Warlock’s doorstep. A dozen portals lay just outside of the bar, connecting it to integral points all across the world. 
 
    The rules were the same, of course. No Templars, no hostile demons, and everyone else was invited. At any time of day you might see celebrities from human society, politicians, and movers and shakers of the supernatural world conducting business. All of it was safeguarded by the Warlocks, and if anyone stepped out of line, they got the business end of the Staff of Dominion. 
 
    The bar wasn’t too terribly crowded, even for this part of the morning. The main thing was the meeting, which Wes had scheduled early to take advantage of just this set up. The three principles were there, sitting at the big table in front of the bar and drinking mimosas. A pile of breakfast food sat at the center of the table, half of it eaten. 
 
    Azura turned in her chair as Wes approached, a biscuit halfway to her pouty lips. “Master!” the succubus cried, jumping from the seat and embracing him. “Good morning!” 
 
    “Good morning to you, too,” Wes laughed, noting the way the succubus’s tail flipped back and forth like a happy puppy’s. The bulge in the succubus’s shirt was barely noticeable, but soon would be just as big as Hazel’s. As it turned out, even when you had sex with your demon girl in the ass more times than not, those loads you shot in her pussy could still get her knocked up. “I see you all waited for me before digging in...” 
 
    “It was his idea,” Thessaly said, pointing. The blue-haired Warlock sported a similar tiny bulge beneath her robes, just about the same size as Azura’s. Both of them had gotten pregnant almost immediately after they’d defeated Kulili, as if Solomon himself had decreed now was the time for Wes’s guild to start having lots of babies. He didn’t mind a bit—the making was the fun part. 
 
    Wes turned in the direction of Thessaly’s finger, crossing his arms over his chest and narrowing his eyes at the third member of their meeting. “Did you really, Kwame? Stabbing me in the chest wasn’t enough for you, old man? You had to stab me in the back, too?” 
 
    Kwame chortled as he sipped his mimosa, a tiny conga line of empty glasses next to him on the table. Of the old guard Elder Warlocks in Shangri—La, he was the only one Wes had left in a position of prominence after taking control of the whole operation. He’d shown intuition by stabbing Wes and sending him to Hell, and his advice had always been worth more than Xue and Archibald’s. In addition, he’d heard that neither of the other Elder Warlocks had lifted a finger to help the city after Wes exhorted them to join the fight, while Kwame had not only led a group of rebels but had apparently been setting up some mad scheme to cage Kulili before he could destroy the planet. God only knew if it would have worked—fortunately for the old Warlock, Wes had saved the world before he could. 
 
    The pair had been exiled to a far-off post in a Russian town bordering the Pacific Ocean, keeping the so-called peace there. Wes couldn’t have found it on a map if he tried, or pronounced the name of the city. He was just glad to have them as far away as possible. 
 
    He liked having Kwame around. But he still couldn’t quite figure the Warlock out. 
 
    “I thought you’d be sleeping in later,” Kwame said, setting his drink to the side. “Well, not sleeping, exactly, but you know what I mean. Sowing those wild oats and all that.” 
 
    There weren’t many people in Shangri—La who’d put what Wes did so plainly. He sort of appreciated that. 
 
    “Alright,” Wes said, settling into his own seat. Azura served him eggs and a bacon biscuit, along with strong coffee and one of those mimosas. Wes made a mental note not to touch the alcohol until he’d finished all the hard parts of the meeting. “The Treaty of Solomon has been broken,” he began, looking around the table. “But maybe something better has risen to take its place. The question I want us to tackle today is this: how do we go about leveraging our resources to help as many people as possible in this new world? How do we restore order?” 
 
    “I have some ideas,” Kwame said, flashing his white, even teeth. “Some of your lieutenants in the Solomon brigade lived through times as chaotic as these, and they’ve got proven methods to establish pockets of order in the madness. I’ve been taking notes from them, and I think I’ve got something...” 
 
    Whatever Kwame’s brilliant idea was sure to be, Wes didn’t get the chance to hear it. Just then, a thick piece of fabric flew into the room and settled on Wes’s shoulders, vibrating rapidly across its green and black threads. 
 
