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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wesley Alban knew he was dreaming, but he was having so much fun he’d decided to ignore that for the moment. 
 
    He stood in the penthouse suite of the Excelsior hotel, overlooking the city where he’d grown up. In what felt like another lifetime, Wes had been an employee of this establishment, watching the front desk overnight and responding to customer complaints while chugging away at his fantasy novels, hoping to strike it big. In his fantasies, he’d pictured himself exactly where he was now. Standing tall in the ritziest suite in the whole place, surrounded by gorgeous women. 
 
    Those women filled the suite with him, giggling and drinking and spreading the kind of gossip that was as much fun to think up as it was to hear. The penthouse of the Excelsior was host to a party, a bigger party than the one in the Emperor’s Suite the night Wes met Hazel and realized his destiny as a Warlock. All his familiars were there, sneaking little glances at him like they couldn’t wait for the moment he commanded them to start removing their clothes. 
 
    Wes sipped his whiskey—even more delicious than the real thing—and cast his gaze around the crowded suite. He could tell that none of this was really happening because none of the women surrounding him were pregnant. His eyes picked out Hazel from the crowd, a slender blonde in a clingy red dress. Her long, lustrous hair trailed down to her ass, which swayed back and forth as she sashayed her way across the suite’s carpet. From the looks of her, she was drunk—another tell. 
 
    Hazel had sworn off drinking the moment she found out she was carrying Wes’s child. Not that she’d been much more than a social drinker even in the best of times. In the dream, Hazel’s tummy was as flat as a washboard, but the real deal lay upstairs above Deja Vu on forced bed rest due to the proximity of her due date. Hazel’s belly had swollen to the size of a watermelon, prompting several of Wes’s familiars to ask if he were absolutely sure she wasn’t having twins. 
 
    Several of Wes’s other lovers wouldn’t have been drinking in the real world, even if they hadn’t yet begun to show. Near the great glass windows overlooking the city skyline, Wes caught sight of Azura and Thessaly conversing in low, giggly tones while shooting looks at him over their shoulders.  
 
    The succubus Azura wore the same maid’s uniform she’d been favoring since she showed up at the Deja Vu bar, a black and white French number that stuck to her like a second skin. Her tail swished around the hem of the skirt, showing off the fact that the demoness wore no panties underneath. That was the way both of them liked it. 
 
    Her blue-haired companion was Thessaly, the only other Warlock in Wes’s harem. A former apprentice at Shangri-La, she’d been promoted to the real deal when Wes took over the place. It was the least he could do, considering how sorely she’d been treated by Xue and Archibald. 
 
    She smiled at him over her drink. A cold chill spread down Wes’s spine, sending a note of dread into his warm fantasy. 
 
    Xue and Archibald are dead, Wes thought. I’ve got their heads in a box in my foyer. That’s if no one’s thought to bury the poor bastards yet… 
 
    But all that could wait until morning. Wes wasn’t the sort of person who remembered his dreams with any great clarity. Normally, he woke up the next morning with nothing but a fuzzy void between closing his eyes and opening them again. So, this was a rare treat indeed. 
 
    He noticed his women had slowly begun to array themselves in a line against the glass wall of the suite, the one that faced out over the city and its skyline. Next to Azura and Thessaly he saw Deja enter the fray, wearing a modified version of the genie clothes she’d worn when she was still bound to a lamp.  
 
    Although Deja usually detested the stereotypes people associated with her kind, tonight, she embraced them—and the results were spectacular. The genie had draped herself in rich silks, looking like a sultan’s harem girl ready to serve her master. Wes loved the way the colors contrasted with her mocha skin and dark hair, but he loved the way she threw the M-word around when they were alone even more. 
 
    Moving among them all was a pale, gorgeous woman with pin-straight blonde hair and angel’s wings. Cirice wandered through the crowd like an ethereal spirit, a nymph summoned from some primordial, sylvan realm of fairy pleasure. It hadn’t been too long ago that Cirice had gone by a different name—Lady Morningstar—and styled herself the Queen of Hell. 
 
    Wes had robbed her of that delusion and brought her back home to her family. Where she belonged. The girl was a little cracked, but in the best of ways. None of his girls could imagine life without her. 
 
    There were other women, too, of course. The party was crowded, and Wes had so many familiars now that he’d unlocked Solomon’s final gift. The First Warlock had been generous with his power, granting Wes a veritable army of beautiful demons, goddesses, and succubi. But most of the other faces Wes saw in the crowd had the wispy, half-remembered quality of an old acquaintance.  
 
    He might have fucked those new women—even brought them in for a threesome with one of his inner circle—but he didn’t care for them in quite the same way he did for the Deja Vu crew. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    As if responding to some hidden signal in the room, Wes’s women lined up against that glass wall overlooking the city. The night must have been cold, as the glass fogged against their pert backsides, causing several of the women to shiver theatrically. They were waiting for something—something Wes knew with the clarity that only came in dreams. 
 
    This is my fantasy, he thought, casting his mind back to those dreary nights spent behind the desk in the lobby of the Excelsior. Back then, he’d had a different dream—of creating fantasy worlds, of being a published novelist with a best-selling back catalog—and the greatest thing he could think of to do with all that status would be to bring a girl or two to the penthouse of the hotel and bang her brains out, all while looking over the city he’d grew up in. 
 
    If he got to do that, he reasoned, he’d feel like a fucking king. 
 
    And now his harem was ready to make it happen. 
 
    “Oh, Master?” Deja wriggled her pert ass against the glass, peeling back the veil over her lips. “Why don’t you come over here and get closer to us, darling? Shafti Deja would love to look over the city and have you pick out some of the sights.” 
 
    Wes grinned. This was going to be great. 
 
    He started toward his harem—only to be stopped by a knock at the door. 
 
    Heads turned toward the disturbance, looks of irritation spreading across the faces of the girls.  
 
    “What’s that?” Azura asked, crossing her arms beneath her heavy breasts. “We’re all here already. Was someone else invited to the party?” 
 
    “Hazel,” Thessaly teased, waving a finger at the blonde demon. “Did you hire strippers?” 
 
    The door opened inward, though no one had moved to unlock it. The figure standing in the hall was not one of Wes’s mates, or even a member of Shangri-La. Despite the fact that Wes had never met this person in the flesh before, however, he’d have recognized him anywhere. It felt like he’d been hearing about him since the day he took up the mantle of his power, changing his life forever. 
 
    Solomon, the First Warlock, had just arrived at the suite. 
 
    Wes stared open-mouthed as the old man let himself in. He’d seen holograms of him, recordings the First Warlock had placed throughout the Temple of Solomon, providing instructions on how to pass the tests needed to reach the apex of the tower. The holograms didn’t look as good as the real thing. The years had dropped from Solomon’s face, leaving him almost youthful in his immortal age. 
 
    Becoming the Almighty’s really done a number on the guy, Wes thought. He shook his head in amazement. Is this part of the dream? Or is Solomon really here? 
 
    Either one seemed likely. Although Wes hadn’t known it until recently, Solomon had been guiding his steps along the path of the Archwarlock from the beginning. It had all been part of the First Warlock’s plan to bring balance to Heaven and Hell, to correct the mistakes he’d made in originally writing the pact governing the conduct of demons and angels. Now, Solomon had taken the position of the Almighty, the lord of Heaven, for himself—and all the power that came with it. 
 
    “You… Wow,” Wes said, unable to believe his eyes. “Solomon. It’s you. Are you… are you real?” 
 
    The old man smiled. His beard was no longer the dull, nearly colorless gray Wes had seen at the Temple—the salt-and-pepper mutton chops clinging to his cheeks gave him a much more youthful appearance. The wrinkles in his face had vanished as well, fading away with a skill even Botox couldn’t match. 
 
    “Yes, Wesley Alban. It truly is me,” Solomon said, assuring him. “My new form makes it… difficult to address mortals. I hope you don’t begrudge me the sudden entrance.” 
 
    Wes looked around the suite, his gaze lingering on the line of lovely ladies waiting to get down and dirty with him while overlooking the city. “Well,” he said with a laugh, rubbing the back of his neck, “I kinda was about to get laid.” 
 
    Solomon’s smile widened. “You have many opportunities to seek pleasure, young Wesley Alban,” the old man said in his booming voice. “What you do not have, unfortunately, are many opportunities to speak with me.” 
 
    Wes supposed that made sense. Though he thought Solomon would have understood a little bit better—after all, the man was said to have impregnated hundreds (if not thousands) of concubines and familiars during his reign. He might have been the immortal Almighty now, but back in the day, Solomon was one randy motherfucker. 
 
    Wes sighed, then grabbed another drink and plopped himself down on the suite’s leather couch. His women remained against the glass, as if awaiting an order that wasn’t likely to ever come. 
 
    “Very well,” he said, motioning for Solomon to sit at the chair across from him. “What can I do for you, sir?” Something occurred to him. “You haven’t come to take back your familiars, have you?” 
 
    Solomon laughed at that. “No, of course not,” the old man said, settling into the chair. He pulled out an ancient-looking pipe and lit it with a snap of his fingers, giving it a puff. A thin white cloud billowed toward the ceiling, and the First Warlock sighed contentedly. “I meant those women as a gift for you, young Alban. I’ve never touched any of them, as I intended them to be whole for their new master.”  
 
    He guffawed as he sucked on his pipe.  
 
    “Anyway, I have little opportunity to seek the pleasures of the flesh in my new form. Even if I had formed relationships with those familiars, I would have been forced to abandon them.” 
 
    Solomon looked at his hands as if trying to figure out where to begin. “I wish I could have come bearing sweeter news,” the old man began, marking his speech with an apology. “I’ve come to warn you. Something is brewing in Heaven and Hell. Something strange.” 
 
    Wes leaned forward. “Inamorato,” he hissed. A tremor passed through his girls as he said it, several of them making sour faces. 
 
    Wes hadn’t seen that abomination since the business with restoring Cirice. And if he never saw Inamorato again—that creepy, multi-limbed ‘lover of all humanity’ who spoke in riddles and killed men as easily as most people tore open a packet of crackers—then he’d have been perfectly happy. He’d thought the creature dead, turned to ashes by Cirice after she abandoned her Lady Morningstar persona. But, somehow, he’d survived. 
 
    No. It was more than mere survival. Inamorato was the new Lord of Hell, Solomon’s polar opposite. His great enemy. 
 
    Solomon nodded. “I’m afraid so,” he said, patting his thigh. “We both should have expected him to make a move sooner or later. Unfortunately for us both, it appears it’s going to be sooner.” 
 
    Just thinking about that abomination made Wes’s eyes hurt. Inamorato was a creature of extremes: too many limbs, bent at too many angles for an ordinary brain to comprehend. Wherever he’d come from, Wes felt certain it wasn’t a place where human beings walked beneath a familiar sky. He certainly would never have wanted to visit. 
 
    “What’s he up to?” Wes asked. He used the term he loosely. He wasn’t certain a creature like Inamorato had a gender, much less a preferred manner of address. Still, it was easier to think of the obstacle standing between himself and world peace as a ‘he.’ “You can’t feel it?” 
 
    Solomon frowned. “There is a… thickening, you might say, in the Heavenly Host. I feel certain something similar is occurring down in Hell, though I, of course, wouldn’t be able to feel it if that was the case. I already have my work cut out for me managing affairs here.” 
 
    Wes could understand that. Solomon had big shoes to fill, stepping into the role of the Almighty. Were he any less of a legend, he might have worried about the First Warlock’s ability to keep control over so many variables. 
 
    But a man who built that Tower is exactly the kind of person you want playing God, Wes thought, remembering the multi-tiered structure on the shores of Hell he and his harem had fought their way to the top of. Solving Solomon’s puzzles had proven Wes worthy of receiving his bounty: a veritable army of beautiful, dangerous familiars. None of whom, as they were so fond of reminding him, had ever been touched by a man. 
 
    He was lucky, Wes knew that. But how much longer would his luck hold out? 
 
    “Seeing as I’m currently unable to leave the Empyrean, I would have you act as my eyes and ears.” Solomon ignored the demon girl twerking to his immediate right, the pleasures of the flesh long since having passed for such an austere figure. Wes, on the other hand, could do little but stare. “Are you listening to me, Archwarlock?” 
 
    “Of course,” Wes said. “I can walk and chew gum at the same time, Solomon. I wouldn’t have been able to make it to the top of your funhouse if I couldn’t.” 
 
    The First Warlock had to make do with that. “I would like you to get to the bottom of this,” he said, his tone imparting just how important this request was. “Whatever Inamorato is planning, it can’t possibly be good. Not for either of us. If we can head the new Lord of Hell’s plans off at the pass, we might be able to ensure a few decades of peace before he gets it into his twisted head to start a war of conquest…” 
 
    Solomon trailed off, his eyes widening and something of a scowl forming on his face. Cirice—Wes’s wet dream version of Cirice, at any case—had just sashayed her way into the middle of the party. Hell’s former queen wore a cosplay outfit befitting her previous role, with a pair of horns, a black halo, and a tail stapled to her panties that could have been a twin of Azura’s.  
 
    Other than those accessories, the angel girl wore nothing but the skimpiest of lingerie—and with the softness and translucency of the black silk fabric, anyone who saw at her could tell exactly what she looked like naked. A pair of heels and fishnet stockings completed the ensemble, practically screaming ‘fuck me, Daddy.’ For this party, her outfit was par for the course. 
 
    Wes’s other girls were one thing, but Cirice had been an angel. Seeing her like that gave Solomon a touch of displeasure. He coughed. 
 
    “Hey, you’re the one who came into my dream,” Wes said, cocking an eyebrow. “You don’t get to walk in here uninvited and criticize my choice of sex fantasy.” 
 
    Solomon’s lips formed a tight little line, but he had no rejoinder for that. Instead, seeing his primary objective as completed, he promptly changed the topic. “How is the angel?” he asked in a too-casual tone, his eyes refusing to do more than slide right over Cirice’s naughty-girl garments. “Is she getting along well with your terrestrial crew? Adjusting to being outside of the Heavenly Host?” 
 
    Cirice grabbed a drink from a nearby table and carried it over to Wes, then planted a long, lingering kiss on his cheek. Wes couldn’t help but grin. Had he planned that, or had Cirice? Since this was all his dream, the difference was academic. But he had to admit that out-kinking even Solomon himself filled Wes with a certain strain of pride. 
 
    “Cirice has never had trouble fitting in with the rest of my familiars,” Wes said simply. “She’s doing great. Better than ever, actually. She’s certainly never going to believe this…” 
 
    Wes trailed off as he saw the look on Solomon’s face. It wasn’t that he feared offending the First Warlock, even with his new position as the Almighty. This was Wes’s dream, after all, and he was free to act as he liked. 
 
    What caused Wes to go silent was the fact that Solomon no longer looked at him. The First Warlock was staring at the great glass windows overlooking the city, making an expression like he was trying to figure out an extremely difficult crossword puzzle. 
 
    “Please, tell me this is your doing, Archwarlock,” Solomon said, acting as if he didn’t know whether to be irritated or worried. “Did you decide to turn the lights down low before you got down to business with your familiars?” 
 
    “Huh?” Wes rose and turned toward the window. He followed Solomon’s finger, freezing as he realized what the old man was trying to show him. 
 
    Outside, in the phantom city, the skyline had gone dark. Windows winked out one after the other, as if someone inside each building traveled from room to room, shutting off the lights. What the fuck? 
 
    “That’s not me,” Wes said, shaking his head. “At least, I don’t think it is. What could be causing that?” 
 
    A shadow spread across the city, rapidly approaching the Excelsior. A chilly wind blew against the windows, gently shaking them and dislodging the familiars still slutty enough to strut their stuff before the city below. Wes was no longer interested in banging his harem of gorgeous familiars. This was no longer that kind of dream. 
 
    He feared it had just turned into a nightmare. 
 
    Solomon let out a low groan, his hand straying to his forehead. “He’s coming,” the new Almighty whispered, his face ashen. “It seems he’s found a way to come and speak to you as well, Wes.” 
 
    Before Wes could ask the old man what he meant, another set of knocks came to the opposite side of the suite’s door. Only these sounded hollow and empty, like dead birds hitting the ground. It was a sound Wes never wanted to hear again. 
 
    The door swung slowly open despite none of Wes’s familiars rising to let the newcomer enter. The creature that slipped into the living room made Wes’s eyes water, and he turned away to keep from getting double vision at the sight of Inamorato in his presence. One of those abominable bastards was bad enough. 
 
    “Decimator!” The voice of the abomination was eerily friendly, like a fresh strawberry coated in deadly poison. “I see I’ve arrived fashionably late to the party. Solomon has beaten me to the punch.” 
 
    The First Warlock turned to face Inamorato. Unlike Wes, he had no need to look away from the eldritch creature. Whatever powers he’d been given through his role as the Almighty, they evidently included the ability to stare at pure evil without flinching. 
 
    “Begone, foul creature,” Solomon hissed, his hands moving in the beginning swirls of a spell. “You are not welcome in this place—” 
 
    “Oh, don’t do that!” Inamorato giggled. The thing seemed to be in an exceptionally cheery mood, which frightened Wes more than just about anything else. “Would you remove an actor from the stage when the final act is about to begin, Solomon? Not if you wanted the audience to give you a good review, you wouldn’t!” 
 
    “Bah!” Solomon spit on the carpet. “Say your peace and leave, abomination.” 
 
    Inamorato hissed in a grotesque parody of laughter, his shoulders shaking at angles no shoulders should shake. “I merely wanted to check on the Archwarlock. It’s imperative the stage director knows where all the actors are at all times. After all, the script was written long ago, and there’s to be no ad-libbing in this production. I’ve worked too long and hard for things to go off the rails now! I’ve already had to replace one lead with an understudy right before opening night!” 
 
    Wes didn’t understand a word the creature was saying. “Understudy? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Inamorato straightened. “Why, you, Archwarlock,” the thing hissed. “You’re the one variable I didn’t see coming. I expected Solomon to be sitting in that seat, surrounded by high and whorish ladies. When I entered my final battle with the Almighty, it was you whose face I expected to see floating above the Heavenly Host.” 
 
    “Nah,” Wes said, shaking his head. “That’s not me. I like pleasures of the flesh too much.” He rose from his chair, brushing a few specks of imaginary dust from his shoulders. “You killed two of my Warlocks, Inamorato.” 
 
    The thing cocked its head to the side. “Exiled Warlocks.” 
 
    Did the abomination really have a sense of humor?  
 
    “Warlocks all the same,” Wes countered. “That needs to be answered, creature. With force, if necessary.” 
 
    “Oh, there’ll be plenty of force!” Inamorato backed up as if realizing for the first time it wasn’t on entirely familiar ground. “You’ll see soon enough, Archwarlock. My plan is coming to fruition as we speak.” 
 
    Wes and Solomon shared a look.  
 
    This is exactly what the First Warlock was trying to warn me about, Wes thought. Here was a chance to hear it straight from the horse’s mouth, so to speak. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Wes asked. “You’re so smart and evil, why not monologue it to us? Don’t villains of your caliber usually do that?” 
 
    The thing hissed happily, practically dancing to the beat of the club music pouring from Wes’s speakers. “You’ll find out!” the creature cackled, nearly collapsing in another fit of those hair-raising giggles. “Really, though, it’s not much. I plan to defeat you both via the easiest manner possible.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Wes couldn’t help but ask. 
 
    “Why, by doing nothing at all!” Inamorato spread his arms in a flourish. “Isn’t that great?” 
 
    Wes didn’t have time to answer. Already, the dream had begun to fade. The city beyond the glass was little more than mist—the fantasy collapsed into itself, taking Wes’s party and his women along with it. A moment later, Solomon winked out of the world, no doubt retreating to his fortress at the Heavenly Host. 
 
    Only Inamorato’s voice followed Wes into the darkness. 
 
    “Wake up, Archwarlock! Don’t you have some bodies to bury?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes awoke in total darkness. 
 
    His eyes snapped open, and he sat up in a cold sweat. The covers of his bed fell to his waist as he put a hand against his forehead, waiting for the pain in his head to go away. He always felt this way after a nightmare, as if he’d eaten ice cream too fast, giving him a jumbo-size case of brain freeze. He trembled slightly as he came back to himself, the last few remnants of the dream dissolving. 
 
    He was home, in his room above Deja Vu. The king-sized bed he slept in hadn’t been part of the original furnishings, but a couple of junior Warlocks had managed to place it in the suite like a ship in a bottle, shrinking it down then expanding it back to its full size once it was in his bedroom. 
 
    Jesus, Wes thought, the pain leaving him. That was fucking nuts. What time is it? 
 
    It was almost sunrise. Now that the dream had faded, the warm covers beckoned to him, doing their best to lull him back to sleep. The women lying in bed around him, on the other hand, tempted him to do something else entirely. Naked and half-naked women snoozed all around him, some curled up next to him beneath the blankets while others nestled at the foot of the bed. 
 
    It hadn’t been the Excelsior, maybe, but he’d still had one hell of a party last night. 
 
    Doing his best not to make too much noise, Wes picked his way over the mattress, crawling on his hands and knees. To his left, Thessaly rolled over on top of the comforter, her bare breasts jiggling the slightest bit back and forth as she yawned. Wes froze, not wanting to wake her, but the blue-haired Warlock rolled back onto her belly and was soon snoring. 
 
    Wes reached the edge of the bed and stepped onto the carpet. Even here he found one of his familiars. One of the new girls who’d joined up after they liberated the Temple of Solomon lay curled up like a guard dog at the foot of the bed, naked as the day she was born. 
 
    Or maybe not since the circumstances of her birth likely differed a great deal from the norm. The woman had six arms and faintly blue skin, along with a fierce widow’s peak. Wes vaguely remembered her name was Kali or Vishnu or that of some other goddess. Honestly, it was starting to get hard to keep track. 
 
    He dressed as quietly as he was able and slipped out onto the second-floor landing. Deja Vu stretched beneath him, the bar exactly the way he remembered it from the night Hazel had guided him over its threshold. A popular watering hole in his city for supernatural creatures and demons, it had been transplanted wholesale to Wes’s headquarters in Shangri-La once he took up the position of Archwarlock. They’d made a little extra space in the floor plan for several portal stations, which allowed guests to flow in and out from all over the world. 
 
    Despite the international, cosmopolitan nature of the place, the bar was empty. No sign of Deja behind the counter, though the cleanliness of the bottles and the organized state of the shelves showed she’d clearly been there recently. She hadn’t warmed Wes’s bed last night either. 
 
    Probably hanging out with Hazel, Wes thought.  
 
    The ash-blonde demon girl was Wes’s first familiar, and the first one of his women to get pregnant. Though the two of them weren’t related in any way, Hazel looked up to Deja as a kind of Aunt: the maternal figure she’d never had. Of course, she wanted the genie close to her during the birth. From what the other Warlocks had been telling Wes, it would be any day now. 
 
    Yet, even the thought of his family’s imminent growth failed to cheer him. His meeting with Solomon and Inamorato remained at the top of his mind, those final words the abomination spoke echoing along the interior of his skull. Don’t you have some bodies to bury? 
 
    The trouble was, Wes did. 
 
    He stepped out of Deja Vu and into the chilly morning air. Daylight was already breaking on the other side of the mountain range protecting Shangri-La, though Wes and his guild wouldn’t see it for some time yet. Shangri-La was protected by those mountain ranges, sheltered from the rest of the world in ways it had taken skilled practitioners of magic to pierce. Outside the valley, a blizzard of Arctic proportions reigned, but along the streets of the village, the temperature was brisk and refreshing. 
 
    Deja Vu had been put down near the center of Shangri-La, right next to what was once called the Warlock’s Library. It was the People’s Library now, able to be visited by anyone with a desire for magical learning. Thessaly now ran the place. 
 
    Only a few people were out on the streets of Shangri-La at this hour—mostly guards. They nodded to Wes as he passed, acknowledging him with the easy authority of professional soldiers paying homage to their general. The rank-and-file Warlocks had had little trouble switching over to Wes as their leader rather than Xue, Kwame, and Archibald. One leader was as good as another, and Wes was a far better (and kinder) leader than most who’d held the title in Shangri-La. 
 
    It didn’t hurt that Shangri-La was a good place to be right now. While Solomon had brought back the tenth of humanity that had perished in the demonic incursion (a percentage of the world that had made Wes’s “Decimator” moniker literal), there was still plenty of chaos and turmoil to go around. The world hadn’t adjusted well to the revelations that both demons and angels literally existed, and the streets of most major cities still weren’t terribly safe places to be for anyone with inhuman qualities. Deja Vu provided temporary refuge for supernaturals who still had to travel among humanity undetected, at least. 
 
    A Warlock passing the other way stopped to salute him. She was a tiny thing who carried a thick stack of books under her arm and looked like she’d been on some important errand when she ran across him. 
 
    “You don’t need to do that,” Wes said as he slowed to pass. “I’m not like the people who used to run this place. There’s no need to be so formal.” 
 
    The young woman’s hand dropped, and the books nearly slid out from beneath her other arm. Wes sprang forward to help her grab them, but she was able to stabilize the stack with some quick thinking and quicker footwork. 
 
    Nice, Wes thought, quietly impressed. She must be one of Thessaly’s warrior scholars in training. 
 
    “Good morning, sir,” the student said instead, inclining her head. “You’re up early.” 
 
    “I had a bad dream,” Wes said, looking up at the sky. It seemed impossible that things such as nightmares could exist beneath the view of such a beautiful sky, but he knew better than most people what horrors can lurk behind a pleasant scene. “Have you seen Kwame?” 
 
    If anyone was going to take care of Xue and Archibald’s heads, it would have been the old Warlock. All three of them had made the difficult decision to leave Shangri-La and track him down when his powers became known, although their plans had been to control him rather than guide him along the path to power. 
 
    Well, that had been Xue’s plan, at least. Wes still wasn’t sure how much Kwame had gone along with it. Either way, the old Warlock had proved his worth during the eldritch horror Kulili’s attack on Earth, helping to organize the resistance and guide as many supernaturals to safety as possible. He’d risked his life to help others while Xue and Archibald cowered behind locked doors. That meant a lot in Wes’s book—almost enough to forgive his previous trespasses. 
 
    The student gave a little start, as if she’d just been thinking about the man. “He passed this way a little while ago,” the girl said, frowning. “He had two guards with him, and something in a big burlap sack. Is everything all right?” 
 
    Ding, ding, Wes thought, the hair standing up on the back of his neck. How had Inamorato known? 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” he assured the girl. “I’m just looking for him. You finish up whatever you’re working on—those are a lot of books!” 
 
    The student smiled. “Oh, this isn’t an assignment,” she said, glancing at the stack of books. “This is just personal work.” 
 
    “Really?” Wes couldn’t believe it. “That’s a lot!” 
 
    The girl demurred, giving Wes a cute shrug. “Thessaly’s been training me in library studies,” she explained, nodding over the stack of books in her hand. “Someday, I hope to be her assistant librarian at the People’s Library, helping to catalog the knowledge of the ancients!” Her happy expression faded a bit as the wheels turned behind her eyes. “I’m not much of a warrior, you see. My magic is marginal at best.” 
 
    Now, it was Wes’s turn to shrug. “So? We need more than warriors at Shangri-La.” 
 
    The girl’s face brightened. “That’s what I’ve been saying! But when Xue and Archibald were in charge, it was all ‘you must be ready to kill your enemy! Every step of Shangri-La will be defended by blood!’ That sort of thing.” 
 
    Was that really how Xue and Archibald talked? Wes could imagine the diminutive Asian Warlock writing a speech with words like that, for someone else to write, but never speaking them herself. No one would have taken her seriously. 
 
    Or would they? 
 
    “They’re not here anymore,” Wes said. “These days, what I say goes. And I say what you’re doing is as important as any battle drills.” 
 
    The student was so shocked she tried to salute him again. This time, the top three books on her stack rolled right off the other covers, landing on the ground in a mess of vellum and leather. 
 
    “Thank you, sir!” the student said. “Shit, I dropped these! Thessaly’s gonna be so pissed…” 
 
    “You let me deal with Thessaly,” Wes said, laughing. “I have a way of calming her down when she gets irritated with something. I’ll let her know this was my fault, and that… What’s your name, anyway?” 
 
    “Magda,” she said, blushing prettily. 
 
    “Magda,” Wes repeated. “I’ll let Thessaly know you had nothing to do with the damage to those books, okay?” 
 
    The girl beamed from ear to ear. “Thank you, sir! If there’s any way I can possibly make it up to you, just please let me know!” 
 
    “Tell you what,” Wes said, an idea occurring to him. “I haven’t had my coffee yet today. Once you drop those books off, you think you could bring a thermos down the path and drop it off wherever I am?” 
 
    Magda did a double-take, as if she’d never expected to be given the gift of being allowed to wait on the Archwarlock directly. “Um, sure!” she said, her face brightening in anticipation. “I’ll grab some from the canteen and bring it to you! Or would you like something fancier…?” 
 
    “So long as it’s hot and black, I don’t really care. You said Kwame is this way?” 
 
    She pointed down the lane, still looking amazed. “Um, yeah. That’s where I saw him…” 
 
    “I’ll be on my way, then. See you soon.” 
 
    Magda stood there staring at him for a while, her jaw nearly hanging to the cobblestone path beneath them both.  
 
    Wes put Magda out of his mind a few moments later. He rounded a corner and found himself face to face with Shangri-La’s graveyard. Even in a utopia like this, death was an ever-present fact of life. The Warlocks who resided here were long-lived but not immortal. No one was that. 
 
    On the far side of the graveyard, he spied the small group that Magda saw while returning her books. In the hazy morning light, Kwame and two of the junior Warlocks stood by an open grave, the former’s hands bowed as if in prayer. The remains of a burlap sack lay on the grass, abandoned. One of the Warlocks with Kwame was digging. 
 
    Wes took his time, not wanting to disturb the old man in his grief. The weathered tombstones to either side of him bore the names of long-dead Warlocks, the dates of birth and death so ancient he might as well have been walking through a museum. The sense of history here left him awestruck, and also left him thinking about Inamorato and his strange, secret knowledge. 
 
    Don’t you have some bodies to bury? That’s what the abomination had told him before he’d woken in his own bed. Somehow, Inamorato knew they hadn’t laid Xue or Archibald’s heads to rest —and that Kwame had decided to tackle that chore early in the morning before anyone else rose for breakfast. 
 
    What did that mean? Wes could only think of a couple of possibilities. Either Kwame was a mole for the abomination, which didn’t seem very likely as he’d fought so hard against them on the side of good, or Inamorato had some magical means of monitoring what went on in Shangri-La. Neither possibility seemed good, and it was hard for Wes to decide which would be worse. 
 
    Either way, spying or scrying, he had to act as if Inamorato’s hideous eyes were on him at all times. The abomination might not even have realized he’d tipped his hand, or he might have done it on purpose simply to antagonize Wes. He wasn’t sure and got the impression he wouldn’t be sure for a long time. 
 
    Wes hated that. 
 
    He raised a hand in greeting as he approached Kwame. The old Warlock wore his robes tightly around his slim, elderly frame, his bushy gray eyebrows furrowed over his eyes as he turned his attention from the grave to the new Archwarlock. Behind him, the two guards stopped what they were doing and saluted, then continued shoveling dirt onto the grave. 
 
    “Morning, Kwame,” Wes said, crossing his arms over his chest as he stepped next to the old Warlock. “Taking care of some business?” 
 
    Kwame smiled. The sight of his perfectly even, white teeth had startled many a junior Warlock, especially when the rest of his face was the color of a walnut shell. They must have had a hell of a dental plan at Shangri-La, or maybe magic took care of everyone’s needs. 
 
    “It just didn’t feel right leaving them the way they were,” the old Warlock said. “I won’t lie and say the three of us were friends, young Alban. None of us got along before you showed up—we all kept our daggers close at hand. But we kept the ship of state running for a while, and that counts for something.” He stared into the grave. “I wish they were still here.” 
 
    “As do I,” Wes admitted, looking down along with Kwame. The guards had filled in enough of the grave that nothing of Xue and Archibald was visible, but Wes felt as if he could sense their presence somewhere nearby. “I had no love for either of them, Kwame. If you’d disrespected my authority the way they did, you’d have been exiled right along with them.” 
 
    “Disrespect your authority?” The corner of Kwame’s mouth curled in a smirk. “Archwarlock, I stabbed you and sent you to Hell!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said, laughing, “but that was different. I wanted you to do that.” 
 
    It had been the only way for Wes to get back down to Lady Morningstar’s lair and bring her to heel. He didn’t hold it against Kwame. If anything, he praised the old man for his ingenuity. Everyone else at Deja Vu had looked like they wanted to spend all afternoon arguing about Wes’s plan—the old man had taken up a knife and made it happen. 
 
    “I’m glad I didn’t get exiled with them,” Kwame said, frowning. “But I still wish they were here with us. Xue especially. You never saw her when she had greater control over her temper. Stress always did bad things to that woman.” 
 
    Wes shrugged. “We need every Warlock we can get,” he admitted. “They will be missed.” A faint smile spread across his face. “Besides, if I was waiting for only morally pure Warlocks to join my ranks, I’d be fighting Inamorato and his abominations all alone.” 
 
    Kwame laughed at that, though there was little humor in it. “Some of us are worse than others,” he said, turning from the grave. “We’ve all done terrible, terrible things to secure the primacy of Shangri-La at one time or another.” For a moment, Wes didn’t think the man would continue, but then he did. “Some of them did some pretty extreme stuff.” 
 
    Wes wasn’t sure he wanted to hear what Kwame considered extreme by Warlock standards. “Were you one of those?” he asked. 
 
    Kwame didn’t reply. Wes figured his silence to be explanation enough. 
 
    The two of them stood for a time, the only noise the calls of morning birds and the repetitive sounds of the guard’s shovel in the pile of dirt next to the grave. Wes closed his eyes, sending a silent prayer to both the Almighty and to Nacht that, wherever Xue and Archibald ended up, they were at peace. 
 
    They’d deserved exile, to be sure. But death? No, Wes didn’t think so. 
 
    “Well,” Kwame said once Wes opened his eyes, “I think that’s about enough mourning. Shall we take breakfast together, Archwarlock? I have some strategies for stabilizing the Eastern Seaboard I think you’ll find most interesting. Bold steps, ones the old Warlocks wouldn’t have signed up for, but necessary…” 
 
    Kwame trailed off. The old Warlock leaned on his cane, so like and yet unlike the Staff of Solomon Wes carried.  
 
    “Oh, it looks like you sent for coffee,” the old Warlock said, smiling with his eyes. “Cute girl, young Alban. Is she one of yours, or perhaps a future familiar?” 
 
    Magda made her way across the graveyard, carrying a carafe of steaming hot coffee. She beamed from ear to ear, approaching the pair without a single care in the world.  
 
    The Archcloak around Wes’s shoulders fluttered, its green and black fabric dancing. Did the cloak sense Wes’s interest in the girl? 
 
    Suddenly, the girl’s eyes widened, and the color drained from her face. She dropped the coffee to the ground, the carafe tipping over and steaming into the early morning sky as she brought her hands to her cheeks. 
 
    “Monsters!” Magda screamed. 
 
    Wes and Kwame turned. And got the shock of their lives. 
 
    There, standing next to the grave the guards had just finished filling with dirt, were Xue and Archibald. 
 
    Neither of them had a head.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They moved the undead into the meeting room as quickly as possible. 
 
    Fifteen minutes after Wes and Kwame discovered Xue and Archibald loitering next to their own graves, the Archwarlock had woken the entire guild and demanded their attendance at an emergency meeting. Coffee and breakfast were hastily prepared, while most of Wes’s familiars sat at the table in little more than what they’d woken up in that morning.  
 
    For those who’d been part of his late-night party the previous evening, that meant either lingerie or nothing at all. A couple of the girls had thought to bring the sheets off the bed and wrap themselves in them. 
 
    Everyone drank coffee, though few people in Shangri-La had the stomach to eat. Most just sat there, staring at the chained-up specimens in the center of the meeting room. Xue and Archibald were hard to ignore. 
 
    The guards had discovered to their peril that moving the undead wasn’t easy. Both Xue and Archibald had turned immediately hostile and needed to be restrained, the wounds and bandages on the limbs and faces of those same guards a testament to how dangerous the pair were even without heads. 
 
    They’d calmed down somewhat after being chained. Now, they walked in circles in the center of the room, an occasional gurgling sound like a growl escaping their throats. An appetite killer, to be sure, Wes thought, sipping his coffee. Magda had apologized about a hundred times before he got another cup, and he’d forgiven her just as many times. It wasn’t her fault. 
 
    As Wes watched, the headless Archibald wandered closer to the circle of runes boxing the two undead in. Sparks flew, and Archibald stepped back, his limbs flailing like he’d just stuck a fork in an electrical socket. At least their defensive measures were working. 
 
    “I really hate to see them like this,” Kwame said to Wes’s right. The old Warlock had been given pride of place at this gathering, both because he knew the undead so well and because he’d been so shaken by their sudden appearance at the side of the grave. “This isn’t right, Warlock. This is not right!” 
 
    Wes couldn’t agree more. “Can someone please tell me what I’m looking at?” he asked, shaking his head as Archibald and Xue shuffled their feet. “Is this something that’s happened before? Is this common among Warlocks, or are the rest of you just as confused as I am?” 
 
    From the looks on the faces of the Warlocks at the meeting, they were even more confused than Wes. At least Wes had the suspicion of Inamorato’s involvement to cling to. The rest of them were utterly stumped. Given the amount of supernatural knowledge in that room, Wes would have expected someone to have seen post-death effects like these before. But no one had. 
 
    “That asshole Inamorato placed a curse on both of them before he cut their heads off,” Hazel guessed. Heavily pregnant, the demoness lay on a divan to the side of the meeting table, attended by a servant. “He didn’t just want to assassinate them. He planned to humiliate them after death.” 
 
    “It’s a message,” Azura agreed. The succubus looked more pissed off than anyone else in the room. She leaned over the table with her elbows on the stone, her juicy ass in the air with her tail swishing back and forth angrily. “This is him saying ‘I’m going to kill you, and then afterwards I’m gonna leave a reminder that demoralizes all your friends!” 
 
    Heads nodded around the table, but Deja looked grim. 
 
    “That’s not the abomination’s style,” the genie said. Deja worried the edge of a nail with her teeth as she spoke, as clear a sign as any that she was seriously stressed out. “He’s dangerous and insane, yes. Brutal, even. But this sort of psychological warfare is beyond him. Inamorato achieves his objectives quickly and efficiently. Not with cruelty.” 
 
    Hazel scoffed at that. “He threatened to add Wes’s ‘little whores’ to the sack of heads,” the demoness said, sounding angry. “If that’s not cruel, I don’t know what is.” 
 
    “As one of those little whores,” Azura added with a lewd grin, “I agree!” 
 
    “We can spend all day arguing back and forth about this,” Wes said, silencing the discussion before it could go any further. He sensed Azura wanted to get even more explicit, which would have turned the meeting to sex talk faster than you could say “harem-type activities.” Usually that was a lot of fun, but they had business to discuss. “We need to figure out what to do with these two, for starters.” 
 
    People stared at him blankly.  
 
    “Do with them, Archwarlock?” one of the junior class asked. 
 
    Wes shrugged. “We could try to bury them again,” he said, his gaze remaining on Archibald and Xue. “But I haven’t completely dismissed the idea that we could get their heads back on their bodies. They seem aggravated, but what if that’s just because they’ve been trying to communicate all this time, and they’re not able to because Inamorato cut their heads off?” 
 
    Unease filled the group as they contemplated that idea.  
 
    “If that’s the case,” Deja said, “then I was mistaken. What Inamorato has done is unspeakably cruel.” She looked over at the pair of undead Warlocks, her face contorting with pity. “For their sake, I hope that’s not the case.” 
 
    “It’s not.” 
 
    Everyone turned. The door to the meeting room had just opened, and Thessaly stood in the doorway. The blue-haired Warlock carried something beneath her arm that had been verboten in Shangri-La until a short while ago: a rose-gold MacBook. She hustled to her place at the table double quick, nodding to several of her besties as she took her seat. 
 
    “We were wondering where you were,” Hazel said. A smile spread across the familiar’s face as she watched Thessaly take her place among Wes’s inner circle. “You feeling okay?” 
 
    “It’s not morning sickness, is it?” Deja asked with maternal concern. She put her hand over Thessaly’s, making a sympathetic expression. “I can make you a cocktail that’ll help with your symptoms, if that’s the case.” 
 
    Thessaly shook her head. As if she weren’t even consciously aware of it, her gaze strayed to the faint bulge beneath her robes. Both Thessaly and Azura were pregnant with Wes’s babies, and although the blue-haired Warlock had gotten knocked up slightly after Wes’s succubus, she looked further along than Azura. When magic was involved, sometimes it was hard to figure out the due date for a new baby. 
 
    “I asked Thessaly to do some research before she arrived,” Wes explained.  “See if there’s anything in the Warlock’s Library about this phenomenon. And if there is, maybe there’s something we can do about it.” 
 
    From the look on Thessaly’s face, it was obvious she’d found something. But it wasn’t what Wes expected—and it hadn’t come from the Warlock’s Library. 
 
    “Everyone, gather around,” Thessaly said, taking a seat in Wes’s lap. At first, he thought the blue-haired Warlock wanted to get freaky, but Thessaly’s attention was focused exclusively on the MacBook she’d placed on the table. When no one moved, she waved at the rest of his familiars. “Come over here and look at this.” 
 
    In moments, Wes found himself at the center of a press of bodies, with beautiful girls on either side of him. The whole harem crowded around the laptop, watching as Thessaly opened it and navigated to a social media website. 
 
    “Each of these clips are currently going viral,” the blue-haired Warlock explained. “This is a compilation of the most-shared ones I’m showing to you now. All of them were shot within the last few hours.” 
 
    With that brief preamble, Thessaly let the recording run. She turned the video to full-screen with a push of a button, and the women leaned in even closer to see what she wanted to show them. Thessaly tensed up in his lap as if she were already dreading what they were all about to see. 
 
    The first clip showed a major metropolitan city in an Asian country. An ambulance sat with its siren on at a street corner, while a pair of paramedics finished wrapping up a figure on the pavement. Bright yellow tape separated the scene from pedestrians, a number of whom had stopped to stare. 
 
    “Shit, did that person jump?” That was Azura, who gave a little shudder at the implication. “Damn, what an awful way to go. They jumped off the fucking building.” 
 
    The other women gasped. It certainly seemed to be that way, though the paramedics continued to work, but there was no sense of urgency to their movements. Clearly, they saw their patient as already beyond help. 
 
    As they watched, one of the paramedics opened the back of the ambulance and removed a metal stretcher. 
 
    Then a gray-skinned undead came running out of the alleyway and bit through his neck. 
 
    Someone next to Wes screamed. Several of the other women tensed up, and Azura swore. “Damn jump scare!” Back on the screen, the monster bit deep into the paramedic’s neck, bright arterial blood spraying on the concrete. 
 
    People who’d been content to rubberneck only moments ago ran, and the whole thing turned into a riot. Overlapping voices in a foreign language screamed as the undead monster turned from the feebly struggling paramedic to the two leaning over the body. 
 
    The scene changed. Now, it showed a child’s birthday party. The peaceful, celebratory scene couldn’t have been more different than the chaos they’d been watching a moment ago. 
 
    “What the fuck did we just see?” Azura asked. The succubus’s gaze flashed over to Xue and Archibald for a moment, sizing up the wounds on their necks. “That thing, it had the same skin as them! Did you see how its arms and legs were all broken, like it fell?” 
 
    “Shh,” Thessaly whispered. The Warlock’s face was ashen. “It gets worse.” 
 
    A mounting sense of horror came over Wes as he watched the latest clip. He felt certain something bad was going to happen to the kid blowing out his candles. According to the big widget on the cake, this was his twelfth birthday, and tons of kids were there. 
 
    Wes’s heart dropped into his stomach as they all sang “Happy Birthday” at the top of their lungs. “Please, tell me we’re not about to see what I think we’re going to see,” he whispered, giving Thessaly’s thighs a squeeze. 
 
    The Warlock shook her head. “It’s not that bad,” she said, seeming to realize for the first time how quiet all the women around her had become. Perhaps they were all thinking of their own baby fever at that moment, seeing so many happy kids. “Just watch.” 
 
    Suddenly, a flash of motion outside of the window caught the cameraman’s eye. A car driving down the street suddenly jumped up onto the sidewalk, while the driver behind the wheel thrashed like someone having a seizure. An elderly woman walking in the opposite direction was straight in its path and, suddenly, Wes realized she wouldn’t have time to get away. 
 
    “Oh, no,” he said, holding onto Thessaly a little tighter. “No, don’t—” 
 
    Too late. Wes had forgotten for a moment that these events had already happened, and there was no stopping them. The car crunched into the old woman, knocking her over and rolling over her. A few feet later, the front of the automobile collided with a fire hydrant and stopped, water exploding in a fountain onto the street. 
 
    The children at the birthday party ran to the window. They hadn’t seen the woman, just the crash into the hydrant and the resulting explosion of water. To them, it was probably awesome, like a water park in the middle of the street. 
 
    The kids were still staring, and the camera was still rolling, when a gray, monstrous copy of the old woman appeared. 
 
    “What the fuck!?” Hazel rolled onto her side on the divan, trying to get a better angle to see. “I thought she got hit by a car! Where did she come from?” 
 
    A cold chill tingled down Wes’s spine. She just came out of nowhere, he thought, his gaze traveling to the two headless ghouls shuffling about the middle of the room. Just like Xue and Archibald. 
 
    Back on the screen, the old woman ripped through the driver’s side door like it was tissue paper. The driver inside, who evidently had been suffering through some kind of medical emergency, opened their eyes to find a slavering, zombified senior citizen trying to gnaw their face off. They screamed as the cameraman dropped their phone, the view shifting to the floor of the child’s birthday party. 
 
    There were more clips after that, but all of them followed the same basic storyline. Someone died and, a few moments later, a copy of them emerged that showed all the wounds that person had taken on their way to death’s door. The copy was invariably violent, psychopathic, and unable to be stopped by normal means. The few cops and security guards Wes had seen in the videos had been quickly overwhelmed, either too surprised by the supernatural attack to mount a defense or too weak to resist. 
 
    Silence reigned in the room once the video ended.  
 
    “This is the news,” Thessaly said, flipping the computer to a live feed of one of the major twenty-four-hour news networks. “I picked one at random but, honestly, it’s the same thing on all of them. This isn’t just happening to us, Wes. It’s all over the world.” 
 
    The reporter was a middle-aged blonde woman in a smart suit. She looked like she’d been on air for hours now, her usual mask of genial professionalism beginning to fade from the horrors she’d seen. Lines of worry furrowed her brow, collected around her eyes, and darkened her cheeks. 
 
    “We’re seeing these scenes all around the world,” the reporter said, gesturing at the leftovers of some new clip that had just played over the airwaves. “For now, scientists and governments have been unable to ascertain the nature of these attacks. We repeat, stay away from the recently deceased! Should anyone near you die, evacuate the area immediately and contact the proper authorities…” 
 
    Thessaly turned down the volume on the reporter. “Proper authorities,” the Warlock snorted. “Wes, there aren’t any proper authorities left. Nobody out there has any idea who’s in charge of shit!” 
 
    Wes could barely formulate a response. The rest of the women looked just as shocked. They’d expected an answer to where Xue and Archibald came from, not to discover that the whole world was experiencing a much worse version of what they’d been going through for the last few hours. 
 
    The whole world, Wes thought. It’s a fucking invasion. An invasion of the undead. 
 
    “Inamorato did this,” Wes said, helping Thessaly off his lap. “He all but told me himself. Shit, he fucking taunted me about it!” 
 
    Women stared at Wes, their eyes going wide. 
 
    “Uh, Wes?” Hazel propped herself up on one elbow, frowning deeply. “When did you have time to meet with the abomination?” 
 
    Wes sighed and ran a hand over his face. “It was while I was asleep,” he admitted, looking from one woman to the next. “You know how we all tired each other out last night? 
 
    “Well, I had the weirdest fucking dream after. Only I was pretty sure it wasn’t just a dream, and now I’m one hundred percent sure it’s not.” 
 
    Over the next few minutes, Wes detailed his meeting with Solomon and Inamorato. The group was happy to hear that the First Warlock had settled into his job as the new Almighty, but far less so to hear that the abomination named Inamorato knew the intimate details of what went on in Shangri-La. 
 
    “So, Solomon was right,” Wes finished, looking to his inner circle for wise counsel. “Something definitely is going on between Heaven and Hell. Something that’s causing people who’ve just died to come back as some kind of monster.” 
 
    Everyone looked over at Xue and Archibald. The two undead creatures seemed peaceful enough, if a little confused and agitated at their current circumstances. It felt difficult to square them with the videos they’d seen of undead assailants attacking innocent civilians, ripping off car doors and smashing through the fronts of buildings. 
 
    Then Deja spoke up. “Wes, you don’t think…?” 
 
    The genie trailed off. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked, focusing his attention on Deja. To be fair, she was an easy woman to focus your attention on. Once you had her in your sight, you never wanted to let her go—she had that natural beauty that drove Wes wild. 
 
    “I was just wondering,” the genie said, looking as if she’d swallowed something bitter, “what our recently departed friends might be doing, or at least attempting to do, in this chamber. If they had their heads.” 
 
    Uneasy looks spread throughout the room. Wes couldn’t help but wonder, even as he tried to push the knowledge to the back of his mind. Could it actually be possible that Inamorato had done him a favor? Decapitated Xue and Archibald before sending them to Wes’s court, because the abomination knew it would neuter them when he began rejecting the dead? 
 
    Either way, it didn’t matter. 
 
    Kwame made a steeple of his fingers. The old Warlock had watched the proceedings until now in silence, and only now did he feel the desire to speak up. 
 
    “It seems to me,” he said, looking over at Wes, “that the Other Side has just gone on strike.” 
 
    Wes looked at the man, thinking deeply, then nodded. “You’re right,” he said. “That’s exactly what it sounds like.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Azura whispered, looking back and forth across the room like she’d missed a step. “You’re saying the end of the world is a fucking labor dispute or something?” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “When souls die, they go over to the Other Side. Unless they’re a demon who got caught by the Templars, then they get forced over to the Other Side whether they want to or not. But, usually, that means one of two things. Either the dead person goes to the Heavenly Host, or they go to Hell.” Wes slowly nodded, the pieces clicking together in his brain. “I think Hell’s new master just shut the gates to his kingdom. Fallen souls aren’t being allowed in Hell any longer.” 
 
    He watched it dawn on the faces of each of his women.  
 
    “And then they end up right back here,” Deja whispered, frowning as she turned back to the screen. “By the gods, do you have any idea how many people die every day, Wes?” 
 
    “‘Another forty thousand come every day’,” Wes replied. “And that was in the seventies! Blue Oyster Cult probably never figured their lyrics would be used to do this kind of math.” 
 
    Wes waited a few moments for the rest of the group to fully internalize this, as well as its implications. A few dead people coming back to Earth and attacking people was bad, of course, but not unmanageable. All dead people destined for Hell, on the other hand? 
 
    That was the end of the world. It was, in fact, the apocalyptic scenario from George Romero’s Dawn of the Dead: a slow, endless war of attrition between the living and the dead. Wes swallowed hard, picturing the unending fight in front of him. That bastard, he thought, remembering the way Inamorato had chortled and even giggled in front of him. Like it was all some brilliant joke. I’ll kill him. I’ll fucking END that asshole. 
 
    “This raises an interesting question,” Kwame said. Of all the people in the meeting room, the old Warlock appeared to have taken the news with the most grace. He certainly looked less freaked out than most of the women surrounding Wes, at least. “This whole ‘strike’ we’re talking about, is it just our friend down below doing this? Or has the abomination somehow roped the Almighty into the whole affair? Xue and Archibald weren’t perfect. But they weren’t destined for Hell. I believe it may also be those souls who would have gone to Heaven which are being barred from entering the pearly gates.” 
 
    Wes’s harem was aghast.  
 
    “Solomon would never,” Cirice said, sounding far harsher than her usual angelic speech. “Keeping souls from paradise goes against everything the Heavenly Host stands for! No one in the post of Almighty would ever sign up for such a scheme willingly!” 
 
    “Wow,” Azura said, cocking an eyebrow. “Still in love with your old hometown, huh?” 
 
    It was a beautiful thing to see an angel blush. When that angel was Cirice, the beauty was multiplied a hundred-fold. 
 
    “Of course, I love Wes far more than the Heavenly Host!” the angel protested. “I’d follow him to Hell and back, and I literally have! I’m just saying, this plot seems completely impossible to me!” 
 
    “It’s okay, Cirice,” Wes said, putting a hand on the blonde’s back. “No one’s saying that. Kwame’s just speculating. I talked to Solomon myself. There’s no chance he’s gone over to the dark side, or anybody in the Heavenly Host. It seems like the gates to Heaven are closed, but I don’t think Solomon had anything to do with it.” 
 
    Cirice turned to Wes, tears forming in her eyes. “I think you’re right,” she said, frowning deeply. “Some of those people probably would have gone to Hell anyway when they died, but that old woman who got hit by the car? She was an innocent! I could see her innocence surrounding her, and as soon as she got up, I knew. I knew something was really, really wrong.” 
 
    Wes had heard enough. He rose from his seat, prompting several of the women around him to do a double take and nearly get out of theirs. 
 
    He made a split-second decision. It wasn’t feasible to bring the whole harem with him where he was going, but he’d need someone to help guide him. Someone who knew the local territory. 
 
    “Azura,” he said, pointing at the succubus. “You’re coming with me.” 
 
    The succubus sat up a little straighter, her tail forming a little curlicue at the realization.  
 
    “Me?” Azura asked, pointing a jet-black nail at her cleavage. “Yeah, okay! I’m down for whatever, babe!” 
 
    “Wes, what are you thinking?” Deja asked. The genie’s lips formed a tight little line. Like Kwame, she was doing a good job of keeping her worries off her face. But someone who knew her as well as Wes did could see she was terrified by this new threat. 
 
    Wes put his hands on his hips, surveying the table. “I’ve got to find out if our theory is correct,” he said, giving Kwame a little nod of approval for the assist. “I need one of Solomon’s demons to open a portal to the Underworld so I can check and see if the Gates of Hell are really closed. And if they are, well…” 
 
    Wes smiled, but there was no humor in it. Just the fierce dedication of a predator in love with their craft. 
 
    “…then I’m going to find out exactly why Inamorato is doing what he’s doing,” Wes finished. “And I’m going to make him very, very sorry for doing it.” 
 
    That more or less put the meeting to an end. 
 
    All of Wes’s women wanted to accompany him, of course. They practically begged to be included, even the ones who shouldn’t have been anywhere near a combat zone—like Hazel, who could barely rise from her divan long enough to kiss him goodbye. But, one by one, they eventually realized the need for both speed and secrecy. Honestly, Wes hadn’t really wanted to bring Azura along for the impromptu trip, but he needed a demon by his side. 
 
    And she’d be a pleasant traveling companion, to say the least. 
 
    Azura followed Wes out of the meeting chamber, then out of the monastery entirely. At the end of the lane, the six-armed demon known as Kali waited next to a portal, looking both bored and amused by the sudden need for her services. All the familiars who’d come along with Solomon’s inheritance acted this way, as if their long period of confinement inside his tower had left them somewhat detached from humanity and its needs. 
 
    “I’ve gotta say,” Azura whispered, lacing her fingers through his as they approached the portal. “You’re really taking this seriously.” 
 
    Wes frowned, his eyebrows furrowing together. “And you’re not?” 
 
    The succubus shrugged. “It’s some dead guys coming back to life,” she purred, the tip of her soft pink tongue peering out from between her pouty, glossy lips. “Just doesn’t seem like the kind of thing that requires ringing all the alarms is what I’m saying.” 
 
    “That Blue Oyster Cult song is wrong,” he told Azura, matching her stride as they approached the portal. “Turns out forty thousand deaths a day is severely outdated. I Googled it while the meeting was wrapping up.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Azura suddenly looked wary. “And?” 
 
    “Over a hundred and fifty thousand people die each day worldwide,” Wes said, staring into the shimmering, opalescent surface of the portal. “Which means that, in two weeks, there’ll be over two million zombies running around the world, attacking people indiscriminately. And if every person who dies at their hands turns into another one of those undead monsters…” 
 
    Wes could see Azura doing the math. Quietly, the succubus put the hand not holding Wes’s over her mouth. The color drained from her cherry cheeks, making her skin look like strawberry syrup with extra cream. 
 
    “Holy shit,” the succubus whispered. 
 
    “That’s right,” Wes said. “That’s why I’m not wasting any time.” 
 
    If they didn’t find out how Inamorato’s new trick worked and stop it, and fast, the world didn’t stand a fucking chance. Wes and his harem could do amazing things, but they couldn’t stop an army of millions. 
 
    The undead would consume the world unless Wes reopened the Gates of Heaven and Hell.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The trip to Hell was more pleasant than Wes anticipated. 
 
    He and Azura stepped through the shimmering portal and found themselves in the waiting room of the Underworld. A sterile white hallway stretched before them, the words ‘ABANDON ALL HOPE YE WHO ENTER HERE’ written not in Gothic capitals but the bland font of a corporate brochure. 
 
    “Huh,” Wes said, looking up at it as the pair passed beneath. “Looks like the new management has made a few changes around here.” 
 
    The alterations didn’t stop at the entranceway, either. What had been a hallway leading to a bland, carpeted waiting room—a kind of DMV for the recently deceased—had been replaced with a more complicated accessway to Hell’s interior. Hot asphalt slapped Wes’s feet with each step, the ceiling overhead raising again and again until it resembled a leaden sky. 
 
    “This is different,” Wes said, remembering his last trip down to the Underworld. Then, of course, Lady Morningstar ruled in Hell, bending the netherworld and its rules to her will. He’d expected that things would change under new leadership, but he’d still expected the place to look mostly the same. More like a restaurant that had been renovated than a whole new building. 
 
    He and Azura continued their walk, until something occurred to Wes that froze him in his tracks. 
 
    “Wait a second,” he said, gesturing around him. The corridor in which they walked was now both as tall and wide around as an airplane hangar, and only careful consideration of the sky revealed it to be a false front. “Where’s all the ice? What happened to the frozen plains. Where is Morne?” 
 
    The ice hunter and his tribe hadn’t been Wes’s enemies. They’d found him wandering in Hell, frozen almost to the bone, and welcomed him into their group. Strangely, the barbarian and his fellow hunters didn’t seem to realize they were in Hell. Just that they’d joined an endless hunt, slaying the great beasts of the frozen plain and bringing their meat back to the tribe. 
 
    “Morne?” Azura turned a wide circle, as if expecting some intruder to come barreling out from behind a nearby chunk of rock. “Who’s Morne?” 
 
    Wes realized he’d never let the greater part of the harem in on that part of his adventure. They knew he’d brought Melissa back with him from his sojourn in Lady Morningstar’s realm, but they’d never heard about his time riding with Morne and his gang. They’d never seen the six-legged destriers, so much larger and beefier than ordinary horses, or heard about the ‘ritual’ to bless the hunters each season. Remembering all that made Wes feel oddly nostalgic, and he longed to tell Azura the entire tale. 
 
    “Someone I met on my way through Hell,” Wes said. He settled for the basic facts. “He was a good guy. Helped me out when I was in a pinch and introduced me to Melissa.” 
 
    “Ah, Hazel’s friend.” Azura hadn’t expressed much curiosity about the red-haired shaman. As far as the succubus was concerned, Melissa was a friend of Hazel’s and that was that.  
 
    “What I’d like to know,” Azura said, planting her hands on her hips, “is what happened to Solomon’s Tower? Wasn’t it somewhere near here, right when you enter Hell?” 
 
    Wes frowned. “I think it’s farther in,” he said, trying to picture the old layout of the place in his head. “Near the Lake of Fire.” 
 
    Azura’s eyes lit up at the memory. “Oh, yeah, the Lake of Fire!” She laughed like a sorority sister remembering the night they’d drunk way too much tequila. “We had to walk straight through that shit, screaming the whole time, just to get to Solomon and his stupid trials! Remember that, babe?” 
 
    “How could I forget?” Wes replied. The memory of that pain made him shudder though, fortunately, Azura didn’t notice. She liked pain, although not usually that much of it. She liked it so much that she made it a point to let him take her in the backdoor as often as possible. His other women did anal from time to time, but none of them loved it with the fervent, needy intensity of his slutty little succubus. 
 
    Despite the world ending scenario looming on the horizon, he found his thoughts traveling instead to the gorgeous demon girl at his side. It didn’t help that Azura wore the same naughty French maid outfit she kept on around Deja Vu. The succubus knew exactly what effect that sweet, submissive costume had on Wes, and even a trip to Hell couldn’t get her to change her wardrobe. 
 
    Something similar must have been on Azura’s mind. As they passed a cleft in the rocks ahead, leading to what appeared to be a deep cave of the same time Melissa had led Wes through during his last trip to Hell, the succubus batted her eyelashes up at him. “Wish we had time for a quick stop,” she purred, licking her lips. “Ever since you knocked me up, I’ve been even hornier than usual. And the old me would have told you that was impossible.” 
 
    Wes had to chuckle at that. “It’s the stress,” he told the succubus, gently resting his hand on the swell of her ass as they walked. “It’s got you all keyed up, wanting to blow off steam. And with you and me, there’s only one way to do that.” 
 
    Azura let out a little groan, her eyes rolling as she no doubt played snapshots of their erotic history in her head. “I want to drain your balls,” the succubus said, squeezing his hand. 
 
    God damn. The directness his women used when they talked about sex would never cease to amaze him. 
 
    “I want to drain my balls inside of you,” Wes replied, matching her stroke for stroke. “But I’ve got to deal with Inamorato first. Raincheck?” 
 
    Azura glanced back at the cave, grinning. “Deal.” 
 
    Together, they made their way deep into the interior of Hell. Soon, Wes saw the end of this new, makeshift section they’d been passing through. A short distance away, the roof of the tunnel was lit up by a Lake of Fire—the same Lake of Fire Wes and his harem had crossed to reach the Tower of Solomon.  
 
    The Tower itself was a spindle of rock in the distance, no longer the imposing structure it had once been. Wes taking its treasure had drained away its magic, and now it was little more than the box Solomon had once used to wrap his greatest present. 
 
    Wes and Azura were almost to the Lake of Fire when they encountered resistance. At first, it simply felt like unexpected friction around their arms and legs, like trying to wade through waist-high water. Within a few steps, however, moving forward became impossible. 
 
    “Shit! Are you stuck, too, or is this just me?” Azura turned, trying and failing to move crabwise toward the Lake of Fire. “I can’t fucking move any farther!” 
 
    “Me either!” Wes clutched the Staff of Solomon tight, worried he might lose it in that strange repelling flow. “It reminds me of when I used to play with magnets as a kid! You get two of them with opposite polarity, you can’t touch them together for love or money!” 
 
    Looming ahead of them in the distance, the field coalesced into a sheer green wall. It looked as if someone had laid a pane of glass across the entrance to the Lake of Fire, except no amount of force would shatter that unearthly material. At least, no terrestrial force. 
 
    “This is it,” Wes growled, bracing himself next to Azura. “This is the barrier Inamorato threw up. The thickening Solomon told me about.” 
 
    “Fuck, it is thick!” Azura spread her hands, flexing her jet-black claws. “Like a bowl of oatmeal! Like Deja’s ass!” 
 
    Wes ignored that. “Let’s see if we can’t bust through!” he roared instead, charging up his staff. 
 
    At Wes’s command, beams of darkness wrapped around the twisted wooden staff in his hands. The green jewel at the staff’s head glowed with an unearthly light, the powers of an Archwarlock flaring through Wes’s body like electric current through a circuit. He held it for a long moment, then roared like a hungry lion, releasing it as he pointed the Staff of Solomon toward the barrier. 
 
    A beam of brilliant green light erupted from his staff. It struck the barrier and spread out in every direction at once, rippling over the strange material. Though the blockage shimmered and shook like a bowl full of Jell-O, it refused to break—and the force pushing Wes and Azura backward didn’t grow any weaker. 
 
    With a growl, Azura threw herself at the wall. The succubus used teeth, claws, and fire spells in equal measure on the glowing green barrier, only to find none of them working in the slightest. Finally, the succubus grew frustrated and delivered a swift kick to the barrier with a heel, shaking it but leaving it unharmed. A pulse of energy rippled from it, and Azura slid backward to join Wes a few steps away. 
 
    “It’s no use!” the succubus panted. Sweat beaded on Azura’s forehead, and her maid uniform looked out of sorts. “The damned thing won’t budge!” 
 
    Wes had been afraid of this. Whatever magic Inamorato used to block the entrance to Hell for newly dead souls, it wasn’t something the abomination had whipped up over a long weekend or a casual afternoon. He’d been planning this from the beginning. This was, after all, the monster who’d made sure Nacht’s line carried the spear Cirice used to destroy the Almighty—who’d shepherded it every step of the way, through literal generations of Warlocks. If the abomination had one advantage over everyone it fought, it was a near-endless supply of patience. 
 
    If it was that easy to break the barrier, Inamorato never would have bothered to put it up in the first place. 
 
    As if conjured by Wes’s thought, a shadow moved on the other side of the barrier. Even before it pushed through the green glass, the material stretching around it like slime, Wes had to resist the urge to look away. The thing had too many arms, stretching at too many angles for the human eye to easily cope with. Azura had a slightly easier time of it, but her pregnant state meant she had to fight the urge to gag when she saw Inamorato emerge from that hideous barrier. 
 
    The abomination stepped through the barrier, spreading two of his arms in greeting. The most surprising thing about the eldritch horror wasn’t the fact that it looked pleased to see Wes: he’d expected that, given its grim sense of humor. 
 
    No, the most surprising thing was that Inamorato was wearing clothes. 
 
    The abomination had never needed threads before. It wasn’t like anyone it knew would be crowding around, staring at its private parts. But, evidently, promotion to the role of king of Hell required a glow up, and Inamorato had risen to the occasion.  
 
    A red silk robe lined with brilliant white fur sheathed his body, cut at odd angles to allow each of his limbs space to stretch out and gesticulate. Atop his long, scaly head was a crown covered in horns, with spikes of black iron emerging from the sides like paring knives from Hell’s kitchen. The whole ensemble would have given any human a fearsome, villainous appearance but, on Inamorato, it managed to look both absurd and terrifying at once. 
 
    He was still a hideous abomination. But now he was a hideous abomination with style. 
 
    As he strode through the narrow passageway, a pair of retainers followed. Neither he nor they seemed affected in the slightest by the strange, repelling force in the chamber. They walked normally, albeit in a manner that made Wes want to retch. The two creatures following Inamorato bowed and scraped, each carrying a section of his regal cape to ensure it didn’t drag on the rock of Hell’s floor. 
 
    Wes tried to picture what Inamorato’s carriage would look like. Probably H.R. Giger’s wet dream, he thought, driven by creatures that would’ve been painted by Zdzislaw Beksinski. He decided right then and there he could happily live his whole life without ever seeing it. 
 
    “This is bad,” Wes whispered, moving Azura so that the succubus stood behind him. “Follow my lead. Don’t do anything without my signal.” 
 
    She might have been a flirty, horny mess when the two of them were alone together but, under pressure, Azura was all business. The succubus and her master stood back-to-back, staring down the hideous abomination making its way casually through the barrier. 
 
    “Decimator!” Inamorato spread his arms wide, grinning. Or the closest his alien face could get to a grin, at any rate. “Or should I no longer grant you that moniker as Solomon has wiped away your sins?” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit what you call me,” Wes growled. “I’m sure I call you far worse.” 
 
    The vehemence of his own response shocked him. He prided himself on being able to keep calm and cool in the most stressful of situations, but Inamorato never failed to make him see red. 
 
    This creature had corrupted Cirice. He’d tried to take his familiars away. There could be no forgiveness for any of that. 
 
    Inamorato, however, didn’t appear to notice. His was a jolly mood, far too jolly for such a macabre occasion. “Unfortunately, I will not be able to properly receive you in Hell,” the creature said with mock apology, bowing low. “It’s the barrier, you see. Blocking the path.” 
 
    “Even a blind man could see that,” Wes countered. “What have you done, you crazy son of a bitch?” 
 
    Even insulting him to his face didn’t seem to bring Inamorato down. Something about his endless cheerfulness made the hair on the back of Wes’s neck stand straight up. He didn’t like that cheerfulness one bit. Not from a monster like him. 
 
    “This is the final act,” Inamorato said with a shrug. “The curtain is ready to fall on our last few scenes together, Decimator. You and I have entered the final phase of our drama. We are irrevocably, inevitably locked in a common end.” He looked pleased by this. “It’s always been you and I at the end of it all, Decimator. I admit, I expected you to be playing the role of the Almighty himself, but Solomon makes a fine enough understudy.” 
 
    “I don’t have any interest in your gibberish,” Wes said, shaking his head. “Why is this barrier here? What did you do to my planet, monster?” 
 
    Inamorato looked confused. “But you’ve already figured it out,” the abomination hissed, looking as if Wes were playing a joke on him. “Your friend, the old one—Kwame. He said it perfectly. Heaven and Hell are on strike.” 
 
    Azura reeled, going up on the balls of her feet like an angered cat. “You’ve been listening to us!?” she growled, aghast. 
 
    Wes had suspected that ever since his meeting with Solomon, so it didn’t shock him as deeply as it did his companion. But the reveal still sent a chill down his spine all the same. 
 
    “Of course, he has,” Wes said, his lips peeling back over his teeth. “Nothing escapes your notice, does it, abomination?” 
 
    Inamorato shrugged. “No, it does not.” 
 
    Azura shuddered with revulsion. “Please, tell me he doesn’t see everything,” the succubus said, her mind no doubt on the more prurient details of her and the other familiars’ life with the Archwarlock. “Oh, fuck, I think I’m gonna gag…” 
 
    “Please,” Inamorato chortled. “Your exploits interest me not at all. Once you’ve seen one animal in rut, you’ve seen them all.” 
 
    “Animal!?” Azura rose to her full height, looking like she wanted to scrap. “Who are you calling an animal, you fucking freak?” 
 
    Wes roared. “Enough!” 
 
    A burst of power flared from his body, silencing both his lover and his enemy. It wouldn’t do to have them squabbling like hens. Not when Wes needed to know exactly what Inamorato had done to seal off Heaven and Hell. Any scrap of information he could glean from the abomination could mean the difference between life and death for hundreds of thousands of people. 
 
    “I want to know what you’ve done,” Wes said. He put a hand on Azura to steady her, calming her from her rage. “No games, Inamorato. If I’m just an actor in a play, as you’re so fond of painting me, don’t I need to know my lines?” 
 
    The monster looked at Wes as if he’d grown a second head. Then he let out another one of those over-loud, manic giggles that made Wes’s skin crawl. “Oh, very good!” the creature hissed, its voice filled with glee. “You’re learning, Decimator! We may very well make a thespian of you yet!” 
 
    “The barrier,” Azura growled through clenched teeth. “Spill it.” 
 
    Another one of those expansive shrugs shook Inamorato’s hideous frame. “I’ve been planning all this for a long, long time,” the creature said, his false modesty gone now. “Longer than either of you have been alive. When my plan was fully formed, Cirice had yet to become Lady Morningstar. Your almighty Solomon was just a pup, still learning to walk—” 
 
    “Save the speech for your new demon friends,” Wes groaned. 
 
    Inamorato let the words roll off his back. “I’ve used an ancient magic, known only to my people. It shares very little in common with the magic of Warlocks or demons, as you and your succubus already discovered when you tried and failed to punch a hole back to Hell. Suffice to say that the entrances to the Other Side are now sealed off, for those destined for both good eternities and bad ones. The souls of the dead are no longer able to move onto the afterlife, Decimator. They return to where they died, sent back once they reach the barrier and are unable to cross.” 
 
    “And that turns them into monsters?” Wes asked, his hands balling into fists. “No, that can’t be. You’re doing that, Inamorato. You’re corrupting them somehow. Twisting them into evil zombies.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if you believe me,” the abomination said with another shrug. “Even if I had such a power, it would clearly be confined to those destined for my Realm, not that of Solomon and the Heavenly Host. Yet, everyone you’ve seen running around Earth in their post-death form has been mindless and bloodthirsty, yes?” 
 
    Except for Xue and Archibald, Wes thought. But they were the exception that proved the rule. Wes was beginning to understand that Inamorato had planned it that way, too. He wanted Wes to understand what was going on, so he’d realize just how badly he’d been outplayed. How deeply he and everyone who wanted to save the world were fucked by what Inamorato had done. 
 
    He’s a fucking narcissist, Wes realized. Which is a damned unlucky trait to have in your ultimate enemy. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Wes grunted. “So, that’s your plan? Fill the world with zombies and watch humanity burn?” 
 
    “Is this your end game?” Azura asked, unable to keep quiet any longer. “Turn the Earth into a post-apocalyptic wasteland full of undead?” 
 
    That would have been bad enough on its own. Even Wes and all his familiars, united with the troops they’d been given as part of Solomon’s inheritance, would have been hard pressed to do more than slow down the tide of undead. 
 
    Yet, Inamorato shook his head. That wasn’t the plan. 
 
    “Of course not,” the abomination hissed. Behind him, his retainers scraped the ground, bowing lower than championship limbo contestants as they prostrated themselves before their master. “That would hurt you, of course, Decimator, but hurting you is not my goal. I told you once that the world does not revolve around you, did I not?” 
 
    He had. But it had to be said that the world did revolve a great deal more around Wes than it had when he’d been a desk clerk at the Excelsior. 
 
    Wes had a leap of logic. He thought back to all the times Inamorato had ranted at him while achieving some dark goal or another. Things clicked together in his head, and he reached for the answer that had been staring him in the face all along. 
 
    “There has to be a line of division,” he said, quoting the line Inamorato had used on him he didn’t know how many times. “That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? Your fucking quest to cut some line through the middle of the universe!” 
 
    Inamorato’s smile told Wes he was right on the money. “There must be an end to this, Decimator. You and I have danced this dance so many times now—our feet have grown weary from the steps. Just because you don’t remember doesn’t mean I don’t suffer.” 
 
    Wes did a double-take. “I don’t remember what!?” he demanded, frowning at the creature. “You keep saying I’ve met you before I became a Warlock. That I’d recognize your face in a mirror, or something like that. Are you telling me you’ve taken my memories away?” 
 
    It sounded like science fiction. But, then again, Wes did live in a world where demons and zombies co-existed with Warlocks and gods. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. 
 
    Inamorato was already shaking its head. “Not I,” the abomination said sadly. “And it no longer matters. We will finally have an end, Decimator. Once enough of Earth’s souls have perished without transition—died without the release of traveling to the Other Side—we will have peace at last. We will have an end!” 
 
    The abomination made it sound like losing your virginity. It certainly spoke about the possibility with the same level of mysticism and excitement. But what the fuck did it actually mean? 
 
    Next to him, Azura had gone pale. Perhaps the succubus had realized something that had yet to dawn on Wes. Her hand gripped his tightly, the tips of her black nails digging into his palm. She was right on the point of drawing blood, which normally would have aroused him. Not now, though. 
 
    “Abomination?” Azura whispered, putting no venom into the word for the first time. “What happens when too many undead souls get spit back out onto Earth?” 
 
    The creature’s grin stretched wider. “The mortal coil was never meant to handle so many such souls,” the abomination explained, sounding like an overeager teacher with their students on the first day. “Imagine it like a massive circuit, Decimator. Each unhoused soul is a tiny speck of electricity, cascading back and forth along the wires. Until one day, there’s simply too many of them to be contained and—POOF!” The abomination clapped its hands together, startling both Wes and Azura. “The breaker is tripped. And the whole thing shuts down!” 
 
    Wes tried to picture it. The effects would be monstrous. All reality unraveling because of an influx of the living dead? No, it couldn’t be so. The laws of physics didn’t work that way. 
 
    But this was magic they were talking about, right? 
 
    Inamorato could see by the look on Wes’s face that he didn’t believe it. But it didn’t matter to the abomination. “First, everything will begin to unravel,” the creature explained, taking a sadistic glee in explaining exactly how things would fall apart to Wes. “Things fall apart. The center cannot hold. Falcons who can’t hear their falconers, all that good, old-timey apocalypse stuff you know and love. And once it all comes crashing down, Decimator, it will end. The past, the present, the future: all of them shall disappear. Gone once and for all. The worlds of the living and the dead.” The monster hugged itself tightly, giggling. “Peace at last!” 
 
    Wes and Azura stood in the maelstrom of the barrier’s energy, shocked to their cores. Inamorato didn’t just plan to take over the world—that was something Wes would have understood, even if he’d had fought with every ounce of strength in his body to keep it from happening. But this creature wanted to unmake reality itself. The universe would no longer exist. And if what Inamorato said was true, it never would have existed at all. 
 
    An endless void of nothingness and silence. There would be nothing to mourn because there’d be no mourners left to witness it. 
 
    Wes was lost for words. So, it fell to Azura to respond. 
 
    “You’re completely fucking insane,” the succubus whispered, shaking her head. Tears shone in her eyes, but she’d never looked fiercer. “You’re absolutely fucking loony!” 
 
    Inamorato looked at the succubus like a stern parent about to discipline a child having a temper tantrum. “Of course not,” he said, that creepy calm infecting his inflection. “In fact, I am the only sane creature left in the entire universe.” 
 
    With that, the abomination apparently considered their meeting ended. 
 
    As Wes watched, still struggling to work through his horror, the multi-limbed creature turned away and ambled back through the barrier. His pair of retainers followed, wriggling on their bellies like worms as they followed their master. Despite this, they all moved surprisingly fast. So quickly, in fact, that they were nearly gone before Wes managed to reply. 
 
    “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” Wes growled, wading through the morass. “We’re not finished yet!” 
 
    “Oh, but we are!” the abomination said with glee. “There’s nothing left to say, Decimator, and there’s certainly nothing left to do! Nothing but to wait for the end!” 
 
    Just up ahead of the monster, the glowing green barrier over the Lake of Fire’s entrance widened like a slit in a tent. The creature ducked its long, avian head through the gap and tugged the two retainers through as well, chuckling as the whole thing sealed up like an absurd zipper behind them. Wes struck out with the Staff of Solomon, roaring like a hungry lion as the monster fled. 
 
    “Come back here!” Wes commanded, unable to believe the creature’s cowardice. “Face me, God damn you!” 
 
    Inamorato just turned around and watched Wes. The expression on its face somehow managed to look sad. “The only God left is Solomon himself,” the abomination said through the barrier, cocking its head to the side. “And he’s in no position to help you, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Fireballs slammed into the barrier as Azura raged. The succubus was filled with fury, though all her anger could no more than leave a messy smear across the glowing green barrier. Her magic had no more effect than Wes’s staff. 
 
    “By all means, keep on trying!” the abomination said as it retreated. “No attractions past this point, I’m afraid. Heaven and Hell are officially closed for business!” 
 
    Wes kept on attacking until Inamorato and his retainers were long gone. Finally, he could strike no more. He slumped over, letting the barrier push him gently back down the corridor and past where Azura stood, her feet braced against the stone. 
 
    “It’s no use,” Wes said. His arms and legs felt like leaden weights. How had the abomination managed to tire him out so easily? “The barrier’s fucking sealed. Nothing’s getting in or out of there without Inamorato’s say so.” 
 
    The two of them stared at the barrier a long time, each thinking things over. Eventually, Azura spoke. 
 
    “What do we do now, Wes?” the succubus asked. 
 
    Wes looked at his beloved. It suddenly struck him what a lucky man he was, and how much he had to lose if Inamorato really managed to pull off his ‘final act.’ Not only would Wes and everyone he loved cease to exist in the abomination’s world, the world itself would be erased. 
 
    The creature had called itself sane. But what living being could possibly want an ending like that? 
 
    “Now?” Wes asked, staring at the barrier. “Now, we go back and tell the rest of my familiars what’s happened. And we figure out some way to crack that fucking barrier. Then we go in, kill the bad guy, and save the universe.” Despite everything, he somehow managed to smile. “For like the fifth time.” 
 
    Something relaxed inside of Azura. Not for the first time, Wes realized the succubus had been afraid that his prodigious ability to save the day might have been at an end. Wes was always able to take command of any situation, no matter how shitty, yet Azura had feared Wes had finally met his match. 
 
    Never, he thought, staring deep into the demon girl’s eyes. They’ll never fucking take away what I have. Not in a million years. 
 
    Now, he just had to go home and find a way to make his promise a reality.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes and Azura left their meeting with Inamorato profoundly disturbed. As he made his way back through the chambers of Hell, worming his way through distant Earth, Wes played back the boasts of the hideous abomination in his head. Inamorato had sounded so certain there was nothing Wes could do to stop him. In fact, he’d acted like he’d already won, like his victory would be brought about by a natural process, namely the accumulation of dead and dying souls outside of Heaven and Hell. That struck Wes as strange, somehow. 
 
    There’s got to be something to that, he thought, walking down the asphalt highway he and Azura had traveled in the opposite direction a quarter of an hour before. I can’t keep people from dying, no. That’s going to happen whether I like it or not, whether I expend my magic in trying to stop it or not. But there’s got to be some loophole in what Inamorato has planned. It can’t be that fucking simple. 
 
    They were passing the cave he and Azura had marked off earlier when the succubus brightened. “Hey,” she purred, lacing her cherry-red fingers through Wes’s human digits. “I know what might cheer you up!” 
 
    He turned back and looked at Azura. The succubus had made a few surreptitious alterations to her maid outfit when he wasn’t looking, tugging up the waist and unbuttoning the bodice to show off even more of her glorious body. Any man who looked at Azura would have considered her a walking wet dream, and Wes felt proud to have her on his arm. 
 
    And even prouder that he shared an entire harem of gorgeous babes with her. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Wes said, the corner of his mouth curling in a smile. Despite everything he’d just learned, there was something to be said for living life in the moment, in seizing every opportunity you were given. As the Archwarlock, Wes didn’t trend toward despair, not when he’d outplayed the universe as many times as he had. “It starts with an F and rhymes with sucking?” 
 
    Azura paused by the mouth of the cave, framing its entrance like a background girl on a game show. “A little sight-seeing,” she whispered, pursing her pouty lips. “I think I know where this cave leads, Wes. We ought to take a look and be sure, though, so we can report it accurately when we get back to headquarters.” 
 
    Wes thought that a feeble excuse at best, but it was clear Azura had other reasons for wanting to continue their journey. And I did promise her we’d engage in some mutual stress relief after the meeting, he thought, looking the succubus up and down. Shit. I could really use that. 
 
    Wes decided. “Lead the way,” he said, gesturing at the cave’s mouth. “But if this turns out to be a dead end, I’m warning you, I’m gonna have to punish you.” 
 
    Azura looked like she would have been glad of that. “Sure thing,” she purred, arching her back as she stepped into the cave. “Follow me, Master!” 
 
    Wes followed. The interior of the cave was dark and damp, though occasional flickers of flame cast dancing shadows on the walls. Obviously, there was an opening farther inside, and not too much farther. Otherwise, the place would have been in total darkness. 
 
    A few steps inside, Wes discovered something strange. The temperature in the cave was increasing rather than going down. Normally, a cave was always colder than the land surrounding it because it provided shelter from the sun. Unless there was some hidden volcano down there, they should have been cooling off, not warming up. 
 
    “Uh, Azura?” Wes asked, reaching out for the succubus. He found her posterior and squeezed it, causing her to giggle. “Watch your step. Are we sure this way is totally safe?” 
 
    They rounded a corner, and Wes found out. The path ahead widened, the cave’s mouth opening in a stony yawn as the air shimmered with heat. Its source was plain to see: a massive lake of lava, stretching along the interior of the cave. The ceiling of the chamber must have been a thousand feet high, so tall and angular that even the lava failed to illuminate the farthest cracks and crevices of that ceiling. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Wes whispered, following Azura into the light. To his amazement, sand crunched beneath his boots—red sand nearly the same shade as the succubus’s skin. “Where the hell is this place?” 
 
    Azura followed the arc of the cave wall farther and farther with her eyes. Because this was Hell, there was no curvature to the Earth the way there would have been at one of the Great Lakes or the Mediterranean, so both Warlock and succubus could see for miles. Way off in the distance, the lake of lava collided with a sheer rock wall, black and glossy like volcanic run-off. 
 
    “This is part of the Lake of Fire,” Azura said, grinning from ear to ear. “I think what we’re looking at is the other side of the lake we crossed to get to the Tower of Solomon, Wes! Yeah, see”—she pointed with a claw at the obsidian wall—“the Tower would be in that direction, looking at it like you were facing the Inner Circles. Shit, this is so cool!” 
 
    “It must run underground or something,” Wes whispered, the wheels spinning inside of his head. “Azura, you don’t think…?” 
 
    She finished the thought he didn’t dare utter aloud. “I doubt it,” the succubus said, pouting like a bratty teenager. “If I was Inamorato, I’d have made absolutely sure my barrier covered every angle in or out of the Inner Circles. Even if there is some underground tunnel connecting this side of the lake to the side with the Temple, it’s probably going to be blocked by that big barrier.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Wes walked to the edge of the beach and sat down, staring out over the sea of lava. He was under no illusions. Unlike his last visit to Hell, he was neither dead nor a ghost. That lake of lava would fry him alive, dissolving the meat and bone of his body until there was nothing left. “I’m in no hurry to try, either. But we should find a spirit who’ll check it for us. If there’s a back way into Hell, we need to know it exists.” 
 
    “Of course.” Azura sat next to Wes, wriggling her cute butt against the hot sand. “Gotta cover all the angles, of course. And speaking of angles…” 
 
    With a lewd grin, Azura got on all fours. Wes watched in growing amazement and pride as the succubus posed for him, spreading her legs and arching her back as she nibbled her bottom lip. She thrust her tits forward in her tight maid’s outfit, hiking up her skirt to show that she wasn’t wearing any panties under the short fabric. Her bare slit shined with juice, her tail flicking back and forth like only it could show the anticipation Azura had too much strength to let show otherwise. 
 
    “Like what you see, Master?” the succubus whispered. 
 
    Even if Wes had said nothing at that moment, Azura had eyes. She could see the bulge in his robes. And she could literally feel his arousal. As a succubus, she had that power. She not only loved getting mortals all keyed up and horny, she fed on their pleasure, drinking it down the way a businesswoman did espresso shots. 
 
    With a whole harem of women at his beck and call, Azura never wanted for energy. But it was these one-on-one sessions with Wes that she lived for. 
 
    “Love it,” Wes said, leaning back on his elbows. He tucked the Staff of Solomon to the side, unbuttoning the top button of his robes as he watched the succubus strut her stuff. “Show me more, devil girl. We’re the only ones on the beach today, after all.” 
 
    Azura made a show of looking up and down the sand. “If anyone came by, they’d see me,” the succubus whimpered, doing a good job of making it sound like that wasn’t the hottest fucking thing she’d ever heard. “They’d see me stripping naked for you, Master—shit, they’d see me worshiping you!” 
 
    “I don’t care. I’m the only man who matters, Azura.” 
 
    Azura’s eyes grew heavy with lust. “Yes, Master,” she whispered, her shoulders rising and falling rapidly.  
 
    “Then show me those tits,” Wes said. “Take your top off for me, Azura. Show me what Satan gave you.” 
 
    Azura leaned back, rolling her shoulders as she undid her blouse a button at a time. Her heavy, round pressed against the fabric as she slowly freed herself. Then the final button let loose with a ping, and her tits spilled out. Beneath her uniform, Azura wore a lacy black bra—not the kind of thing a servant would normally wear in the course of their duties, but a very pleasing sight. The tops of her cherry-red tits were shrouded in silk, the cups so low that he could see her obsidian nipples where they poked through the fabric. 
 
    Wes couldn’t take it any longer. He rolled over and took hold of Azura, one hand going into her hair and the other groping along her back as they made out hot and heavy. The succubus whimpered as he smothered her mouth with his own, their tongues entwining as they forgot all of their worries and cares. Wes could feel her hot little pussy boiling over as he caressed her and knew she could feel him feeling that.  
 
    He broke the kiss and let his lips roam down Azura’s taut, sleek neck. His fingers found the catch at the back of her bra and unlatched it, the confining fabric dropping away as the succubus’s tits were finally free. Wes tore the bra off and tossed it to the sand, kissing and licking her breasts all over as the succubus writhed and moaned. Azura’s hand went under his shirt, feeling the muscles of his chest and shoulders, whimpers of pleasure leaving her throat. 
 
    Wes took one of Azura’s nipples into his mouth and sucked it. The succubus arched her back in pleasure, screaming loud enough to be heard above the Lake of Fire as her pussy boiled over. Wes’s free hand went to her ass and, all of a sudden, it seemed like Azura’s hands were everywhere: at his belt, a thumb in his mouth, clawing at his back through the thin fabric of his shirt. 
 
    “Mmmh, Master!” Azura groaned low in her throat as she unlatched his belt, her nimble fingers stroking his manhood through his boxers. “Fuck, you’re so hard! I can tell you need me to get you off really bad!” 
 
    With a grunt, Wes rocked backward. Azura’s nipple left his mouth, and he stared up at her eager, devoted face. He knew in his heart of hearts that Azura had never felt about any man the way she felt about him, and that there was no request she’d turn down, no matter how naughty or kinky. 
 
    Even more than that, he trusted Azura. Whatever freaky thing he wanted to do to her, she’d probably already rubbed herself stupid to a dozen times fantasizing about having it done to her by him. He could be his true self with the succubus. 
 
    “Those tits,” Wes groaned, tugging down his pants and boxers. “They’re fucking luscious, Azura. I want to cover them in my cum.” 
 
    The succubus laughed like that was exactly what she had been about to ask. “Let me get them all nice and wet for you, Master!” the demon girl said eagerly. “Fuck, I wanna watch you slide between these puppies!” 
 
    With that, Azura squeezed her breasts together and drooled. Her long, demonic tongue lolled from her mouth, the tip hanging all the way down to her nipples as she spit and slobbered all over her gorgeous orbs. In no time at all they were covered with saliva, shining in the light of the lava sea. Wes wished he had a camera to capture such a sight. He’d have hung a portrait of it on his wall back at Shangri-La. 
 
    Azura stared down at his cock, nibbling her lip. He knew the succubus wasn’t really nervous, but she was such a good actress that she actually managed to look innocent every now and then. 
 
    “Can I put it in my mouth before you fuck my titties?” the demon girl asked. “I just want to get it really sloppy so you can give my tits the good, hard fucking they deserve! I want to feel as good as possible for you, Master, so you coat my face and tits in your load!” 
 
    “Yeah,” he grunted, spreading his legs. “Yeah, that would be just fine.” 
 
    Giggling, Azura knelt between his outstretched legs. She went face down and ass up in the sand, her back arched as perfectly as a bow as she brought her mouth to the crown of his cock. He stared at the gorgeous swell of her ass as warm wetness enveloped his cock, the succubus’s tail going tense like she was the one getting pleasured instead of him. 
 
    The succubus closed one eye as she went deep, the other rolling up into her head as she gagged on Wes’s dick. Both of them knew she did this on purpose—as a succubus, Azura didn’t even know the meaning of the word ‘gag reflex’—but she did it to get Wes’s cock all nice and sloppy.  
 
    Feeling more dominant than usual, Wes grabbed Azura’s horns and thrust into her throat. The succubus moaned like she was getting fucked, the reflection of Wes’s own pleasure enough to feed her need for erotic energy. He watched her thighs clench together, juice dripping from her slit, and knew he owned her body and soul. 
 
    Wes thrust up into her a few more times, enjoying the slick tightness of her throat, then released her. Azura gasped with relief and pleasure as she pulled off him, a long string of saliva stretching from the crown of his cock to her bottom lip. The succubus had hearts in her eyes, her cheeks flushed with color. She’d never been so in love. 
 
    “Yeah, put it between mah titties,” Azura slurred. Erotic energy filled her like a strong drink, one that turned her into the naughtiest and sluttiest sort of sorority sister out on spring break. “Fucking fuck my titties, Master! Fucking use these titties, right now!” 
 
    Azura wrapped her breasts around Wes’s member, clutching it tight. Her warm, dripping wet skin felt so good around his cock that he cried out, his prick jerking against her cleavage as it disappeared between her orbs. He thrust upward, the head of his cock poking out, and the succubus wrapped the tip of her tongue around it before letting it sink back in. 
 
    “Here, let me get it nice and tight for you,” Azura growled. She braced herself against the sand, grabbing her tits with both hands and wrapping them around Wes’s prick. As he thrust upward between them, she moaned right along with him. Every white-hot thrust into her glory filled her with nearly as much pleasure as it did him, transforming her into a being of pure biology and need. 
 