    “Hang on, Kwame,” Wes said, holding up a finger as he sipped his coffee. “What is it, Archcloak?” 
 
    The enchanted fabric was as devoted and loyal to Wes as ever. He appreciated having a reminder of Nacht’s blessings with him at all times, even though he wore the silver ring he’d been given by the Archwarlock as well. 
 
    “Something just arrived for you, Master,” the cloak said, its tone worried. “A package arrived at the front gate. There’s a demon bringing it in.” 
 
    A package? For him? That was peculiar. 
 
    The door of the bar opened, and the six-armed demoness from the assault on Kulili strode in. She’d been one of the first Wes had added to his stable of babes, and she’d proven every bit as athletic and inventive in bed as she’d been on the battlefield. Beneath her cool demeanor lay a very sensitive girl, though she’d never show that to anyone publicly. 
 
    She carried a large box wrapped in fabric, and had an expression like something was very, very wrong. 
 
    “What is it?” Wes asked, frowning. “What did we get?” 
 
    The blue demoness set the box on the table with a sigh. “I found this on the doorstep this morning,” she said gravely. “Along with a note. We’ve got trouble, Master.” 
 
    Trouble? What kind of trouble? 
 
    “Sure we do,” Wes said, trying to keep a smile on his face. “Uprisings around the world, renegade demons blowing up cities. It’s a jungle out there...” 
 
    The blue demoness was not amused. With a serious expression, she gripped the clasp on the side of the box and flipped it open. 
 
    At first, Wes thought the things that rolled across the breakfast table were very poorly cared for Chia Pets. They looked covered in moss and dirt, with filthy brown patches covering them in angry smears. Only after a moment did he recognize the forms as human. 
 
    He’d just been telling himself that if he ever saw Xue and Archibald again, it would be too soon. Now they were here at Deja Vu, spoiling his breakfast. 
 
    Well, their heads were. 
 
    Thessaly leaned over and retched, her eyes locked on the decapitated skull of Archibald. “Oh gross,” she muttered, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “I mean, it’s what he deserved, but still. Oh shit, who did this?” 
 
    The answer, apparently, was in the note. The blue demoness handed it to Wes wordlessly, bidding him read. 
 
    “Dear First Warlock,” Wes said, a sinking feeling spreading through his stomach. “I took the liberty of culling some of the dross from your herd. You have too many sycophants anyway—a few won’t be missed. I look forward to adding a few of your pretty little whores to one of these boxes some day.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Azura whispered. “This fucker is threatening us?” 
 
    It got worse. “My Lady may have taken leave of her senses, but my devotion to her remains strong. For your crimes, Decimator, I hereby name you Deceiver, and warn you now—I will bring Lady Morningstar back into the world. The new Almighty will be slain, and we shall finally have an end.” Wes paused, swallowing hard. “Then there’s a little bit at the bottom here, which appears to have been written in Xue and Archibald’s blood. It says: there will be a line of division.” 
 
    Azura took the paper, scanning it quickly. “He even signed it,” she said gravely. “Look.” 
 
    At the bottom of the paper was a crudely scrawled letter I. Wes harbored no doubts in what it stood for. 
 
    And beneath that? 
 
    Lord of Hell. 
 
    A shudder passed down Wes’s spine. There wasn’t just a power vacuum at the Heavenly Host, he realized, shaking his head. Taking out Morningstar left the position of Hell’s leader vacant. We’ve created a fucking monster. 
 
    When he snapped back to himself, everyone at the table was looking at Wes. 
 
    “Master?” Azura asked. “What does this mean?” 
 
    Wes stared back at them, his eyes going cold. Like a conqueror. 
 
    “This means war,” he said, gesturing for the blue demoness to take the heads away. “We’ve got some very different plans to make concerning the world today, folks. It turns out our fight isn’t quite over yet...” 
 
    End of Book 3 
 
    Want more Warlock? Leave a review here and let me know you want more! 
 
      
 
    Preorder Book 4 here 
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