    Wes wrapped his legs around Azura’s midsection, fucking the space between her warm, soft tits like it was a pussy. His balls slammed against the bottom of her orbs with every thrust, and the crown of his cock hit her chin until she leaned down and opened her mouth, admitting his head between her lips with every thrust. When she added her tongue to the act, Wes knew he was fucking done. He’d already managed to hold back his load longer than nearly any other man on Earth would have been able to, with Azura worshiping them. 
 
    She felt the change in his rhythm and rocked right along with him. “I can feel that you need to cum!” the succubus whimpered. “Go on, Master, go on and coat me! I want to be your good girl. I want you to make me pretty with your big, thick load!” 
 
    If Wes had been able to hold back before, Azura’s words robbed him of the ability to do so any longer. He growled like an animal in heat as his ass left the sand, pumping upward harder and harder as he hit the point of no return and sailed right over. 
 
    Relief hit Wes like a slap in the face as his cock jerked between Azura’s tits—and erupted. 
 
    Thick, hot ropes of cum sprayed from his cock. The first jet hit Azura right above her eye, prompting her to laugh with triumph and slow the movement of her tits around his prick. She milked him hard and slow, making sure to get every last drop she could out of his pulsing balls.  
 
    Wes groaned with bliss as he painted her, streak after streak of thick, hot cream frothing from between her tits. It covered her face, her chin, her breasts—some of it even pooled on her belly. He’d shot so much. She looked like she’d taken a fucking gangbang, but it was just one guy. And one load. 
 
    “Oh, fuuuuck,” Azura mewled, riding the high of her master’s orgasm. At times like these, Wes swore he could actually feel her drinking from him, though she, of course, insisted no mortal could notice such a thing. There was a slight increase in tiredness above and beyond what his other mates could bring out of him when he was with Azura. A small price to pay, of course, but still something to note. 
 
    “You all right?” Wes asked, coming down from his peak. “Shit, look at you. I blasted all over your face!” 
 
    Azura had one eye closed, a fat gob of Wes’s cum over the lid. She giggled as she pulled back, her tits a sloppy fucking mess. A final bead of cum oozed from the eye of Wes’s cock, and she latched her lips on it and sucked him down greedily, moaning like it was the most delicious ice cream she’d ever eaten. 
 
    “You really did,” Azura agreed, her mouth pulling off him with a wet little pop. “You make me feel like such a whore, Master! I love being painted with your load!” 
 
    The succubus raised one hand to her lips and sucked Wes’s seed off her fingers, savoring it like a delicacy. “I’m going to eat all this while you fuck me,” she said, nibbling her glossy bottom lip as she turned to face the lake of lava. “I want to taste your load in my mouth while you pound me in the ass, Master!” 
 
    That sounded like the best idea Wes had ever heard. “You want me to fuck you in the ass?” he asked, slowly regaining his strength as he watched Azura pout and preen. “Not the pussy?” 
 
    The succubus snickered. “You’ve already bred me,” she purred, discarding the remainder of her maid’s uniform and placing it in the sand next to Wes’s staff. “I’m knocked up already, so my pussy’s doing exactly what it’s supposed to. Besides, I’m a succubus! I get off no matter what hole you put your cock in, so why not put it in the tightest, hottest, fucking naughtiest hole?” 
 
    Wes couldn’t argue with that logic. “C’mere,” he said, mounting the succubus from behind. 
 
    Azura came willingly, arching her back and pushing her tits into the sand as he aimed the crown of his cock at her pucker. The succubus’s tongue worked back and forth, cleaning her cheeks and chin as she savored Wes’s load, lapping it up like liquid gold. The sight of her feasting on his seed made him even harder as he pushed inside of her. 
 
    The tip of his cock stretched her pucker, pressing gently but insistently into her asshole. Even after so many rounds of anal, Azura never failed to be so tight as to take his breath away. It was as if some succubus magic kept her as fresh as a virgin every time he took her in her back door.  
 
    Azura groaned, raking the sand with her nails as his stiff prick eased into her, the edges of her pucker stretching around him like a pair of lips. 
 
    “Good Lord!” Azura groaned, her mouth opening wide like an opera singer’s as he filled her. “Fuck, Wes, I can’t take it! It’s too fucking big!” 
 
    Another piece of theater, of course, but one he loved more than just about anything else in the world.  
 
    One more hard push, and Wes bottomed out inside of… well, her bottom. The soft, silky walls of Azura’s asshole gripped him more tightly than any hug, welcoming him deep into her bowels. Like any succubus, Azura got off on a mixture of pleasure and pain far more than she did either alone, and nothing got both juices flowing like a bout of anal sex. As Wes pounded her backdoor, Azura groaned and writhed like a bitch in heat, licking his cum off her fingers. 
 
    “Yes! Yes, fucking pound me!” Azura whimpered, turning to her side so she could watch. Her tits bounced up and down with every thrust, her eyes rolling back in her head as Wes filled her from behind over and over again. “Fuck me up the ass, Master! Fuck me hard!” 
 
    Every thrust into Azura’s tightest, most forbidden hole felt better than the one before. Azura had shown surprising forethought, making sure his prick was coated with a mixture of his and her juices. Her slick walls gripped him like a Chinese finger trap, so tight that it was hard to tell where he ended and she began. 
 
    Wes grunted, going even harder. He could literally see his cock thrusting inside of Azura’s belly, pounding her so hard that it bulged with every thrust. Any other woman would have been screaming in pain from being fucked so hard, but Azura loved it—it was literally what she lived for. She felt his pleasure and her pain, and her eyes rolled back in her head with that curious facial expression all the anime e-girls on the Internet used these days. Ahegao, it was called, and Wes hadn’t seen the appeal until he’d watched Azura do it. 
 
    “I’m cumming!” Azura announced, her body shaking like a leaf beneath him. “Oh, fuck, Master, you’re gonna make me cum! I’m gonna cum from getting fucked in the ass!” 
 
    A moment later, Azura made her promise come true. She hit the edge and sailed right over, the walls of her asshole clenching and quivering around his prick as climax washed over her. Despite her protestations of her pussy not being important, her fingers slid down to her needy little slit and massaged her clit, rubbing out every drop of pleasure as her tight, demonic body experienced the heights of pleasure. 
 
    It was one of the most erotic sights Wes had ever seen. With the lake of lava framing her like a vacation photograph, Azura looked like she’d turned Hell into Heaven—his own personal Heaven, where he reigned supreme. He thrust into her harder, the tightness of her asshole providing so much friction that he had to grit his teeth and roar every time he bottomed out inside of her. 
 
    Nails dug into his thighs as Azura gripped him. In defiance of all established logic, the succubus was trying to pull Wes even deeper into her. Was she trying to get him to break her in half? If she was, then Wes knew that it would be a hell of a way for the succubus to go! 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah, yeah,” Azura groaned, her voice shooting up an octave on every syllable. “I’m gonna cum again, Master! Fuck, I’m gonna cum when you shoot in me! Cum inside my asshole, Master, cum inside your hot little demon whore! Drain those balls in me now, PLEASE!” 
 
    Your wish is my command, Wes thought, hitting the peak. 
 
    Pleasure blinded him as his second orgasm of the night ripped away his senses, replacing them with sweet, hot bliss. His cock felt like an iron girder as he shot, the pressure in his balls so intense that he sighed with relief as the first hot jet of seed sprayed against Azura’s balls. 
 
    “Oh, fuuuuuck,” the demon girl groaned, going boneless beneath him. “Oh, fuck, I just came so hard! Keep draining those balls inside me, Master, I want it all!” 
 
    And Wes gave it to her. He kept on thrusting, the sound of skin on skin slapping growing weaker as he rode out the aftershocks of his bliss. Finally, Wes held himself hilt-deep inside of Azura’s ass, just pumping her fuller than full. It felt so good to unload inside of her—even better than it had felt to fire off all over her tits and face. The visual was better, sure, but wasn’t it the pleasure that really counted? 
 
    Shit, who cares when you can have both? Wes thought, spanking Azura on her ass. Her tail hung limply between her cheeks, her whole body sweaty and exhausted beneath him. She was the definition of ‘rode hard and put away wet.’ 
 
    Slowly, with the languid movements both preferred after getting off, they lay together before the Lake of Fire. Wes basked nude in the warmth and light of the subterranean lake, even though none of it was nearly as hot as the woman by his side. Eventually, however, they could tarry no longer. 
 
    “Shit,” Wes grunted, laying back in the sand. “You have no idea how badly I needed that, Azura. I felt like I was going to go crazy back there at the barrier.” 
 
    The succubus’s nails gently raked his chest. “Oh, I had some idea,” she purred, laying her head in the hollow of his shoulder. It felt good to have her there, warm and welcoming against him. “I was feeling the same way, Master. It’s not every fucking day you get told all of existence is going to come to an end in the very near future…” 
 
    The succubus trailed off. Wes held her for a few moments longer, looking out at the Lake of Fire from the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Do you think it’ll happen?” he asked. If he hadn’t been so vulnerable with Azura, so willing to expose his innermost self in the safety of her debauchery, he’d never have said it. It would have felt too much like weakness under different circumstances. “What Inamorato’s saying, it’s insane…” 
 
    Azura just scoffed. “You’ll figure something out,” she assured her man, flashing a lopsided grin as she felt around for her maid’s uniform. “The last person who tried to cross you murdered God, and you still managed to find a way to get the upper hand.” 
 
    That cheered him. “You’re right,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not much of a poker player, Wes,” the succubus said, brushing the sand off her skirt, “but I’ll tell you this. I’d be completely fucking goofy to ever bet against you.” 
 
    Wes retrieved his staff and dressed along with the succubus. As he brushed the sand off his robes, he thought about the last time he’d sat around a poker table. He’d been at the Excelsior Hotel, responding to a noise complaint at the Emperor’s Suite, and Hazel had been there, gambling with a bunch of other supernaturals. She remained one of the only women to ever successfully bluff him across a card table, which had endeared her to him almost as much as her beautiful long legs and soft, crimson mouth. 
 
    “No, you’re all about a different kind of poking,” he told Azura, grinning like a dumbass. 
 
    She punched him on the shoulder. “Come on,” she told her man. “Let’s get back to Shangri-La and tell everyone the good news. I’m sure we’ll come up with some kind of a plan.” She paused, placing a nail against her chin as she pursed her lips in thought. “We might want to do the hard part somewhere else, though. We know Inamorato has ears in Shangri-La now. No telling where that asshole’s stashed his little spies.” 
 
    Wes didn’t bother telling Azura that trying to remove the abomination’s influence was likely hopeless. Wherever the Archwarlock went, the abomination would surely be there, and he’d hear whatever Wes said to his women. He didn’t like that, of course, but there was no getting around it. 
 
    Not until he killed Inamorato. 
 
    By the time they made their way back to the portal that had granted them access to Hell, Wes felt better. Sex always did that for him, certainly, but he was also excited about the future. The chips were down, but that had always been when he’d done his best work. He knew he’d find some way to bring Inamorato down. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Shangri-La was a hive of activity. No sooner had Wes and Azura stepped through the portal leading back to the main square than they’d been pulled apart, dragged in different directions by harried-looking officials. At first Wes had protested, wanting to know what was going on. Then they’d told him. 
 
    After that, Wes just concentrated on racing to Hazel’s bedside. 
 
    He missed most of the labor, but he managed to not miss the birth. He held Hazel’s hand for that, gamely accepting the angry cries of pain from the gorgeous demoness as she gave birth to Wes’s son. By the time Hazel held their baby in her arms, she’d forgotten everything she said. 
 
    “He is beautiful,” the midwife whispered, using a cloth to wipe a bit of blood from the baby’s head. The midwife’s identity had turned out to be a surprise: it was Melissa, the woman Wes had met in Hell while traveling through Morne’s domain. Apparently, her skills as a shaman extended to childbirth as well, as the Warlocks in attendance had all elected her to aid in the birth. 
 
    The fact that she and Hazel were besties certainly didn’t hurt either. They’d belonged to the same guild before the Templars had systematically exiled every one of Hazel’s fellow guildmates, sending their living bodies to Hell. Melissa had thrived in that benighted land, however, becoming the shamanic leader to Morne and his ice raiders. She and Wes had hit it off pretty much from the jump, and the blowjob she’d given him in the raiders’ cave remained one of his all-time favorites. 
 
    Melissa limped a bit as she walked over to her table of instruments, one leg weaker than the other. The redhead had yet to fully recover from the injuries she’d taken at Lady Morningstar’s hand. A lesser woman would have been killed outright, magical healing or no. It had taken almost as much time for her and Cirice to make nice, but they’d managed it somehow. 
 
    “I’m going to give you two a few moments alone,” Melissa said, traveling to the door. “Whenever you’re ready for company, Hazel, just hit the beeper by your bed, and I’ll let the rest of the familiars start coming in small groups to see the baby. Don’t feel like you have to hit it any time soon.” 
 
    Hazel looked relieved to be done with labor and thrilled to be holding her baby. Their baby. She looked at it with pure, maternal love, her eyes watering every time her gaze traveled down to that tiny, brilliant face. 
 
    “Oh, I’m ready now,” the demoness whispered. “But I’ll give Wes and I few minutes to brace ourselves, I suppose. Is that all right with you, babe?” 
 
    “Whatever you want,” Wes said, sitting in the chair next to the bed. “You feeling all right?” 
 
    With a smile, Melissa closed the door.  
 
    “Never better,” Hazel whispered, blowing a sweaty lock of hair out of her face. “I must look awful.” 
 
    “You’ve never been more beautiful,” Wes said, meaning it from the bottom of his heart. “Look at our baby, sweetheart. The first of many—but this one is the first. You gave me that, Hazel, and I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    Hazel closed her eyes for a moment, sighing contentedly. The baby on her chest didn’t do much more than suckle. It looked as if it had gone to sleep shortly after leaving the womb. Wes didn’t blame the little guy.  
 
    “How was the meeting?” Hazel whispered, opening her eyes a crack. 
 
    Even now, she’s thinking about the guild, Wes thought, brimming with pride. Damn, what a girl. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about any of that,” he said, stroking Hazel’s forehead. “You just need to concentrate on this little guy.” 
 
    “Mmh,” Hazel said. “That means it went badly.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes admitted. “It did. But we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “I know we will,” Hazel said with a yawn. She looked nearly dead on her feet, even though she’d been horizontal for hours. She needed a break, and the women behind that door would be more than happy to chip in to give her as much rest as she needed. They’d already figured out a rotation, and the baby would be well cared for. Wes wouldn’t have to wake up in the middle of the night for feedings, either. 
 
    At first, he’d thought that was unfair. Shouldn’t he suffer as much as everyone else? Then his women had gamely informed him that he’d be very busy those nights. His women who weren’t yet pregnant had baby fever, and they’d already figured out a second rotation for his bed privileges, one that dovetailed with the ovulation of several girls in the harem. 
 
    Wes figured he was in for lots more precious moments like these. So long as he could save the world, that is. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about a name,” Hazel said, changing the topic. “Since he’s the first born and all that, how about we name him after his daddy?” 
 
    Wes was surprised. “Wesley Junior?” he said, looking down at the babe in his familiar’s arms. “Yeah. I like that.” He leaned forward, sliding one finger into the infant’s hand. “What do you think, little guy? You want to be Wes Jr.?” 
 
    It could have been coincidence, but Wes could have sworn the baby’s fingers gripped his own just a little bit. And did the child look the slightest bit fiercer than he had a few moments ago? Wes wasn’t sure. 
 
    “I think he likes that idea,” Wes said, laughing. “How about we introduce the guild to Wesley Jr.?” 
 
    Hazel had already pushed the button. The door to the suite opened, and women entered two by two. Deja pushed her way to the front of the pack, her brown eyes sparkling as she nearly sank to her knees at the sight of Hazel in her bed. She clutched her hands together beneath her breasts, melting as her eyes took in the baby in his mother’s arms. 
 
    “By the gods,” Deja whimpered, looking struck through. “He’s beautiful, Hazel! You should be one proud mother, indeed!” 
 
    In short order, women surrounded Hazel. Wes moved aside to let the women fawn all over Hazel and their new baby. The news that he was to bear Wes’s name produced great merriment, and more than a few said they’d planned to do the same thing if Hazel didn’t beat them to it first. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh, he’s so adorable!” Thessaly said when it was her turn to hold the baby. “I hope I get a girl, though. Wes has already had his prince. I want to be the mother of the princess!” 
 
    “That girl will be spoiled beyond belief,” Deja said with a merry laugh. “I intend to do most of the spoiling myself, in fact!” 
 
    They all laughed at that. Wes’s new baby was showered with affection, surrounded by women who were nearly as crazy for him as they were for his daddy. Wes knew the infant was in good hands, and once the current world-ending threat was dealt with, he was looking forward to spending more time becoming the family man he’d always dreamed of being. 
 
    For now, though, they still had business to discuss. 
 
    The women waited as long as they possibly could. They handed the baby back and forth, making sure each of Wes’s familiars got a turn cooing and sighing over the newborn infant. Then he was handed back to Hazel, who lifted her breast without the slightest bit of self-consciousness and let the baby suck on it. 
 
    “Bet his Dad wishes he could do that,” Thessaly said with a snicker. 
 
    “From what I heard, he was just doing that with Azura,” Hazel said, cocking one eyebrow. Wes nearly choked on his coffee, which prompted more laughter all around the room. “Honestly, you think being bedridden keeps me from the latest gossip, Wes? I know you and her made a stop on the way back from your meeting. I’m not mad. Hell, from what you told me, you both probably needed it.” 
 
    “I was late to your labor,” Wes protested. “I nearly missed the birth of our child—” 
 
    “But you didn’t,” Hazel said, dismissing his worries with a wave of her hand. “Besides, I’m glad you got off. You had no idea I was going to go into labor anyway, so what’s the big deal?” She beamed up at him. “Fashionably late, as always.” 
 
    If I was any other man, Wes thought, I’d be in the doghouse right now. Probably for the next ten years. 
 
    He decided to let the matter settle, in that case. “Thanks, babe,” Wes said, giving Hazel a kiss on the cheek as she breastfed their baby. “I’m glad you understand me so well.” 
 
    Deja straightened up with a sigh, turning baleful eyes onto Wes. “Speaking of understanding, we’d all like to know about the situation in Hell,” the genie whispered, moving the meeting at last to the things Wes hadn’t wanted to talk about. “Today is a wonderful day, of course—a day we’re all going to remember for the rest of our lives—but it’s also a day full of danger. We need to have a plan to deal with Inamorato and his incursions into our world.” 
 
    Incursions was a funny way to describe a plague of the undead. But Wes supposed it fit. 
 
    “I’m surprised Azura didn’t tell everyone,” Wes said, looking over at the cherry-red succubus. She’d put on a new maid uniform when she arrived at Shangri-La, and a casual observer would never have been able to guess how recently she’d been taking his cock deep in her asshole. “She was so eager to spill the details of our beachside tryst, after all.” 
 
    “I figured you should be the one,” Azura whispered, her cheeks flushing. “Talking about that’s a lot different than talking about sex, Wes.” 
 
    Ain’t that the truth. 
 
    “Fine,” he said with a sigh. “I won’t lie to you, girls. It’s not pretty…” 
 
    Over the next few minutes, Wes explained everything that had happened during his and Azura’s sojourn to Hell. A few moments after he began, Kwame let himself in and settled in a chair near the far end of the room. Unlike all of Wes’s familiars, the old Warlock didn’t seem interested in the new baby in the slightest. He was all business. 
 
    He told them about the barrier, and about Inamorato. The prancing, gleeful state of the abomination turned his stomach, and produced looks of unease in his harem when he described it to them. But not as much as when he told them about the creature’s plan to destroy reality. 
 
    “Gods forbid,” Deja gasped, clutching her breast. “That can’t be true! He’s a madman, Wes—truly mad, in the worst kind of way!” 
 
    On that point, no one was in disagreement. The room grew quiet once Wes finished his story, each of his women absorbing the news with something akin to despair. The only sound in the suite was the quiet sucking sounds of Wes’s newborn infant, taking milk from Hazel’s breast. 
 
    Kwame cleared his throat. Something had told Wes the old Warlock would likely be the first one to speak up. “You said you used the staff to try and break through this barrier?” he asked, his gaze traveling from Wes to the succubus. “And you used your fire spells?” 
 
    “Yes,” Wes said. “None of them were any use. The barrier shimmers, it wiggles like a bowl full of gelatin, but it doesn’t break. Nothing I tried could make it fall.” 
 
    “Weebles may wobble,” Hazel whispered, stroking the back of her newborn’s head, “but they don’t fall down…” 
 
    “I remember those things,” Wes said with a chuckle. “Got hit in the face with one a couple of times.” 
 
    Kwame evidently didn’t appreciate the interruption. “If that’s the case, then that damned abomination has turned Hell into the ultimate fortress.” The Warlock looked displeased in the extreme. “He’s turtled up, going inside his shell. No wonder the souls of the damned can’t get to the Lake of Fire.” 
 
    Wes swallowed hard. “I’d hoped you might know of some way to break the barrier,” he said. It hadn’t occurred to him until now how much he’d been holding out for the strange old Warlock to have some secret knowledge the rest of Shangri-La lacked. He’d always seemed different from the rank and file of the monastery, even compared to heavy hitters like Xue and Archibald, there was something deep and mysterious about the man. 
 
    Kwame paused, then shook his head. “There has to be some power that can crack that shield,” he said, spreading his hands. “But I don’t know what it is, Archwarlock. Perhaps the library can provide some ideas?” 
 
    Heads turned, looking at Thessaly. The blue-haired Warlock was also the head librarian of Shangri-La, able to interface with the massive complex at the Library’s heart. It had been her primary job as Xue, Archibald, and Kwame’s indentured servant. Being reminded of it in that fashion surely stung, even if she did like it now that she was her own boss. 
 
    “I can look,” Thessaly said doubtfully. “But the Library’s knowledge base is scant when it concerns the abominations. I’ve looked up Inamorato and his kin before, and what I’ve managed to tease out of the Library would barely fill a pamphlet, much less a set of instructions on how to save the world.” 
 
    Faces fell at that. 
 
    “We should contact the Almighty,” Cirice said. The tiny blonde angel had looked even more baby crazy than the rest of Wes’s women, and now she looked fiercer when contemplating how to win the war. “Assuming there’s a barrier blocking Heaven as well, the Heavenly Host should throw everything it has at it. The power of the Almighty is beyond mortal reckoning—it might succeed where Wes and Azura failed!” 
 
    “I’ll contact Solomon as soon as I’m able,” Wes assured Cirice. “But if the old man was capable of breaking the barrier, wouldn’t we have heard about it by now? I mean, that’s the first thing I’d try to do if I was in his shoes.” 
 
    That quieted Cirice down. She looked stricken, as if she were doubting for the very first time in her life the endless power of the Heavenly Host. 
 
    “There’s a possibility that the barrier might not extend underground,” Wes said. “We can send—”  
 
    “Already done,” Azura said. “It’s locked up tight.” 
 
    “Alright,” Wes said. “Then that’s out.” He hadn’t had much hope that there would have been some way of getting beyond the barrier by going underground. 
 
    “Kulili,” Thessaly said, lifting a hand. “You still have the Elder God caged, don’t you, Wes? Trapped inside the Demonomicon with Erebos?” 
 
    Wes had thought of that as well. The ancient book of demons gave him the ability to bind creatures to his will, storing them inside a special ring given to him by Nacht, the former Archwarlock. He’d used it to store two creatures, as Thessaly said: a demonic dog named Erebos, and the Elder God Kulili. One was much, much more powerful than the other. Kulili had very nearly ended the world, with no need for Inamorato to interfere. 
 
    “I do,” Wes admitted, thinking it over. “But I really don’t think Kulili has enough juice left in the tank. He’s not the same creature we found in that big hole on his planet.” 
 
    Cirice’s face darkened even further. “When Wes unleashed Kulili against Lady Morningstar—against me—it weakened the Elder God greatly. I fought him like Hell before he brought me down.” 
 
    No one blamed Cirice for that. 
 
    “And Solomon’s host did a number on the old boy, too,” Wes added. “They beat the shit out of him to keep him from destroying the world. I’m sure he’s still powerful—in fact, I’m keeping him in my back pocket for just such an occasion—but as far as breaking that barrier, I don’t think it’s going to happen. He’s tapped out.” 
 
    They could try, Wes told himself, but he wasn’t holding out much hope. They’d have to find some other way to break the barrier. Some loophole Inamorato hadn’t thought of. 
 
    The whole room went quiet as his women looked around, as if hoping answers were beneath a pillow or behind a chair. Wes looked around with them, humoring them, and that’s when he saw it. 
 
    Deja. The genie looked like she’d swallowed a mouthful of ashes. 
 
    “Deja?” Wes stepped forward and put one of the genie’s hands in two of his own. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Instantly, the room was filled with sympathetic looks. All of Wes’s familiars loved each other—often physically, in the same bed with Wes himself—but there was a special degree of affection most of them held for Deja. She ran the bar where they all congregated, the place they’d called home until they took over Shangri-La. She called herself ‘Shafti’ or ‘Aunt’ when speaking with them, and most of the women treated her like she was one. So, they took her worries personally. 
 
    Poor Deja was shaking. Her hand trembled in Wes’s, and a single tear smeared her mascara as she looked up at him. “I know what I have to do,” she whispered, her voice carrying that luscious, exotic accent that drove him wild. “I’m just really, really frightened to do it.” 
 
    Wes had never seen Deja like this before. Normally, the genie was so calm and in control, the rock of his harem, the person other women went to when they were feeling out of sorts or out of control. What had gotten into her? 
 
    “Whatever it is, I’ll protect you,” Wes said without thinking. He meant it, though, from the bottom of his heart. “You have my word on that, Deja. I’m at your command.” 
 
    “I know exactly how we can open the Gates of Heaven and Hell,” she whispered. The room filled with gasps, but Deja didn’t hear them. She stared at Wes, and only Wes, seeing only her lover. “I know how we can defeat Inamorato, Wes. But it involves doing something I swore I’d never do again. That I promised myself was behind me forever.” 
 
    “What is it?” he asked, clutching Deja tight. “Tell me. Don’t be afraid. I’m here.” 
 
    She smiled, despite her worries. “The barrier,” she said, making a face like she knew how absurd what she was about to say would sound. “I can wish it away.” 
 
    Huh?  
 
    “Wish?” 
 
    “Genie magic will break through that barrier,” Deja said, tears streaming down her face now. “I’m sure of it.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You could have heard a pin drop in the hospital suite. 
 
    Wes held Deja’s hands, absorbing her words like they were the answer he’d been looking for. The response to his prayers, the way forward he’d been seeking. Wishes? Really? 
 
    Deja is a genie, Wes realized, the hair on the back of his neck standing straight up. Or at least she was a genie. Hazel joked that she could grant my wishes if she liked me. 
 
    “I’m so scared,” Deja whimpered, her expression collapsing. Suddenly, her face was in Wes’s chest, her arms clutching him tight as she shuddered and sobbed. Several of the other women came up and embraced the genie, not saying a word. Just letting her know they were there. 
 
    But some had to speak. “I can’t believe you’d even consider such a thing,” Hazel whispered. She looked shocked to her core, nearly forgetting the baby sucking on her breast. “Deja, that’s… that’s major.” 
 
    “Wes isn’t like the others,” Deja said, sounding like she were speaking to them all and herself at the same time. “It will be no great burden to call him master. After all, I do so in many contexts already.” 
 
    “Explain it to me, Deja,” Wes said. “Why is this so bad?” 
 
    Deja shook her head, wiping away her tears. “I’m just being a silly girl. This is not like before—things will never be the way I let them be in the past. I’m surrounded by my family and friends, all of whom love and care for me. What happened in the past can never happen again.” 
 
    Wes wanted to ask but knew Deja didn’t want to confront all that among mixed company. He made a mental note to ask later, once they were alone. 
 
    “I’m a genie,” Deja said with a little laugh. “As you well know, Wes. There are precious few of us remaining in the world, and I doubt a creature like Inamorato would factor us into its plans. A genie’s magic, after all, is different from that of demons and Warlocks. It’s older and, in some ways, more powerful.” 
 
    Wes’s hands tightened on Deja’s hips. “You’re telling me that if I had three wishes,” he said, “and I made one of them to shatter the barrier keeping souls out of Hell, you could do that? You could make it happen?” 
 
    Deja took a moment to think it over, then nodded. “Yes, I believe I could.” 
 
    Wes was ready. He cleared his throat, looking down at Deja as he held her close. “Genie, I wish for you to shatter that barrier,” he said, filling his words with the air of command. 
 
    Deja stared back. Her lips formed a tight little line, as if Wes had just said something awkward. 
 
    “It… doesn’t work that way,” the genie admitted, shaking her head. “I’m sorry, Wes, but it’s just not that simple.” 
 
    Shit. “I figured it wouldn’t be,” Wes said, laughing it off. “I had to try, though.” 
 
    Deja looked around the crowded hospital room, wiping the last remnants of her tears from her smooth, mocha cheeks. She seemed to be thinking something over and, at last, appeared to make a decision.  
 
    “Could we speak about this somewhere more private?” she asked, nodding at the door. “I truly don’t mean to take you away from your child right now, Wes, and I’m fully aware there are no secrets between your familiars. This is just… Well, there are things about my past I’d rather were whispered rather than yelled.” 
 
    That made sense to Wes. “That’s fine with me,” he said, glancing back at Hazel. “Are you okay, babe?” 
 
    She waved at him, making a gesture like she was batting away flies. “Go, go! Go save the world, then you can spend all the time you want with me and the little one. I will be fine. I’ve got like a thousand women to take care of me.” 
 
    Giving Hazel a final, lingering kiss, Wes took Deja by the hand and led her to more private quarters. Since it was unlikely he and Hazel would be using it any time soon, that turned out to be the bedroom both of them shared. It was where it had always been, on the second floor of Deja Vu. Deja grabbed a jug of wine and two glasses on the way. The look on her face told Wes she was going to need it. 
 
    Deja poured herself a big glass of the rich, dark wine, downed half of it in a gulp, then refilled and sat down. She gestured for Wes to join her. 
 
    “If you just wanted a little one on one time, all you needed to do was ask,” he said, joking with her a bit. “You know you’re always near the top of my list…” 
 
    It was when Deja didn’t respond to his flirting that Wes realized how serious things were. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Wes asked. “Talk to me, Deja. You’re totally safe here, you know that? I’m not going to judge you for anything you did back when you were a genie.” 
 
    Deja grimaced, taking another sip of her wine. “There are so many stereotypes,” she muttered, untying her long, dark hair so that it flowed down her back. “Damn that Walt Disney. And damn whoever made I Dream of Jeannie. They gave people so many wrong ideas.” 
 
    Deja didn’t look like she was going to get to the matter at hand without a little prompting. Wes decided to give her some. After all, he’d been thinking about it for quite some time. 
 
    “When we made our way to the top of the Tower of Solomon,” he said in a low voice, putting a hand on Deja’s thigh, “we had to fight what we loved. And we had to fight what we hated, too. You remember that?” 
 
    Deja turned away, her hand trembling around her wine glass. “How could I forget? I suspect I will always remember that adventure despite how much I’d prefer not to.” 
 
    Wes would have preferred not to push the matter any further, too, but he had a world to think about. “The thing you hated turned out to be a guy,” Wes said, rubbing Deja’s back to soothe her after she flinched. “You called him Dairon, if I remember correctly. You said he was supposed to be dead—” 
 
    “Dairon is dead,” Deja said in a fierce tone. “Dead for years and years and years.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “He’s the thing you hate the most,” he repeated, working Deja up to it. “He was your former master, wasn’t he?” 
 
    Deja shuddered again. This time, she did it for a longer period of time. When she stopped, something had collapsed in her face. She no longer spoke to him like a powerful, older woman in the full flush of her power. 
 
    Deja sounded like a scared little girl. 
 
    “He never touched me,” the genie whimpered, taking a big swallow of her wine glass before setting it aside. “Not in that way, Wes. I swear to you—I swear on my life…!” 
 
    “I believe you,” he said, holding Deja close. “It wouldn’t even matter if he did, Deja. It’s okay.” 
 
    “He was a cruel man,” Deja said, her eyes going far away. “He made me do terrible things with his first two wishes, things I wish I could forget.” She stared at her hands. “It’s funny. I know intellectually that I had no choice in the matter. I was controlled, little more than Dairon’s slave. But that doesn’t make the guilt go away.” 
 
    “That just means you’re a good person,” Wes insisted. He rubbed the space between Deja’s shoulder blades, trying his best to calm the genie in her despair. “After all, he’s dead now, right? How’d you manage to escape him, anyway?” 
 
    “Easy,” Deja said with a chuckle. “I killed him.” 
 
    Wes chewed on that for a moment while Deja refocused. 
 
    The genie tried to put on a smile despite the way she felt. “I had to do it. Once Dairon had his hands on a thing, he never, ever let it go.” She looked Wes up and down. “Kind of like you, Wes, but in a very bad way.” 
 
    Wes could understand that. His powerful, dominating personality and that of someone like Dairon’s were two sides of the same coin. The same embrace that held a harem of women in Wes’s love and kept them stable could easily be used to hurt. Wes had to remind himself on many occasions to keep the desires and lives of his women in mind. When you didn’t, well, you ended up like Dairon.  
 
    “There’s one stereotype about genies that is true,” Deja continued, sipping on her wine. “We are rules lawyers, Wes. We can be vindictive and wicked. When someone makes a wish that can be interpreted in a certain way, a way that harms them instead of helps them, well, many genies make that decision.” 
 
    “Like the fingers on a monkey’s paw,” Wes said, thinking about another trope. “No matter what you wish for, it always ends up turning against you. Usually in some ironic fashion.” 
 
    “Just so,” Deja agreed. “Obviously, you won’t have this problem, as I love you and will interpret your wishes in the most favorable possible manner. But for Dairon, I was able to reinterpret his final wish and sever myself from my lamp. The moment I was free, he knew my wrath.” 
 
    That sounded good, but the details were still vague. “How did you do it, though?” Wes asked, unable to stop himself. “How did you flip the script on him and give him a dose of karma?” 
 
    Deja’s lips twisted with the memory of pain and fear. “Please, Wes, I would rather not discuss it,” she whispered. Her nails dug into his palm, her face filled with entreaty. “Just mentioning his name makes me feel as if worms are trying to dig themselves through my guts!” 
 
    “All right,” Wes said. He supposed it didn’t matter. Deja would tell him if and when she was feeling up to it, and it didn’t affect their plan to wish away the barrier surrounding Hell. “So, what does this all have to do with stopping Inamorato?” 
 
    Deja lifted her hand and traced strange symbols in the air. “This should prevent us from being overheard,” she said. “That foul abomination obviously has ears in this place, and I do not wish him to hear what’s next.”  
 
    “So, how do we stop him?” 
 
    “I’m getting to it. To kill Dairon, I had to sever myself from my lamp. Once I was free, I killed him—and buried my lamp along with his body, in the same grave.” 
 
    “And where was this?” Wes asked. 
 
    He didn’t expect the answer. “London,” Deja said. “Well, near London, anyway.” 
 
    Wes did a double-take. “What were you and this guy doing in London?” 
 
    “Bad things,” the genie whispered, shaking her head. “The point is that my lamp is still in that grave, along with Dairon’s remains. In order to become your genie and grant you wishes, I need to be re-linked with my lamp.” 
 
    “Which means…” 
 
    “Which means we need to go dig it up.” Deja flashed a tight little smile. “You, and me. No one else.” 
 
    Travel to London? Wes wasn’t against the idea of a little international adventure, especially when his advanced familiars like Kali could open a portal to the UK as easily as thinking about it. 
 
    But there were potential problems, too. With all the turmoil in the world, travel as a two-person group carried a great deal more risk than moving with the whole harem. And the undead could arrive at any time, brought in by a sudden or unexpected death. Was Wes ready to deal with that in a way that might make even more undead? 
 
    “You’re sure it has to be just you and me?” Wes asked. “What about a small group, just the original Deja Vu crew? Not Hazel, of course, but you, me, Azura, and maybe Cirice?” 
 
    Deja looked to be thinking about it but, after a few moments, the genie shook her head. “This whole thing embarrasses me,” she admitted, blushing furiously. “I don’t want the rest of the guild to be any more involved than they have to be. Besides, as you said, Hazel will be recovering. The rest of the women will want to be squealing over the baby and keeping your demon familiar safe. They won’t want to go digging up a grave with an old genie like me. Besides, a smaller party means it’s less likely that Inamorato learns what we’re planning.” 
 
    The genie’s hand snaked out and squeezed Wes’s thigh. A sly smile spread across her beautiful, mature face, and her eyes sparkled with promise. Suddenly, Wes realized how close the two of them were—and how badly Deja needed a man to steady her after she’d had her internal world plunged into chaos. 
 
    “Is there anything I could do to sweeten the deal, Wes?” Deja asked in a mild voice. The corner of her mouth curled upward in a knowing smirk. “I know you’ve just become a family man, but your family is very, very large…” 
 
    “I think we can do that,” Wes said, pulling Deja close. “We leave right after?” 
 
    “In and out,” the genie said, planting a kiss on his cheek. “If we do it right, your women won’t even know we were gone.” 
 
    Deja needed him right now. She needed to feel his love for her as a physical, tangible thing. 
 
    Wes wasn’t sure if one sexual encounter was enough to soothe away all of Deja’s past injuries. But he intended to try.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This bed is very comfortable,” Deja murmured, sliding beneath the covers. “No wonder you and Hazel are so fond of it.” 
 
    As the genie removed her clothes, placing each article neatly on the floor next to the bed, Wes thought about Hazel. The demoness was probably still holding their newborn child right now, if he wasn’t being passed about like a trophy between the most baby crazy members of the harem, that was. Had she known when Deja asked to speak with him privately that this would happen? That he’d end up inside of his gorgeous genie, barely two hours after watching his familiar give birth? 
 
    Wes wasn’t sure. But he knew that either way, Hazel would approve of this one hundred percent. She loved Deja as much as Wes did, and knew what the beautiful genie needed. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve gotten ahead of me a bit,” Wes said, tugging the blankets over top of him. He shimmied out of his pants, only for Deja to pull him by the buttons of his shirt and kiss him, hard. 
 
    “I couldn’t help myself,” the genie purred into his lips. “Oh, this bed is so cold when you’re all alone. Good thing I have my gorgeous young man to warm me up.” 
 
    Deja lifted a leg over Wes and pulled him closer. She wasn’t wearing a stitch beneath the heavy comforter—the bulge in his pants grazed her inner thigh, meeting the warmth that was growing there by the moment. Goosebumps rose on Deja’s shoulders as she kissed him deeply, hugging him tight as their mouths opened. The genie needed this, needed some ‘sexual healing’ from her man. 
 
    Wes intended to give it to her.  
 
    “I’m so proud of you,” Deja whispered, her eyes shining with need. “You’re a father now. A family man. You’ve made Auntie Deja so, so happy.” 
 
    Kissing Deja felt like coming home. Wes let the genie’s deft fingers unbutton his top as her toes tugged down his boxers, her mouth moving on his with eager abandon. Soon, he was as naked as his paramour, the plush blankets moving against them as Deja ground her body against his side. 
 
    “They all love you,” Wes groaned, burying his face in Deja’s tits. “They all call you Auntie, and they all think it. You’re the den mother to this entire harem, Deja. We couldn’t do this without you.” 
 
    He kissed her breasts, sucking her nipples until they were as hard and stiff as diamonds. Deja arched her back, moaning with bliss as her legs moved beneath the covers. But just as Wes went to roll her onto her back and mount her, he met unexpected resistance. 
 
    “No,” Deja whispered, a naughty look on her face. “Lie back, young man. You’ve been through quite a lot lately. It’s time to let Shafti Deja take care of you.” 
 
    Wes certainly didn’t need to be told twice. He flipped onto his back, moving to the center of the bed as Deja climbed on top of him. Her heavy breasts swayed in his face, oh so tempting, and the wetness between her thighs warmed him as her legs straddled his waist. 
 
    “You have so many women,” Deja purred, taking his hand and kissing his fingers. “So many beauties. I’m honored that you still want to sink your cock inside your old genie.” 
 
    “Old?” Wes couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You’re hot as hell, Deja. Besides, you know I’m into mature women.” 
 
    A sly look entered her face. “Of course, you are, baby,” the genie whispered, taking those fingers of Wes’s deeper into her mouth. Soon, she sucked them down, her cheeks hollowing and eyes rolling back into her head as she showed him what she could do. 
 
    Wes couldn’t help but imagine it was his cock between Deja’s lips. “Lucky fucking fingers,” he grunted, pressing them against the back of Deja’s throat as she sucked.  
 
    Deja pulled off him with a wet little pop, gasping. “Ah, you make me feel like I’m eighteen again,” she said, grinning from ear to ear. “Are you sure you don’t mind it when Shafti Deja rides you, young man? You’re willing to take that bullet and pleasure me for the sake of the guild?” 
 
    Wes groaned. While she spoke, Deja had her fingers around the base of his cock. She ran his crown up and down the soft pink folds of her sex, letting him feel the wetness and warmth without taking him into her slit. Just that contact was driving him insane, making his cock jerk and throb in her fingers. 
 
    “I want to fuck you,” he said, showing his teeth. “Stop teasing me and give me that pussy, Deja!” 
 
    She couldn’t help but be a tease.  
 
    “Oh, like this?” Deja asked. Her hips dropped, and an inch of Wes’s cock entered her pussy. Before he could enjoy it, though, she lifted her ass and freed him, leaving only a trail of her juices from her folds to the head of his dick. “Did you like that, young man? Does my pussy make your cock feel good?” 
 
    “You know it does,” Wes said through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Oh, baby, you know I can never deny you!” Deja lowered her hips, spreading her legs wide as she gently guided his prick into her soft, warm folds. Suddenly, her face turned serious. “You’re my true master. You know that, right, Wes? I belong to you, like I’ve never belonged to any man. Even if I were not bound to you, I’d grant any wish you asked for.” 
 
    Suddenly, Deja looked like she was on the verge of tears. Wes felt a little misty, too. It was hard not to when a gorgeous woman with the tip of your cock inside her was making a declaration of love. 
 
    Feeling it, Wes grabbed Deja’s hair and pulled her mouth to his. The kiss he gave her was sweet and filled with love. 
 
    “I love you,” he groaned against her lips. “Now, ride me, you beautiful genie!” 
 
    With a grin, Deja did just that. 
 
    She lowered her hips, impaling herself on his prick. Wes sank hilt-deep into Deja’s pussy, the warmth and wetness making him cry out and toss his head backward. That first stroke, that perfect penetration, was always special and sweet in its own way. 
 
    Deja rocked her hips in a little circle, letting Wes feel her interior from all angles. “Fuck, you’re all the way inside me,” she whispered, moving her hips up and down on him. “Does that feel good, young man? Does that make your cock feel incredible?” 
 
    Wes didn’t respond with words. Instead, he lifted himself onto his elbows and spanked Deja right on her ass. The genie cried out in surprise, gathering the covers around her waist as she fucked Wes harder. 
 
    Wes propped himself up against the headboard. In a sitting position, he could hold Deja’s hips as she fucked him, thrusting up into her as hard as she was riding him. 
 
    Deja put her hands on the wall behind the headboard and really started to give it to Wes. Her tits bounced up and down as she moaned and groaned, his cock disappearing and reappearing like a magic trick. She bounced up and down on his dick, slamming him so hard he would have sworn she really had become eighteen again, just for this sexual encounter. 
 
    Wes learned up and buried his face between Deja’s tits. They were so soft and round that he wanted to stay there forever, squeezing and kissing her breasts.  
 
    Deja rode him like the world was on fire and the only liquid that could put it out was inside his balls. Her pussy was a furnace around his length, hot and wet with folds that massaged his prick up and down on every stroke. The friction drove him nuts, made him bury his face in her tits and suck them eagerly. 
 
    He wished she could be pregnant like Hazel, so those breasts would produce milk. Seeing Hazel, he’d had a sudden vision of each of his harem girls swollen and lactating just for him. Deja would have been into it, he knew. She had this whole maternal thing going on in the bedroom that really got him going in a very fucked-up kind of way. Fucked up and sweet. 
 
    Suddenly, the tenor of Deja’s moans changed. “Oh, God, Wes,” the genie panted, brushing her long locks out of her face. “Oh, fuck, baby, I’m going to cum. Ahh, here it comes…!” 
 
    Deja screamed his name as she came, her nails raking the wall. Her legs shook uncontrollably, a flood of juice coating his cock as she rode out her orgasm. Everything between her thighs grew tighter and wetter, and  it was a major struggle for Wes to hold back. 
 
    “Oh, my sweet boy,” Deja murmured, still in the throes of her bliss. “My beautiful boy. Come for Deja, baby boy. Fill Shafti Deja’s pussy with your seed! I’m waiting for it. I need it! I want to feel you pump me full!” 
 
    Now that he could do. 
 
    Wes’s hips rose from the bed, his cock pumping like a piston between Deja’s legs. Deja shook and shivered as he approached the peak, her walls clenching around him like a fist as he prepared to shoot his load. 
 
    “Oh, God, baby boy I love you so much!” Deja was babbling now, tears streaming down her face. All the traumas of the past were ancient history—he’d literally fucked them right out of her. He could see healing in her face as she came down from her orgasm, the glow that surrounded her, letting her know she was loved and cared for, and always would be. “I love you, Wes! I love you! Oh, fill me up, please! Fill me and fuck me and let me know I’m always yours!” 
 
    It hit him like an atom bomb exploding. One second, he was at the brink, the next, he was sailing over, gasping as thick jets of cream erupted from the crown of his cock. Deja leaned in close and embraced him, covering his face and neck with kisses as he erupted inside her. She held him oh so tight, the feeling of her body all over his making him feel safe and sexy at the same time. His cock jerked against the wall of her pussy, hammering her g-spot like an anvil as he drained his balls into her still-spasming womb. 
 
    Deja kept on holding him. The tears on the genie’s cheeks were dry by the time the last spurt of semen left his cock, but the smile would be a long time in remaining. She kissed him, everything sweet and slow as they moved from fucking to cuddling. 
 
    The blankets were so warm that Wes didn’t mind being naked. Deja’s body felt amazing against his, like it had been designed to snuggle against his own. The fact that they were in the bed he normally shared with Hazel didn’t matter a whit. They both knew the woman would have been thrilled to know her bed had been used for such a purpose while she’d been away. 
 
    “So,” Deja purred, now a contented cat, “will I be a pleasant enough traveling companion, Wes?” 
 
    He relaxed against the pillow and laughed. Three hours ago, I was welcoming my son into the world, he thought, staring at Deja’s bare breasts. Maybe if Deja does become my genie, I could wish for her to be fertile. Would she like that? 
 
    “All right,” Wes said, shaking his head as he pulled Deja close. “We can go together, just you and me. But we move quickly, and don’t do anything outside of the mission objective. We get the lamp, take it back to Shangri-La, and perform the binding ritual to make you my genie.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Deja agreed. “That’s perfectly fine with me. We should go first thing in the morning, as most of your familiars will still be sleeping after all the new baby excitement.” 
 
    Wes could see the wisdom in that. “I’ll have Kali open us a portal to London. She’ll keep things quiet,” he said, gazing up at the ceiling. “Hey, Deja?” 
 
    The genie had already begun to drift off, naked and in his arms. “Yes, Wes?” 
 
    “If you do become my genie,” Wes said with a faint smile, “that means I’ll get three wishes, right?” 
 
    Deja pursed her lips. For a moment, Wes worried he’d offended her, but it was clear the genie didn’t really mind the question. “Yes, you will,” she said, resting his head on her breast. “But the first wish will be to remove the barriers. And I would hope you would use your third wish to release me from the lamp once more.” 
 
    “Release you? You mean like wish for your freedom?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Deja said. “It is not that I worry about you, Master. Of course not! But if I remain tethered to the lamp, it will always be possible that someone finds it… and forces me to perform wishes for them. I would… I would never go back to that again.” 
 
    Wes thought about it and nodded. “Okay. First wish is to break the barrier, third wish is for your freedom. So, what should my second wish be?” 
 
    He could feel Deja’s smile. “Well, Master, that would be entirely up to you.” 
 
    Wes lay awake for a while after Deja passed out, thinking it over. What would he do with one wish? 
 
    Time enough to figure it out. They had a date in London. 
 
    Time for a little grave robbing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This isn’t London.” 
 
    Because of the time difference between Shangri-La and the United Kingdom, the world in which Wes and Deja arrived the next morning was just after midnight. Wes had expected that, had prepped himself for it even as Kali set up the portal. What surprised him, however, was where they’d ended up. 
 
    “That’s correct, Wes,” Deja said as she stepped out of the portal behind him. The shimmering blue iridescence faded away, dissolving like it had never been there. “Technically, this is Warwickshire. I didn’t think it was that big of a difference.” 
 
    The difference was plain. Wes had expected to step out of the portal and find himself standing in a massive city, one that had been the jewel of the civilized world for centuries. He’d pictured Big Ben, the Thames, fish and chips on every corner, and guards in those tall, furry hats. Instead, he stared at a quaint, picturesque small town, set against a backdrop of rolling green hills. 
 
    A safer destination, to be sure, especially with the undead running around. But far less exciting. 
 
    “This is where you and Dairon set up shop?” Wes asked, gesturing at the town’s outskirts. “Really?” The two of them stood on a hill overlooking the town and, from this distance, Wes could see orderly lighted streets and a large church. Only a few cars looked to be on the road, which was a good sign. 
 
    Deja shrugged. “It’s where he died,” she said, as if that explained it all. “Come on, we’ve got a grave to dig up. This isn’t going to be pleasant work, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Wes knew it wouldn’t be. But, for a few moments, at least, as he and Deja made their way toward the outskirts of the town, he felt a sense of peace. This late at night, next to no one wandered the streets, giving the whole village a serene, picture book kind of quality. The moon broke from the clouds as they walked, swollen and full, bathing their path in silver light. 
 
    “Where’s the cemetery?” Wes asked. “I’m assuming it’s over by that church there?” 
 
    “You assume correctly,” Deja said, flashing a tight smile. “That’s our destination. Fortunately for us, it looks like this town has been less affected than most by recent events.” 
 
    She had that right. Wes and Deja had fueled up in secret before jumping through their portal that morning, enjoying a quick breakfast of coffee and bacon while watching the news. Things hadn’t improved elsewhere in the world. From the tenor of the reports coming out, ordinary police forces were stretched to the breaking point battling the tidal wave of the undead. In many large cities they’d abandoned their duties entirely, leaving the people to fend for themselves in disorganized clusters. It all sounded like a fucking mess. 
 
    Looking at the town, however, Wes felt hard-pressed to remember they were walking through the apocalypse. The few pedestrians he could see kept to themselves, moving quickly and furtively from location to location. It felt as if he and Deja had the whole place to themselves. 
 
    He paused before a sign, looking it up and down as the grass turned to pavement. Welcome to Stratford-upon-Avon, it read, along with the current population. Lower than that with everything that’s going on, I suppose, Wes thought darkly. I thought Deja said this was Warwickshire? 
 
    No time to ask. Even as Wes formed the words, a siren split the quiet night. 
 
    Deja tensed up a step ahead, her head moving on a swivel for potential threats. “Police,” she hissed, taking Wes’s hand and pressing her pert rear flat against the nearest building. “They’re coming this way! Act natural!” 
 
    Wes relaxed as much as he could. He held Deja in his arms, doing his best to look like nothing more threatening than a pair of lovers out on a late-night stroll. The siren grew closer, and a pair of headlights illuminated the nearby buildings, moving in their direction as the driver made their way down the street. 
 
    Just pass us on by, Wes thought, smiling at Deja. We’re not undead. We’re no threat. Just go about your business. 
 
    Just when Wes thought they were clear, he heard the sound of the cop car’s engine slowing. Damn it! 
 
    “Oi! You there!” 
 
    Wes turned. A dark-haired man in a police uniform had rolled down the window of the car and leaned out. He squinted against the gloom, frowning deeply. What the hell did he want? 
 
    Calm, Wes, he reminded himself. No need to shed blood tonight. Especially when the dead turn into undead so easily. 
 
    “There a problem, Officer?” Wes asked. He briefly considered trying to fake a British accent, but he knew he had little hope of fooling a native of the region. Better to act like an American tourist on holiday. 
 
    The cop looked a little surprised to hear an American accent. “You haven’t seen anyone suspicious walking around here, have you?” he asked, looking up and down the street. “Shuffling about, grunting and groaning, looking strange? Stuff like that?” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “Nothing like that, Officer.” 
 
    To his surprise, the cop nodded. “We’ve had reports of undead in this area,” the officer said, giving Wes and Deja a hard look. “You shouldn’t be out here. Go home, lock the doors, and wait for sunrise.” 
 
    Before Wes could reply, Deja spoke, “Of course, Officer,” she said, doing a good job of holding onto Wes like she was terrified. “That’s what we were doing now. Thank you for the information!” 
 
    The cop looked suspicious, but he clearly didn’t have enough time to investigate two strangers. Not with an incursion of the undead on his hands, at any rate. He waved them off, the car’s engine purring as it accelerated into the night. The lights flowed over and past Wes and Deja and, in short order, they were alone on the empty street. 
 
    “That was close,” Deja said, brushing off her shoulder. “Thank God he didn’t ask too many questions.” 
 
    “Yeah, that could have led to a very unpleasant scene,” Wes agreed. The officer’s warning about the undead bounced around the inside of his skull, echoing in his thoughts. “Do you think it’s a coincidence the undead showed up in this town right when we arrived to get your lamp?” 
 
    From the look on her face, Deja hadn’t thought of that. “It is peculiar,” the genie admitted. “Although we were careful, it’s possible Inamorato could have figured out our plans in advance. But it could just be that there are recently deceased spirits here. After all, they’re everywhere.” 
 
    Wes had to agree with that. “We’d best be moving, then,” he said, taking Deja by the hand. “Let’s get there before more cops show up.” 
 
    The two of them moved quickly through the streets, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. Despite the policeman’s warning of imminent danger, they saw no one else as they moved toward the church in the distance. Only the lights of a nearby pub with a few stragglers in the common room proved there were other people in the city at all. 
 
    “So,” Wes said as he and Deja turned a corner. “Warwickshire. What were you doing here, once upon a time?” 
 
    The asphalt street gave way to cobblestone, the streets turning older and rougher. Here the roads were narrow and winding, the clean lines of the modern section of the city replaced with older, more haphazard buildings. Every alley they passed seemed to have eyes watching them, and every window appeared to have someone staring down from it, their gazes filled with hatred. Wes saw no one as they passed, yet the sense that they were being watched was hard to shake. 
 
    Finally, they reached the cemetery. A thick, black, wrought-iron fence surrounded it, both taller and larger than Wes would have expected for a country plot. If they didn’t want to attract a bunch of unwanted attention, they’d need to sneak through the church. It didn’t look like it would be terribly hard as there wasn’t much security. A single camera beeped mournfully over the big wooden double doors, its baleful red light flickering on and off every few seconds. 
 
    Wait. Why would a church have a security camera? 
 
    When it’s no ordinary church, Wes thought. All at once, he realized what had been concerning him since he’d stepped through that portal and seen the name of the city in which they walked. He recognized that name. Stratford-on-Avon. There was no reason why he would—he’d never been to the UK, or outside of his own country at all—but he’d heard it before. 
 
    Seeing the sign out front, he understood why. 
 
    “Holy Trinity Church of Stratford-upon-Avon,” Wes read, his feet frozen to the ground. “Christened in the year of our Lord, 1210. Final resting place of William Shakespeare…” 
 
    Wes’s gaze traveled from the sign to the numerous tributes placed around the church’s vestibule. No wonder the place required security cameras. It was probably a prime target for vandalism. Being the grave of one of the most legendary figures of literature and all that. 
 
    Hand-painted signs, bouquets of flowers, and hastily scratched poems all lay in front of the church. Even the recent undead uprising hadn’t been able to stop people from paying their respects. If anything, it had probably increased the number of mourners. It certainly felt like the world was ending, so why not risk your life to pay tribute to great literature? 
 
    Wes stared at the piles of tributes, his jaw hanging open. “You buried your ex-master and your lamp at Shakespeare’s grave!?” he gasped. 
 
    Deja laughed. “Of course not. I buried them in the grave next to Shakespeare’s. Come on, let’s get this done.” 
 
    Still amazed, Wes followed the genie into the church proper. A quick blast from the Staff of Solomon deadened the pale red eye of the security camera, and a few quick hand motions from the genie summoned enough magic to turn the lock keeping the heavy wooden doors closed. The interior smelled of ancient dust and old books and looked like every old church Wes had ever been in. Considering its historical value, the place looked surprisingly small. 
 
    “Don’t make a sound,” Deja warned him, putting a finger to her pouty lips. “I think I just heard something!” 
 
    As if summoned by her worry, Wes heard the sound of footsteps off in the distance. A night watchman, perhaps? Or another one of those police officers, searching the early morning city for a few renegade undead? 
 
    Either way, they needed to hide.  
 
    “Over here,” Wes said, taking Deja by the hand and dragging her between the pews. Their backs were tall and carved from oak, covered in thousands of tiny scratches from all the hands and boots that had rested there for centuries of services. Wes dropped to the stone floor, dragging Deja with him, and said a silent prayer that whoever came to check on the church’s vestibule didn’t give the place too thorough of a once-over. 
 
    “Damned camera,” a voice muttered.  
 
    Wes risked a glance over the back of the pew and saw an elderly man in a drab uniform making his way through the church, a black flashlight clutched in his gnarled fingers. A long white beard stretched all the way down to his belly, and he looked like he’d just been woken up from a nap. As Wes watched, the man switched on the flashlight and waved it round. Wes hit the deck, lying beneath the pew on his belly. 
 
    Night watchman, he mouthed to Deja. The genie nodded, then made a gesture with her fingers he took to mean ‘walking.’ She wanted to sneak around him. Wes shook his head, then put his fingers to his lips. Wait. 
 
    “Probably one of those annoying kids,” the old man groused, quickening his step. Wes heard him get closer, then farther away as he passed the pews where he and Deja lay trying to make themselves as quiet and unnoticeable as possible. “Can’t let me have a single night of peace.” 
 
    The watchman’s voice had a faint trace of an Irish accent. As he watched the figure stride to the door and open it a crack, Wes wondered how he’d ended up working this job in the English countryside. 
 
    Wes’s heart nearly skipped a beat when the man went for the door but, thankfully, Deja had remembered to lock it behind her after she’d gotten them both inside. The night watchman had to fumble with the lock, pulling out a set of keys that looked like they’d been forged around the time King Arthur formed the Round Table. It took two or three tries to get the right one, and once the old man had it, he opened the door a crack and looked outside. 
 
    A chilly blast of wind blew into the church. Wes watched Deja shiver next to him and longed to press his body against hers. 
 
    The man stared for a long moment, then slammed the door shut. “Whatever,” he grumbled. “Let ‘em ‘ave their fun. Doesn’t concern me not at all.” 
 
    He walked past their pew, moving faster than before, and disappeared into the back room he’d come from. Wes lay next to Deja for a thirty count, waiting to see if the man would double back. Then he gestured to the genie and stood. “Come on,” he whispered. “Before he decides to double check that lock.” 
 
    They’d only been inside the church for a few minutes, but it felt as if the temperature had dropped ten degrees as they stepped outside and into the cemetery proper. Deja wrapped her hands around herself, her arms beneath her breast as she picked her way between the graves. Wes followed. 
 
    Most of the stones were simple and unadorned. Before Shakespeare, this place had been the final resting place of peasants and paupers. The finer graves were near the back, some of which formed their own sepulchers on raised platforms above the muddy ground. Wes assumed the Bard’s grave was one of these, though Deja wasn’t heading for them. Instead, the genie moved toward a set of simpler, yet still tasteful grave sites in the shadow of the church. 
 
    Deja stopped. “This is it,” she whispered, conjuring a simple light spell. “This is where I buried my lamp. I tossed it right on top of Dairon’s body, so we should find it and his bones in roughly the same place. I only want the lamp, though.” 
 
    So did Wes.  
 
    “Wow,” he whispered, unable to contain the feeling of awe that spread through his chest at the sight of the grave. “William fucking Shakespeare. That’s incredible.” Something occurred to him, and he did a double take. “Wait a hot second. Did you and this Dairon guy know Shakespeare?” 
 
    “Know him?” Deja snorted. “He owed Dairon quite a bit of money, as I recall. If the old Bard can see what’s become of his resting place from wherever he is, he’s probably laughing and considering the debt paid.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to ask you about that later,” Wes said, chuckling to himself. He wondered if Deja had been the inspiration for any of the willful, dangerous ladies in the Bard’s classic plays. He could think of a couple characters who shared more than one trait with his gorgeous genie. But that was a question for another time. 
 
    “Duly noted,” Deja said with a faint smile. She stepped around Shakespeare’s grave and surveyed the one next to it, sighing deeply. “Oh, Anne,” she said, shaking her head at the tombstone. “I am sorry to have to do this.” 
 
    Wes leaned over and read the tombstone. “Anne Hathaway,” he said, scanning the words by the light of Deja’s spell. “Here lyeth the body of Anne, wife of William Shakespeare, who departed this life the sixth day of August, 1623.” 
 
    “Outlived the old Bard by seven years,” Deja said, reaching out for the Staff of Solomon. “She would have hated me doing this to her grave.” 
 
    “Huh,” Wes said, his hands on his hips. “I didn’t realize Catwoman was named after Shakespeare’s wife.” 
 
    Deja made a face. “And I didn’t realize you were such a Philistine,” the genie said, with a wry smile. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve read Hamlet,” Wes shot back. “Anyway, it’s probably best that I don’t know too much about Shakespeare. We are defiling his wife’s grave, after all.” 
 
    Deja didn’t have much to say about that. “I just hope no grave robbers have taken the lamp,” the genie said, slowly pushing her hands to the dirt above Anne Hathaway’s final resting place. “I can’t imagine trying to track that fucking thing down on eBay while the rest of the world burns.” 
 
    Tendrils of magic spread from the genie’s fingers, acting like miniature shovels. She dug a small, deep hole into a spot she’d preselected, right next to the tombstone itself, and stopped when she came into contact with something hard. Deja gasped as she pulled up the contents: an old lacquered box covered in dirt and grime. 
 
    Together, she and Wes dragged it away from the grave. It was about half the size of the foot lockers some of the guys in Wes’s old dorm kept in front of their beds, smaller than he would have expected from Deja’s description. He couldn’t imagine how the lamp and Dairon’s remains could be hidden in such a container. 
 
    “Fingers crossed,” Deja whispered, grabbing the lid. She made a final check around the graveyard to make sure they weren’t being watched, then lifted the top off the box and tossed it to the dew-covered grass. Both she and Wes looked inside, their shadows muddying what lay within the container. 
 
    At first, Wes thought he had to be looking at a movie prop. It was just too perfect. 
 
    Aladdin himself would have been a little suspicious at the flawlessness of the lamp lying on top of the pile. Although its surface was tarnished and pitted with age, the brass beneath still shined clearly in the moonlight. Its sleek contours and raised tip made it look like every ‘magic lamp’ Wes had ever seen in a movie, TV show, or video game. Dollars to donuts, anyone who looked at it would joke about whether or not there was a genie hidden inside. 
 
    There wasn’t. But if they played their cards right, Deja would take that role soon enough. 
 
    Wes was so entranced by the lamp, he nearly missed the bag underneath it. As Deja drew out her former prison, her hands shaking at the contact with her long-lost lamp, Wes’s eyes focused on the lumpy sack of burlap lying on the box’s bottom. He swallowed hard, knowing full well what those strange, angular protrusions stretching the bag had to be. Dairon’s bones, he thought, shaking his head. What a way to go. 
 
    Before Wes could ask any questions, Deja spit into the box. Flecks of saliva covered the burlap, adding insult to what was undoubtedly the ultimate injury. 
 
    “Don’t worry about those,” Deja said, nodding at the rest of the box’s contents. “A grave is much better than what that bastard deserves.” 
 
    Wes frowned. “You want to leave him here?” He wasn’t opposed to the idea on principle but for practical reasons. “I’m no fan of the asshole, Deja, but shouldn’t we at least try to cover our tracks? I don’t want ‘Shakespeare’s grave defiled by unknown assailants’ to be the top story on the news tomorrow, shoulder to shoulder with the latest undead attacks.” 
 
    Deja, however, wasn’t listening. Her fingers worked furiously at the grime covering the lamp, wiping it away to reveal the brass surface beneath. As the genie worked, sparks of magic flew from her fingers, breaking up this or that stain that simply refused to fade under normal circumstances. 
 
    The sense of time passing became keen and nearly unbearable. That night watchman could be back at any time, and if he chose that moment to take a stroll through the graveyard, they’d have a fight ahead of them to get back to the portal. Not that Wes worried about their ability to defend themselves. Far from it. But he didn’t relish the thought of making even more undead that night. 
 
    “You can examine your old home later,” Wes hissed, nodding at the pile of dirt next to Anne Hathaway’s grave. “Deja, come on! We need to get the fuck out of here—” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Deja moaned. Her eyes widened in the moonlight, her rubbing reaching a fever pitch. “No, no no…! Oh, Dairon, you utter fucking bastard!” 
 
    “What?” Wes asked, his heart sinking. What had Deja’s former master done? “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You’ve doomed us all!” Deja shook the lamp, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “You son of a bitch, how could you do this to me? Even in death, you just can’t let me go!” 
 
    “I need to know what you’re talking about,” Wes said, unwilling to let Deja waste any more time.  
 
    Deja snapped back to full awareness. Her jaw trembled as she realized she was going to have to explain what she’d just found to the man she trusted most in the world. “It’s bad, Wes,” she began, looking more worried than he’d ever seen the genie. “This is very, very bad. Before he died, Dairon must have—” 
 
    A scream split the night. 
 
    Both Wes and Deja turned at the same moment to see the rear door of the church open. A rectangle of torchlight stretched across the mossy ground and, in it, Wes saw what his brain regarded for a moment as someone dancing. Then he noticed the lumps clinging to the man’s back and realized they were other people. 
 
    The night watchman flailed across the graveyard, trying to shake loose the undead. They clung to his back and shoulders, clawing and biting as he tried without much success to write free of their grip. 
 
    “Ahhh! Someone help!” the old man cried. “Please!” 
 
    “Shit,” Wes hissed, standing. “He’s going to bring the whole damn village down on our heads if we don’t save him.” 
 
    But they had bigger problems. 
 
    Because in the doorway behind the screaming night watchmen, another dozen undead spilled out into the graveyard. 
 
    And they’d just seen Wes.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Put the lamp away,” Wes said to Deja. “Tuck it somewhere safe, babe. Then get ready for a fight!” 
 
    Wes had been in so many battles at this point that preparing for one felt like second nature. He snatched up the Staff of Solomon from where he’d laid it in the grass, channeling through the massive green emerald at the head of the gnarled, twisted length of black wood. Next to him, Deja snapped back to herself and straightened, tucking the lamp into her prodigious cleavage. It would be safe there, he supposed, though a little distracting. 
 
    The night watchman looked as if he’d just spotted an intruder and found help he hadn’t expected to see. “You there, get these things off me!” he yelped, grabbing one undead figure and tossing him over his bony shoulder. “They hurt!” 
 
    Easy enough, Wes thought, green flames swirling around his staff. Let’s do this! 
 
    Together, he and Deja leapt into the fray. 
 
    Wes took aim at the undead crawling on the night watchman’s back and tossed a tiny fireball, making his throw as precise as possible. It struck the creature directly between the eyes, and it dropped like a stone to the mossy ground. 
 
    “Run!” Wes commanded the watchman. “Get behind us!” 
 
    He didn’t need to be told twice. The old man limped across the graveyard, stumbling over one of the fallen undead but quickly regaining his footing. When he reached Wes and Deja, he froze in his tracks, his eyes going as wide as saucers. 
 
    “You’re him,” the old man said, pointing a bony finger at Wes. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, you’re the bleedin’ Warlock!” 
 
    Wes hadn’t realized he was that famous. “Just stay behind me. My partner and I will handle this.” 
 
    The old man looked at Deja a beat longer than was proper, his gaze straying to the brass lamp poking out from between her tits. “Partner, sure,” he grunted. But he was clearly too grateful to argue. “Just clear them out!” 
 
    The undead had slowed once the night watchman ran away, as if their half-dead brains were capable of realizing how quickly the situation had changed. They formed a tight knot, a dozen or more of them clustered together like a Rat King from a fairy tale, then they shuffled in Wes’s direction in a pack. 
 
    There were more of them than there’d been a few moments ago. Was the graveyard feeding the cluster more bodies? 
 
    Another forty thousand come every day, Wes thought, an ethereal guitar riff echoing in his skull. And that’s lowballing it! 
 
    With a roar, Wes charged the undead. He swung the Staff of Solomon in a horizontal arc, sweeping the two crazed spirits in the front of the formation off their feet. Green flames spread across their fallen bodies as they writhed and screamed, quickly consuming them. 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said, noting the way the rest of the formation shrank back. “That’s Warlock magic, assholes!” 
 
    A blast of icy wind hit his back. Wes turned to see Deja with her arms outstretched, channeling her magic in the direction of the formation. The enchanted wind knocked the first row of undead right to their knees and forced the ones behind to brace themselves against suffering the same fate. Wes whooped with gratitude, prompting a smile from his genie companion. 
 
    “I’ll keep them on the back foot,” Deja said, giving him a fierce grin. “Take them down, Wes!” 
 
    He did just that. He attacked the fallen undead in rapid succession, stabbing the Staff of Solomon through one, then two, then three of the prone bodies on the frontline. Deja’s magic had stunned the rank of undead nearest to him, so crushing their heads was little more than child’s play. 
 
    You’ve gotta shoot them in the head, Wes thought, remembering every zombie movie he’d ever seen. That’s the way to make sure they don’t get back up! 
 
    The second wave of the undead had just begun to stagger to their feet as Wes finished off the ones who’d fallen. No sooner had they begun to rise than Wes battered them with a flurry of fireballs, arcing from the gnarled staff in his hands like raindrops in a thunderstorm. Those undead who weren’t immediately ripped apart lay on the ground, clawing at the ruin of their hands and faces. Wes finished those off with his staff, popping their skulls like grapes. 
 
    Finally, he stood over a pile of slaughtered undead. Those who’d died first (died their second death, in any case) had already begun to dissolve, as if their bodies no longer belonged in the land of the living. Those still lying on the grass wore slack, shocked expressions, like they hadn’t seen their end coming. 
 
    “Is that all of them?” Wes asked, scanning the graveyard. He heard no grunts and saw no shadows moving in the darkness. Only Deja behind him, trying her best to comfort the terrified, traumatized security guard. “Watchman, are there anymore?” 
 
    The man recovered himself somewhat. “N-not here,” he stammered, pointing back through the door leading to the interior of the church. “A few managed to get in—were scratching at the windows, they were. I thought t’was just cats, until they sunk their claws into me!” 
 
    “Not like cats at all,” Deja said with a tight little smile. “There are more of them?” 
 
    The man looked up at Deja, seeming to see her for the very first time. “Aye, Miss, in the dozens,” he said, clearly scared out of his wits. “They’re making their way down the highstreet now! Those who broke off to attack the church were only a handful!” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Wes growled, spinning the Staff of Solomon. Undead didn’t leave much gore behind, which was a small mercy. “We can’t let the undead run rampant through this city, Deja.” 
 
    The genie cocked an eyebrow. “We have what we came here for, Wes,” she purred, glancing down into her cleavage to make sure the lamp was still secure. “The undead are everywhere. We can’t hold them back, and we certainly can’t make much of a difference saving one isolated village.” 
 
    Wes looked past Deja to the graves of Shakespeare and his wife. “Maybe,” he grunted, “but I’m not about to let this happen on my watch. I saw what those things did.” 
 
    “Wes…” Deja began. 
 
    “Not while I’m here. If you want to get a head start, hop back through the portal and go home. I’ll clean up here and meet you once the town is safe.” 
 
    Deja looked aghast at the suggestion, not to mention a little bit offended. “I would never,” the genie protested, prompting a surprised look from the night watchman. “How could you even suggest I would leave you behind, Master?” 
 
    “Master?” The night watchman looked from Deja to Wes and back again, scratching his head. “Cor, but you do have a charmed sort of life, don’t you, lad?” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it,” Wes said. “Is there somewhere in this church you can hide, old man?” 
 
    The night watchman straightened, then followed the curve of the church’s bell tower with his eyes. Wes could see his plan even before the man opened his mouth to say it. 
 
    “I could maybe be safe up there,” the old man grumbled. “Might be the only place they won’t be able to get me.” 
 
    “Good.” That settled it, as far as Wes was concerned. “Head up the stairs and barricade the door once you’re at the top. If it’s possible to destroy the stairs, do that as well.” He gave the man a hard look. “Tell no one we were here. Not until long after the fighting’s over. I don’t want the media sticking their noses in the middle of an active warzone. Got it?” 
 
    He needn’t have worried. The man nodded like a bobblehead, almost disturbingly eager to comply. “Of course, Warlock—mum’s the word!” The night watchman made a comically overinflated ‘zip the lip’ gesture, grinning all the while. “If they hear about you and your, ah, lady friend, it wouldn’t be from me! Honest!” 
 
    Wes let the man go and headed toward the front of the church. “Do you have time to tell me what’s wrong with the lamp?” he asked Deja as they walked. 
 
    The genie reacted as if she’d been slapped in the face, which really told Wes all that he needed to know. “It’s… complicated,” Deja admitted, her cheeks burning with shame. “I’d rather tell the whole story when we’re back, if that’s all right with you.” 
 
    “It is,” Wes agreed. “Just tell me this, is it something I can fix?” 
 
    He threw open the front door of the church and peered out into the night. For a moment he neither heard nor saw anything out of the ordinary, then the all too familiar sound rose to his ear. Snarls, like a pack of animals, out on the horizon. Toward the center of town and getting closer. 
 
    Deja swallowed hard. “It is, Wes,” the genie said, her face going pale, “but you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    He suspected as much. “Fine. Just tell me later.” He didn’t want to think about whatever doubtlessly unpleasant task he’d have to perform until he had to. “Right now, we need to stop those undead before they hurt anyone else.” 
 
    With that, he ran. 
 
    Wes and Deja made their way down the cobblestone street, taking a left at the nearest intersection. The undead weren’t fast, which meant they could cut them off before they reached the city center, but there were a lot of them—and more every minute. It felt like the small village was mustering every undead spirit it could channel, sending them back from the edge of the Other Side in some kind of diabolical bulk order. 
 
    “Good Gods,” Deja whispered as they passed the main mass of them. “There’s just so many.” 
 
    What had been a couple dozen at most was now well over a hundred undead. Wes didn’t worry about his ability to slaughter that many of the recently deceased, but once the numbers got big enough, collateral damage would become a concern. He had to take them down, of course, but he also had to do it in a way that didn’t destroy Stratford-upon-Avon. The press in the UK would never forgive him for leveling a historical city. 
 
    As he ran, pondering his options, Wes felt the telltale swish of fabric around his midsection. Green and black lights flickered at the periphery of his vision, and he knew he no longer ran alone. 
 
    “Master?” the Archcloak spoke in Wes’s head, its voice echoing like it had a guitar pedal attached to it. “I’m here. How can I help?” 
 
    Oh, thank God, Wes thought. Finally! 
 
    His Archcloak was one of his most potent gifts—ironically, it had been a present from his foes. A trio of renegade Templars had given it to him and watched in amazement as the embroidered initials on the cloak changed to match Wes’s own. The garment had a mind of its own and could aid him in battle but had been damaged in his fight against Kulili and Lady Morningstar. Its powers had been coming back on sporadically over the last few weeks. 
 
    Evidently, the cloak felt well enough to help him fight. 
 
    “Trying to save this town from the undead,” Wes said, nodding over at the horde. “Can you help?” 
 
    The undead moved down the high street in a disorganized, ungainly mess, rapping at windows and tearing up street signs wherever they could find them. They were lucky no one repeated the night watchman’s mistake. Other than a couple of frightened parishioners who came to the window to see what was going on, no one dared risk the outdoors. 
 
    The Archcloak stiffened around his shoulders. “That’s far too many to risk fighting them head-on,” the cloak said, its flirty voice sending a frisson of arousal through his brain. “Maybe we could collapse a couple of buildings on them, make them all go squish?” 
 
    “An interesting idea,” Wes shot back. “But there’s people in those buildings.” 
 
    That was how the Archcloak tended to solve problems. It was both brutal and efficient, with little regard for life that wasn’t that of the Archwarlock himself or his familiars. Sometimes, it even got a little snippy toward them, as well. 
 
    The path beneath them sloped gently downward. The undead picked up speed as they headed toward the town’s only port, a collection of markets flanking both sides of a narrow, rushing river. Even at this early hour, more than a handful of vendors had rolled up and begun setting up their wares for the morning rush. 
 
    Oh, no. The undead are coming right for them. Oh shit, oh shit… 
 
    But the Archcloak didn’t see it that way. “The river! Master, we can drown them!” 
 
    Could they? Wes had no idea if the undead could swim. Perhaps it differed from person to person, the way it did with the living. But even if a couple of the zombies had been on the local swim team before their passing, Wes doubted it would do them much good in such a tangle of bodies. 
 
    “That’s a decent idea,” Wes realized. “Make it happen! Archcloak, I release you!” 
 
    As always, the enchanted garment didn’t wait around once the order had been given. The cloak shot off Wes’s shoulders like it had been greased, taking off through the air like a bolt loosed from a crossbow. It let out a yell of triumph as it shot ahead, taking a wide arc to cut off the undead horde. 
 
    Next to Wes, Deja smiled. “I’m glad to see your garment is back in business,” the genie said, nodding at the Archcloak. “Just what did you tell it to do?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” Wes said, already seeing the outlines of what the cloak had in mind. “Be ready to help with some spells in just a second!” 
 
    The Archcloak continued its flight. The garment soared upward on a gust of wind, leaving the alley on an updraft and floating over to the same intersection the undead were headed toward. The creatures in the front row slowed, their compatriots behind them bumping into them as the garment fluttered in their path, dead ahead. 
 
    The undead growled at each other, eager to continue pushing their way to the center of town. But the Archcloak stood in their path, resolute, unmoving. Slowly one, then a few, then all the undead stared at it as if trying to contemplate this new obstacle in their way. 
 
    Then the Archcloak exploded. 
 
    An eruption of brilliant green light spilled from the fabric, lighting up the dim alley like noonday. The undead shrank back from it, squinting, while Wes and Deja had to throw their hands over their eyes like they’d been staring directly at the sun. 
 
    As the glow faded, a taunting voice rose over the alley, so loud that it sounded like the speaker was yelling directly in Wes’s ear: 
 
    “Come and get me, you rotting bastards! Nyah-nyah, you can’t catch me!” 
 
    With that, the Archcloak sped off down a side street. It fluttered on the breeze, moving quickly, but not so quickly that the undead couldn’t follow. And follow they did. The entire horde of recently deceased spirits moved as if controlled by one mind, shuffling and staggering across the cobblestones in pursuit of Wes’s cloak. 
 
    Wes and Deja raced to catch up.  
 
    “Where is it going?” Deja asked, huffing and puffing at Wes’s side. The genie craned her neck to see, trying her best to watch the undead and the Archcloak at the same time. “Is it leading them out of town? Somewhere we can pick them off without damaging any of the infrastructure?” 
 
    “Yes, to the second,” Wes said, matching the genie’s pace. “But no, to the first. We’re not leaving the city at all.” 
 
    Deja looked over at him. Then what? Her eyes seemed to ask. 
 
    He smirked. “You’ll see.” 
 
    Just then, they broke from between the rows of buildings and found themselves in a flatter square. The air smelled of the sea, the river that flowed through the center of town carrying along with it a faint trace of salt and foam despite the distance. The Archcloak headed straight for the docks, making a beeline for the longest pier stretching out over the fast-moving water. 
 
    The plan clicked together in Deja’s head. “That’s brilliant,” the genie whispered, sounding pleased and aroused all at once. “How do we help?” 
 
    “Follow my lead,” Wes told her, grinning. “I’m going to need your magic and mine. Be ready to strike on my signal!” 
 
    “Come on, you daft fuckers!” the Archcloak continued to scream, never letting up. Having neither lungs nor a throat, it never needed to stop, and so it pelted the undead with an unending stream of invective, coming up with a number of inventive swears. When that ran thin, it dipped into other languages, pronouncing them all in that same giggly, high-pitched accent it used when speaking directly into Wes’s brain. 
 
    The plan was so obvious that even the undead should have been able to see it coming. But the Archcloak’s voice had maddened them, driving the horde into an utter frenzy. Their bloodshot eyes focused on the black and green fabric, snarling and screaming bloody murder as they followed it right onto the docks. 
 
    The Archcloak floated across the boards, dimming its lights as it did so. The swell of undead had taken the pursuing horde from a dozen, to a hundred, to several hundred monsters, all of whom had forgotten Wes and Deja even existed. 
 
    He was about to punish them for their forgetfulness. 
 
    “Ready?” Wes asked his genie, clenching his hands into fists. Between his fingers, strands of gale-force wind formed, flapping his robes as he charged up. 
 
    Deja grinned. “Absolutely, Master,” she said, raising her hands. “On three! One, two—!” 
 
    As the Archcloak reached the end of the pier, it let out a shriek and sailed over the heads of the undead. They turned in one massive group, their bloodshot eyes widening in primordial horror at the sight of the Warlock and the genie blocking their path. 
 
    The Archcloak settled back onto Wes’s shoulders, retying the clasp around his neck with invisible fingers. “Now!” it roared, the word dissolving in a burst of mad laughter. 
 
    Wes and Deja struck. 
 
    Between the two of them, they kicked up a miniature cyclone’s worth of wind. The undead were scattered like bowling pins in the wake of a strike—and, unlike a bowling alley, there was nowhere for them to go but overboard. The undead screamed and snarled as they fell, tumbling into the swiftly moving waters of the Avon. 
 
    Bodies piled on top of each other as Wes and Deja walked forward. To Wes, it felt like using a leaf blower to clear the back patio of his dorm in mid-autumn, right after the leaves had fallen. Undead flew backward before his and Deja’s assault, unharmed by the initial blast but very much harmed by dropping into the icy, churning water. 
 
    A number of undead were smashed into the pier itself, the waves crushing their bodies over and over again. Those were probably the lucky ones—they died their second death quickly. Those that had escaped—either by landing on their compatriots or falling far enough away to escape the drowning machine effect—floated lazily down the Avon, the strong current sucking them under every few seconds. They flailed and thrashed in the center of the river, trying, and failing, to escape. 
 
    Once the entire pier had been cleared, Wes and Deja stood at the edge, watching the carnage.  
 
    “We might have just poisoned the water supply,” Wes said, noting the clusters of thrashing zombies in the river’s flow, “but at least no one else will be killed tonight.” 
 
    Deja watched as the thrashing clusters of undead gradually receded into the distance. “I think it will be all right,” she said after a while. She wrapped one of her arms around Wes’s side, squeezing him tight. “They’ll likely dissolve before they can do any real damage. And, hopefully, whatever’s left over ought not to remain in the water supply.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “Come on, let’s go home. Before the cops show up again.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes and Deja made their way back through the winding streets of Stratford-upon-Avon. A line of wavy, buttery light broke the darkness at the horizon, heralding the imminent arrival of sunrise. Soon the streets would be filled with people, most of whom would be curious about the previous night’s carnage. 
 
    Wes and Deja needed to make it back to Shangri-La as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Yes, the same location,” Wes said, holding two fingers against his earlobe. The gesture was meant only as a steadying one. He didn’t truly need it in order to make contact with one of his familiars. The bond between them meant that, with enough effort, Wes could slip into their minds and deliver information to them directly, communicating with them through the aether. That’s what he was doing with Kali at that moment, prepping the familiar to conjure one of her portals in the same location they’d arrived. 
 
    But old habits died hard. So, when Wes needed to make a ‘call’ to one of his women, he still acted like he was holding onto a cell phone or touching an earbud in his ear. It made things easier for him, which meant a whole hell of a lot when you were a Warlock. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, a faint smile playing on his features. “See you soon.” 
 
    Wes broke the connection and turned his attention back to Deja. The genie had been at his side as they’d walked down the cobblestone street, her head on a swivel for potential threats. Fortunately for them both, they’d seen no further undead since turning the horde running through the middle of the city into lemmings. The Archcloak practically vibrated with glee around his shoulders, thrilled with itself for that little bit of deception. 
 
    “Kali’s going to have the portal ready in ten minutes,” Wes told Deja. “She’ll conjure it right on the edge of the city where we arrived to begin with. Shouldn’t be too hard to make it there in time.” 
 
    Deja’s gaze traveled up the side of the hill overlooking the village. “Not at all,” she murmured, only looking his way for a moment. “That’s good. Yes.” 
 
    Wes could tell Deja didn’t have her mind in the game. Her eyes kept flitting to the brass lamp sticking out of her cleavage, a deep frown on her face like she was in the middle of reliving unpleasant memories. Every now and then, her brow would furrow, like she was in the midst of replaying an argument and was crafting the perfect comeback in her own mind. 
 
    “So, you want to tell me what’s up with your lamp?” Wes asked. The pair rounded a corner, revealing a high street that was thankfully free of pedestrians. “You can save it for Shangri-La if you want, but I feel like it might help you to get it off your chest now.” His eyes traveled to the lamp between her tits. “In a literal sense.” 
 
    Deja’s eyes flashed downward, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Yes, perhaps that would be good.” Yet she hesitated, her steps slowing like a young woman who knew she’d gotten herself into trouble. “It won’t make you think less of me? To be reminded that I was forced to serve others before I met you?” 
 
    Wes thought of Deja as she’d been the first time they’d met. Back at Deja Vu, she’d been a fiercely independent woman, resolved to never call any man Master again. He’d respected her for that and done his best to pursue her in a romantic manner anyway. He’d never expected Deja to find her true family in his harem. To realize her destiny was to re-embrace her genie heritage and become the submissive servant of the only man to ever truly tame her. 
 
    What would the old Deja think of you? Wes wondered. She’d probably be horrified at first but, at the same time, she’d be so turned on she wouldn’t be able to think straight. Either way, she’d probably be happy. 
 
    “Of course not,” Wes assured her, placing a hand on her lower back. 
 
    “Honestly,” Deja purred, relaxing into his touch, “you and Hazel, Azura, and Cirice—all the rest of the girls, too—they’re everything to me. But you mean most of all, Wes. You’re the only man who I’ve ever called master and truly, truly meant it.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Wes whispered, his hand straying down to Deja’s ass. He gave her round booty a squeeze and felt as the genie clenched her thighs together. Deja might have thought the two of them could take a detour into the nearest alley and blow off some of that sexual tension—after all, they could make Kali wait a bit longer than ten minutes—but Wes’s hand went right back up again. He needed information first. Sex later. 
 
    “The lamp,” Deja said flatly. “You want to know why you can’t just bind me to it the moment we get to Shangri-La and start making your three wishes.” 
 
    Wes nodded. The two of them walked for a short while in silence, Deja apparently needing a moment to order her thoughts. He didn’t begrudge her that. Wes waited patiently for her to be ready to speak. 
 
    Finally, she cleared her throat. “As you and everyone else knows, once you summon a genie, you’re given three wishes,” she began. “Obviously, those wishes are up to interpretation by the genie, and there are a few ground rules everyone knows. You can’t wish for more wishes, just as an example.” 
 
    “No bringing back the dead, and no making anyone fall in love,” Wes said, quoting from the movie Deja had always claimed to hate so much. “Are those true, too?” 
 
    Deja’s eyes brightened. “Oh, you can wish for someone to come back from the dead,” she explained, an almost impish tint to the words. “It’s just that, unless your genie was very well disposed toward you, they’d almost certainly twist your wish in a way that ended up unfavorable for you and the person you wished back.” She sniffed. “I’m not surprised it’s become a rule of thumb for dealing with genies, honestly.” 
 
    Wes couldn’t help himself. “And the love thing?” 
 
    “Are you thinking of wishing for a few more girls?” Deja teased, elbowing him in the ribs. “Making someone fall in love with you is extremely complicated. Again, most genies would see it as an opportunity to turn their client’s wish back on them rather than fulfilling their request with the spirit it was given. So, love is a no go.” Then Deja smiled. “Lust, on the other hand, is a much easier emotion to still in a woman’s breast.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” Wes said, his hands straying to the places he knew made Deja moan. “So, I could wish for women to want to fuck me, is what you’re saying? I can make them into hoes but not housewives?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Deja gasped, her eyes fluttering. “Oh, fuck, Wes, that feels so good.” 
 
    Wes’s hand retreated, and Deja whimpered with frustration. “Okay, so those are the rules,” he said, ignoring the heated look in the genie’s eyes for the moment. He loved getting Deja hot and bothered, even if he knew she’d take it out on him with even more merciless teasing the next time he got her into bed. “Now, tell me how Dairon broke them.” 
 
    Deja’s face fell. “He never made his third wish,” the genie explained, looking frazzled as they continued their walk. “Dairon made his first wish almost immediately after he found me, as most clients of genies do.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “And what was that?” 
 
    “I’m surprised you haven’t figured it out,” Deja said, giving him a strange, amused sort of look. “After all, the man carted me around the world like a pack mule for hundreds of years. It would be odd if he didn’t wish for a certain thing first and foremost, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Wes’s heart skipped a beat. What she was suggesting was so simple yet, if it were true, would have world shaking implications. It couldn’t not change everything. 
 
    “He wished to live forever, didn’t he?” Wes asked, a catch in his voice. “To be immortal.” 
 
    Deja’s lips formed a tight little line. “He did,” she admitted. “And unlike most poor bastards who make that as their first genie wish, he tied it up tighter than a bug’s ass. Bastard gave me a three-page contract, going over every loophole he could think of. Must have had a team of scribes working on it—the calligraphy was most excellent. I kept that vellum scroll with me for centuries, as a reminder not to let myself be outmaneuvered again.” 
 
    Wes nodded. Yet, even as he sympathized with Deja, his heart beat against the inside of his ribs like a fucking kettle drum. Immortality. Living forever. Even more than gaining power, gaining love, the conquest of death was humanity’s oldest, deepest dream. 
 
    Wes had everything he wanted. Women, privilege, authority. But what if he could have it forever? What if he and his harem never got any older, any less beautiful? What if they could remain together until the heat death of the universe? 
 
    Suddenly, Wes knew what his second wish was going to be. 
 
    A sly look stole over Deja’s face. “I can see by the way you’re looking at me that this interests you,” the genie whispered, batting her eyelashes. 
 
    “It does,” Wes admitted. “Deja, if I made a wish like that—after breaking the barrier, and before setting you free, of course—would you…?” 
 
    He could barely say it. 
 
    “I would interpret the wish in the most generous possible terms,” Deja said, her grin widening. “I do love you, after all, Wes. I certainly wouldn’t have any problems with you being my master for the next few thousand years, or even ten thousand years.” 
 
    It made his head spin just to think about. An immortal life of ultimate power, banging all his women with him forever. God damn, what could be better than that? 
 
    Get a grip, he told himself. You’ve got to save the world first. If Inamorato destroys everything, there’ll be nothing left for you to enjoy. 
 
    The contrast couldn’t have been clearer. Paradise, or nothing at all. Those were the two competing views of reality Wes and his antagonist fought over. He had no intention of letting that abomination win. 
 
    “Tell me the rest,” Wes said, eager to get to the part he could fix. “You were forced to stay with Dairon while he traveled the world?” 
 
    “Yes,” Deja admitted, frowning. “Most clients are so eager to get their wishes done—they’re like a starving man at a buffet, looking over the options for no more than a few minutes before making their selections and stuffing their faces. But Dairon was different. So cold, such a snake. He told me he needed time to make his other two wishes.” 
 
    “Hundreds of years is a lot of time,” Wes said, sounding stunned. “There’s not some loophole in the genie code that says people have a specific amount of time to make their wishes?” 
 
    Deja shook her head. “There is not,” she said, her tone going bitter at the revelation. “Dairon was disgustingly pleased with himself when he figured that one out.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “I’m surprised he never tried to take liberties with you, Deja. I’d certainly be tempted.” 
 
    A flush rose to the genie’s cheeks. “I… wasn’t his kind of lover,” she whispered. 
 
    “Oh,” Wes said. “Oh.” 
 
    Suddenly, the relationship between Dairon and his genie made a lot more sense. 
 
    “As it turns out, there’s not a lot you need to wish for once you’ve wished to live forever,” Deja explained. “Dairon could still be killed, of course, but he’d given himself substantial protection in his three-page wish. His body was protected from all diseases, the elements were powerless to harm him and, most discouragingly, no weapon would be allowed to strike him.  
 
    “I once watched three men try to rob Dairon in a back alley of Constantinople, only for their swords to turn aside with each swing and slash their owners across their faces.” Deja smiled grimly at the memory, as if it both pleased and disgusted her at the same time. “He was very nearly invincible. And he used his newfound status to attain all the things he could have wished for. Fame, fortune, lovers. Power.” 
 
    Wes understood. “It’s kinda like how vampires are always portrayed as rich and living in some big, Gothic castle,” he said, thinking over the dogeared copy of Dracula he’d read in middle school. “The magic of compound interest gets a hell of a lot more magical when you can keep an investment in the bank for hundreds of years.” 
 
    “Just so.” Deja nodded. “Over hundreds of years, Dairon grew more and more powerful. His power made him reckless, ever more willing to involve himself in the messy business of human affairs.” She shook her head gently, her eyes going far away as she thought about it. “And then came London. And his death.” 
 
    Wes’s awareness sharpened. The cobblestone path beneath them turned to dirt as they reached the edge of the village. The spot they sought lay just at the top of the next hill. No portal shined there yet, but it would in a few minutes. If he called Kali now, he could have her open that slit in reality that very moment, but he’d rather have listened to Deja. 
 
    “What happened?” Wes asked. 
 
    Deja frowned. “After hundreds of years, Dairon finally made a mistake,” she said, squaring her shoulders. “He had to use his second wish to get me to bail him out of it. And because he made it in a hurry, without his usual time to draft a contract and hire a scribe, I was able to interpret the wish how I wanted.” 
 
    “You saved him,” Wes said, amazed. “And then you killed him.” 
 
    Deja’s gaze was fierce and unrepentant. “Yes, I did,” she said, her hands on her hips. “And I’d do it again in a heartbeat.” 
 
    Wes greatly wanted to know what exactly had conspired between the pair in London. But he could tell from the fact that Deja had danced around it that she wasn’t ready. His genie was reopening old wounds, exposing the worst parts of her past in order to give him the tools he needed to save the world. Deja might have to tell him the whole story soon—hell, he felt certain she’d have to—but that meant he could wait. She could tell him in her own time. 
 
    And if not, he could at least give her enough time to process it as possible. 
 
    “So far, I’m not seeing any issues,” Wes said as they crested the top of the hill. The band of light on the horizon had become a whole gradient, with the tip of the sun itself just beginning to peek its head over the trees. “You gave Dairon two of his three wishes, then killed him. Doesn’t the contract between client and genie break when someone dies before making all their wishes?” 
 
    “Yes,” Deja said, staring down at the ground. “That is normally what happens.” 
 
    Wes frowned and made a guess. “It’s because you killed him,” he said, trying his luck. “Is that why you’re in this mess?” 
 
    Deja looked surprised to hear it. “No, not at all,” she said, as if she’d never even thought about the morality of a genie killing their own client before. “Though I had to be careful in how I killed Dairon, to make sure I didn’t destroy myself in the process.” She was quiet for a moment, her eyes traveling back to the ground. “The truth is, I made a mistake as well. A mistake no genie should ever make.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Deja swallowed hard. “I didn’t read the fine print,” she admitted, laughing. “Can you believe it? Genies are the kings and queens of fine print. We delight in screwing over those who think they’ve gotten one over on us with their wishes. And Dairon outplayed me. I can’t even blame the bastard for it since I ended up becoming the one who got him killed.” 
 
    Something flashed in Wes’s head, and he realized. “The contract.” 
 
    Deja’s lips practically disappeared. “The bloody fucking contract,” she said, making it sound like the worst sort of oath. “There were more terms and conditions than I realized. I wish I had it to show you. Dairon had hidden things inside of the contract, tucking them in via clever trickery. In particular, a clause that came into being if he died before completing his wishes. It had been so long since those days, I thought the magic long since gone…but when I held my lamp and tried to open the link, I felt a brick wall. Dairon’s brick wall.” 
 
    Wes couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “The man is dead,” he said, growing angry now. “How can his contract be unfinished, Deja? Death severs all contracts, even ones between a man and a genie.” 
 
    Deja looked hopeless. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “The dead are coming back to life, invading the land of the living. Even if only those who die now could pierce the veil and return to the mortal coil, it means that everything’s gone topsy-turvy. Perhaps reality has already begun to fray, the way that abomination said it would?” 
 
    “Fuck!” Wes felt mad enough to kill. He wished he had Inamorato in front of him right then and there. Or even better, Dairon himself. He’d liked to have wrung the man’s neck for what he’d done. One asshole’s spite was about to cost the entire world its life. “Seriously? What the fuck do we do, then?” 
 
    “There is one way,” Deja said, looking Wes deep in the eyes. “And only one way. There must be an annulment.” 
 
    The word gave Wes pause, made him do a double take. “Annulment!? Deja, you weren’t married to the man! You were just his genie!” 
 
    “I know,” Deja said gravely. “If I were married, it would be easier. This goes much deeper than that.” 
 
    Wes willed his heart to stop beating so fast and hard in his chest. Think about immortality, he told himself. That’s your reward if you pull this off, Wes. Live forever with the most gorgeous women in the world at your beck and call. 
 
    “So, what do we do?” he asked. “How do we annul a genie’s contract?” 
 
    Deja looked pleased that Wes hadn’t dismissed the whole scheme outright. Her eyes flickered down toward the ground, her shoulders shivering as she braced herself to explain what they could do. From the look on her face, he clearly wouldn’t enjoy any of it. 
 
    But before Deja could open her mouth, a seam tore through the open air next to them both. 
 
    It was like watching a zipper pulled down, but a zipper on reality itself. Kali’s slender fingers poked through the gap, widening it in a downward direction until the portal stood six feet high and wide enough for Wes to step through. Its edges glittered with sapphire light, the interior showing the receiving room at Shangri-La’s main campus. Kali covered a yawn with one of her six hands, using the others to hold open the portal. 
 
    “Welcome back,” the familiar said. “Did you get what you were looking for?” 
 
    Deja removed the lamp from between her breasts, brandishing it before Kali’s eyes. “We did. We also ran into a couple of unexpected snags.” 
 
    A faint, Mona Lisa smile spread across Kali’s face. “It wouldn’t be one of Wes’s adventures if you didn’t. Come on, then. I’ll call a meeting, and you can explain how you’re going to save the world.” 
 
    Wes and Deja stepped through the portal, leaving Stratford-on-Avon behind.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Hazel said, frowning around her coffee. “In order to stop Inamorato, we’ve got to undo Deja’s old wishes?” 
 
    The entire inner circle gathered in the meeting room at Shangri-La, clustered around the heavy oaken table. Deja had worked her magic to ensure the room would be safe from any of Inamorato’s ears, and the junior Warlocks tending to them had all been personally vetted by Wes.  
 
    Morning light shone through the high, narrow windows, and junior Warlocks were busy filling food and drink orders as the group talked. 
 
    No one had been able to stop Hazel from attending the meeting. Even though the Warlocks had cautioned her to remain in bed so soon after giving birth, she’d risen with her characteristic savoir faire and arrived at the table along with everyone else.  
 
    Wes’s newborn son suckled at her breast, while Hazel showed not the least bit of self-consciousness at having her tits out in front of everyone. “They’ve all already seen them,” she’d told Thessaly with a smirk. “And most of them have done what Wes Jr. is doing right now, just with less success.” 
 
    That had shut up the doubters right quick. 
 
    “Yes,” Deja explained, looking with some worry into the depths of her brew. 
 
    Even though most of Wes’s crew associated solo adventures with hot, nasty sex, it was clear from looking at her that Deja and Wes hadn’t had time to get freaky during their trip to Warwickshire. The genie still looked out of sorts, as if she were embarrassed about her past.  
 
    The rest of the women had reassured her about a thousand times, but it was hard for the genie to shake the feeling that she’d put the whole world on her shoulders only to stumble. Not fulfilling Dairon’s contract might have made Wes unable to stop Inamorato, and Deja would never forgive herself for that. 
 
    “In order to bind Deja back to her lamp, we’ve got to annul her last two wishes,” Wes explained. Deja looked relieved to see him taking control of the situation, allowing her to fade into the background and not be the center of attention. “One wish took place in the Middle East, near present-day Iran. The other happened in London. According to Deja, she and I will need to perform a ritual in both locations to undo each wish. After that’s done, we’ll be able to bind her, and I can make my three wishes.” 
 
    Heads nodded around the table at that. Like Wes, the women had been raised on a steady diet of fantasy novels and TV shows involving genies. They knew the score. 
 
    “We’ll need a team,” Wes continued. “The world is growing too dangerous for me and Deja to travel by ourselves. I know you all think I can take on an entire army single handedly—” 
 
    “That’s because we’ve watched you do it,” Hazel said with a smile, shifting their child from one breast to the other. “And we know you absolutely can.” 
 
    “Regardless, Deja and I will both need to be fully focused on the ritual,” he explained. “Which means we’ll need people to watch our backs.” 
 
    Women shared looks all around the crowded chamber. Even the Warlocks carrying food and drink slowed a bit in anticipation of what Wes had to say next. 
 
    “Now, I want to keep this team small,” Wes said, setting a hand on the table. “This is a squad not an army. Some of you need to remain here in Shangri-La where it’s safe—” 
 
    “If you’re talking about me,” Hazel said, cocking an eyebrow, “then I’m going to disagree with you right there, babe. There’s plenty of people here in Shangri-La who’ll be only too happy to watch little Wes while I follow you on an adventure.” 
 
    Big Wes was already shaking his head. “Not gonna happen,” he said firmly. “You’re that child’s mother, Hazel. You need to stay here, with him.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Otherwise, I won’t feel like he’s really safe,” Wes said, sneaking his way through her defenses. “Other people are great for babysitting during date night, Hazel, but not for protection. I know you’ll kill for that gorgeous guy in your arms right there, that you’d rather die than let someone like Inamorato hurt a hair on his cute little head. That’s why I want you defending him.” 
 
    Hazel narrowed her eyes. The look on her face said she knew exactly what Wes was doing, but it worked even when she realized he was turning on the charm. 
 
    “Oh, fine,” she said, jiggling the baby at her breast. Wes Jr. giggled, like this was exactly the outcome the infant had been hoping for. “I’ll stay here and keep watch over the little one. It’s you and me, Junior. We’ll see your daddy after he saves the world.” 
 
    The rest of the women looked grateful he’d been able to bring her around. 
 
    “Deja will need to come, of course,” Wes said, putting his hand on the genie’s shoulder. “Can’t exactly perform the ritual without her. As far as the rest of the group… Azura.” 
 
    The succubus sat up straighter. She’d been hoping for the nod, he could tell, but she hadn’t dared hope she’d be on the world-saving team until he said her name. 
 
    “You know I’m in, Wes,” the succubus purred, licking her pouty lips. “Let’s kick some ass!” 
 
    Wes nodded, pleased by her fierceness. “Cirice,” he said, gesturing at his angelic partner. 
 
    Cirice beamed like someone had just put a spotlight on her beautiful face. “I would be honored to protect you and Deja while you do this,” the angel said, beaming from ear to ear. “So long as you’ll have me, of course.” 
 
    “That’s the idea,” Wes said, smiling at the angel girl. “And Thessaly.” 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock did a double take. “Me? You don’t want me here at Shangri-La, with the library?” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “I need your combat magic more than I need your librarian skills. Though I appreciate the hell out of both.” The long, lingering look he gave her in her skintight robes told Thessaly he valued her for a third thing as well: her body. He felt her blush in return, her lips parting ever so slightly to allow a peek of her soft, pink tongue. 
 
    “If that’s the case, then, Wes, you know I’d be glad to tag along.” She looked at him, then at Deja, her blue eyes sparkling with devotion. “Whatever Inamorato decides to throw at us, I’ll keep it off your back. And Deja’s, too.” She gave the group a look as fierce as it was lovely. “I’ll add my magic to Azura’s strength and Cirice’s powers.” 
 
    Everything was coming together. Wes had expected more than a little fighting regarding the makeup of this team, but they all seemed to agree: the original group of Deja Vu residents would be best. With Cirice and Thessaly, that was a bit more marginal, but no one would have dared argue against including either of them. They were family. 
 
    “So, that’s the group I want to bring along with me,” Wes said, leaning forward with his elbows on the table. “Tonight, we’ll spend the evening together, making sure everyone is as powered up as possible for the trials ahead. Then, first thing in the morning, Kali will open a portal leading near the site of Deja’s first wish. She’ll guide us from there in the annulment.” 
 
    The women who’d been selected to take part in the group salivated. They all knew what powered up meant in the context of the Archwarlock. Making sure they were all at tip-top shape where their magic and familiar powers were concerned meant sex: raw, hot, primal sex that involved all of them worshiping their Warlock King. Wes was in for a fun night, and each of his women were, too. 
 
    “Gosh, I can’t wait,” Cirice groaned, squeezing her thighs together. At times, she could be both too filthy and too innocent for words at the same time. “It’s been so long since I’ve been involved with a powering up session!” She nibbled her bottom lip. “I hope I don’t let you down, Wes.” 
 
    “There’s no way you could,” he said. “Deja, maybe you want to give us a little bit more detail on your first wish now? We need to know the circumstances of it so we can figure out how to undo it.” 
 
    Wes trailed off as the doors to the meeting room swung open. The figure who entered looked so haggard and unwieldy that it was a miracle he managed to stay on his feet. In a flash, two of the junior Warlocks left the table, setting down their plates of coffee and drinks to help the newcomer keep from toppling over. 
 
    He walked with a limp, but there was nothing but grim determination in his eyes. Wes saw those eyes and knew things were bad. 
 
    “Kwame,” Wes said, rising from his seat. “What happened? Where have you been?” 
 
    The old Warlock didn’t respond at first. He strode into the room with shaky steps, took a mug of some light and fruity liquor from a nearby tray, and downed the whole thing in a single gulp. 
 
    “Wow,” Cirice whispered, her eyes as wide as dinner plates. “Kwame, what happened to you?” 
 
    The Warlock wiped his beard, a haunted look in his eyes. “Things were bad out in the world, Wes. They’ve just gotten worse.” 
 
    Wes knew a crisis when he saw one. “Sit,” he insisted, pulling out his own chair for the old Warlock. “Have a seat, Kwame. Tell us everything.” 
 
    The Warlock nodded in acknowledgement and let his assistants guide him limping to the seat. Kwame groaned in mingled pain and relief as he settled his bony rear into the chair, arranging his robes around him. Up close, Wes saw several cuts and bruises on the aged Warlock’s face, with dirt and debris covering the dark fabric of his robes. The man looked like he’d been in a warzone. 
 
    “The undead are no longer in a neutral position,” Kwame began. He stopped himself, chuckling slightly as he motioned for another drink. “I know it’s silly to consider what those recently departed souls have been doing to the world a neutral position, considering all the death and destruction they’ve caused. But things have changed. And changed rapidly.” 
 
    Wes thought back to Stratford-on-Avon, remembering the way the undead had formed themselves into a horde and gone charging toward the city center. The behavior had been so different from what they’d seen from so far, it almost seemed purposeful. 
 
    “I think I might know what you’re talking about,” Wes said, his heart sinking into his stomach. “When did all this happen?” 
 
    “Just a few hours ago,” Kwame said, his words cut off by a coughing fit. A junior Warlock appeared at his arm, carrying a large mug of water and a much smaller cup of coffee. Kwame downed one in nearly a single gulp, then sipped at the other, regaining his strength. “It started in New York City. You weren’t here and, anyway, you haven’t been getting the same digests I have regarding the undead menace. You wouldn’t have been able to mobilize quickly enough—it had to be me.” Just saying this had drained some of the energy from Kwame. He slumped over, gesturing for more liquor with the back of his hand. 
 
    A junior Warlock brought it.  
 
    “What are they doing?” Wes asked as Kwame drank. “The undead, I mean.” 
 
    Kwame finished his swallow, then gasped. “It’s like that bastard’s controlling them purposely. Like fucking Inamorato is driving them mad. They’re not just shuffling around attacking targets of opportunity any longer, they’re doing what some of the younger Warlocks would refer to as ‘going apeshit.’”  
 
    The old Warlock smiled faintly at that, like a child who knows it just got away with saying something bad. “They’re going after the weak and wounded, Wes. They’re swarming hospitals, old folks’ homes, anywhere they can cause a lot of casualties. Anywhere they can make a whole lot more of themselves.” 
 
    Wes grew quiet as he absorbed this new information. All around the table, faces were plunged into worry. 
 
    “Inamorato said that once enough of the undead were wandering the Earth, reality would start to give way.” It made Wes shudder just to think about, especially considering what Inamorato considered the end game of the whole thing. “Everything would get fucked up, and then everything would end.” 
 
    Kwame nodded, his face betraying his exhaustion. “I’ve been trying to stop it,” he whispered. “I’ve been leading groups of Warlocks and other supernatural creatures in counterstrikes, trying to push back the undead, thin their numbers and keep them from resupplying with fresh bodies. But it’s not going well.” 
 
    “No?” That was Thessaly, whose face had gone pale. Once she’d considered Kwame her enemy, but no longer. 
 
    Kwame looked stricken. “Every person who dies fighting those things becomes one of them,” he said gravely, his face turning ashen with despair. “Their ranks swell with each passing hour, Archwarlock. We can’t hold them back any longer.” 
 
    “What are you telling me?” Wes demanded. 
 
    Kwame sighed. “The cities holding on to law and order by their fingernails this time yesterday have lost it,” he said, his eyes staring out into the middle distance. Wes knew that no doubt the Warlock was seeing the horrors he’d witnessed played out like a film reel in his mind’s eye. “It’s chaos everywhere, Wes. I wouldn’t recommend anyone leave Shangri-La right now. Not unless they want to end up reinforcing the ranks of the undead.” 
 
    Worried murmurs filled the room. Wes had to admit, Kwame’s vision of the near future looked grave as fuck. From the way the Warlock spoke of the world beyond the mountains, they all might as well have as much fun as they could while waiting around for their time to die. 
 
    But that wasn’t how Wes wanted to go out. 
 
    “We have a plan, Kwame,” Wes said, giving the old Warlock a significant look. “We’re going to fix this. Deja’s going to show us the way.” 
 
    With that, Wes explained what they’d been speaking about to the old Warlock. Kwame looked stunned when Wes got to the part about the lamp. The Warlock turned his head and stared at the genie like he was seeing her for the very first time. 
 
    “You’re sure about this?” Kwame asked, utterly gobsmacked. “You’re willing to do this, Deja?” 
 
    “For all of you?” An ironic little smirk spread across the gorgeous woman’s face. “Of course, Kwame. But, really, I’m doing it for Wes. It will be no great burden to call him my master.” 
 
    Kwame nodded, his face saying he didn’t want to dwell on the sexual aspects of that relationship between Wes and Deja. They moved on quickly, explaining the issues with the two wishes and the old contract keeping Deja from linking up with her lamp. 
 
    By the time Wes was done catching the old Warlock up, Kwame looked like he had hope. Fragile hope, yes, tempered with the expectations of a rapidly changing world, but it was a start. He straightened in his seat, no longer slumped over, no longer willing to look slovenly and lost in front of the crew. 
 
    “It’s going to be dangerous,” he told Wes, rubbing his stubble. “If this first wish is out in the desert, it might not be too bad. You can probably get in and out without much fuss. But London? Wes, I’ve got to tell you—right now, London’s a fucking warzone. It might be one of the only cities on Earth where the undead outnumber the living. And those numbers are rapidly tilting.” 
 
    Wes looked around the table at his familiars. “I trust my girls,” he said. “They’ll watch mine and Deja’s back while we perform the ritual. I’m not worried about that part at all.” 
 
    Kwame looked shocked. Most of the girls sitting around the table weren’t far behind him. 
 
    “Then, Archwarlock,” Kwame asked, shaking his head, “what the hell are you worried about?” 
 
    That I won’t be able to rise to the occasion, Wes thought gravely. That I’m about to put the whole world on my shoulders, like Atlas, except that, unlike him, I’m going to stumble and fall. That this is the big one, and if I fuck this up this, all of existence goes poof like a fart in the wind. 
 
    Wes wouldn’t allow himself to give in to those thoughts. Every man had them, every man had doubts. Even someone who’d ascended to the heights that Wesley Alban had achieved felt the stinging touch of self-doubt, the fear that when the rubber met the road, you just wouldn’t be good enough. 
 
    Women. Power. Privilege. Even family. None of it was quite enough to silence that little voice from within, the nagging one that told him he couldn’t achieve his dreams. No outside source could quiet it. 
 
    If there was one thing Wes had learned, it was that that self-discipline, that mastery, needed to come from within. 
 
    It could only be born inside of him. 
 
    “Nothing,” Wes said, smiling at Kwame like he’d already won. “I know we’re going to do this, Kwame. Because the alternative is total annihilation. Besides, we’re going to make sure we have what we need before facing Inamorato. We’re not going to go in without doing the right preparations. And that means annulling Deja’s wishes.” 
 
    With that, the meeting drew to a close. Azura and Cirice were already whispering to each other at their end of the table, no doubt making plans for where and when they’d all power up each other before the big mission.  
 
    Now that their course had been settled, Wes’s familiars relaxed. There was just something in the bond connecting them to him. Even with the world hanging in the balance and the planet overrun by the undead, they couldn’t be worried. They put all of that on Wes, and it allowed them to be free and easy under the direst of circumstances. That was good as far as Wes was concerned. It meant they would fight like hellcats, enter the fray with fresh legs when the battle came. 
 
    But it also meant that everything rode on his shoulders. The buck stopped with Wes, quite literally. 
 
    “So,” Thessaly purred. The blue-haired Warlock rested one elbow on the table, looking over Deja and Wes like she was already picturing their celebratory fuck. “Once Deja’s your genie, she’s going to give you three wishes, right? Like in the stories?” 
 
    Wes and Deja shared a look.  
 
    “That’s right,” Wes said, nodding at his genie companion. “I’ve already promised Deja that my third wish will be to set her free.” 
 
    Thessaly made a face. “Really? Is that necessary, considering.” She gestured around the room filled with mates. “All of this?” 
 
    Both Wes and Deja laughed at that.  
 
    “We’re not worried about Deja feeling uncomfortable in her old role as a genie,” he explained, putting an arm around the dark-haired beauty’s shoulders. “But those days are far behind her. She’s doing this as a favor to all of us, so I don’t want her bound to the lamp any longer than is necessary.  
 
    “Besides, if she’s tied to that lamp, it means that anyone could come around and rub it, then get three wishes from Deja,” Wes said.  
 
    Thessaly nodded along, her face filling with understanding. “That makes sense,” she admitted, looking a little disappointed. “I was hoping we could all get a turn with Deja, though. If I had three wishes, I mean…” She glanced down at her tits. “There’s definitely a couple of changes I’d make, Wes. Ones that you’d probably love.” 
 
    “There’s nothing you need to change,” Wes assured her.  
 
    “It’s not that I wouldn’t freely give each of you whatever you wanted,” Deja assured the harem. “I love all of you and want you to be your best selves. I want to see you all get your heart’s desire. But Wes is the one who’s going to be master of my lamp, and we can trust that his wishes will be in all our best interests.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Azura said breezily from her corner of the table. “I’ve already got my heart’s desire, anyway!” 
 
    Wes’s familiars rolled their eyes.  
 
    “What, the Archwarlock?” Kwame asked. 
 
    “That and his harem.” Azura giggled. “The best cock I’ve ever had, a whole bunch of hot, bisexual babes… all the sexual energy I can eat! What more could a succubus wish for, I mean, honestly?” 
 
    Wes watched as his women laughed knowingly along with Azura. Several of them hugged or clapped each other on the back at the mutual acknowledgement of their awesome circumstances. It felt almost impossible to believe, but Wes’s women considered themselves the lucky ones in their arrangement. 
 
    “Hmm…” Thessaly whispered, running a finger along the edge of her pouty red lips. “So, Wish One is to break the barriers shielding Heaven and Hell from new admittees. And Wish Three is to set Deja free so she doesn’t ever have to be anyone else’s genie, ever again.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Wes said, frowning a bit at Thessaly’s line of questioning. 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock smiled as if she were setting up a bullseye. “So, what’s Wish number Two, then?” she asked with a grin. “What’s Wesley Alban, Archwarlock going to ask Deja for?” 
 
    All his women grinned. From a look at their faces, Wes realized that they’d all been speculating about this ever since he’d unveiled the plan to make Deja a genie once more. They probably thought he’d wish for a bigger cock, or for all of them to be even more beautiful.  
 
    The thought of immortality probably hadn’t even occurred to them yet. But it had to Deja, who suddenly looked as serious as a heart attack. 
 
    “That’s between Wes and me,” the genie said, her tone silencing further discussion. “He’ll reveal that when the time comes, if he’s feeling confident in your abilities to keep it a secret.” She gave Wes a sly look, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “Trust me, it will benefit all of you just as much as it does the Archwarlock. Isn’t that right, Wes?” 
 
    “Of course,” Wes said. “It’ll be a very good wish, girls, don’t worry. Deja and I have been rehearsing it.” 
 
    “Like she’d try to pull a fast one on you,” Hazel said, looking up from the baby at her breast. “If we pull this off, you’ll probably end up the only guy in history to have a genie interpret your wish more favorably than you actually made it.” 
 
    Wes couldn’t disagree with her there. “All right, then. I’ll leave you all to make the preparations. Kwame, it’s best that you get cleaned up. No more traipsing around the world for you, old man.” 
 
    The old Warlock’s eyebrows rose. “Wes, I have a duty—” 
 
    “That’s right,” Wes agreed. “A duty to me. And I say you’ve done more than enough. You’re staying here in Shangri-La, where it’s safe. I’m not having my most experienced lieutenant get himself killed trying to save the English countryside from the undead.” 
 
    “I…” Kwame trailed off as if realizing in real time that Wes was right. “Yes, Archwarlock.” 
 
    “Besides, if I fuck this up, you’ll get your wish soon enough. It’ll be here that you’re defending from the undead.” Wes looked over at Azura and Cirice, both of whom had finished their giggly discussion. “Have you two figured out the details of our pep session?” 
 
    The succubus and the angel girl shared a look. It wasn’t all that long ago that Wes would have been unable to imagine the two of them cooperating in such a manner. Now, it was the most natural thing in the world. Heaven and Hell were united in his bedroom, at least, if not yet in the rest of the world. 
 
    “Oh, absolutely!” Cirice preened with the practiced innocence that only a former resident of the Heavenly Host could command. “You’re going to like it, I promise you. We’ll need… an hour or so to get set up?” 
 
    “Sounds good. I’m going to go wash up. Send someone to my chambers whenever you’re prepared.” 
 
    Both women were giggling now, along with every girl who’d been chosen to go along with the team. They knew what that meant. “Of course, Master,” Azura whispered, nibbling her bottom lip. 
 
    Soon, the meeting room was nearly empty. Everyone headed off to make their preparations, those who’d be active participants in the ‘meeting’ to come clustering together to discuss what was coming. For the rest of Wes’s familiars, it was business as usual: batten down the hatches, make sure Shangri-La was as secure as secure could be. Kwame looked relieved to have been given the command to stand down and headed off to his own suite with the intention of sleeping for a week after a hot bath. 
 
    Only Hazel lingered. Their infant son suckled at her breast lazily now, his eyes heavy-lidded as he dozed in his mother’s arms.  
 
    “You okay?” Hazel asked, glancing at him. “This is a lot, Wes. I know you’ve got a lot of stress on your shoulders right now.” 
 
    Wes plopped into the chair next to Hazel’s, sighing deeply. “You have no idea,” he said, shaking his head. Then he held out his arms. “Can I hold him?” 
 
    “Of course, you can,” Hazel said, removing her breast from the infant’s mouth with a wet little pop. “Remember that’s what you’re fighting for, Wes. Even more than yourself, even more than your women. You’re battling for the future.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” he murmured, looking down into his son’s eyes. The infant murmured, cooed, then fell asleep against his father’s chest, looking more peaceful than anything Wes had ever seen. “He’s beautiful, Hazel. Fuck, I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    “He’s just like his daddy,” Hazel said. “Sucked on my titties for a half-hour, and now he’s fast asleep. I’m surprised the little guy doesn’t snore.” 
 
    Wes glanced up from his son. “I snore?” 
 
    “Only when I’ve fucked you really good,” Hazel said with a giggle. “So, yeah. Often.” 
 
    Wes smiled at that. “You want another one?” he asked, holding his sleeping infant. “Or you think you’re going to be good with just the one kid?” 
 
    A slow, maternal smile spread across Hazel’s face as she watched him holding their son. “You’re going to be such a good dad,” she whispered, shaking her head in amazement. “I mean you already are. I never really thought about kids before, you know? When I found out I was pregnant with your child, I was happy, of course. But there was also that, like, ‘oops! I guess I should’ve asked him to pull out’ kind of feeling.” 
 
    Wes laughed. “There was definitely no pulling out. You kind of begged for this, if I remember our first time correctly.” 
 
    “Well, you just bring it out of me,” Hazel said without shame. “So, before having the baby, I would’ve said just the one. But looking at you holding our son, looking so damned handsome and like a father.” 
 
    Hazel nibbled her bottom lip. 
 
    “Is that a yes?” Wes asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say I wouldn’t mind giving you a few more kids,” Hazel said, her eyes shining. “Like, as many as you wanted. And I hope you want a lot.” 
 
    “No worries there. I do. I doubt I could keep their numbers down, even if half the harem wasn’t already pregnant.” He stared out the window, wondering at how quickly his life had changed. “This is so fucking weird. I’m sitting here, talking with the mother of my child about how big of a family we’re going to have, and all the while both of us know I’m about to go to an orgy.” 
 
    Hazel laughed. “It is a little weird. But I like it.” Her gaze grew serious. “And you’re definitely not pulling out at the ritual, if that’s what you’re aiming at.” She took Wes Junior back, holding him to her bare breasts. “You’re going to finish inside each of those girls, babe. They need the extra strength to their bonds to protect you and Deja. And they deserve babies just as much as I do.” 
 
    Wes shook his head, amazed. “I just never thought I’d hear the mother of my child talking like that,.” 
 
    Hazel shrugged. “You’re the Archwarlock. This is your life now.” She grinned. “Call yourself Genghis fucking Khan, Wes. If most of the world ends up depopulated from the undead, it might be up to us to keep humanity from dying out.” 
 
    “I like it,” he told Hazel, patting his thighs. “All right, I’ve got to get going. I’m not going to have time to get ready if I don’t head back to the room now.” 
 
    Hazel nodded as if she’d expected this. “Of course,” she said smoothly. “I’ll put the little guy to bed. It’s time for his nap anyway.” She looked at him, a strangely sympathetic expression spreading across her face. “Wes?” 
 
    He glanced up. “Yeah?” 
 
    Hazel leaned over and kissed him, hard and deep. He felt her melt against him and knew that motherhood had taken not a whit of the demon girl’s sexual needs or kinkiness away. 
 
    “Don’t you dare ever feel guilty about this,” she said, brushing his cheek. “This is your destiny. I knew the moment you sat down at that card table in the Excelsior that you and I would be together, and that I’d share you with other women. A lot of other women. I knew what I was getting into, and so did every other woman in your harem.” 
 
    “Thanks, babe,” he told her, glancing down at her hand. “I’ll have to get you and the other girls rings sometime. After all, didn’t Genghis Khan have, like, hundreds of wives?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hazel said with a kiss on his cheek. “He did. Go get ‘em, tiger.” 
 
    Wes headed back to his room to bathe and prepare. He was going to need his stamina for what was to come. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wes was freshly showered and lying on his bed when the call came. 
 
    He wore nothing but a terry cloth bathrobe, the phone in his hand bathing his face in a pale, fluorescent glow. After getting cleaned up, he’d had a few minutes to chill and prepare himself, so he’d fallen into one of his old habits: doomscrolling. To be fair, there was plenty of doom to scroll with the world in such a state. 
 
    He’d quickly realized that Kwame had been understating the depth of the threat, if such a thing was even possible. Several of the major news outlets had just shut down, their web pages either displaying a 404 Error page or showing cached news reports from days ago, back before the undead had gone beast mode across all of humanity. 
 
    The ones that remained operational were clearly running on a skeleton crew. The articles Wes browsed were filled with typos and incorrectly formatted images, but even that slapdash presentation couldn’t hide the sheer horror of what was happening around the world. The army of the dead was on the move, far too large for any one man to bring down.  
 
    Worst of all, they appeared to be headed toward Shangri-La. The press couldn’t figure out the pattern of the undead’s movements, but to Wes they were as clear as a dotted line on a treasure map leading to a comically oversized ‘X’. 
 
    Social media was even worse. Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram were all still running, though sometimes pages refused to load or took forever to bring up a simple image and a few comments. More than anything else, the endless reports from ordinary people showed how the frontline constantly shifted and mutated. Wes was watching a video of a bunch of French people defending the roof of a Parisian apartment building when a knock on the door brought him out of his reverie. He set the phone to the side and sat up. 
 
    “Come in,” he said, and the door opened. Cirice stood in the doorway, wearing a long white robe that was completely see-through. Wispy, diaphanous silk clung to the angel girl’s curves, showing off the gentle swell of her bust and the enviable curve of her ass. She’d clearly prepared just as much as Wes for the occasion. She smelled like she’d just gotten out of the shower, and the skin between her legs was freshly shaved and bare as her legs. 
 
    More than any of his other girls, Cirice loved the drama of the whole ‘secret sex meeting’ thing. Even though the entire harem knew exactly what Wes and his team would be doing that night, she still carried a furtive joy at the ‘naughtiness’ of the fivesome to come. 
 
    “Good evening, Master,” the naked angel purred, dropping to her knees in the doorway. “Your familiars await you. We ache for your touch, Wesley. Will you accompany me to the meeting place?” 
 
    Wes felt like telling Cirice she didn’t need to be so formal, but that would have spoiled the fun. After all, she loved this shit. 
 
    So, instead, he rose from the bed and stretched, the phone and its disturbing contents already forgotten. He’d either fix all that or die trying and, for now, there was life to celebrate. And women. 
 
    “Rise,” Wes said, forcing the smile from his face so he could stay in character for Cirice. “Lead the way, angel girl. I’m looking forward to seeing what you and the rest of my harem have planned.” 
 
    Cirice wasted no time. She led Wes from his room and through the common room of Deja Vu. At this late hour, the bar was empty, and even if some dignitaries from halfway across the globe had wanted to use the place as a quick stop over, they would’ve been held back by Wes’s team. Nothing would get in the way of their pleasure. 
 
    The chilly air made Cirice shiver as she stepped into the night. It was a short walk to the main building of Shangri-La. Wes could hear laughter on the wind, coming from the… the roof of the tower? He cocked his head to the side, trying to get a better listen. What did Cirice and the rest of his girls have planned? 
 
    As Cirice walked, she kept glancing over her shoulder to make sure Wes was watching her. The cold made her nipples stiff, as the wispy garment she wore did nothing to protect her from the chill of the night. Wes had a powerful urge to warm her up right then and there. 
 
    He waited for Cirice to reach the shadow of the structure’s front door, then lifted a hand. The angel, one eye over her shoulder from any sign from Wes, paused in her walking and turned her full attention on her man. 
 
    “Yes, Master?” Cirice asked.  
 
    “Did the rest of the gang give you any instructions for the walk over?” Once he was close enough to touch Cirice, he ran his fingers through the silk fabric of her gown. He traced his digits down her back, rubbing gently at the firm flesh of her ass. “Anything they told you I ought to be doing?” 
 
    Cirice reacted as if Wes had just asked the one-million-dollar question. 
 
    Without an ounce of hesitation, the angel took his wrist and guided his fingers to her pouty, glossy lips. Cirice opened wide and took him deep, sucking his middle finger all the way down to the second knuckle. Wes groaned, and Cirice’s eyes rolled back in her head like she wanted him to know how much she liked it. 
 
    “They told me,” she gasped, pulling his fingers from her throat, “that you should use me along the way however you want. That you should treat me like a whore. Like your personal little fucktoy.” 
 
    God damn, Wes thought. She looks so innocent, but the words that come out of her mouth are so fucking filthy.  
 
    “I like my fucktoys on their knees,” Wes said. “Be a good girl and get down on the ground for me, Cirice.” 
 
    Again, the angel acted without hesitation. Cirice sank to her knees before Wes like it was the most natural thing in the world. Neither the cold nor the fact that they were out on a public street seemed to bother her overmuch.  
 
    Something about the way Cirice acted when she was like this—a perfectly innocent, angelic girl saying and doing the filthiest shit he could imagine—turned him on like no one’s business. With treat me like a slut as her sole request, Wes could think of no end to the incredible things he wanted to do to his special angel girl. 
 
    Cirice’s slender fingers undid his belt like she’d practiced it a thousand times. She unlatched the button on the front of his pants and removed his cock, gasping with bliss at the sight of the heavy, stiff rod gently throbbing in front of her face. Cirice never looked more in love with Wes than when she was staring down his prick.  
 
    “You’re so hard,” the angel whimpered, squeezing her thighs together. “Oh, fuck, Wes, did I get you this turned on?” 
 
    “Open,” Wes commanded. “Stick out that tongue.” 
 
    Cirice did. The angel had absolutely no shame. She knelt with perfect obedience, her eyes fluttering with pleasure every time Wes slapped her across the face with his meaty cock or thrust it between her gorgeous, pouty lips. Soon, she was moaning.  
 
    Wes thrust his hips forward harder, filling the angel girl’s throat with every stroke. Cirice trembled like a leaf beneath him, only the whites of her eyes showing as she sucked his cock like the greediest whore in the world. The sounds of giggling and conversation from the roof had stilled.  
 
    The rest of Wes’s familiars had all noticed him taking his time, had heard him claiming Cirice along the way, and they were all listening in on everything he did to the petite angel.  
 
    The thought of it made him even harder. 
 
    He decided to give his listeners a show. “Take that prick all the way down,” he commanded Cirice, thrusting harder. “I want you to slobber all over those balls, Cirice! I need you to take me all the way down if you’re going to get your reward, if you’re going to get my hot load all over your face and tits!” 
 
    Cirice reacted like Wes had just challenged her to a flying race. And Cirice never backed down from those. 
 
    The angel let out a groan loud enough to be heard on the roof as she swallowed him down, producing wet slurping sounds as she devoured his cock as best she could. Her cheeks hollowed around his dick as she gave it her all, taking him so deep that his balls slapped against her chin.  
 
    The pleasure built and built, and as it reached the point of no return, Wes threw his head back and looked up at the stars. He could see the stones of the tower, illuminated in the moonlight, framing Shangri-La’s most impressive architectural feature like a long, bony finger pressing between the thighs of the night. 
 
    He could also see his familiars. 
 
    Wes’s eyes widened. The three other women who’d been awaiting his pleasure that evening—Deja, Azura, and Thessaly—all crowded at the edge of the roof, peering over with hungry expressions. From the way they gently bobbed as they watched him facefuck Cirice, he knew they were either stroking their needy pussies or doing it for each other. He wasn’t sure which would turn him on more. 
 
    Cirice swallowed Wes like her life depended on it, using her tongue to stimulate that special spot on the underside of his crown that drove him wild. Suddenly, he could take no more. He plunged past the point of no return and buried himself hilt-deep inside of Cirice, grunting with the onrush of his climax. 
 
    The world dissolved, and Wes erupted like a geyser. 
 
    Thick ropes of hot cum sprayed from his manhood, hitting the back of the angel’s throat. Cirice swallowed them like it was second nature, but both of them knew that wasn’t what Wes really wanted. And neither was it what the people watching on the roof wanted to see. 
 
    So as the third jet of hot seed sprayed from Wes, his cock jerking in time with his heartbeat, Cirice pulled off him with a wet little pop. 
 
    And let him drain his balls all over his angel. 
 
    Even in his harem, Wes had never shot so much cum before. He couldn’t have told you if it was the audience watching him perform, the sluttiness of the beautiful angel on her knees, or just the imminent destruction of the universe that pushed him to new heights of passion. But the result was undeniable. 
 
    Wes fired again and again, his balls draining all over Cirice’s beautiful face. She bathed in it, giggling with triumph, and threw her hands into the air like a marathon runner crossing the finish line. At some point, her eyes opened in shock to see him still cumming, more thick ropes splashing across her tits through the thin, silky fabric of her nightgown. 
 
    “By the Almighty, Wes!” Cirice looked like she didn’t know whether to be pleased in him or herself. “You must have been saving yourself for a week!” 
 
    Wes slowly shook his head. The pleasure ebbed from him like a strong drink, making every moment slow and sweet. The power of his spurts no longer fired like bullets. They oozed all over the angel, coating her in his spunk. Wes imagined Deja, Azura, and Thessaly licking all that hot cum from the angel as they undressed her, eating his load, and he nearly came a second time just thinking about it. 
 
    “He fucked me in the ass, like, yesterday!” a voice said from far above. “And he definitely didn’t cum that much!” 
 
    Laughter echoed from the roof. For the first time since she’d gotten on her knees, Cirice craned her neck to see the trio leaning over the side of Shangri-La’s tallest tower. Her cheeks flushed with heat, but the angel didn’t look ashamed. Rather, she appeared proud of her exploits. 
 
    She accepted Wes’s hand and let him pull her to her feet. Wes had glazed her face and tits, making everything above her waist look like a donut. Even most of the women Wes had known back in the real world would have been a little ashamed of looking like that out in public. 
 
    But Cirice dug it. And more than that, she had no understanding of why anyone would be offended. Draining his balls on her knees in the middle of a public street was just a new, exciting way of making Wes happy. 
 
    “Sorry!” the angel said, waving a hand at the trio on the roof. “Wes decided to stop on the way! He’s a little pent-up!” 
 
    “I’ll say,” someone yelled from the roof. “Come on up, Wes! There’s plenty more where that came from!” 
 
    Grinning, Wes took Cirice by the hand. “Shall we, my angel?” 
 
    Cirice grinned through a face covered in cum. “Anything you want, Master. I’m yours.” 
 
    Then he went upstairs to fuck the rest of his harem. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The monks of Shangri-La’s monastery would have been shocked to see what Wes saw as he stepped out onto the roof. 
 
    Warlocks were no strangers to hidden passages, to secret tunnels hidden behind bookcases, or thick stone walls that slid to the side with a great crunching sound when a special tassel was pulled. But the ‘secret’ chamber on the roof of Shangri-La’s monastery was the definition of hiding in plain sight. Though no blueprints would have shown the rooftop grotto, all one had to do in order to reach it was locate the hidden stairwell at the center of the building and input the code to unlock the door at the top. 
 
    Or to fly, Wes supposed. But why would anyone do that? 
 
    The party had clearly already gotten underway before he’d arrived. If anything, his delay with Cirice just meant the rest of the girls were even hornier by the time he reached the roof. Three sets of bare breasts jiggled as he stepped out onto the platform, and three pairs of hands beckoned for him to jump in. 
 
    Wes took a moment to survey the work of his best Warlocks. Most of the monastery roof looked the way the junior Warlocks would have expected it to. Sloping gables covered with ceramic slats stretched on both sides of him, studded with gargoyles wherever two lines intersected to form a corner. It was only once you turned a bit that you saw the hidden platform, tucked away where no one would have been able to see it without climbing the nearby mountain range. 
 
    On that hidden platform was a hot tub, powered by the energy of Wes’s familiars. The bottom was made of tempered glass, meaning anyone beneath would be able to see every dirty detail of what was going on in the steaming, bubbling pool. Wes intended to install a skylight in the ceiling of the monastery’s top floor once the war with Inamorato was over and done with. 
 
    It would make a hell of a centerpiece for a party. 
 
    Wes’s women were three sheets to the wind, the skimpy swimsuits they’d brought lying around the edge of the pool in forgotten piles. Deja, Azura, and Thessaly were all naked, grinning as Wes approached. 
 
    For a moment, Wes couldn’t understand why they were smiling like that. Then he remembered he hadn’t tucked himself back into his pants after shooting all over Cirice’s face. His cock hung half-hard between his legs. 
 
    Azura moved first. The succubus leaned over the side of the pool and licked her lips, groaning with need at the sight of Wes’s unsheathed member. “Fuck, I want to taste that,” she whimpered, her hand doing indescribable things underneath the water and between her legs. “Feed it to me, Master?” 
 
    Wes felt like he’d died and gone to Heaven. Except, of course, that he’d literally already been there, and it had been nothing compared to this. 
 
    In a flash, his clothes were gone, unsummoned to Almighty only knew where. Maybe the same shadow realm the missing sock in the laundry always disappeared to. Wes didn’t feel like questioning it. Just that moment of seeing Azura’s face had made him rock hard, and when the succubus’s heart-shaped, cherry-red ass broke the surface of the water, he throbbed with renewed need. 
 
    Azura ran the tips of her fingers up and down his member a few times, stroking him, then opened wide and enveloped his prick with her warm, wet mouth. This wasn’t just giving a blowjob. Azura hadn’t been lying about wanting to eat his load. The succubus suckled his manhood, working her tongue around his veiny shaft as she cleaned every last drop of his cum from his cock. 
 
    In a flash, the two other women already in the pool joined her. Azura had Deja on her left and Thessaly on her right, both of them preening and pursing their lips like porn stars. With a little growl, the succubus flipped herself over and buried her face in Wes’s balls, lapping at them as Deja and Thessaly took turns sucking his head. 
 
    Three of the most beautiful women in the world knelt before him, worshiping his cock.  
 
    “Mmm, feel how hard he’s getting!” Thessaly groaned, dragging Deja to her and kissing her deeply before running her lips down Wes’s shaft. “Even after busting all over Cirice, he’s like a fucking animal!” 
 
    “That’s how Master is,” Deja cooed, looking at Wes so proudly that he felt he might burst. “Aren’t we such lucky girls for him to give us this gift? Aren’t we the luckiest little sluts in the world?” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” the trio chorused in unison. As if their act had been unrehearsed and startled them, they giggled and sucked at Wes’s cock and balls with renewed vigor. Three hot, hungry mouths worshiped his cock, and it felt amazing. 
 
    And then there was a new mouth, this one at his ear. 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Cirice whispered, sounding like she meant it from the very bottom of her soul. “I feel like I was baptized in your seed, Master! Just feeling it all over my skin makes me feel so much more powerful, and so much prettier!” 
 
    “You’re fucking gorgeous already,” Wes said, kissing her. His fingers strayed to her ass, squeezing her cheeks, teasing her pucker, and spreading the folds of her sex. 
 
    The way she squealed pushed Wes to make a decision. Even with three utterly perfect beauties sucking on his cock, even after unloading all over her, he was going to fuck Cirice first. 
 
    Taking the angel girl’s hand, he led her into the pool. The water was warmer than his own body, like stepping into a hot bath at the end of a long, hard day. He groaned with relief as the water reached his thighs, then the top of his chest as he waded into the center. 
 
    A ring of stone ran around the pool’s exterior, allowing people to sit and stare down into the glass bottom of the enclosure. Wes settled himself down here, with the water just barely lapping over his thighs and erect cock. He braced his feet against the floor and lifted Cirice into his lap, loving the way the angel girl squealed with delight at his touch. 
 
    Wes wasted no time. He impaled the angel on him in one smooth stroke, spearing her all the way down to his balls. 
 
    Good Lord! Wes cried out in bliss. The heat and wetness of Cirice’s pussy made her mouth feel like small potatoes. That hot little hole would have undone any other man on Earth in a single perfect stroke but, somehow, Wes held onto his climax by his fingernails. He bottomed out inside of her, his member curving to hit that special little spongy spot deep inside Cirice that made her moan. 
 
    “Oh, gawwwd!” the angel girl groaned, her nails digging into his back.  
 
    He pounded her hard and fast. Three other women awaited him, their bodies primed and ready for hard, primal fucking. Yet, Wes couldn’t help but lose himself in that ancient, primal rhythm. Cirice just felt so good in his lap, so fucking perfect. Each thrust into her heavenly tightness felt better than the last, sparks flying from his prick as he buried himself hard and deep. 
 
    The wet squelching sound of Wes’s cock deep inside of Cirice’s pussy mingled with the angel girl’s whimpers. On the other side of the pool, Azura and Thessaly made out hot and heavy, their hands roaming over each other’s bodies as Deja watched the show and fingered herself. 
 
    Suddenly, Wes decided he wanted to give the trio a show. 
 
    With his cock still inside of her, Wes grabbed the angel girl by the shoulders and turned her around. Now her cowgirl was a reverse cowgirl. Wes held her tight, filling her again and again, her body shaking over the water as she threw herself back on her man as hard as she could. 
 
    “Ah! Ah! Ah!” Each of Cirice’s moans were loud enough to wake Shangri-La.  
 
    It made him throb. It made him fuck Cirice harder. And it was about to make him cum. 
 
    As Wes reached his peak, thrusting harder and faster, Azura slid next to him on the stone bench and rammed her tongue down his throat. The move surprised him, but he quickly melted against her and started making out, kissing a demon as he fucked an angel. 
 
    “I’m on deck.” Azura giggled, her long tongue lolling from her mouth. “We decided. I put the quarter on the arcade machine, that means I get to be the next one to play Make Wes Cum!” 
 
    Wes reached over and slapped Azura on the ass, then slid two fingers into her pucker. The succubus’s backdoor was always ready and waiting, spreading easily for Wes’s digits. Her inner walls gripped him even tighter than her pussy was. 
 
    “Does that make you hot?” Wes grunted. It took both women a moment to realize he was talking to Cirice, not the succubus. “Knowing that the second I finish pumping your holy angel pussy full of my load, I’m going to be fucking a demon up the ass?” 
 
    “Yes!” Only the whites of Cirice’s eyes could be seen. The girl rode a tidal wave of bliss. The muscles of her pussy gripped him like a fist, her walls clenching as she reached her own climax. “I want to watch you fuck her! I want to… I want to…  Oh, fuck I’m cumming!” 
 
    With a laugh, Wes thrust as deep as he could into Cirice and let go. 
 
    Azura’s eyes widened in shocked bliss as she watched the angel girl explode. Power flared through Cirice’s body, wrapping around her in tendrils that brought to mind the jewel at the apex of the Staff of Solomon.  
 
    Wes barely gave the angel time to come down. He lifted her off him, her still-spasming pussy dripping with juice, and pulled Azura into the same spot where Cirice had just been. Azura seemed to love the contrast between the sacred and the profane and licked her lips while spreading her tight asshole over Wes’s cock. 
 
    “Angel cum makes the best lube for demons.” Azura cackled, running a finger down Wes’s cock. It jerked and shot another jet of seed, filling him with bliss but removing none of the primal need coursing through him. “Ah, fuck, I want you to pound me—” 
 
    Wes grabbed Azura’s hips with both hands and thrust home. The crown of his cock spread her open, sinking deep into her asshole as she sat down on the foot-long meat sticking like a pillar between his legs. Azura gulped like she realized she’d bitten off more than she could chew, but there was no way the succubus could back down now. 
 
    She relaxed onto him, sinking deeper and deeper onto his prick. As Deja held Cirice, caressing the angel through her aftershocks, Thessaly’s jaw dropped open. 
 
    “Holy shit, I can see it!” the blue-haired Warlock gasped. “Look at it bulging out of her!” 
 
    It took Wes a second to see what she meant. His cock had swelled so large and hard inside of Azura’s asshole that it distended the flesh over her pussy, making it look like a glove someone had pushed their finger too far into. Azura ran her hand over the bump with wonder, her eyes filled with both pleasure and disbelief. 
 
    “Oh, gawwd, that’s good,” the succubus growled, her tail making little curlicues of glee. “Don’t hold back, Wes! Fuck me in the ass!” 
 
    For that, Wes couldn’t sit back and be a passive observer. He decided to take charge of the situation. 
 
    Standing up with his cock still buried hilt-deep in Azura’s ass, he carried the succubus to the edge of the pool and pushed her over up to her tits. The succubus’s nipples ground against the stone at the side of the water as he fucked her from behind, lifting her tail and cocking his foot above the water to get the perfect angle to fuck her deep. His balls bounced against her thighs as he fucked her, slamming harder and harder into her hottest, most forbidden hole. 
 
    “Oh, damn!” Azura cried. “That feels so fuckin’ dirty! Ah, keep fucking my ass, baby, keep pounding me! Shit, it hurts it’s so tight!” 
 
    The succubus’s eyes rolled back in her head, her cheeks flushing like an anime girl having her mind broken. Drool trickled from the demon girl’s lips, her body trembling like a leaf with each thrust. 
 
    “Oh, Master, I love it!” Azura cooed. “Don’t stop! Keep going, keep going until you cum! I want to feel you nut in my ass!” 
 
    The succubus was about to get her wish. Wes’s pleasure built rapidly, his heart pounding like a jackhammer as he lost his rhythm. His cock swelled bigger and thicker inside of Azura’s asshole, his grunts turning savage and animalistic, and he was groaning in absolute bliss as he came. 
 
    “Uh haaaah!” Azura yelled out in triumph, her cheeks clenching around him to provide extra pleasure as he shot. “Fuck, fuck I’m coming too! Oh, shit, I can feel the power!” 
 
    Flames erupted across Azura’s skin. The churning water of the hot tub did not quench them, and the spots where they touched Wes’s body neither burned him nor hurt him in any way. The succubus looked as if she’d covered herself in gasoline and set herself ablaze but, instead of the horrified screams he might have expected, Azura shrieked with pleasure. 
 
    “Yes, yes, oh, fuck. Oh, my God, YES!” Azura cried out loud enough to be heard on the mountains, her body like a signal flare. Like a bonfire. Like the fucking sun. “I’m coming, Master, I’m fucking cumming!” 
 
    One more deep thrust into her pucker and Azura turned into an opera singer. The cherry-skinned demon arched her back like a bow, screaming the M-word at the top of lungs in huge, shuddering sobs as she came. Her pussy clenched around her fingers, dripping juice that mixed with the frothing water as Wes grunted and unloaded inside of her. The bliss felt like it lasted ages, even if their combined orgasm couldn’t have been longer than a few heartbeats. 
 
    Wes pulled out of Azura slowly. That was two women down, and two to go—and Wes had just realized something strange. 
 
    He felt exhausted. Spilling himself inside of both his angel and his devil had taken something out of him, left him feeling as if he’d just run a fucking marathon. He slumped back against the wall of the pool, relaxing in the warm, foamy spray. Wes closed his eyes and rocked for long moments, just willing himself to get a third (or was it fourth?) wind. Had he truly reached the limits of his vitality? 
 
    As he rested, someone came up and ground their wet pussy against his thigh. The newcomer rhythmically rocked back and forth, shuddering and sobbing with bliss, and when Wes opened his eyes, he found Thessaly humping his leg like a cat in heat. 
 
    “Sorry,” the blue-haired Warlock said. Spots of color filled her cheeks, the shame mingling with her arousal. “I just couldn’t help myself. Watching you fuck Cirice and Azura was so fucking sexy.” 
 
    Grinning, Wes pulled the Warlock to him and kissed her. His hands squeezed Thessaly’s perky, apple-sized tits, making her moan and writhe against him with greater fervor. He could feel how wet she was, even with the water of the pool lapping around their thighs. 
 
    “Such a good girl,” Wes murmured, sliding two fingers into Thessaly’s mouth. The blue-haired beauty sucked them greedily, making him think about the waterfall blowjob she’d given him what felt like a lifetime ago. “You need me to put out that fire between your legs?” 
 
    “With your big hose,” Thessaly gasped, reaching between his legs and stroking him. “Fuck me, you’re the ninth wonder of the world, Wes. How are you still so hard after fucking these women?” 
 
    Wes grinned. “Because you’re all so gorgeous.” 
 
    As Wes pulled Thessaly into his lap, however, someone sat down at his immediate right. A warm, wet mouth kissed his cheek and chin, murmuring words of praise. Wes caught a glimpse of Deja in his periphery, looking like someone’s wet dream vision of a desert goddess. 
 
    He might have expected Deja to try and take some of the spotlight, to rip away Thessaly’s attention and put it on herself. With almost anyone else in his harem, the temptation would have been there. But Deja wasn’t like that. She wanted to support the rest of the girls, to make them their best selves. 
 
    And she was perceptive enough to realize she’d uncovered another kink she could use to get her man hot and bothered. 
 
    “Such a sweet little girl,” Deja agreed, running her fingers through Thessaly’s long blue hair. The Warlock tensed up for a moment, confused by this attention, then relaxed and smiled like a cheerleader who’d just been handed a trophy. “You’re Daddy’s good girl, you know that, right? You’re so good when you give Daddy that pussy. He likes it nice and tight, and that’s just what you give him. The tightest, wettest little pussy, every single time.” 
 
    Thessaly’s mouth formed a little ‘o’ of surprise as she figured out where Deja was going with this. “Uh haaah,” the Warlock gasped, groaning as the head of Wes’s cock pressed into the smoothness of her inner thigh. “I need it so bad. Fuck, I’m such a little slut for it, Daddy.” 
 
    Wes could take no more. A few moments ago, he’d been wondering if he could possibly continue. Now, he was hard as a rock, his thoughts coming slow and sticky like molasses.  
 
    With a grunt, he grabbed the base of his prick and pushed the head into Thessaly’s folds, then thrust into her heavenly tightness. The relief made him shudder as he bottomed out inside of her, her tight walls dripping on his manhood all the way down to the balls. 
 
    “You’re so much tighter than me,” Deja teased, squeezing Thessaly’s breasts as she bounced up and down in Wes’s lap. “So wet and warm, you’re exactly what Daddy needs. You can give him things I can’t, sweetheart. Give him that pussy. Let him feel it from every angle, let him use it to get off inside of you!” 
 
    Thessaly’s eyes rolled back in her head as she went thermonuclear. It could have been the amazing way Wes fucked her back walls, or it could have been the utterly filthy ideas Deja was putting inside of her head but, more likely than not, it was both. She had lost control. She grabbed his thighs for more leverage, grinding her needy pussy in hard circles around his cock. 
 
    “Ah, shit,” Wes groaned, leaning back and closing his eyes. “I’m not gonna last long.” 
 
    In a flash Deja was on him, embracing him from the side and nibbling at his ear. Her tongue slid into the hole, making him shiver even as he thrust harder and faster into Thessaly. 
 
    “You don’t have to hold back,” Deja purred, her voice taking on the most maternal tone Wes had ever heard. “I’m so proud of you, baby—you’re doing such a good job—I love you so much.” 
 
    The praise and the filthiness short-circuited Wes’s brain. He lost all thought, groaning and grunting like a zombie as he buried himself as hard and deep as he could inside of Thessaly. Dimly, from somewhere outside his body, he noted as the blue-haired Warlock came, her body acting like she’d been struck by lightning as everything between her legs got even wetter and tighter— 
 
    The world went white, and Wes was gone. 
 
    Pure bliss filled his mind. Deja embraced him tightly, her big tits in his face as he shot again and again.  
 
    “Let it all out, baby,” Deja told him. “Fill that tight little pussy with your load. Shoot it all inside her hard and fast, then Shafti Deja’s going to take you nice and slow.” 
 
    The promise made Wes all warm inside. “I love you so much,” he panted into Deja’s tits. The words were swallowed up by the genie’s bosom.  
 
    Deja gently helped Thessaly off Wes. She joined Cirice and Azura, who were slowly and languidly making out a few feet away.  
 
    “You…” Deja said as she led him toward the center of the pool. “You’re amazing, Wes. You’ve done such a good job tonight. All of us are so powerful now, our batteries fully charged. We’re really going to be able to do this. We’re going to save the world. But you have one more thing left to do. Me.” 
 
    The genie pulled him into her embrace. The water came up to Wes’s chest and Deja’s chin, the tops of her breasts peeking over the waves in glorious hemispheres.  
 
    Wes gathered the genie into his arms. Her ankles locked behind his ass, welcoming him deep into her pussy. She reached between her legs and guided him into her, still so hard that he could barely think straight. After this orgasm, though, he’d be sated. He always was once he finished with his harem—it was its own kind of magic. 
 
    Deja hugged him tight, pressing her face to his chest. “Oh, God, I love you so much,” the genie whispered, her nails digging into his back. “I just want you inside me forever, Master! I can’t wait to be your genie for real, to grant your wishes, to make all your dreams come true!” 
 
    The genie’s words broke off in a cry of bliss as Wes thrust home. 
 
    “You already have,” he said with a smile. “Let’s take our time with this one, Deja. I feel like I could go for a while.” 
 
    The genie looked at him, her eyes shining with love and devotion. “Yes, Master.” 
 
    And they most certainly did. Wes rocked back and forth, grinding his cock slow and hard against Deja’s soft walls. Her softness and his hardness made the perfect combination, their thrusts in time with the soft lapping of the waves around their bodies. In the background, the other women kept fingering and kissing each other, but now there was a distinct aura of chill about the whole thing. The vibe had shifted, and everyone was relaxing in the afterglow instead of furiously banging. 
 
    All except for Wes and Deja. He was working the genie up to an Everest, the peak of peaks, one that took longer than a` quick fuck to reach. The genie shuddered in his arms, her mouth kissing his chest and neck. He loved Deja’s kisses, her licks, her soft attention as he thrust deeper and deeper inside of her. 
 
    The pressure built slowly, but oh how it did build. It built until Wes’s legs shook, until every thrust into Deja’s tight, gripping pussy made him want to scream. The lips of her sex held him as he pulled back, like the genie was trying to make good on her boast of never letting him go. The pleasure built and built, hitting the point where he normally would have cum, would have shot everything. 
 
    Still, he thrust forward. He lifted Deja’s face to his and kissed her, gasping, their tongues twining. He felt Deja go over the edge, her control so superhuman that she did little more than smile and clutch him harder as her pussy clenched like an earthquake around him. 
 
    “Here it comes,” Wes said against her ear. “It’s gonna be big. Does it make you proud to know you’re giving me the biggest orgasm of my life?” 
 
    “I’m proud of you,” Deja retorted. “My sweet Master. My King. The only man I love. Fill me up, baby. Shoot inside of Shafti, fill my pussy up with your hot load.” 
 
    Wes’s groan started low, then rose to ear-splitting proportions as he hit the point of no return. All the savagery he’d been holding back for the duration of their fuck was unleashed, then, like a caged animal breaking its chains, he thrust forward like a hurricane, filling Deja with hard, unyielding strokes. He was going to burst, to explode—fuck, he was going to die right then and there, in her arms with his face buried in her tits… 
 
    He didn’t die. But it sure as shit felt like it. 
 
    A bliss like nothing Wes had ever felt coursed through his body. He let go, in a way that he never had with any of his other lovers. He was only dimly aware of his cock, and the way it filled Deja’s pussy with cream as he sobbed into her cleavage. The pleasure was strong enough to make him cry. It made him feel whole. Complete. 
 
    Like more than a king, or a master, or Warlock. 
 
    Like the head of a family. 
 
    “That’s it,” Deja cooed, patting him on the back as he unloaded. “I’m so proud of you, Master. I love you so much. We always do, and we always will. No matter what.” 
 
    Wes kept unloading, the water turning to liquid gold around them. Pure magic shone in the pool, filling each of his harem girls with a power far beyond what they’d received from merely being fucked.  
 
    The next few minutes were hazy for Wes. Somehow, he ended up out of the pool and in one of the king-sized guest beds near the top of the monastery’s tower. The sheets felt amazing, but what felt truly amazing were the gorgeous, naked women all around him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wesley Alban!” the voice roared. “Rise!” 
 
    The voice came from everywhere at once and absolutely nowhere at the same time. It rattled his bones and made his eyeballs vibrate. The feeling was so intolerable that it shook him out of his stupor, forcing him to full awareness. 
 
    He sat bolt upright, his hands clenching into fists. The booming voice echoed in his ears, fading on a wave of feedback like a guitar chord coming from an entire stack of amplifiers. His heart pounded against his ribcage like a fucking jackhammer, and he had to force himself to relax. 
 
    What the fuck? Solomon? He would have recognized that voice anywhere, even in the depths of his slumber. What the hell do you want with me? 
 
    Ever since Wes had had his dream of the First Warlock, he wondered if Solomon had been keeping tabs on him and his harem. As the new Almighty, the barrier sealing Heaven from entry would have proven no great barrier to keep Solomon from witnessing world events.  
 
    If he could see the big things, then he could most definitely see the small, as well—including his and Deja’s plan to shatter the barriers and bring peace back to the world. He’d half-expected to dream of Solomon again that night, knowing that it was a brief respite between the erotic ritual sealing his team and their mission into Deja’s past. 
 
    And perhaps Solomon had been planning to contact him once again. Only something had stayed the Almighty’s hand. 
 
    What the fuck could it be? Wes looked around the room, searching for a clue. The covers were a lumpy mess, the four women who’d crawled into bed with him late that night strewn around the bedding like throw pillows. Next to him, Cirice snoozed gently, her shoulders rising and falling as she slumbered. None of his women looked the slightest bit disturbed, which felt impossible. Shouldn’t they have heard that massive, roaring voice? 
 
    Solomon had tried to deliver him a message. One that was of paramount importance, if Wes knew how the First Warlock operated. And he did. 
 
    Wes rolled to the edge of the bed and stood, feeling around for his clothing. This time, he didn’t waste much energy trying to stay quiet. Whatever Solomon had been trying to warn him about, his women would soon be involved. He watched as Azura rolled over at the foot of the bed, her cherry-red skin as bare as the day she’d been born. Her tail flicked back and forth, like a dog dreaming of chasing cars, a naughty look on her gorgeous face even in sleep. 
 
    He’d just decided to wake the succubus up with a kiss in a very private location when he smelled the smoke. 
 
    Wes tensed up like a live wire, racing to the window. Even before he opened it to smell more of the burning scent, he saw the light. It had been spreading for some time, practically unchecked. His eyes widened at the sight of it, his hands lifting the window with so much force the pane practically shattered. 
 
    “Everyone up!” Wes roared, sounding like a drill sergeant. “Shangri-La is on fire!” 
 
    Wes didn’t wait for his women to join him. He grabbed his Archcloak and threw it over his shoulders, leaping from the precipice wearing nothing but the green and black garment and a pair of boxers. He threw out his arms and yelled as he fell, the primal fear of crashing warring with his new Warlock powers. 
 
    As he fell, dark figures moved in and out of the flames. Several buildings on one side of Shangri-La were ablaze, all of which seemed to be clustered around the Warlock’s Library. Inamorato hadn’t destroyed that temple of arcane knowledge just yet, but the tongues of flame grew closer to the building by the second. 
 
    This is what Solomon was trying to warn me about, Wes realized, plunging from the sky. The abominations have left Hell and are on the attack! They’re trying to destroy me and my guild before we can strike back. 
 
    He had to admit, it was the sort of thing he’d have done were he in the abomination’s shoes. That, however, wouldn’t save him from death at Wes’s hands. 
 
    “Master!?” the Archcloak’s giggling, manic voice tore through his head, the syllables popping like bubble gum. “Are you trying to kill yourself? What fun!” 
 
    Wes gestured at the rapidly spreading blaze. “Those are the bad guys,” he said simply. “Gonna need you to help me kill them.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re leaping into the early morning cold wearing nothing but your underwear? How interesting!” The idea of bloodshed never repulsed the Archcloak. If anything, it made the garment’s voice even more horny and needy. “Let’s do it!” 
 
    Grinning, Wes grabbed the sleeves of his robe and tensed them until the fabric stretched across his back. “Fly!” he commanded. 
 
    The Archcloak flew. 
 
    Then, Wes was no longer plummeting downwards. He sailed on the breeze, rapidly gaining altitude as the Archcloak’s magic surrounded him. A haze of green energy surrounded his body as he soared through the sky over Shangri-La, heading straight toward the center of the burning buildings like a bullet fired from a gun. 
 
    Far behind him, Wes heard his familiars at the upstairs window of the guest room. They hadn’t even had time to jump through the window after him.  
 
    Several of the black figures saw Wes as he arched low, dropping from the sky toward the attackers. Up closer, they looked like mini-Inamoratos: nowhere near as eye-watering as their big papa, but still twisted and non-Euclidean. It made Wes sick to see so many of them in the same place. 
 
    “Die!” he roared, throwing both hands before him. Twin fireballs of green flame erupted from his outstretched hands, and the Archcloak cackled like a mad fiend in the back of his skull.  
 
    The flames struck two of the shadow creatures, turning them to ash in the blink of an eye. Wes had no time to savor the quick kills. He hit the ground and rolled, trusting in the Archcloak to deflect the force of his landing. Projectiles flew all around him, bits of rock and flame cast by the shadow monsters like walls of shrapnel. He ignored these. Even if they hit him, the wounds would be shallow and barely noticed. He could have Cirice heal them away later. 
 
    Instead, he focused on killing. He crossed the distance to the burning building in the blink of an eye, moving faster than ordinary human vision could track. The shadow monsters saw him, but they didn’t have time to react. All they could do was to scream as Wes threw blasts of power at them, shattering them to ashes. 
 
    He felt so powerful! The energy he’d built up the previous night in the pool with his beauties coursed through his veins like electric current, making him feel as if he were ten feet tall. Nothing on Earth could fuck with him when he felt like this. 
 
    The more he fought, the angrier he got. “How dare you!?” he roared, delivering a kick to one of Inamorato’s cronies that sent it flying through an open doorway filled with flame. “Attack me in my home!? I’ll send you all back to Hell where you belong!” 
 
    At the intersection of Shangri-La’s two main streets, he found a cadre of Warlocks trying desperately to put out the flames. Each of them commanded water magic, streams of liquid flying from their outstretched arms. But even from where he stood, Wes could tell it wasn’t enough. The blaze had already consumed one building and had begun to spread to two more. If left unchecked, it would destroy the Warlock’s Library. 
 
    Thessaly would never forgive him for that. 
 
    Wes raced up to the group. “Who’s in charge here?”  
 
    They all gave him a look saying they’d gladly let him take on the job.  
 
    “I am,” a Warlock in glasses said uncertainly, raising his hand like he expected to have it taken off for their impertinence. “Sir, the monsters! We can’t look at them without feeling like we want to barf—” 
 
    Wes knew that all too well. “Let me handle the monsters. You focus on getting that blaze contained. God damn it, don’t we have any hoses?” 
 
    The Warlock looked back at their group. “We’ve got three wind mages and an Astrapomancer,” he admitted sheepishly. “None of us specialize in water magic. We’ve got the basic aptitude they teach you at Shangri-La, but nothing else.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Wes roared. Obviously, the level of instruction under Xue and Archibald had been even worse than he considered. “All right, get some back up.” 
 
    As if summoned by his command, several members of Wes’s harem landed on the pavement. Thessaly was chief in their ranks, flanked by Azura and—to his surprise—Kali. The six-armed familiar must have been waiting in the wings, providing impromptu security to his orgy. 
 
    “I can handle this,” Kali said brusquely. “Thess, you get the building on the right, and I’ll handle the one on the left. We’ll make sure this doesn’t get out of hand.” 
 
    As the harem moved into position, Wes heard a sound over the cracking of the flames. It was faint, almost feeble, but the single word was pronounced clearly enough to reach Wes’s ears. It sounded like someone fighting for their life. 
 
    “Help!” 
 
    Wes gave a start. “That came from inside the building!” he roared, gesturing at the rising flames. “Did you not evacuate the fucking thing?” 
 
    The Warlock in glasses trembled. “We… we thought we got everyone out!” 
 
    Damn it, Wes thought. They’re burning to death in there. They must have tapped out their powers getting other people out of the flames. 
 
    No one was going to die on his fucking watch. 
 
    “Cover me,” Wes said, stalking toward the building. “Azura, take these others and mop up as many of those shadow fuckers as you can! Cirice, be ready for me if I need it.” 
 
    The angel girl looked from Wes to the building, her eyes growing as wide as saucers. “Wait, Wes,” she yelped, her wings wrapping around her in a shudder. “Don’t—” 
 
    Wes ran through the same doorway he’d kicked the shadow monster through, searching for the sound of the voice. 
 
    Wes had been to Hell before. He’d walked through a lake of lava in order to reach the Tower of Solomon and burned every step of the way. It had been hellish in its most literal definition, the epitome of torture. 
 
    Yet, he gladly would have done it again rather than be where he was now. 
 
    The building looked as if it might collapse at any moment. Flames lapped at Wes from all angles, the ceiling roiling with thick black smoke. It grew too hot to think, and Wes could barely get air. I’m going to suffocate, he thought, laughing as he dropped his head. The great Archwarlock, dead of smoke inhalation. Fuck. 
 
    “Archcloak,” Wes growled, ducking as a nearby piece of furniture exploded into flame. “Could use a little help here!” 
 
    For a brief moment, there was no reply, and Wes worried he’d made a terrible mistake. Then a cool wave of magic sizzled over his skin, and the heat all around him dropped to a manageable level. A gout of flame shot at his face, only to hit a shimmering wall a few inches away and dissolve. 
 
    “Are you crazy!?” the Archcloak sounded like it wasn’t sure if a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’ answer would turn it on more. “You just walked into a burning building, Master!” 
 
    “Right,” Wes said, scanning the first floor. “Because I know I have you. Now, help me find the survivor!” 
 
    The wall around Wes shimmered as he waded through flame. The Archcloak’s power was vast, yet he could tell this effect couldn’t last forever. His garment hadn’t regained its full strength, which meant it couldn’t help as much as it wanted to. Wes was on a timer, and if he didn’t find the person and get out before it ran out, he’d be in trouble. 
 
    Wes fired a jet of concentrated wind at an overturned dresser, thinking the person might be under it. It flipped over and shattered, spreading the flames even more. 
 
    He cupped his hands around his mouth and roared, “If you’re here, yell!” he demanded. 
 
    For a moment, there was no reply, then a feeble voice said, “Help!” 
 
    Wes groaned. It had come from above him, on the second floor. 
 
    “I’m on my way!” Wes said, heading for the stairs. “Just hold on!” 
 
    He ascended the steps, taking them two at a time. The wall around him shimmered, failed, then reasserted itself as he made it to the second floor. “Damn it, Archcloak, keep it together,” he said, tugging at the green and black fabric. “Just another minute or two!” 
 
    This floor had burned less than the first. The shadow monsters had likely started the blaze down in the common room. These suites were barely touched. Smoke still filled the hallway as Wes made his way toward the source of the noise, his nose wrinkling. If it weren’t for the shield, he’d have already been on the floor or unconscious. 
 
    “Please, I’m stuck!” the voice yelled. “I can’t move!” 
 
    Wes recognized that voice. “Kwame!?” he gasped, the magical barrier wiggling like a bowl of jelly. 
 
    He reached the door and kicked it down. Inside lay a small suite that had been miraculously untouched by the flames. You could have called Kwame lucky, if it weren’t for the fact that the floor of the third story had collapsed in whatever explosion the shadow monsters had set off starting the blaze. 
 
    Kwame lay on the floor with a length of rebar through his stomach. It pinned him to the floor, chunks of rubble covering his hips and legs. His brown face had gone ashen gray from his exertions. The blood pooling around him on the carpet was testament to how hard he’d been struggling to reach the nearby window. 
 
    Freedom lay barely a dozen feet away, yet Kwame couldn’t have reached it in a thousand years. 
 
    “Shit, man,” Wes growled, leaning over the fallen Warlock. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “I was… evacuating the building,” the Warlock said weakly. He looked at the wound in his torso like he was sizing up someone else’s damage. “Getting everyone out before the fire could… could spread…” 
 
    “Playing the fucking hero again,” Wes said, shaking his head. “Well, you’re doing a hell of a lot better than those Warlocks out there. Thank the Almighty that Solomon decided to give me some demons who know what they’re doing.” 
 
    Kwame nodded weakly. “I’m done for,” the man said, grimacing. “Even if you get me out, this is too much blood. I… Tell the others I did the best I could. I know I wasn’t a good man, Wes, but I tried to make up for it.” 
 
    Wes laughed. “Give Cirice ten minutes. Come on, old man, get up! I’m not letting you die on my watch. I’ve got way more bullshit chores to give you!” 
 
    A faint smile spread across Kwame’s face. “If you insist,” he managed, taking Wes’s hand. 
 
    Together, they made their way to the window. Wes opened it with a blast of concentrated wind, the gust tossing the shower of broken glass far away from where it might hit his women or any other Warlocks. Blood seeped from Kwame’s wound, but the man somehow managed to remain upright. 
 
    “You ready?” Wes asked. He could see Kali bathing the nearest building in a tidal wave of water, staunching the flames. 
 
    “Yes,” Kwame gasped. “Warlock… don’t let me die.” 
 
    The sudden change of heart from Kwame was so heartfelt that it took Wes aback for a moment. “What, afraid?” 
 
    “To go to Hell?” A strange smile flickered across Kwame’s face. “Not at all, Wes. But when the time comes, I want it to be on my own terms, not because some shadow-faced goon decided to trap me under a collapsing ceiling. Besides, I’d rather my soul pass into the next realm rather than be trapped here as some undead.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Wes said. “Here we go!” 
 
    Wes jumped with Kwame in his arms. As soon as they were clear of the flames, the shimmering wall around the Archcloak winked out, letting in the crisp night air. The green and black fabric unfurled behind Wes and his cargo, catching the wind and sending them into flight. 
 
    Several heads looked up as he and Kwame escaped the building. Behind them, the flames exploded into the room where they’d just stood, ripping the furnishings away in a hellstorm of fire. Had they waited another ten seconds, the Archcloak’s barrier would have failed. 
 
    Wes aimed for Cirice and dropped. He landed in a heap, his robes stained with Kwame’s blood, and set the Warlock on the grass. “Need a little help here,” he said, gesturing for the angel to join him. 
 
    Cirice leaned over the pair, a strange figure at her side. It was Melissa, who concentrated twice as hard as the angel girl as she ran her hands over Kwame’s wounds. “This is deep,” the redhead whispered, furrowing her brow in concentration. 
 
    “I can feel the flames,” Kwame said, his laugh broken by a cough. “If I turn into another one of those monsters, will you put me down?” 
 
    “That’s not happening today,” Wes assured the old man. “Someone, get some healing magic on him, now!” 
 
    “Already on it,” Melissa said in that cool tone of hers. Sparks of magic flew from her fingers as she pressed her hands against Kwame’s robes, her early scan of his wounds paying dividends. “This should help.” 
 
    Kwame sighed, the pain in his face easing. “It does,” he said, slumping against the grass. “Yes, it does.” 
 
    Wes stood and scanned the street, Cirice taking a place next to him. Only one building was still ablaze—the one he and Kwame had just jumped from—and Kali had just turned her attention to that one. Pillars of water buffeted the windows, not enough to save what was inside the structure but more than sufficient to keep it from spreading. Shangri-La was safe. 
 
    He looked around but could see no more trace of the shadow monsters. They’d evidently chosen to flee rather than be slaughtered once Wes and his women took the field.  
 
    Should have expected that, Wes told himself. This was a covert operation. Sabotage. Not a full-frontal assault, which they’d have no hope of winning. 
 
    “Is everyone all right?” he asked Cirice. “Any casualties?” 
 
    Azura and Thessaly joined him. The women looked flushed, their recent exertions mixing with those they’d taken during the attack on Shangri-La. Yet they both looked exhilarated, too. 
 
    “Surprisingly, none,” Azura said, gesturing with a thumb over her shoulder at Kwame. “He got everyone else out before the flames got bad, apparently. Really risked his life.” 
 
    “He cares about these people,” Wes said, shaking his head. “He might have been a bastard before I showed up, but he’s been trying to make up for it. I’m sure Thessaly would disagree with me, though.” 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock didn’t look quite ready to forgive Kwame for how she was treated as an apprentice. But she sighed and shrugged. “We’re all okay,” she said. “That’s what matters.” 
 
    As Wes looked around, he felt a pang in his stomach. At first, he thought he’d taken some shrapnel while jumping from the burning building, but this wasn’t external—it came from inside of him. Something was telling him he’d missed something. Something important. 
 
    He looked up and down the street, surveying the damage. 
 
    And then it clicked. 
 
    “Where the fuck is Deja?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was as if Wes had dropped a bomb into the busy street. 
 
    “Deja!?” Azura’s head moved on a swivel, scanning the thoroughfare from one end to the other. “Oh, shit! Where is she? She woke up with us, didn’t she?” 
 
    Thessaly had gone very still and very pale. “I don’t think she was in our room when Wes jumped out the window,” the blue-haired Warlock said, her bottom lip trembling. “She must have woken up before Wes did. Maybe she went to fix us all some breakfast?” 
 
    “At four in the fucking morning!?” Azura hissed. “She fucking heard the shadow monsters attacking. Where is she?” 
 
    Wes’s heart sank into his stomach. An extremely unpleasant sensation spread from his chest, making his arms and legs tingle like he was on the verge of a panic attack. Like there was a test in one of his classes he hadn’t studied for and had forgotten was happening until he stepped into the classroom. 
 
    “They took her,” he realized, springing into action. “We’ve got to go. Right now!” 
 
    Wes could already see it in his mind’s eye. The whole crew of shadow monsters, traveling back to Hell with Deja in tow. If he let them pass that barrier, they were all as good as dead. 
 
    “What!?” Thessaly’s mouth moved soundlessly. Next to them, on the ground, Kwame groaned and struggled to rise. “Master, what’s happening?” 
 
    “It was all a ruse,” Wes said, bitterness filling his mouth. Why else would Solomon, the fucking Almighty, take the time to warn him about a bunch of shadow monsters attacking Shangri-La? They’d barely been able to set fire to a couple of buildings and pin one old Warlock to an upper story before they’d been routed and forced to flee. Of course, they weren’t here to burn buildings. 
 
    “Deja,” Cirice gasped. 
 
    “They snuck in and attacked,” Wes surmised. “But that wasn’t their objective. While we were running around like chickens with our heads cut off, they were stealing the one woman who could stop Inamorato’s plan. No wonder he let so many of his fucking shadow monsters die!” 
 
    Wes was already in motion. He ran down the street, toward where Kali stood overseeing the final bit of reclamation on the burnt-out buildings. With the flames mostly quenched, the junior Warlocks were capable of stopping the blaze from growing any larger, and the familiar had reasoned it would be good practice for them to work their water-based magic. 
 
    “I need a portal,” Wes said, seizing Kali by the shoulder. 
 
    The six-armed familiar turned and regarded her master with a cool expression. “Of course,” she said, as if the battle and even the world itself bored her. “How may I serve?” 
 
    “I need you to get me as close to the barrier over Hell as you can,” Wes said, glancing over his shoulder. Several of his women chased after him, trying to reach him before he jumped through the portal. He couldn’t blame them for hustling because he wouldn’t wait. “Now, Kali. It’s a matter of life and death!” 
 
    “It always is,” the familiar drawled. Yet, she ran two of her six arms through the air, unraveling the space next to her like someone unthreading a garment. A line ran through the open air, shimmering with light, and unfurled like a zipper from the top to the bottom. 
 
    Through it, Wes could see the bare rock walls of Hell. 
 
    “Thank fuck,” he said, racing for the slit. “I’ll call you when I need you!” 
 
    With that, Wes jumped right through. Cirice and Azura managed to make it to the portal before it closed, but Thessaly was forced to watch as it slammed shut in her face. The last glimpse of the Warlock Wes got was of her glaring at Kali.  
 
    A quick glance around revealed no sign of the shadow monsters and, for a few moments, he dared to relax. Then the sound of rapid footsteps slapped against the asphalt, freezing Wes’s blood. 
 
    He turned to the two women next to him, the beatifically beautiful angel and the sinfully delicious demon. “Both of you be ready for a fight. These assholes were just playing before, trying to waste our time. Now, they’re going to fight like hellcats to get Deja to the other side of that barrier.” 
 
    Azura gave a contemptuous laugh. “Well, we won’t fucking let them,” the demon insisted. 
 
    “That’s right,” Cirice agreed. “Bring it on!” 
 
    The angel girl’s wings unfurled as Azura let her claws out. They tensed up, dropping into battle stance as the sound of footfalls drew ever closer. The energy in the tunnel grew, thickening like the onrush of a soon to break storm. 
 
    The first shadow monster rounded the corner and nearly fell over. “Intruders!” it hissed in that horrific, alien accent, its multitude of limbs bending at angles that would have made an ordinary human’s eyes water. “Protect the package!” 
 
    A moment later, the main body of the attackers rounded the corner, and Wes saw the package for himself. If you squinted, he could have almost fooled himself into thinking Deja was merely asleep, that she’d yet to rouse herself from the orgy she and the other girls had spent the previous night enjoying. Only the thin trickle of blood from her dark hair gave testament to the bump on the noggin the shadow creatures had given her. 
 
    Three of them carried her between them, cradling her in those inhuman limbs. Three shadow monsters Wes could handle, no problemo. Even without Cirice and Azura there, he’d have had no problem taking them down and rescuing his gorgeous genie. 
 
    But at the head of the trio ran Inamorato himself. 
 
    Inamorato missed a step as he saw Wes. The abomination quickly recovered, however, slowing to a stop. “Decimator,” he said in that silky, unfathomable tone. “And two of your friends, I see. A surprise, this close to my home.” 
 
    “You’re trying to steal my girl,” Wes said. “I won’t let you. You’re going to die here, monster.” 
 
    Wes expected some bluster from the abomination, or maybe a promise to do even worse to him and his harem. What he didn’t expect was for Inamorato to laugh—and laugh bitterly, like a server at a restaurant being told by an abusive customer they were going to get him fired. 
 
    “If only you could.” The abomination chuckled, shaking his head. “I would gladly kneel down and place the blade into position myself.” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “You’re fucking cracked, man,” he said, his women poised to strike next to him. “One time deal, asshole. Put Deja down, go back through the barrier, and we won’t try to stop you.” 
 
    Inamorato cracked his head to the side. Behind Wes and his two women, the barrier rippled with renewed vigor, shining with that baleful green light. Even from this distance, Wes felt the gentle tug of the barrier’s magical field as it pushed him and his two beauties farther away. 
 
    He knew, however, that the magic would have no such effect on Inamorato and his shadow monster cronies. It would instead pull them inward, sucking them into the barrier like a milkshake through a straw. Once that happened, once Deja passed over into the land of the dead, all was lost. 
 
    Which was exactly why Inamorato was doing it. 
 
    “A clever plan!” the abomination cackled, as if he’d been reading Wes’s mind. “I admit I hadn’t thought of it myself, Decimator. The idea of bringing genie magic back into the world is so outre, so completely outside of the box, that I never factored it into my schemes. I mean, getting three wishes from a genie and using it to break a hole to Hell? That takes chutzpah, Decimator. I misjudged you, as I’ve been so guilty of doing since our first meeting.” 
 
    “You tried to help me once,” Wes said, remembering his first meeting with the hideous monster. That dark, dank tomb had been a hellscape of horror, but it had hidden something that had become one of the most precious things in the world to him. Cirice. The angel stood by Wes’s side even now, facing down the abomination. “You say you know me. And yet you’re trying to take one of my familiars away.” 
 
    “I have tried to take many of your familiars,” Inamorato said. “Sometimes, I’ve been successful. You have no idea.” 
 
    Wes had an idea. He could stall for time here, and maybe give Deja enough of a jolt through the bond connecting them that she could run. He reached for the bond connecting him to the genie, tugging it gently through her unconsciousness. 
 
    “Enlighten me,” Wes said, staring down the abomination. 
 
    Inamorato chuckled. “You’ve knelt before her”—he pointed at Cirice—“and swore fealty to her immortal beauty. Only you called her Lady Morningstar, then, the Queen of Hell, the dark princess of the cosmos. That was one of the times I was successful in breaking her. This go-round, you managed to kiss Sleeping Beauty hard enough that she woke up and embraced her prince.” 
 
    Wes frowned deeply. What the fuck was this thing trying to say? 
 
    “That’s only happened once,” Wes said, trying to erect a wall against Inamorato’s surety. “And you lost, you fucking freak.” 
 
    Inamorato shook its long, scaly head. “I told you, Decimator. You know me better than the face you see in the mirror. The Lady Morningstar gambit works better than most of the things I’ve tried. It certainly set the board so I could finally move this little drama into its penultimate act.” He chortled. “How ironic that it’s your angelic companion who is the most susceptible by far to corruption?” 
 
    That didn’t really shock Wes, given what he knew about the Heavenly Host. But Inamorato’s revelations piled up on top of each other, confusing him to the point that he just wanted to smash something until the world once again made sense. 
 
    “You’re talking bullshit,” Wes insisted with a growl. “You’re insane, Inamorato. You’ve gone totally off the deep end.” 
 
    But the abomination appeared to have just now found his footing. “Once, I managed to turn the succubus against you!” it cried, pointing a finger with too many knuckles at Azura. “She called herself Saint Jezebel, and half the Earth worshiped at her feet before she was finally overrun. That was a good attempt at forging a line of division, Decimator. But, in the end, it was flawed. Flawed like all the others. Except for this.” 
 
    The abomination gestured to Deja. Wes’s heart nearly skipped a beat, but the creature failed to notice the way Deja stirred faintly in between the three shadow monsters’ arms, slowly coming back to full consciousness. 
 
    “This is the only way,” it said, speaking now as if to itself. “There must be an end to all of this, Decimator. This hero’s journey, over and over again, it grows stale in my eyes. These women, these relationships, this dying, pathetic world, it must end! There must be a line of division—!” 
 
    Deja sprang from the trio of shadow monsters and landed on the hard-packed Earth. 
 
    “Now, Wes!” the genie screamed. 
 
    Wes jumped forward, swinging the Staff of Solomon in a wide, horizontal arc. Inamorato shrank back from the murder in his eyes, ducking as the sapphire at the top of that twisted length of wood lit up like a miniature sun. 
 
    “Bastard!” the abomination shrieked. “Stop the package from fleeing! We must get her home, to the other side of the barrier!” 
 
    But, suddenly, Inamorato’s friends were busy. 
 
    Cirice and Azura moved like two halves of the same person, darkness and light intertwined like the cords of a strong, sturdy rope. Cirice spread her wings, angelic light erupting from her hands and covering the three shadow monsters as they turned to give chase. In the span of a heartbeat, the trio writhed on the ground, screeching like ants beneath a magnifying glass. 
 
    Meanwhile, Azura shot past the trio and grabbed Deja, helping the genie to her feet. “You’re okay,” the succubus said, soothing the confused, frightened look in Deja’s eyes as best as she could. “You’re all right now! I’ve got you!” 
 
    Deja clung to the succubus, whimpering. “They were trying to drag me to Hell!” the genie screamed, glaring back at the writhing demons and their master. “They were trying to stop us from saving the world!” 
 
    “They won’t win,” Cirice said, her face as cold and cruel as a marble statue. The light between her wings flared, and the trio of shadow monsters dissolved into ash, just as they had when Lady Morningstar dismissed Inamorato. 
 
    If only that had killed him for good, Wes thought bitterly. Fucking balance between Heaven and Hell. 
 
    Inamorato swung a powerful, meaty arm at Wes’s face. He ducked, but the momentum was suddenly in the abomination’s court now, and he pressed the advantage as best as he could. Wes backed up again and again as more fists than he could count came at him, cutting through the air like hammers used to tenderize meat. 
 
    Just one good hit would be enough to crunch bone, to shred muscles. Maybe to bring him down completely. Wes’s women had stalled Inamorato’s friends and gotten Deja out of immediate danger, but none of that meant a damn thing if he couldn’t stop the abomination. All it would take was a few moments to drag Deja to the other side of the barrier, and Inamorato could play ‘keep away’ until the end of the universe. 
 
    Wes stabbed forward with the Staff of Solomon, using it like a spear. The emerald struck Inamorato on what would have been the breastbone of an ordinary creature, nearly knocking him off his feet. With a roar, Wes followed it up with a blast of wind, summoning a wave of force that pushed the creature backward. 
 
    That opened enough space for Wes to get fancy with his staff. 
 
    He’d been training since his time helping Nacht hold back Kulili from destroying the world. Wes now moved like water, flowing this way and that like a true master of his chosen weapon. He dealt Inamorato a devastating blow to the side of the head, following it up with a sweeping strike that knocked two of the monster’s legs out from under it. 
 
    He’s losing! Wes thought, his eyes widening. I can do this! 
 
    “You want all this to end?” he roared, grabbing the creature from behind as it turned toward the barrier. “I’ll give you a fucking end!” 
 
    Grabbing the Staff of Solomon with both hands, he brought it beneath Inamorato’s chin and held him tight, choking the life from him. Having the squalling, horrid creature pressed against him was like entering Hell itself, yet the thought of Deja and his women suffering an eternity of torture under this abomination’s hand spurred him on. He discarded his disgust, holding the gnarled wood tighter. 
 
    Inamorato tried to twist away. Wes reacted by lifting the creature from his feet, bodily holding him in the air as he strangled him with the very Staff of Solomon. The irony wasn’t lost on Wes, even as the mad creature’s many legs kicked out madly, trying to brace themselves against the stone. 
 
    “Decimator…” Inamorato hissed, his struggles weakening. “Decimator…” 
 
    “Shhh,” Wes growled, tunnel vision shrinking his world to the dying abomination in his grip. “Just shut up and die, bastard! Die, and leave me and my women alone!” 
 
    Slowly—almost too slowly for Wes to bear—the strength left Inamorato’s limbs. He ceased all struggling, going limp in Wes’s arms. Still, he strangled the beast, not trusting his posture of submission. He could be charging up some final attack, some clever little ‘fuck you’ to be used right when Wes thought he’d won. 
 
    He could hear his women crying, but they sounded like they were at the bottom of a deep, dark well. Slowly, the world came back in, restoring Wes’s senses, and he heard Cirice and Azura’s sobs. “Wes!” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulders. Both women stared straight at Inamorato, their brains struggling to perceive his non-Euclidian form. But they were also looking beyond the creature, at the glowing barrier leading to Hell. 
 
    A figure stood on the other side. 
 
    For a horrible, heart-stopping moment, Wes thought it was Deja. That all his struggles had been for naught that, somehow, the abomination or one of his cronies had pulled the genie to the opposite side of the barrier and sealed the doom of the universe. In that instant, Wes nearly lost all hope, and his grip on Inamorato’s throat grew twice as strong. 
 
    Then the figure moved, and confusion exploded in Wes’s brain. 
 
    He can’t be! Wes thought, his grip going slack around the Staff of Solomon. He’s right here! I’m fucking killing him, choking him to death in front of his home. 
 
    Inamorato waved to Wes from the opposite side of the barrier. 
 
    “Greetings again, Decimator.” The abomination cackled without humor. “Now, do you understand my plight? Do you understand what it is to be me?” 
 
    The multi-limbed menace had gone slack with death in Wes’s arms. He’d done it. He’d choked Inamorato to death, killing the abomination who threatened him, his harem, and the world. 
 
    Only he hadn’t done it once and for all. 
 
    Neither had Lady Morningstar. 
 
    Inamorato snapped his fingers. The thing in Wes’s arms dissolved, flaking apart and blowing away on the breeze. Wes watched in mute incomprehension as the body he’d just finished defeating disappeared, slowly traveling on the air through the barrier leading to Hell. Behind him, Cirice and Azura held Deja between themselves, shuddering with horror. 
 
    “You can’t kill me,” Inamorato said sadly. “Would that you could. I live, Decimator. It is the only thing I do. The universe ends, dies, is born again, none of it matters to me. I have danced this dance with you a thousand times, and each time you fight so hard to protect a castle made of sand. All of this, Decimator, all of it is ashes and dust.” 
 
    Wes felt like he’d been slapped in the face. “That can’t be true,” he said, his lips dry. The words tumbled numbly from his mouth, and the women at his side wept all the more for knowing the truth of them. “You’ve got to be kidding me. That thing is immortal?” 
 
    “True immorality,” Inamorato said, making it sound like the vilest curse imaginable. Like the worst thing in the entire world. “I will see you soon, Decimator, once you’ve had time to contemplate what that truly means. It is my hope that you will see reason, that you may yet see the need for a line of division. A clear cut between what came before and what comes after.” 
 
    Wes shook his head, struggling with the enormity of it. If what Inamorato said was true, he’d survived for millions of years. He’d fought this fight with Wes and his women over and over again, each time trying and failing to end the universe. To put a bow on his endless suffering and finally stop it, in favor of… what? Endless nothingness? 
 
    The void, Wes realized. The line of division. That son of a bitch! 
 
    “Deja,” Wes said, smiling. “I’ve just decided what my second wish is going to be.” 
 
    The genie looked as if she hadn’t been paying attention to anything that hadn’t been going on around her. She looked around blankly, her eyes focusing on Wes and filling with love and devotion. “Yes, Master?” 
 
    “First, I’m going to wish away this barrier between us,” Wes said, pointing at the green light separating Inamorato from him. “Then I’m going to come to Hell and beat your ass, abomination. Beat you so bad that you’re never going to be able to threaten me and my women so long as I live. But that won’t be a candle on what I do to you next.” 
 
    Inamorato cocked his head to the side. “Yesss, Decimator?” 
 
    “I’m going to destroy you,” Wes said, balling his hands into fists. “You want a line of division, abomination? I’m going to wish you one. Deja will make you gone. Not just immortal, not just sleeping, fucking dead. Forever. And then you’ll get what you’ve truly wanted for so, so long.” Wes gave the thing a fierce expression, his eyes filling with hate. “I hope you choke on it.” 
 
    Inamorato paused for a moment, savoring this. “If that is the truth, Decimator, then I will not stop you,” it said in a sing-song voice. “Best of luck.” 
 
    What? That couldn’t be true. What the fuck? 
 
    Inamorato withdrew from the tunnel, disappearing in the haze of green magic. Wes and his women were left alone, clutching each other on the vestibule of Hell. 
 
    Later, once Kali summoned them a portal, and they got everybody some drinks at Shangri-La to calm down the girls, Wes dared to breach the topic of Inamorato’s final words. All of them rested in the dining room, clustered on couches. Deja lay on Wes’s lap, with Cirice and Azura at his left and right. The rest of his harem had given them some space, realizing they’d been through a lot. 
 
    “Do you think he’s telling the truth?” Wes asked. None of them needed to ask who he was in this context. There could only be one answer. “Is he really going to step back and stop trying to kill us? Or abduct Deja? Fuck, I mean, how could anyone really choose nothingness over existence?” 
 
    The women shared an uneasy glance.  
 
    “With that creature, it’s best to believe everything and nothing he says,” Deja whispered, her voice filled with disgust. The wound to her head had been healed, thanks to Melissa—the redhead had started working on her as soon as she’d gotten Kwame back up on his feet. The old Warlock insisted on supervising the repairs to the torched building, as if it were all part of some campaign of self-improvement. 
 
    Cirice nodded. “I-I remember parts of being Lady Morningstar,” the angel admitted. “They’re hazy, like a bad dream I want to forget. I don’t want to ever be against Wes and the guild again.” 
 
    “And you never will,” Wes said, taking the angel girl’s hand. “But, Cirice, if there’s anything you remember that can help us, I’d appreciate you telling us.” 
 
    “Even if it makes you remember that bad old stuff,” Azura added. “Don’t worry, we’ve all done bad shit. It’s why we make such good warriors for Wes.” 
 
    Cirice sighed, then straightened. “I talked many times with Inamorato about his plans,” the angel admitted, frowning deeply. She didn’t like remembering that she had once been Lady Morningstar, that she’d taken control of Hell for herself and tried her best to bring Wes to heel. If Morningstar had had her way, things would have ended the way Inamorato had teased. Wes would have knelt to her, and the whole world would have worshiped her as a goddess. Sometimes, he wondered if Cirice missed that, but no longer. 
 
    “And?” Deja asked. 
 
    Cirice shuddered. “He had plans for us, once I’d defeated you and taken control of both Heaven and Hell,” she said, her eyes growing far away as if she were thinking of it. “I can tell you that this ‘line of division’ he always talks about was his final goal. He told me…” 
 
    The angel girl trailed off. Wes noticed that everyone around the room leaned forward on the edge of their seats. They trailed off Cirice’s every word. 
 
    “He told you what?” Wes asked. 
 
    Cirice swallowed hard. “That he wanted to make the hurting stop.” Her frown grew even deeper, as if she were looking directly back on that moment. “I offered to give him whatever magic he needed to ease his pain, and he laughed. He told me, ‘My Lady. EVERYTHING hurts.’” 
 
    “That’s a pretty good abomination impression,” Azura said with a shudder. “He really said that?” 
 
    Cirice nodded. “I think he’s telling the truth, Wes,” she said, taking his hand and squeezing it tightly. “He’s really going to let you go through with this plan to make Deja your genie because he thinks you’ll wish him out of existence.” 
 
    “I will,” Wes said fiercely. “Immortality would be nice, I’m not gonna lie. But Inamorato’s just showed me how terrible it can actually be. I’ll settle for a few thousand years on the throne, aided by Warlock magic.” 
 
    Wes’s women smiled at that. They all looked forward to the same thing, starting with several millennia of R&R. 
 
    But Cirice still had something to say. “Wes… don’t trust it.” 
 
    “Inamorato?” 
 
    Cirice nodded. “Something about the way it looked at you when you said that thing about wishing it away… it’s planning something. Something bad.” She clutched her own shoulders, blowing out her cheeks with a big sigh. “I don’t think it’s going to be as easy as wishing the abomination away. You’re playing into his hands somehow with this wish idea. Be careful.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “I will. Trust me, I don’t intend to let any eldritch bastard get the better of me. Besides, I’ve got a lot of girls to look after me, right?” 
 
    In that, as in nothing else, all of Wes’s women were in agreement. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is the desert?” Azura shivered, clutching the hem of her maid outfit. “Fuck, it’s cold!” 
 
    Wes stood with his harem in the sand, overlooking the dunes. Behind them, the remains of a portal shimmered at the top of a small hill, dissolving before the motion of Kali’s fingers. The moon shined over the desert, illuminating a tiny village on the edge of an almost comically undersized oasis. A single palm tree stretched against the sky, the spring surrounded by one story clay buildings covered in canvas. 
 
    “The desert does get cold at night, Azura,” Deja said, giving the succubus a teasing look. “And I did suggest you switch into something a bit more appropriate before we began the mission.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Azura said, rubbing the back of her neck. “But I like the way Wes stares at me in this outfit. Especially when I’m not wearing any panties under my skirt.” She swished it, showing off her bare ass and mound. “If I’d known it was going to be this fucking chilly, though, I’d have put on my Victoria’s Secret!” 
 
    “Shush.” Kali rounded the dune and took her place with the rest of the group. “Is this the village, Deja?” 
 
    The genie turned, scanning the tiny village with a frown. All of Deja’s physical injuries from her kidnapping had been soothed away by Melissa shortly after her arrival back at Shangri-La, but her mental state was a little more fragile. The gorgeous genie had taken one hell of a fright, but now that they were focused on the mission, she appeared to be mostly back to her old self. Wes still checked her every now and then, though. 
 
    “This is the place,” she said finally, squaring her shoulders. “The tomb will be a short distance to the north. We can make our way there under cover of night: the people who live here don’t leave their homes after nightfall.” 
 
    “Too many snakes?” Wes guessed, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    Deja flashed a lopsided grin. “Too many spirits,” she said, cheered by the thought. “This section of the desert is ancient, Master. Old, old creatures make their home here, and those who live amongst the dunes know better than to question their existence.” 
 
    This section of the desert was a small, unincorporated stretch of sand next to present-day Iran. According to Deja, it was where Dairon had originally found her, excavating her genie’s lamp from the tomb of some long-dead king or emperor or whatever where she’d been buried. Wes didn’t sweat the details. The mission was more important. 
 
    Said emperor had been ancient even when Dairon found Deja. And that had been thousands of years ago. How were they going to find this tomb? 
 
    “Come on, then,” Kali said, gesturing at each of the group in turn. Azura straightened up, Cirice looked like she’d been stung, and Thessaly stuck out her tongue, which the familiar ignored. “The sooner we get this done, the sooner we can start tracking down Deja’s second wish. I’d rather save the world with as many of its people still living as possible.” 
 
    Kali might have been brusque, but her heart was in the right place.  
 
    “Sure,” Wes said, gesturing at the slope of the dunes. “Lead the way, Deja. You know this area best.” 
 
    Lead the way was exactly what she did. Wes’s women fanned out in a wedge behind the genie, watching her back and her sides as they trudged through the desert. The stars and the moon overhead were almost pretty, had Wes not been worrying about the end of the world at the same time. 
 
    “It should be about a thirty-minute walk,” Deja guessed. “We’ll arrive at the tomb with plenty of time to perform the ritual. Once the first wish is annulled, Kali, can you summon a portal directly to Shangri-La from the tomb?” 
 
    The six-armed familiar nodded. “I only summoned this one here because you weren’t certain of the exact location,” she said. “Once we know the spot, I can come and go as I please.” 
 
    “Beautiful night,” Wes said, putting his arms around Azura and Thessaly’s hips as they walked. 
 
    For a time, everything was stillness and waiting beneath the stars. Wes hadn’t been lying about it being a beautiful night. With the village clustered around the oasis, it looked like some scene from one of the more peaceful stories in the Arabian Nights. 
 
    But appearances could be deceiving. 
 
    It was Deja who noticed things were off. The genie knew the lay of the land better than the rest of the group, so it was natural that small changes would be detected by her before anyone else. “Something is wrong,” the genie snapped, coming to a halt in the sand. 
 
    Kali was on her guard immediately. “A foe?” the six-armed goddess whispered, whirling around in a tight circle. “Where?” 
 
    Deja shook her head. She pointed back at the village—they’d only just passed it, heading north toward the site of this supposed tomb. “It’s the village,” she whispered, frowning. “Something’s wrong with it.” 
 
    Kali frowned. “So? The village isn’t our objective.” 
 
    “I feel it, too,” Cirice chimed in suddenly. “One second…” 
 
    The angel girl spread her wings. Unlike when she’d attacked the shadow creatures, the illumination that spilled from her was muted, like a flashlight hidden beneath a heavy blanket. Cirice frowned deeply, her brows furrowing together as she stared at the village like one of the buildings might suddenly move if she looked away. 
 
    “It’s the people,” Cirice whispered, sounding stunned. 
 
    “What about them?” Thessaly asked. 
 
    “They’re… not there,” the angel girl said, sounding like she wished she was wrong. “That village is empty, Deja.” 
 
    “I know,” the genie whispered. She sounded horrified. “I’ve just felt it myself.” 
 
    Kali took a step forward. “Forgive me for being rude,” she said, “but this is a desert village. Don’t these things tend to get emptied out from time to time? People become nomadic, or they get attacked by bandits. It’s not that uncommon.” 
 
    Both Deja and Cirice were already shaking their heads.  
 
    “If they became nomads, they’d have taken everything with them,” the genie said, gesturing at the fine canvas roofs and window flaps covering the clay buildings. “And if bandits killed them, they’d have looted the place.” 
 
    “It would look like a Wal-Mart on Black Friday,” Azura growled, her claws extending from her fingers. “Something’s very, very wrong here. Inamorato?” 
 
    “He already promised not to stop us, and I believe him,” Cirice whispered. “This is something new.” 
 
    They all drew to a stop as Wes contemplated this. His desire to save whoever might still be stranded in the village warred with his strategic sense, which told him to get to the tomb and perform the ritual as quickly as possible. But if something had happened this close to the tomb, then what was waiting for them was almost certainly a trap. 
 
    “Let’s check it out,” Wes decided. 
 
    “Sir,” Kali began. 
 
    “Just for a few minutes,” Wes said. “We’ll get in, verify what Cirice and Deja are saying, and then we’ll head to the tomb. And…” he added, appealing to Kali’s strategic sense, “we’ll know that there’s no one behind us, waiting to strike the second we get into the tomb.” 
 
    Kali could see the sense in that. “Yes, sir,” she said, looking at Wes like she was seeing him in a new light. “Lead the way, and I will follow.” 
 
    Squaring his shoulders, Wes did just that. The group turned around and walked down the sloping sand, headed for the village. The moon above Wes’s head watched on with cold indifference, peering down from the starry sky as he reached the outermost circle of buildings. 
 
    The village had been built along a single path, leading from the desert to the oasis. As Wes walked, he peered into each of the clay buildings he passed, checking for any sign of life. None were forthcoming. 
 
    “This is… strange,” Wes muttered, the Archcloak gently flapping around his shoulders as he walked. He knew that if there were any real dangers around, the garment would have warned him well in advance. “The whole place is abandoned, but it looks like it’s perfectly preserved. Look, there’s dinner on that table!” 
 
    The women crowded around. Through the flapping canvas, a set of bowls and utensils sat on a makeshift kitchen table, a bowl of stew in the center. They were sitting down to dinner, Wes realized something about the tableau making his blood feel like ice water in his veins. They were attacked out of nowhere. But there’s no sign of a struggle. No overturned chairs, no blood. It’s like they just… 
 
    “Disappeared,” Deja whispered, frowning deeply. “They just disappeared, Master.” 
 
    “Look at this,” Thessaly said, grimacing. The blue-haired Warlock ran her hands through the air beneath the lip of a nearby clay hut’s roof, and something white and sticky covered her hands. “Cobwebs?” 
 
    Cirice leaned in close and sniffed the strange materials. “These are weird. They look like cobwebs, yeah, but they’re so thick! It’s like spiders have been living on these buildings for years!” 
 
    “They probably have,” Kali said with a dismissive sniff. “You all keep thinking something terrible happened here, but it’s probably nothing but run of the mill tragedy.” 
 
    “Okay.” Cirice put her hands on her hips, batting her eyelashes at the six-armed familiar. “What do you think happened, then, Kali?” 
 
    The familiar looked surprised to be asked, and to be asked without rancor. “Raiders,” she said, shrugging two sets of shoulders. “They took everyone, and the place has been rotting ever since. I’m sure that stew is cold and congealed by now. Probably filled with spider eggs— Hey! Get away from that!” 
 
    Azura had gone a step farther than the rest of the crew, as the succubus usually did. She’d actually broken into the hut that Wes had indicated and was currently running her fingers through the bowl on the table. In front of the whole horrified group, the succubus lifted the glistening digits to her lips and licked them. 
 
    “It’s a little cold,” Azura said, giving them a hard look, “but still tasty. Whatever happened here, it happened recently. And it happened because of us.” 
 
    The group shared a look.  
 
    “Let’s get to the tomb, then,” Kali muttered, looking around the single street like it might hold any number of deadly threats. “We’ve already established what we need to know. Whatever’s happened to these people, they’re not here now.” 
 
    “You’re not the slightest bit interested in what happened?” Azura asked, her hands on her hips. The succubus looked vaguely disgusted by what she clearly saw as a dereliction of duty. “You don’t want to protect those people, or figure out what the fuck did this to them?” 
 
    Kali shrugged. “I care about the guild,” she shot back, insinuating that the succubus’s own loyalties should extend no further. “Both Cirice and Deja have confirmed they feel nothing alive in the village. We’ve backed it up with a visual scan. There’s nothing for us here but to achieve the objective.” 
 
    “I hate to say this,” Wes said mildly, “but I’m going to go ahead and agree with Kali, here. There are people dying and horrible things happening all over the world right now. The only way we’re going to stop any of it is to undo Deja’s wishes so we can break the barriers to Heaven and Hell. Once the world’s not in the middle of ending, we can track down mysteries like this one.” 
 
    Azura looked like she’d bitten down on something bitter, but she nodded. “All right,” she said, throwing an arm over Deja’s shoulder. “Let’s get our girl to her old stomping grounds so we can fix what’s broken.” 
 
    Together, they made their way out of the village. Wes continued to scan for potential threats, and the longer he looked around the empty, creepy village, the more he felt like he was seeing something wrong. The buildings seemed to shift and contort in the corner of his eye, like their edges had lost their sharpness once they got a certain distance into the periphery. They flowed and ran like undercooked eggs, which made Wes’s stomach turn. 
 
    Once they got into the desert, none of them dared turn around. 
 
    A short distance from the village proper, Deja relaxed. “It’s this way,” she said, pointing out a path over the dunes that looked vaguely flat among the rolling hills. “This is where Dairon plucked me out of the ground. Where this whole mess began.” 
 
    It didn’t take them long to reach the tomb, though it took them a while to find the damn thing. The merciless desert wind had a way of covering even the most obvious landmarks, replacing them with nothing but sand stretching from horizon to horizon. Wes and his party were forced to rely on wind spells to uncover what was hidden beneath the shifting sands. 
 
    It was on the third of these blasts, aided by the Archcloak, that Wes saw an archway in a nearby dune. He continued channeling, forcing more magic into the gap, and was rewarded by the reveal of an ancient entranceway. Long years of erosion and disuse had left it half-buried until Wes and his women came around to clear the dust away. 
 
    If the village had been creepy, that hole in the ground looked downright spine-tingling. A deep, primal fear grew in Wes’s heart, as if whatever lay within the tomb was a thing ‘man was not meant to know.’ His women looked worried as well, sharing glances like they wanted to know who would be the first to risk that darkness. 
 
    They should have known it would be Deja. “Home sweet home,” the genie said with a snort and a roll of the eyes. “Azura, would you mind?” 
 
    The succubus gave a start, then channeled a fireball in the palm of her hand. It cast flickering shadows on the walls of the cave, which danced like demons in the dim light. 
 
    “It’ll be down here,” Deja whispered, leading the way down the stairs. “Shall we?” 
 
    Those of Wes’s harem who’d looked too frightened to continue smartened up quick. None of them wanted to be the first to suggest turning around, so they followed Deja into the darkness. Wes stood just behind the genie, ready to take action to stop any threat to his women. 
 
    For a long while, none arrived. The stairs sloped steadily downward, the temperature dropping with every few steps until the tomb felt uncomfortably cold. More cobwebs covered the walls, coming away in thick clumps where Wes or the women ran their fingers over the brick. 
 
    “Fucking gross,” Azura whispered, wrinkling her nose and spitting on the steps. “What the fuck did all this?” 
 
    “How far down is the tomb?” Cirice asked, sounding curious instead of irritated the way Azura would have. “They must have buried you way down deep beneath the ground, Deja!” 
 
    “They did,” the genie said with a tight smile. “All of this was a civilization once. A very grand one, where people built towers that stretched all the way to the sky. It was a place of genies, of magic and madness. I miss it sometimes. But I don’t miss what came after.” 
 
    The stairs ended, and the pathway widened. The ceiling rose, first a short bit, and then a long way, until it stretched over the heads of Wes and his women like the roof of a cathedral. 
 
    Which turned out to be an even better guess than Wes expected. This underground chamber wasn’t just a tomb—it was a temple, too. 
 
    As Azura lifted the floating fireball higher in the air, brightening it with a touch of her fire magic, the flickering ball illuminated pews and an altar. The former were made of the same clay that the structures of the village had been built from, while the latter was made of a crystal so fine and translucent it looked to be spun out of thin air. Wes heard his women gasping with amazement at the sight of it, and knew he was doing the same. 
 
    A moment later, they saw the bodies. 
 
    There were dozens of them littering the floor, wrapped in desert robes that would have looked right at home in a Lawrence of Arabia remake. They clustered on top of each other like revelers, like they’d just decided to lay down for a quick nap in the middle of some drinking, but Wes knew that none of them would ever rise ever again. None of them had summoned any undead, either, which freaked him out even more than the bodies. 
 
    “The villagers!” Deja gasped, racing to the fallen forms. “My God, what happened to them!” 
 
    Wes’s gaze traveled to the altar, where a large form squatted across the crystal like a demon who’d somehow found his way to the Heavenly Host. Something as gnarled and black as the Staff of Solomon lay across that sacred spot, sleeping like the dead. 
 
    But not dead. Wes could tell. 
 
    Deja checked the pulse of one of the villagers—a young boy from the look of him, sunburned and handsome—and looked up at the rest of the group. “He’s alive,” the genie whispered, her eyes huge. “They’re all alive, I think! Still alive.” 
 
    “But not for long,” a voice rumbled. 
 
    Wes braced himself, gripping the Staff of Solomon in both hands. The form sitting astride the altar rose, grumbling to itself as it swung spindly legs onto the stone floor. The women shrank back before it as if they’d never seen such a monster in all their lives. 
 
    It had the body of a giant, though one that had died of starvation. Ragged flesh hung from the creature’s ribs, and its only clothes were a short loincloth covering its hips and rear. Its flesh was gray-green, the color of moldy bread, and its eyes were milky and covered in a film of cobwebs. More webs covered its beard, which was pale white and stringy. 
 
    It wore a crown. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Deja whispered, looking up from the comatose bodies. “Everyone, get back! Wes, I need you now!” 
 
    The figure rose to its full height. Revealed, it was a man, though a man taller than three of Wes standing on each other’s shoulders. Tall, and thin, with a regal crown that looked like it had come from a completely different age. 
 
    And a sword. Wes couldn’t overlook that. It looked like a blackened piece of iron with a snub-nosed hilt, certainly, but even that dull edge would cut when wielded with enough strength. And despite his appearance, this creature definitely had plenty of that. 
 
    “Khaba,” Deja hissed, the sound of her voice somewhere between disgust and resignation. 
 
    The figure smiled. “Deja,” it rumbled. “How good to see you again.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Deja?” Wes asked. “Who’s this asshole?” 
 
    The giant gave a little start, his gaze turning to Wes as if he hadn’t realized he was there. “Ah. I see you’ve brought company with you. Of course, if you were coming back here, you would.” 
 
    Deja stared up at the giant as if she’d seen a ghost. “Khaba,” she whispered, repeating the strange name Wes had heard. “What the hell are you doing in my tomb?” 
 
    “Your tomb?” The creature looked back and forth, as if expecting to find a sign with the words Property of Deja chiseled into the rock somewhere. “I wasn’t aware you kept a claim on it, genie. You’ve been gone for a long, long time.” 
 
    The rest of Wes’s crew assumed a defensive posture, waiting and seeing where this would go. It might be that the big guy was a friend, or at least not so much of an enemy that he’d try to stop Deja and Wes from completing their ritual. On the other hand, if he was an enemy, then they were in very great trouble, indeed. 
 
    Deja swallowed hard. “Wes. This is Khaba. You remember how I was just telling you that this desert once had a brilliant, beautiful civilization at the heart of it? One that’s been completely forgotten by history?” 
 
    Wes nodded. “Yeah?” 
 
    Deja made a face. “This man was its king,” she said flatly. 
 
    Khaba gave another one of those rumbling laughs. “The genie understates it,” the giant said, his voice like a rock rolling from the front of a tomb. “As she so often does. Are you aware of what your companion has done to me, Warlock?” 
 
    Now, it was Wes’s turn to do a double take. “You know I’m a Warlock?” 
 
    Khaba inclined his head. “A quite powerful one by the looks of you,” the giant said, leaning in close and opening one eye wide to scan Wes. “Yes, you carry the staff of the Binding One. He Who Bound the Demons is what he was known as in these lands. I suspect you have a different name.” 
 
    “Solomon,” Wes said. “He’s the Almighty now.” 
 
    Khaba snorted. “Good for him.” 
 
    Deja coughed, as if letting Wes know just how awkward this whole situation was for everyone involved. “Khaba, I need access to the altar,” she explained, gesturing with her hands. “There isn’t much time, and my Warlock friend and I need to perform a ritual.” 
 
    The giant turned a canny expression on Deja. “Oh, I know that,” Khaba rumbled, looking morose. “He warned me that you would be here. That you’d try to undo what you once did.” 
 
    Deja looked as if she’d been slapped in the face. “He?” she asked in a tiny voice. 
 
    “You’ve been in touch with Inamorato?” Wes asked, raising himself to his full height. He shouldn’t have been surprised that the abomination would go to the trouble of seeding enemies at the site of Deja’s old wishes. He had, after all, spied on them and found out about the plan in the first place. “You should know that Inamorato is no longer against us. He agrees with my plan and has sworn to step aside until I make my wishes.” 
 
    “Hmm?” The look on Khaba’s face could have been put in the dictionary next to the word bemused. “I have no idea who you are talking about, Warlock. I mean Dairon, of course.” 
 
    Deja looked like she was about to faint. “Dairon…” 
 
    Suddenly Azura and Cirice were at the genie’s side, holding her to keep her from collapsing.  
 
    “Shit,” Azura swore, giving the giant a heated look. 
 
    “Dairon is dead,” Wes snarled, unable to believe the giant. He must have been trying to hurt Deja, not caring what he said. “He’s been dead for years. Deja killed him herself. I saw his bones at Stratford-on-Avon, buried in Anne Hathaway’s grave.” 
 
    “That may be,” the giant said with an expansive shrug. “But this is a world where the dead come back to life, Warlock. Surely, it hasn’t escaped your notice that many who should remained caged in Hell have been freed by its new masters?” 
 
    That was too terrifying a possibility for Wes to accept at first. “You’re saying Hell let Dairon go?” he muttered, shaking his head. “But why would Inamorato do that? Unless…” 
 
    Unless he wanted to stop Deja. 
 
    It made too much goddamn sense. The man himself would break into Shangri-La, try and abduct the genie to insure she couldn’t shatter the barrier protecting Hell from new occupants. But even if that failed, he could seed the sites of her wishes with enemies. Ones linked to the man who’d hurt her, who’d traumatized her, who she hated more than anything else in the world. 
 
    Cold-blooded bastard, Wes thought. If I wasn’t already going to kill you, Inamorato, I most certainly would for this. 
 
    Deja trembled like a leaf. “He raised you,” the genie said, gesturing at the giant. “Told you I’d be here. Didn’t he?” 
 
    “Of course, he did,” the giant rumbled. Khaba looked most pleased by this turn of events, as if things were finally going the way he wanted them to. “I was raised back to undeath, the same as he. Dairon told me I could finally have my revenge against you, genie. That all I had to do was wait in this old tomb, and you would show up with your new friends in tow.” Khaba’s eyes flickered across the rest of the troupe, his rheumy gaze taking them all in with a chuckle. “I thought he was lying to me. That he intended to fool me, to trick me into sitting in a dank cave instead of rampaging across the Earth. But the bastard was telling the truth!” 
 
    “Oh, no, Dairon,” Deja muttered. Her pretty face had gone as pale as milk, all the strength gone from her limbs. “How could you, you bastard? You’d let the whole world be destroyed just to see me hurt again.” 
 
    Wes decided to change tactics. “What do you mean, revenge?” he asked, stepping between Deja and the giant. She needed time to recover, and Wes intended to give as much of it to her as possible. Khaba, at least, didn’t seem openly hostile to Wes. Yet. 
 
    The giant looked only too pleased to detail Deja’s failings. “You have not heard?” he asked, his big beard rustling like a snake in the grass. “Well, I suppose the genie wouldn’t have told you. I was the subject of Dairon’s first wish.” 
 
    Wes frowned. “Dairon wished to be immortal,” he said, on his guard now. “To be able to live forever and never die.” 
 
    “Oh, ho, so he did!” Khaba cackled, shaking the head that carried his heavy crown. “He wrote three pages, hiring one of my court scribes to compose the papyrus, and gave it to the genie. I did not see the missive before he presented it, otherwise I would have put his head on a pike. The rotten bastard.” Khaba looked past Wes, to where Deja stood pale and unsteady. “Tell him.” 
 
    Deja swallowed hard. “Me?” 
 
    Khaba nodded. “Tell him what you gave Dairon. Tell him what you did to my kingdom!” 
 
    “Deja?” Wes asked. “What is he talking about?” 
 
    Deja looked like she’d bitten down on a sweet and found it filled with maggots. “Dairon’s wish was… very detailed,” she explained, looking like she’d rather have been doing anything in the world than talking about this. “In addition to his immortality—or I should say as part of his immortality, so he could fold all of it into a single wish—he desired the destruction of all those with the power to place a death warrant on his head. The necromancers of old Babel were powerful indeed, and even my surety might not have been able to protect Dairon if he chose to attack Khaba directly.” 
 
    “I never thought he would,” Khaba said, sounding honestly aggrieved even after all these years. “I thought the man was my friend. And I thought you… you, genie… would never harm my people.” 
 
    Something inside Deja broke. “It was a wish!” she howled, sounding like she’d just watched one of Wes’s women be tortured. “I couldn’t stop it, Khaba! He owned my lamp, my soul was bound to him!” 
 
    “Excuses,” the giant said coldly, shaking his heavy head and scraggly beard. “Tell them what you did, genie. Confess your sin.” 
 
    Deja hung her head. “It was I who killed Khaba,” she admitted, a tear falling from her eye and rolling down her cheek. “And destroyed his kingdom. I sent the plague that felled Old Babel, let the desert blow it down and sand over the ashes.” 
 
    “‘Twas a plague,” Khaba said, his ancient eyes burning with hate. “A plague that spread like an ill wind and killed like a viper’s bite. In the span of a single day, half my capital was sick, feverish, raving madly as they died. No one was immune. No one recovered.” The giant pointed at Deja, his gaze festering with rage. “Except for her! And Dairon!” 
 
    “I made Dairon immune,” Deja whispered, hyperventilating as she sank to her knees. “I had to, Wes, I had to. Dairon had my lamp, he made the wishes. I couldn’t stop myself from granting them, however much I wanted to. Oh, Gods. All those people. The men, the women… the… the ch-children…” 
 
    “Look at these people,” Khaba said cruelly, gesturing at the pile of comatose villagers before the altar. “Each of their deaths would be a tragedy, Warlock. The purging of their whole village, an atrocity.” 
 
    Wes nodded mutely, acknowledging this. 
 
    Khaba batted it all away with a gesture. “My kingdom was a thousand times larger than that village,” the long-dead monarch said sadly. “A thousand upon a thousand! Every bit of it died. Your history books do not even believe my ancient tower was real! My sons, my wives… everything I had built, everything I had sought to protect. Destroyed in one night by you!” 
 
    “I can only imagine how that must feel,” Wes said, looking up at Khaba. “I, too, have wives, a son, Khaba. I picture losing them, watching someone else take them or harm them, and I cannot think for rage.” 
 
    The giant shook his head. “You do not understand. Not yet.” 
 
    That sounded like a threat to Wes. “What Inamorato is trying to do is what Dairon did to you,” Wes said, looking into the giant’s eyes. “Except instead of a kingdom, or a country, or even a world, he’s trying to do it to everything. To all of history: past, present, future. If he succeeds, Khaba, it won’t be like your kingdom was buried. It’ll be like it never existed at all!” 
 
    Khaba paused at this. “Truly?” he asked, his rheumy old eyes glittering with some unnamable emotion. “That is what the creature who brought Dairon and I back yearns for?” 
 
    “He does,” Wes assured the giant. “I don’t think what happened to you was right. It was an atrocity—genocide. But Deja didn’t kill your people, Khaba. Dairon did. Deja was just the weapon he did it with.” 
 
    The giant didn’t like that one bit. Malice furrowed his brow. His hand strayed to the massive chunk of metal at his side. “You shall not insult my people,” he began. 
 
    “I don’t insult them!” Wes roared, channeling through the Staff of Solomon. Green flames lit up the cathedral, igniting the air all around the Archwarlock. The giant nearly took a step back, then caught himself and stood up straighter. “They deserved better, much better than the betrayal Dairon meted out to them. But killing Deja won’t bring them back. All it will do is ensure that Dairon wins.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” The giant stared at Wes, his gaze flat and unreadable. That massive sword swung gently against his thigh, ready to be drawn and used at any time. If it came to blows between Wes and that massive creature, could he kill Khaba without doing any damage to his lovers? What about to those comatose villagers lying all over the chapel? It seemed impossible to win without any friendly fire. 
 
    And seeing Deja’s fragile mental state, any dead villagers might just break her. 
 
    “Please,” Wes asked, meaning it from the bottom of his heart, “let Deja and I perform the ritual. Let me annul the wish, so I can claim Deja as my genie.” 
 
    The giant stiffened. Wes sensed he was on the point of objecting. Once he did, it would all be over. Now or never, Wes thought. 
 
    “If you do,” Wes said, his words coming out in a rush, “I promise you you’ll get your revenge. Not on Deja, who hasn’t committed the crime you accuse her of, but against the man who has. Against Dairon.” 
 
    The giant paused, considering this.  
 
    “You will bring him to me?” Khaba asked. 
 
    Wes shook his head. “I can’t guarantee that. I might have to put him down wherever I find him. But I promise that, if he’s walking around this world again, I’ll kill him.” 
 
    “Could you make it slow?” 
 
    “It won’t be painless, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    Khaba chewed his cheek for a moment. “I suppose that should be sufficient.  Very well. On one condition.” 
 
    Something inside of Wes relaxed. “Name it,” he said, ready to agree to just about anything. 
 
    Khaba’s request turned out to be a fairly small thing indeed. “I wish to watch,” the dead monarch rumbled. “I want to watch you as you see the wish become annulled.” 
 
    “Deal,” he said. “One Dairon, and one ticket to the show. Best seat in the house.” 
 
    The giant granted Wes a grim smile, then stepped to the side. “On the altar. That’s where it all happened, wasn’t it, genie?” 
 
    Deja looked even paler than before, if such a thing were possible. “Wes, I’m scared,” the genie whispered, lacing her fingers through Wes’s. “This isn’t good—no, this isn’t good at all.” 
 
    “I’m right here,” Wes said, putting a hand on Deja’s ass. The explicit touch steadied her in a way that no amount of back rubs or gentle touches could. “Hey, we’ll get through this together. Whatever happened, it’s okay. I know it was Dairon, and not you. I know it’s scary that he’s apparently up and walking around somewhere, but I promise you, he’s never going to hurt you again. Understood?” 
 
    Deja looked at him, her face relaxing. “I understand,” she said, slowly looking relieved. “Thank you, Master. I love you so much.” 
 
    “You, too,” Wes said. “Let’s get this done.” 
 
    Together, the two of them took the steps onto the altar. Azura, Cirice and Thessaly tried to follow, but Khaba held up a hand and chuckled. “Only the genie and the Warlock,” the dead monarch rumbled, his hand straying to the massive sword at his side. “Otherwise, things might get nasty.” 
 
    “Stay back,” Kali said smoothly to the other girls. Yet Wes couldn’t help but notice the war goddess keeping herself in battle-ready form. Despite her aloof, detached demeanor, it appeared Kali did give a shit what happened to the rest of them.  
 
    Wes ascended the dais with Deja by his side. 
 
    Whatever genie magic Deja needed to do in order to annul the wish had already begun. The moment they stepped onto the dais, a miniature whirlwind kicked up on all sides of the altar, cutting them off from the rest of the room. As Wes and Deja headed toward the center of the raised platform, the faint outlines of shapes were perceived through the gloom. 
 
    Two figures stood in the mist, only halfway visible and nearly translucent. One was Deja, though a much younger Deja than the one who stood beside him. It was Deja as she must have looked several thousand years ago, back when civilization was nothing more than a handful of city-states surrounding the Fertile Crescent. 
 
    Wes recognized the other man, too. He’d seen him back when Deja had been forced to fight what she hated most in the world. There was less gray in his beard and fewer lines in his forehead, but he’d have recognized Dairon anywhere. 
 
    It was hard not to recognize the man who’d hurt his familiar so badly. 
 
    “Oh, no,” the Deja at his side groaned. “Here we go.” 
 
    “—you want me to do what!?” the Deja on the altar said. “Are you fucking crazy!?” 
 
    Wes was instantly taken aback. This Deja had none of the maternal calm or soothing manner of the Deja he knew. She was much closer to the rough-talking bartender he’d met the night Hazel had dragged him through the doors of Deja Vu. The contrast was so sharp that it took Wes a moment to adjust. 
 
    “You heard me.” Unlike Deja, Dairon sounded exactly the way Wes expected him to. He was sleazy and self-assured, like a crooked car salesman trying to trick an old woman into spending her savings on a lemon. Even when he spoke conversationally, there was this pleading quality to his voice that Wes couldn’t help but find pathetic. “Read the goddamn scroll, genie. This is my wish!” 
 
    Wes was a little surprised they were speaking English, but he figured that the magic was somehow translating for him so he could understand. 
 
    He stared at the tableaux before him, struggling to make sense of it. “What the hell am I looking at?” he asked the real Deja—the Deja beside him, who looked like more of a ghost than the irritated young woman from the dead past. “Is this real?” 
 
    “Real enough,” Deja admitted. “You want to annul the first wish I granted Dairon, Master? Here it is, in all its feeble, cowardly glory.” 
 
    The vision of Deja and Dairon continued, ignoring the intrusion like actors who’d fully committed to their roles. Probably they couldn’t see Wes, this was no more than a film reel, the genie equivalent of an old VHS tape containing home movies. 
 
    Yet, there was power here. Wes could feel it in the way the hair on the back of his neck stood straight up. 
 
    The phantom Deja scanned the scroll, her gaze filling with more and more disbelief as she neared the bottom. “This is far too much,” she said, her lips twisting in a haughty moue. “This is not one wish, Master. This is all three of your wishes, and then some!” 
 
    Master. The word nearly stopped Wes’s heart. 
 
    He knew Deja had served others before him. Men and women alike; anyone who found her lamp got the same deal. Three wishes, to be twisted in whatever way the genie could twist them. To backfire upon the wishers like a gun rigged to fire in the opposite direction. 
 
    And yet. 
 
    Hearing that word leave Deja’s lips with another man as its target made Wes angrier than he’d ever been in his life. 
 
    He strode forward, knowing not what he planned to do. But before he could test whether his powers as Archwarlock had grown enough to send a punch far enough backward in time to hit Dairon in the face, he felt arms encircling his shoulders. Deja held him back—the real Deja, the one bound to him in ways she could never, ever betray. 
 
    “I know this hurts you, Master,” Deja whispered, the look on her face telling Wes she’d known this was coming. “I know, and I’m so, so sorry. I wish there was some way I could spare you from all of this.” 
 
    “That son of a bitch,” Wes growled, barely in control of his own body. “I’ll kill him. I’ll rip his head clean off his body and shit down his fucking neck!” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean anything now,” Deja begged, turning Wes to face her. “You’re the only man I call master and mean it, Wes. Those other people who made wishes, they were my enemies, you understand that? I twisted their wishes, tried my best to make them backfire! But with you, Master, I only want the best! Oh, my sweet young man, how can I take your pain away?” 
 
    Deja embraced him, sobbing, and Wes was himself again. The anger that had blossomed in his chest faded just as quickly, carried away on a tidal wave of his genie companion’s tears. Deja cared so much about him, was so utterly guileless and open in her love and devotion for her true Master that he couldn’t stay angry about the past. 
 
    Not when he knew he was the future. And that he’d had Deja in ways no one else who’d ever used her genie powers ever could have imagined. 
 
    Dairon never touched her, Wes reminded himself. The son of a bitch just used her like a tool, even though he was interested in her that way, he didn’t have the balls to burn a wish on trying to get Deja to like him better. Not that it would have made any other difference. 
 
    In the center of the maelstrom, the phantom Deja had just finished scanning the scroll a second time. “Well, I’ll be damned,” the genie blurted, sounding both angry and reluctantly amazed at the same time. “This really is a single wish. One very long, very detailed wish.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Dairon rubbed his hands together, naked expectation glittering in his eyes. “Will you grant my wish now, genie? Or do you have other questions about what you must do?” 
 
    The phantom Deja looked flummoxed. With the benefit of hindsight, Wes could clearly see her disappointment, though Dairon was too busy being triumphant to notice. Deja had intended to outfox her newest owner, but he’d pulled out the big guns. 
 
    Or scrolls. Guns hadn’t been invented yet. 
 
    “It all seems very… watertight,” the phantom Deja whispered, clearly put out by not being able to find a loophole. “Who put this together for you?” 
 
    Dairon laughed, without any humor in it. “Khaba’s scribes,” the tall, bearded man said, sounding pleased with himself. “They do good work. Excellent, really.” 
 
    “And they agreed to write this?” The phantom Deja asked, holding up the scroll and cocking her eyebrow. “It puts their liege to death!” 
 
    Back in the real world, Wes nudged the genie. “What am I supposed to be doing here?” he asked, glancing over at Deja. “Is there some incantation we need to recite, or…?” 
 
    “They believed it to merely be a thought exercise,” the phantom Dairon continued. His voice grew even sleazier as he recounted this clever act of betrayal. “By the time they realize the truth, it will be too late for Khaba, and for his kingdom. I ask you again, genie, do you have any questions before you grant my wish?” 
 
    For a moment, it was as if the past and future overlapped. Both Dejas looked caught out—the past phantom desperately trying to think of some way out of Dairon’s horrible wish, while the present-day version tried to come to grips with their past mistakes and perform the necessary ritual to break the link. 
 
    Finally, the real Deja—Wes’s Deja—acted. “Take my hand, Master,” she said in a low, smoky voice, reaching for him. “I’m going to need your strength for this!” 
 
    Wes didn’t know if she meant magically or physically, but he was prepared to aid her either way. He braced his feet against the dais and slipped an arm around his beloved’s waist, holding on tight as the maelstrom around them spun like the eye of a hurricane. Wes could no longer hear the rest of his harem on the other side of the wall of wind. The only silver lining was that he could also no longer hear Khaba snorting and chuckling. 
 
    “Be ready!” Deja howled, lifting a palm to her pouty lips. “This is going to hurt!” 
 
    Hurt how? he wondered. 
 
    The phantom Deja sighed, something inside her crumbling. Wes watched in what felt like real time as some of the youth and innocence dropped away from that spectral face—as the Deja from the past realized that what she was about to do for Dairon could never be undone nor forgiven. 
 
    She was going to make him functionally immortal. And, in doing so, the entire kingdom in which he lived would be wiped off the map. 
 
    “Very well, Master,” the phantom Deja whispered, sounding defeated. “Your wish is my command.” 
 
    Deja raised her palm to her lips and bit down as hard as she could. 
 
    Both phantoms froze as the genie’s blood trickled onto the floor of the altar. Once the wound was opened, Deja squeezed her hand into a fist as hard as she could, letting the fluid seep through her fingers to drip onto the cobblestones. 
 
    What the fuck? What did she just do? 
 
    The phantom Deja and the phantom Dairon—their eyes. 
 
    Their eyes burned like crimson coals. Like the fires of Hell itself. 
 
    Both phantoms shrieked as their forms dissolved, revealing the power that hid within. The two creatures still looked vaguely humanoid and upright but, from there, any similarities with the people they’d been representing ended. 
 
    Wes shrank back a step, bringing Deja with him. “You must protect me,” the genie whispered, looking at the blood dripping from her hand like she’d never seen it before. “Keep them off me while I complete the ritual, Master!” 
 
    I can do that, Wes thought. He put himself between his genie and the two creatures. 
 
    “Fuck it,” he hissed, tossing off the Archcloak and letting it float next to him like a shield. “Let’s dance!” 
 
    Both phantoms let out ear-piercing screams and charged. They headed straight for Deja, racing at the kneeling genie like Wes wasn’t even there. Something about the way they ignored him both chilled him and pissed him off at the same time. 
 
    “Not a chance!” Wes roared, swinging the Staff of Solomon. He caught the creature who had been Deja square in the midsection, hitting it like a baseball player cracking off a home run. Power flared from the gnarled staff of wood, knocking the thing from its feet and sending it sprawling across the floor. 
 
    Wes didn’t hesitate. “Archcloak, sic ‘em!” he hissed, trusting in the garment to do its work. 
 
    The green and black fabric shot away like an arrow, wrapping around the fallen creature. Within the thick carpet of the Archcloak’s embrace, the genie-creature struggled and hissed to no avail. It was down—for now at least. 
 
    That left one other shade to keep away from Deja. The one that had turned itself into Dairon. 
 
    There was still a bit of that man’s cocksure swagger in the eldritch creature’s stance. It swayed from side to side, no longer ignoring Wes but putting him straight in the center of his vision. The thing moved to one side, then faked to the other, acting like a football player trying to get around a linebacker for a touchdown. Wes had never been great at football, but he was good at defending his familiars. 
 
    Speaking of which, he thought, how’s that coming along? 
 
    “Deja?” he asked, not turning his head away from the shade. “How much longer you thinking, gorgeous?” 
 
    Deja knelt in the center of the platform, chanting in some language Wes had never heard before. While she worked, she traced intricate runes in her own blood across the stone. A quick glance over his shoulder revealed that they stretched across most of the dais already, doubling back on themselves like math equations. 
 
    Like the wish was some arithmetic problem Deja was desperately trying to solve before they both got killed. 
 
    “I’m not sure!” Deja cried, tearing her focus away from the work just long enough to reply. “I’m trying as hard as I can, Master! Oh, no, look out!” 
 
    Wes had only looked away for a moment. But a moment was all the shade needed to strike. 
 
    By the time Wes had his eyes back on it, it was halfway across the dais, its arms turned into living swords. Sharp lengths of crystal protruded from where Dairon’s arms had been, the folds of his robe replaced with studs that radiated dark magic. Wes knew that being cut by those blades would be a bad idea, indeed. 
 
    “Try harder!” Wes yelled, tossing a fireball in the shade’s face as he rolled. It pained him to leave the space between himself and Deja open to attack, but he had no other choice. Fortunately, the fireball blinded the shade long enough for Wes to get back in position, otherwise Deja would have been like a net with no goalie. Wes refused to let a creature as skeezy as Dairon score. 
 
    Deja let out a yelp and pressed her face to the stone, chanting faster. Her voice mingled with the churning of the maelstrom as she worked, her fingers raking the stone back and forth. 
 
    The shade leapt into the air, springing from the ground with a spryness that would have been at home among a troupe of circus acrobats. Wes dove to the side, twin sprays of fire erupting from his fingers. It was the magical equivalent of ‘spray and pray,’ but the attack paid off. A ball of fire struck the shade in the midsection, knocking it off course before it could stab Deja. 
 
    “Almost got it… there!” Suddenly, Deja sprang from the circle, waving her arms before her like she was trying to trace a complicated symbol in the air. “Hang on, Master! Just keep them back a few more seconds!” 
 
    There was small enough worry of that happening. One shade remained tangled in the Archcloak, unable to lift its sword-like arms long enough to slash through the wriggling fabric. The other could have done some damage but wasted precious time battering itself to put out the flames coursing over its body. By the time it was ready to attack once more, it was already too late. 
 
    Deja’s chanting broke off into a high, wordless cry. It lifted over the maelstrom, increasing in pitch and volume until Wes’s eyeballs vibrated. Lucky for them there was no glass within the wall of wind because it would have shattered from the genie’s operatic performance. 
 
    As the sound filled Wes’s ears, the maelstrom faded. All of it—the vision, the wall, the dancing shades with their eyes of fire—winked out as if it had never been there. The Archcloak squeezed around nothing, and Wes found no enemy to block with the Staff of Solomon. 
 
    Behind him, Deja sank to her knees on the stone, exhausted. A faint sheen of sweat covered the genie’s beautiful face, testifying to her exhaustion. But it was the mental wounds Deja was feeling just then, not the physical. 
 
    “Undone,” Deja whispered, propping herself up with her hands. “As if anything like that can ever be undone. Can you take a dead child out of its mother’s arms and make it well again? Can you put a king back on his throne, set the tarnished crown back upon his decaying brow? Can you have youth back? Beauty? Life?” 
 
    Deja sobbed. Wes pulled her to her feet and embraced her, which made her sob even harder. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he told the genie. “It’s over, Deja. None of it was your fault. It’s Dairon’s fault. He did this. And if he tries to lay a finger on you, I’ll kill him all over again.” 
 
    Wes wasn’t sure how long he stood there, just holding Deja in the remains of the ritual. He came back to awareness from a tap on his shoulder and found the rest of his harem standing by. From the looks of them, the whole team had been trying without success to break through the wind barrier from the other side. They hadn’t seen or heard anything of what went on within, but they knew Deja had just been traumatized all over again. 
 
    Behind them all, Khaba loomed. The former emperor—or king, or pharoah, Wes wasn’t sure—had watched all of this with his signature impassive expression and now stared at Deja like he was truly seeing her for the very first time. 
 
    “That was a very great risk you took, genie,” the giant rumbled, sounding impressed. “Perhaps… perhaps I have misjudged you.” 
 
    But Deja was already shaking her head. “No, you haven’t,” the genie admitted, giving Wes a sheepish grin. “It’s Wes, Khaba. The Archwarlock has brought out this change within me. If it weren’t for him… well. If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t be seeking redemption.” 
 
    The giant pondered this for long moments, then nodded. “Very well,” the decaying monarch said, punctuating it with a harrumph that would have been right at home in a Lord of the Rings marathon. “In that case, Deja, I will be merciful. You and yours may leave my tomb in peace.” 
 
    Something inside of Wes relaxed. If it had come to blows, he wasn’t sure he’d have been able to withstand what Khaba could throw at him. Not to mention that Deja was already in a fragile state, and the rest of his harem could have easily gotten in the way and caught a spell that had been meant for him. Too much could go wrong, so it was good that they were skipping the battle this time around. 
 
    Deja looked stunned. “I… thank you, Khaba. I do not deserve this.” 
 
    The giant shrugged, then shook his head with the faintest of chuckles. “None of us do,” he rumbled, pacing toward the rear of his chamber. “When you see Dairon, Archwarlock—give him Khaba’s regards. Will you do that for me?” 
 
    Wes nodded fiercely. There could be no mistaking what the ancient monarch meant. 
 
    “Oh, you’d better fucking believe it,” Wes said. “That man and I are going to have some words, Khaba. Don’t you worry about that.” 
 
    The giant appeared satisfied with this answer. “Then go,” he rumbled, striding away. Then he appeared to remember something and took a step backward. “Oh. And take the villagers with you.” 
 
    Villagers? Wes had almost forgotten the pile of bodies. The horrified stares, bodies frozen in the moment of death. Khaba wanted them to carry those poor souls out of the tomb? 
 
    But then the villagers were carrying themselves. 
 
    Brown-robed forms groaned as they sat up, brushing off their arms and legs. The villagers who’d been lying across the floor of the chapel stirred like sleepers who hadn’t realized they’d drifted off for a nap, looking both amused and disoriented at the same time. Several chattered with each other in an unfamiliar tongue, speaking easily like this happened to them all the time. 
 
    Wes looked to his women. Perhaps they’d seen something he hadn’t, some sign that the villagers had been only pretending. But they looked as shocked as him. More so, in fact. Deja alone looked as if she’d expected such a twist from Khaba. The rest of the team stared at the villagers with open mouths, dumbstruck. 
 
    “They were dead,” Wes said, stating the obvious. “Khaba, what did you do?” 
 
    Wes turned. Khaba had disappeared. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The desert night had grown even colder as Wes and his party exited the underground tomb. The moon hung low in the sky, its cold white face shining across the dunes. Behind Wes and the women, the villagers staggered home, looking like drunken revelers after a night spent carousing. 
 
    Only those villagers had been dead an hour ago. Wes was sure of it. 
 
    What magic had Khaba cast on those people? And why had it completely sidestepped the new wrinkle Inamorato had put into existence, that the recently dead did not go to Heaven or Hell but remained in-between, slowly going insane and attacking the living? None of it made sense. 
 
    For Deja, however, these questions needed no answers. A sense of haste had entered her from the moment they’d completed the first ritual. Her eyes shone with fever, her body tense and wiry like a coiled spring. 
 
    “That was something else,” Azura said, shaking her head as they strode through the desert night. Steam billowed from her lips, and her skin was so warm that Wes felt vaguely shocked her whole body didn’t join the tide. “That’s one wish down, right? We did annul Deja’s first wish to Dairon, right?” 
 
    Deja turned around, blinking rapidly. Her mind had been somewhere else, deep in the past, no doubt. “That’s right,” she explained, looking at each member of the group with a vague sense of guilt at having forgotten them. “Unfortunately, the effects of the wish aren’t canceled. That would be far too much to hope, for Khaba to have his kingdom returned to him, and for all those who died to emerge from their graves hearty and whole. But one half of the contract tying me to Dairon has been undone.” 
 
    Thessaly nodded eagerly at that. “Hell yeah,” the blue-haired Warlock said, giving Azura a high five. “Let’s head back to Shangri-La and let the others know. Grab a little R&R, then start the second half of the mission.” 
 
    Deja’s head whipped around, her eyes flashing darkly in the desert night. “No. We head to London. Tonight.” 
 
    The other women started at this. They turned surprised looks on their leader, as if daring Wes to contradict the genie. 
 
    Kali made it even more plain. Never one to back down from a fight or an argument, the six-armed demoness engaged Deja more directly. 
 
    “That wasn’t the plan,” she said in a voice as icy as the desert wind. “You want us to jump directly to the site of your second wish?” 
 
    “Yes,” Deja said, nodding. “I want to get this done now. The sooner we annul the second and final wish I granted for Dairon, the sooner Wes can bind me as his genie. Once the Archwarlock has his three wishes, we can break the barrier covering Hell and stop Inamorato.” 
 
    Kali nodded along to this, appearing to agree. But that would’ve been too easy for her, of course. 
 
    “I appreciate your willingness to get the job done,” Kali said, crossing three sets of arms beneath her breasts. “But you’ve already been in one fight tonight, genie. And you weren’t exactly looking like roses at the end of it. In my opinion, you need to rest up and brace yourself for the next wish.” 
 
    Azura and Thessaly both gasped. Next to them, Cirice’s eyes went so wide they nearly fell out of her angelic head. No one had ever dared argue with Deja to her face before. She was normally the leader of the pack, Wes’s second in command. The den mother to the whole harem. 
 
    “I-I can handle myself,” Deja said, her tone telling them all how deeply offended she was. “I don’t need you to look after me, Kali. Trust me, I’m a big girl.” 
 
    It was no peace offering, and Kali didn’t treat it as such. Instead, she looked Deja up and down with a gaze as cold as the impassive moon in the sky above.  
 
    “The Archwarlock deserves the best of everything, genie. And you’re obviously not at your best.” 
 
    “Stop this,” Cirice hissed, sounding like she was on the verge of tears. “Please, let’s not fight. We all love Wes, and we’re all trying to save the world—” 
 
    “Of course, we are,” Kali said, “but some of us are making the Archwarlock run all around Hell and back to undo our mistakes. I think it’s sweet that Wes is still willing to embrace you and put a little love mark on your forehead right after you’ve admitted to genocide, genie, but that doesn’t mean the rest of us have to kiss your ass!” 
 
    The other women were stunned. No, stunned was putting it mildly. Wes couldn’t believe this was coming from Kali, of all people. Normally, the blue-skinned demon was so cool and aloof.  
 
    How long has this been simmering beneath the surface? Wes wondered. Had he failed to see it, or had Kali just done an incredibly good job of hiding how she truly felt? 
 
    Even as he thought it, the scenes he’d shared with Kali unspooled in his mind like a film reel. The quiet, uncomplaining familiar with an earth-shattering amount of power and the beauty of a goddess. She was strong enough to conquer continents, yet Wes had put her on portal duty almost from the day they’d stopped Kulili.  
 
    No wonder she’s chafing, Wes realized. In her mind, she’s an adult chauffeuring around a bunch of squabbling teenage brats. None of whom could even hope to step to her in a straight fight. And they’re getting promoted while she’s being overlooked. I didn’t even think to add Kali to my strike team at first. 
 
    Wes was no manager. Even back at the Excelsior, he’d preferred the solitude of the night shift. But he’d clearly made a massive miscalculation in the way he’d treated Kali. 
 
    Shit. How could he fix this without making things worse? 
 
    “You don’t understand the first thing about this group,” Deja said, shaking her head. The genie trembled with anger, barely repressing her urges to get physical with the six-armed familiar. “You weren’t here the night Wes came to Deja Vu. Where were you when he touched the Staff of Dominion for the first time? Were you there to help guide him into his inheritance as a Warlock?” 
 
    If Deja had thought to wound Kali with these words, she’d been mistaken. The six-armed familiar snorted, cocking one flawless eyebrow. “I was confined in a tower. In Hell.” The blue-skinned goddess’s words were merciless. “I suffered for thousands of years, gladly, under the orders of Solomon himself. All so I could serve the true Archwarlock, that I could warm his bed and bathe his battlefields in blood.” Two of Kali’s hands balled into fists. “And now I’m making portals and delivering quips while the Archwarlock delegates all of his tasks to lesser familiars!” 
 
    “You’re just jealous,” Azura hissed, her hands on her hips. “Jealous that Master likes us more than you!” 
 
    The situation was ready to boil over. The heat built with each passing moment, warming like a pressure cooker with each wicked word and cutting remark. If Wes didn’t do something soon, his girls were going to attack each other. 
 
    So, he acted. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Wes said calmly. “I don’t want to hear this. Not when there’s a world on the line. Everything we know and love will go away unless we act. I need you all together. Not bickering and fighting. 
 
    “You’re both in the wrong,” he said, cutting off any disagreeable remarks from the peanut gallery of Azura, Cirice, and Thessaly. “Kali, you shouldn’t have chosen this moment to take out your grievances on the rest of the group. If you have a problem, you ought to come to me and discuss it. 
 
    “But Kali is also right,” Wes said, heaving a heavy sigh. “I’ve misused you, goddess. Just because you came from Solomon’s hoard doesn’t mean you don’t have every right the rest of the group does to my time and respect.” He rubbed the back of his neck, chuckling. “I can’t even remember the last time we made love.” 
 
    Spots of color rose to Kali’s cheeks. The six-armed familiar suddenly looked as if she had sixteen arms. They trembled around her slender torso like the branches of a tree during a hurricane. For a moment, Wes wasn’t sure if she was angry or not, then it hit him. 
 
    Kali—strong, silent, oh, so cool Kali—was on the verge of tears. 
 
    “Actually, my lord,” the blue-skinned goddess stammered, all of her haughty brilliance suddenly robbed from her, “we haven’t… you haven’t had the time.” 
 
    Wes’s eyes nearly fell out of his head. No fucking way, he thought, a spike of shame erupting in his guts. I have to have taken her. All the women we got from Solomon’s hoard, they’re bound to me, no matter what I do, but I still… Oh, shit, did she fall through the cracks? 
 
    No wonder Kali was so upset. What Wes had taken as cool aloofness was actually heartbreak. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Wes said, putting a hand to his forehead. “You’re kidding me. You and I haven’t…?” 
 
    Nothing in the world could have changed the atmosphere among Wes’s group more. Suddenly, Azura, Cirice, and Thessaly were all firmly on Kali’s side, and even Deja looked both shocked and sympathetic. 
 
    “I thought you knew, Wes,” Kali said, unable to keep the bitterness from her tone. “I thought you were punishing me. I go to bed every night thinking, What is wrong with me? Why doesn’t the Archwarlock want me? I couldn’t figure it out. I thought you hated me, that I’d done something wrong.” 
 
    Holy shit. There were tears dripping down the six-armed familiar’s cheeks. 
 
    “No fucking wonder she’s been snippy!” Azura looked shocked and appalled. “You haven’t even fucked her, Master!” 
 
    “I-I have to agree,” Cirice stammered. “If I had gone as long as Kali had without pleasure, I’d be a great deal more bitter than she is!” 
 
    “Kali,” he said, shaking his head, “I am so sorry—” 
 
    Fingers tugged at his belt. 
 
    He opened his eyes to see Deja on her knees, tugging at Wes’s zipper like her life depended on it. Her eyes shined with love and devotion, along with the clever naughtiness of a much younger, more adventurous girl. He hardened at her touch, fully engorged and stiff by the time she tugged down his pants to reveal the bulge in his boxers. 
 
    “Let’s bury the hatchet,” Deja purred. “Right now. You can make everything all better, Master—for me and Kali.” 
 
    Kali knew the score. She sank to her knees right next to Deja, while the other three members of the group stood by, content to watch. Wes looked up just to make sure they were all right with this and found himself locking eyes with Thessaly. 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock favored him with a smirk. “By hatchet, Deja means your cock,” she said, nudging Azura and Cirice in the ribs. “And by bury, she means… well, burying it in Kali!” 
 
    “Go for it,” Cirice whispered, in response to Wes’s unspoken question. “We’re fine. Just thinking about how long it’s been for poor Kali… it makes me shudder! Please, Wes, please make her feel better!” 
 
    That was all the permission Wes needed. He took the band of his boxers and placed it beneath his balls, letting his thick cock flop out between the two gorgeous women. Their breath hitched, and their eyes widened. 
 
    “That’s right,” Wes said, turning slightly toward Kali. “This is all for you, gorgeous. Think you can handle it?” 
 
    Kali was never one to back down from a challenge. The blue-skinned diva smirked, one eyebrow shooting skyward as she placed two arms on Wes’s hips and another on Deja’s breasts. She gently pushed the genie away—not in a mean way, but more to say ‘I got this.’ After how long she’d been denied, she deserved this. 
 
    “Oh, Master,” Kali purred, and Wes had never heard such a submissive word spoken with such dominance. “I don’t deserve this. To worship you all to myself, to pleasure your penis in front of your sluts, to make you cum…” 
 
    Her warm-up work done, Deja rose to her feet and slipped back to join the rest of the audience. “You deserve this,” she said, giving Kali a pat on the back as she passed. “Go get ‘em, girl. Show the rest of these girls how it’s done.” 
 
    Kali nibbled her bottom lip, looking Wes up and down from his cock to his face.  
 
    “You know, my people invented the Kama Sutra,” Kali said, running her soft pink tongue along that special spot on the underside of Wes’s crown. “It’s so much more interesting seeing what positions of pleasure you can achieve with this many arms.” 
 
    In short order, Kali showed him. Two of her hands grabbed Wes’s ass cheeks through his boxers, using the grip as leverage to work her soft lips all the way down to the base of his shaft. She inhaled his musky scent, groaning with bliss, then got those other four hands to work. 
 
    When Wes closed his eyes, it felt like an entire harem of women were servicing him. But when he opened them again, it was just Kali—a Kali who was as industrious as a hive of bees and as erotic as the world’s smuttiest literature. As the blue-skinned beauty licked and sucked at the head of his prick, she wrapped one hand around his shaft and pumped, and then another at his balls. Kali sucked and squeezed and groped him all at once, while her other hands tore off her top and squeezed her ample tits together. 
 
    “Fuck,” Wes groaned, putting one of his hands on the back of Kali’s head. His own two suddenly seemed woefully inadequate: he found himself fantasizing about having six, groping Kali’s tits and spanking her ass while also sliding fingers down her throat and fingering her. Doing all that at one time might have required a bit too much control, though. “Shit, Kali, that’s so fucking good.” 
 
    The movements of Kali’s mouth grew even more eager. Her tongue kept hitting that special, perfect spot as her six arms moved, all working together to pleasure him. The need throbbed inside of him, his balls tensing as he prepared to shoot.  
 
    When he looked over the blue-skinned goddess’s shoulders, he saw four beautiful women watching eagerly, clutching each other as they basked in their master’s pleasure. 
 
    Wes groaned, his pleasure hitting the point of no return. 
 
    Kali didn’t even stop for a moment. She smiled around the head of his prick, her hands pumping him harder as he hit the peak. She squeezed his hips, spreading his ass and groping him as her other free hands clutched his balls and showed off her bare tits. It was all too much for Wes, whose world shrank to the gorgeous woman in front of him as he climaxed. 
 
    Wes’s knees shook as he came, the pleasure so intense that he cried out. His fingers tensed in Kali’s hair as the first jet of seed sprayed across her tongue, filling her mouth with the salty taste of his load. He heard the rest of his women groaning with bliss as if they were the ones getting a mouthful of hot cum—in Azura’s case, the succubus was literally feeling it. 
 
    Kali sucked greedily at Wes’s cock, her cheeks hollowing as she drank his come. Her lips and tongue were so soft and sweet, while the motions of her hands were so rough. The combination drove Wes wild and, suddenly, he was shooting with renewed vigor, grunting as he unloaded. A second, strong wave of pleasure washed over him, and he knew Kali had just done something very special. 
 
    She kept his prick in her mouth for a long while, sucking it clean and dry. Then she pulled off with a wet little pop. “Kama Sutra,” she purred, as if this explained everything. “Take me, Master!” 
 
    Kali rose to her feet and turned around, bending over and thrusting her pert ass in his lap. The blue-skinned goddess easily put herself at the perfect height to be filled from behind, two of her free hands guiding Wes inside of her tight channel as she slammed herself back on him. 
 
    It felt too good to be real. Pounding Kali’s slick pussy truly did feel like being in the embrace of a goddess, a goddess of lust, a filthy fucking deity who threw herself back on him with reckless abandon. 
 
    “Yes, Master!” Kali growled, using two of her free hands to pull herself back onto his cock while two others braced themselves against the desert sand. “Fuck me, ah, yes! God, I’ve needed this so badly for so long!” 
 
    So did Wes, though he hadn’t known it. He thrust harder and harder into Kali, unable to believe how good it felt to have her arms embracing him. The way the goddess used leverage was second to none, and her fingers seemed to find every pleasure point to add even more bliss to his thrusts. 
 
    Wes thrust harder and harder, rapidly reaching a second peak. He grunted, palming her ass as he thrust into her tight hole.  
 
    Kali watched him over her shoulder, grinning. “Do it,” she commanded, squeezing his balls with yet another miraculous hand as his bliss boiled over. “I don’t care how fast you cum, Master. I’m flattered that you can’t hold back inside me!” 
 
    As Wes’s cock jerked inside the goddess, the first jet of his semen spraying against her walls, her inner muscles clenched him like a seventh, magical fist. She drew so tight around him that he saw stars, the world contracting with bliss as he emptied himself inside of Kali. 
 
    The six-armed familiar tossed her head back and howled into the night. Her triumph made every other woman in the harem come, like an erotic magic spell. Wes could feel Kali’s bitterness and aloof nature melting away, literally fucked out of her body as she came around him. She’d be a much better team player from now on. 
 
    Wes held himself deep in the goddess’s pussy until he was good and done. Dimly, he wondered what kind of a baby he and Kali would make—if they even could make babies. If we can, though, we definitely will, he thought, staring at the familiar’s bare blue back and ass as she panted her way through her aftershocks. 
 
    Wes tucked himself back into his pants, groaning. The relief mingled with the triumph of annulling the first wish and made him feel like he was ten feet tall. His women grinned at him, embracing Kali as she stepped forward like she was only now truly joining the harem. 
 
    “So…” Deja said, laughing. “To London?” 
 
    All of them joined in the laughter. There’s no better way to settle an argument, Wes thought, grinning at the women. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” he said. “Let’s get this done. Kali?” 
 
    The six-armed goddess nodded. “I don’t mind being on portal duty,” she confessed with a chuckle. “So long as I’m not left out when it’s time to fuck. Let’s head out…” 
 
    Kali opened a portal, and the group stepped through, leaving nothing but the desert behind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    London looked like Hell’s waiting room. 
 
    Wes and the women stepped through Kali’s portal into a world of chaos. The smell of smoke hit his nostrils even before his boots touched the pavement—buildings were burning. And burning close by. The faint sound of screaming carried on the wind, both the terrified kind and the kind Wes associated with an angry mob. Bad shit was happening there, no doubt about it. 
 
    Azura and Thessaly stepped through the portal, practically arm in arm. Cirice slid in behind them, her eyes widening in surprise at the state of the city. Finally, Deja and Kali walked through, conversing in quiet tones as they zipped the portal back up. The way they spoke told Wes they’d reached some kind of understanding, one he hoped would be good for both of them. If he’d had time, he’d have asked about it. 
 
    But they were already under attack. 
 
    No sooner had the portal closed than a handful of undead monsters charged around the corner. The slobbering, decaying creatures had stopped at the front of a nearby pub that had been boarded up, and had been startled out of their futile attacks against the barricade by the appearance of Wes and his party. Drool trickled from their jaws, the slavering look in their eyes no longer that of human beings but of beasts. 
 
    “Filth,” Kali hissed, taking the lead, “you shall not keep us from our objective!” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the blue-skinned demon disappeared. Wes wasn’t sure if she’d teleported behind the small crowd of undead, or if she’d simply moved very, very fast, too fast to be seen by the human eye. But, either way, the result was the same. 
 
    Kali reappeared directly behind the creatures, long knives appearing in each of her six hands. Each one of those limbs moved independently of the others, swung with the grace and skill of a true master—or mistress, in this case. 
 
    She decapitated the nearest undead neatly, sending its head rolling into the gutter. Two more knives pierced the heart of the one standing next to the headless fellow, then lifted the creature off its feet and tossed it into the barricade. 
 
    The women gasped with shock. Kali moved like a whirling dervish, like the spirit of vengeance personified. Her knives stabbed with brutal efficiency, piercing vital organs, severing limbs, and removing heads from shoulders. In the span of a half-dozen heartbeats, no more, she stood before a pile of mutilated bodies. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Wes whispered, his eyebrows shooting to his hairline. “Kali, that was intense!” 
 
    A devilish grin spread across the familiar’s face. “Thank you, Master. It’s a relief to finally let my hair down and have some fun!” 
 
    Wes suppressed a shudder. If this was what Kali considered a bit of light fun, he wasn’t sure he wanted to see her in a truly ‘party hard’ kind of mood. 
 
    “We need to move,” Deja whispered. “The streets aren’t safe. We’ve got to get to our objective as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Azura agreed, her gaze on a thick plume of smoke covering several city blocks. “Uh, Deja? What is our objective?” 
 
    Deja’s answering smile was grim. “The Great Northern Hotel,” she said, pointing in a westerly direction. “That’s where Dairon nearly died, and I was forced to grant his second wish, under duress and in a very short time frame.” 
 
    Wes did a double take. “The Great Northern? Isn’t that in Washington?” 
 
    “It’s not real,” Cirice said, giving the group a confused look. “It’s from that show we watched together, Wes. With the coffee and pie, and the room with the black and white stripes on the floor.” 
 
    Deja scoffed and rolled her eyes. “That’s a TV show,” she said. “This is the real deal. It’s over two hundred years old, one of London’s oldest hotels. But as ancient as it is, it’s not even that building we’re seeking. Rather, that building was constructed on top of the site of Dairon’s second wish.” 
 
    Wes understood. “Everything’s built on top of everything, all the way down to pagan ruins,” he said, nodding. “Will we still be able to access the site of the wish, Deja? Or do we need to go underground?” 
 
    The genie looked unsure. “We should just be able to find the equivalent room,” she said, though she didn’t sound certain about that. “Assuming the building is still standing in all this, that is. We may have to sift through the ruins if things have gotten truly dire.” 
 
    The farther through London they traveled, the more Wes got that exact impression. Most buildings were either on fire or destroyed, their windows shattered and doors blown off their hinges by the wave of undead. They hardly walked ten or twenty steps without seeing a body or two, or, at some intersections, several hundred. The dead were as thick as fleas, with flies buzzing around the piles of corpses. What little law and order there had been in Old London had long since fled, leaving those left to pure anarchy. 
 
    Something else worried at Wes, however. They hadn’t seen any undead since their arrival, save for that small group Kali had dispatched. In a city this size, there must have been tens of thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands of the slavering monsters. 
 
    So, where the fuck was the horde? 
 
    Wes could only hope they were busy occupying themselves somewhere on the other end of the city. Otherwise, they were in for one hell of a fight. 
 
    “This is bad,” Cirice whispered, clutching Wes as they made their way in the direction of the Great Northern. “Really, really bad.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Wes assured the angel, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I won’t let you be hurt.” 
 
    Cirice shook her head. “I’m not worried about that,” she said with a faint smile. “I’m scared for humanity. Even if we stop Inamorato now, and save the world, how much of the world is going to be left? Does every major city look like London right now?” 
 
    Wes surveyed the carnage all around them, his heart sinking into his stomach. “It can’t be,” he said, shaking his head. “Sure, the world’s biggest cities were too big to stop this. Too many people, packed in too tightly. But there’s got to be big swaths of humanity that have been able to hunker down. They’ll help us when all this is done.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Cirice said. But she didn’t sound particularly hopeful. 
 
    Nor did any of them look particularly hopeful, even as they drew closer to the Great Northern. Deja’s directions led them unerringly through London’s downtown shopping district, even if they had to detour several times around rubble and burning cop cars. It seemed impossible that a city could come back from destruction like this, even a city as ancient and venerable as London itself. By the time they reached the long, straight thoroughfare leading to the Great Northern itself, Wes was profoundly disturbed. 
 
    “Deja,” he said, dropping back a few steps to match the pace of the genie. Deja and Kali walked practically arm in arm (or arm in arm in arm in arm, in Kali’s case), their early squabbling and petty rivalries easily forgotten. “There’s something I want to ask you.” 
 
    “Of course, Master,” the genie said smoothly. “Go right ahead.” 
 
    Wes looked around at the destruction surrounding them. “I’ve been thinking about my second wish. The one I’m going to make between destroying the barriers on Heaven and Hell and granting your freedom.” 
 
    Deja and Kali shared a look. “Yes?” 
 
    Wes gestured with his chin toward the heart of London. “Could we fix this?” he asked, hardly daring to speak such a hope aloud. “Not just this city, but every city. All the big ones where so many people have died. And so much of the architecture, the beauty and the art, has been destroyed. Do you have the power to put all that back together, or does that outstrip your ability as a genie?” He paused, thinking. “Be honest with me. If you think that’s too much, just say so. And I’ll ply my case to Solomon directly as best as I can.” 
 
    From the look on Deja’s face, she’d been thinking about something similar before Wes asked. “That’s an interesting question,” she admitted, taking a moment to guide the group in the direction of the Great Northern. “I can do it, Wes, particularly if you limit your wish to major cities, like London. But I worry what sort of knock-on effects such a wish would have. Bringing that many people back to life would change a thousand lives in tiny ways and, as a genie, I feel more keenly than most the sting of the butterfly effect.” 
 
    “Still,” Wes said, absorbing the genie’s words. “It’s a noble wish, right?” 
 
    Deja nodded. “If that’s what you want, Wes, I’ll try as hard as I can to make it a reality,” she said, sharing another one of those secretive looks with Kali. What were the two of them cooking up over there? “We can discuss it in more detail once we’ve secured the lamp. Speaking of which…” 
 
    While they’d been talking, the group had entered the shadow of the Great Northern. By some minor miracle, the great main bulk of the building had been left in a nearly untouched condition. Its east wing stretched across the city sidewalk, undamaged save for a few broken windows, while the west side was blackened by flames that hadn’t managed to reach the inside. Great certainly was the word to describe the building. It towered over the nearby structures, though in London’s heart it would have been tiny indeed. 
 
    “I sure hope you know where to go, Deja,” Wes said, staring up at the building. “There’s got to be, what, three hundred rooms in this building? How do we know which one stands where you granted Dairon’s wish?” 
 
    “I’ll know,” Deja said with a knowing chuckle. “Don’t worry about that part. Just focus on keeping those monsters off me long enough to complete the ritual. Khaba was nice enough to clear the field for us the first time around, but I doubt we’ll be so lucky this time.” 
 
    Had he? Wes hadn’t even noticed.  
 
    “Let’s get inside,” Wes said, looking up and down the empty street. “Hopefully there’s nothing waiting for us in the lobby—” 
 
    Figures rounded the corner, the empty street no longer quite so empty. 
 
    Wes tensed, his women dropping into battle stance around him. But, a moment later, it became clear that these creatures weren’t undead, at least not yet. What approached them was a handful of fighters, some dressed in the robes of Warlocks, while others wore what had once been pure white tunics with armor strapped on the front and back. The fabric had turned brown and red from blood and dirt, staining their owners’ faces even worse than their clothing. 
 
    To Wes’s surprise, he recognized the two people at the formation’s head. One was Kwame. The other was Bethany Valente, the former leader of the Templars. 
 
    Both gave a start at the sight of Wes and his team. Then Kwame raised a hand, throwing back his aged head and laughing. “Hail and well met, Archwarlock!” the old man said. “What a surprise to see you here!” 
 
    “It’s nowhere near as big a surprise for you as it is for me,” Wes said as the group shuffled to the entrance of the Great Northern. As they drew closer, Wes realized Bethany Valente was actually supporting Kwame. The old Warlock had an arm around her shoulders and was using her to stay upright. One of his legs limped uselessly beneath him, covered in blood. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Kwame said when he saw Wes staring. “It’s not my blood, Archwarlock.” 
 
    “I can’t believe what I’m seeing,” Azura muttered, making a show of rubbing her eyes. “Is that a Warlock and a Templar walking arm in arm?” 
 
    “Yeah, yuk it up,” Bethany said, brushing a lock of soaked blonde hair out of her face. “It’s the end of the world, succubus. The old blood feuds feel kind of embarrassing these days.” 
 
    Bethany handed Kwame off to another blood-covered Templar. To Wes’s shock, it was Dmitri, the young man he’d helped escape from Lady Morningstar’s version of Hell. The man had confessed his crush on Bethany from the Other Side, and Wes had heard that the two of them had somehow hit it off. But he’d expected them to be long dead, slain by the waves of undead assaulting the world. 
 
    “Don’t hold your old prejudices against her,” Kwame warned, moving with some difficulty from Bethany’s side to Dmitri’s. “Ah, that’s better young man. Thank you.” He looked at Wes, that faint smile peeking out from his long white beard. “Templar Valente and I share something in common. A desire to atone for old mistakes.” He looked at the woman in armor seriously. “If it weren’t for her, Archwarlock, I’d have been killed a half-dozen times over.” 
 
    “The same is true for you, Kwame,” Bethany said, evidently not enjoying being talked up. “You’ve saved my life even more than I’ve saved yours.” 
 
    “What the hell are you two doing here?” Wes wanted to know. 
 
    Kwame chuckled, shaking gently against Dmitri’s side. “Clearing a path for you, Archwarlock. You thought it was just dumb luck that you managed to make it all the way to the Great Northern without running afoul of a horde of tens of thousands of undead?” 
 
    Wes and his women stared dumbfounded at Kwame, all save for Deja, who had likely filled Kwame in on where they were headed.  
 
    “Uh… yeah?” Thessaly asked, looking numbly from Kwame to the blood-spattered Warlocks and Templars fanned out behind him. 
 
    Bethany Valente chuckled darkly. “Not at all,” the Templar said, or maybe the former Templar. After all, fraternizing with Warlocks was completely against the Templar code. Though Wes doubted it really mattered, since all Bethany led at this point were a bunch of battle-hardened savages bloodthirsty enough to face down the undead. “We knew you were coming to London, Archwarlock. So, we decided to clean the place up for you as best as we could.” 
 
    “We took a few casualties,” Kwame admitted, hobbling over to where Wes stood. “That’s always hard, especially when those casualties join the ranks of the enemy a few minutes after they die. But we managed to divert the main horde of the undead to the opposite end of the city.” 
 
    “They’re on their way,” Bethany said grimly. She put a hand over her eyes, shading them as they looked over the city. Wes knew the Templar couldn’t actually see the horde from this distance, but the thought still gave him a shiver. “But it will be a while before they arrive. Hopefully, before they do, you and your women will be done with whatever they need to do.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “We’ll move as quickly as possible. Thank you. You didn’t need to do this, but you did. For that, I forgive you for trying to kill me.” 
 
    A tight smile crossed Bethany’s face. “Just tell me this, Archwarlock. If you succeed at this insane genie magic, you’ll be able to break the barriers? You’ll send the undead back to the Other Side where they belong?” 
 
    “We will,” Deja said fiercely. 
 
    Bethany nodded. “Then all this is worth it,” she muttered, sounding more like she was talking to herself than Wes and his group. “Fine, Archwarlock. Go get the job done. My people will stay out here and hold the Great Northern if the undead arrive before you’re done.” 
 
    Wes did a double take. He tried to picture a tidal wave of the undead traveling down that broad thoroughfare, their jaws snapping as they assaulted the Great Northern. Even after being culled and led away by Kwame and Bethany’s people, there would be tens of thousands of them—hundreds of thousands. 
 
    No one could stand against that. They’d surely be killed. 
 
    “Don’t be a hero,” Wes told the group. “If you see the undead coming, portal out to safety.” 
 
    Bethany laughed without an ounce of humor. “Have you seen the world, Archwarlock? There is no safety. We might as well die here as anywhere else.” 
 
    Kwame nodded. “I’ll keep an eye on things, Wes. You can count on me.” 
 
    Maybe. But it wasn’t the strength of Kwame’s constitution that worried Wes, but the state of his body. The old Warlock looked to be on his last legs, barely able to remain upright. 
 
    Let him do it, a little voice whispered in the back of Wes’s brain. He needs this. This is what he’s been looking for ever since you took control of Shangri-La. 
 
    “We’ll be back,” Wes assured the group. “Come on, girls, let’s find this room.” 
 
    Together, they entered the Great Northern. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is almost peaceful,” Kali muttered as they walked through the lobby. “Hard to believe with everything that’s going on outside…” 
 
    Wes and his women made their way through the lobby of the Great Northern, with Deja at the lead. The genie didn’t bother looking around at the place, her attention fixed only on finding the spot where she’d granted Dairon’s second wish, but the rest of the harem couldn’t help but stare.  
 
    Despite the age of the building and the damage it had sustained from the rise of the undead, the place still carried a stateliness and luxury that couldn’t be denied. Wes could easily understand how it had managed to be one of the most desirable hotels in London for over a century. 
 
    Most surprisingly, the looting had hardly touched it, as if, by the time the undead reached the Great Northern, most of the dying had already been done. 
 
    “You get a bead on the right spot yet?” Wes asked. Like Deja, he had little time to gawk at the crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceiling or the expensive art hanging on the wall. Every moment they wasted was another that might lead to Kwame and Bethany having to defend the hotel from the undead, which meant they needed to move fast. “Deja?” 
 
    “I’m looking,” the genie said quickly. Her brow furrowed, her eyes taking on a faraway tinge as she dragged her memory back to a faraway time. Nowhere near as far back as her first wish had been—but still far. “It’s above us, I think. Fifth floor, maybe, or the sixth?” 
 
    “Great,” Thessaly whispered. “I don’t suppose the elevator’s still working in this place?” 
 
    “No, but there are stairs,” Cirice said hopefully. “I could carry you if you want! Assuming the stairwell is big enough for me to fly, that is.” 
 
    The blue-haired Warlock laughed at the thought. “No thanks, but I appreciate the offer.” 
 
    They found the stairs and headed upward. Someone had erected a makeshift barricade at the bottom, intended to keep whoever might have squatted on the upper stories safe while the undead ravaged below. But it had already been punctured in several spots, the boards torn away, which told Wes whoever had sought sanctuary in this place had died long ago. 
 
    As they made their way up the stairs, Wes focused on Deja, watching the genie’s back as it tensed up with ancient memories. 
 
    Once they reached the sixth story of the hotel, Deja slowed. “It’s this floor,” she said, at first uncertain, and then again with greater clarity. “Yes, it’s here. This is where Dairon made his wish. Everything is different, and yet it’s exactly the same.” 
 
    Wes didn’t understand—or maybe he did. Deja no longer saw the elegant halls of the Great Northern as they stepped out of the stairwell and made their way across the padded carpet. She was seeing the place as it once was, the way it had been the day that Dairon made his second fateful wish. 
 
    Her steps quickened, then slowed, then quickened again. For a short moment Wes wondered if Deja had gotten off on the wrong floor, and panic filled his chest. They were running out of time. 
 
    But, finally, Deja stopped before one door. “This is it,” she said, pausing before an ancient gilt-covered door. The panel next to it marked it as 6183, though this clearly wouldn’t have been the number back when Deja and Dairon had visited this place. “Master, you’re coming with me. Everyone else, stay out in the hall and keep watch.” 
 
    “What? Hell no!” Azura protested, throwing an arm in the air. “We’re not letting you go in there by yourself, Deja! We’re all in this together, damn it!” 
 
    Deja’s lips pressed together. “It’s a small room,” she said, gesturing with her chin at the doorknob. “Whatever’s in there, I can face it. So long as I have Wes with me, none of Dairon’s old memories can hurt me. You can trust me and Wes to take care of this, Azura.” 
 
    The rest of the group seemed to be on the cusp of protesting as well. But they were stopped by a surprising presence—Kali, who inserted three of her six arms between Wes and Deja and the rest of the group. 
 
    “We’ll keep watch,” the blue-skinned goddess said quickly, giving Deja a nod that let Wes know they’d planned this part out in advance. How quickly they’d gone from rivals to best friends. “Yell if you need us, genie. No one’s going to get in or out of this room without going through me.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Deja said, smiling faintly. “Shall we, Wes?” 
 
    She gestured at the knob. The door had one of those fancy electronic key scanners, but Wes completely ignored that. Charging up a blast of power within the Staff of Solomon, he slammed the butt end of the wood down on the knob as hard as he could. 
 
    It snapped off, and the door opened. 
 
    Inside was a standard hotel room. The place looked so ordinary that, for a moment, Wes was sure Deja had made some kind of mistake. This couldn’t possibly be the place, could it? They must have gotten the wrong room, or the wrong floor. Wes didn’t feel any of the power he expected, the ancient magic he’d thought he’d notice— 
 
    Deja stepped into the room and closed the door behind them. It shouldn’t have locked, what with the doorknob completely broken off by Wes’s attack yet, somehow, it did. Deja gave Wes a grim look and flicked the light switch, which didn’t work, then summoned a ball of light. 
 
    “Right here in the center,” she said, hastening into the small suite. “By the bed. This is where it’s going to happen.” 
 
    Wes didn’t understand, but he let himself be led into the bedroom. As soon as they were past the entrance, a wall of wind formed between the door and the rest of the group. For the second time since they’d set out on the mission, that maelstrom surrounded them only, this time, it was muted, conforming to the reality of a hotel room. 
 
    “Hello again,” Deja said, shaking her head. She clutched Wes’s hand hard, her eyes already watery. “Let’s get through this. One wish to go.” 
 
    As she said it, two figures materialized in the bedroom. They had the same wispy, half-formed quality Wes had seen on the altar in the underground tomb, and instantly he knew he was looking at a replayed scene from long ago. This was the night Deja had granted Dairon’s second wish, though what it was, Wes had no idea. 
 
    The phantom Deja stood in the center of the room, looking much as she had in the first vision. The centuries hadn’t touched her beauty, only given her a bit more maturity. Her modern day form was slightly thicker in the hips and the tits, but Wes liked her that way. 
 
    The second figure lay in the bed, coughing up a storm. When he stopped, he groaned like the world itself was ending. “You lied to me,” the figure ranted, sounding feverish. 
 
    Dairon. 
 
    “I didn’t lie to you, you fucking bastard,” the real Deja hissed. “It was your bloody wish that got you in this situation!” 
 
    As if agreeing with her future version, the Deja within the vision shrugged. “I followed your wish to the letter,” she said smoothly, her arms crossed beneath her ample breasts. “All three pages of it. Any mistakes are your fault, Dairon, not mine.” 
 
    “Bloody scribes,” the man grunted, tossing aside imaginary covers. “They must have made a spelling mistake somewhere, incorrectly wrote down a word…” 
 
    “Or perhaps you’re not as clever as you think,” the phantom Deja said, mirth dancing in her eyes. “It looks like this is the end of the line for you, Dairon.” 
 
    Wes did a double take. The bearded man truly looked like he was darkening Death’s doorstep. Deep, sunken pits had opened beneath his eyes. The swellings on his face looked like boils, but as Wes’s gaze traveled down the man’s body, he recognized them for the first time for what they were. 
 
    “Buboes,” Wes said, his mouth dropping open. “Holy shit. Dairon had the Black Plague.” 
 
    “Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” The phantom Dairon coughed viciously, blood trickling from his lips. “No, genie. No, you haven’t gotten rid of me that easily!” 
 
    Dairon’s coughs had a rattling, sickly quality that made Wes’s stomach do a flip. “He’s really fucking sick,” Wes muttered, his hand feeling cold in Deja’s. “What happened to him? I thought you made him immortal.” 
 
    “So did he,” the current day Deja whispered, gazing upon the tableau with anger. “He never saw it coming.” 
 
    Wes couldn’t exactly blame him. The Black Plague had taken all of Europe by surprise. By the time it fled the continent, surviving only in tiny pockets of animal infection, it had killed something like a third of everyone living in England at the time. It had thrown governments into turmoil and turned the streets of major cities into a charnel house. 
 
    In that way, the Black Plague was a lot like the wave of undead destroying the world. How ironic, Wes thought, that this is the second apocalyptic disaster linked to you, Dairon. 
 
    “I demanded to be immortal!” Dairon wheezed. He spoke as best as he could through the bloody spittle flying from his lips. “I gave you a list, genie! A list! No weapon forged by man could harm me!” 
 
    “Dairon’s great boast,” the present-day Deja said with extreme bitterness. “‘Any weapon created by man will turn against its owner when used on me.’ He thought to make himself functionally unkillable, thanks to his first wish. Yet he made a mistake somewhere.” 
 
    “What did he do wrong?” Wes asked, watching the phantom of Dairon cough and mutter. 
 
    Deja shrugged. “The answer is probably in that three page wish he gave me.” A vicious little look spread across Deja’s beautiful face. “I hope he was wrong, though. That the scribes wrote something down incorrectly or forgot a word. I’d much rather Dairon’s end have come about via his own arrogance rather than a simple mistake.” 
 
    Wes could understand that. 
 
    “You keep saying that,” the younger Deja hissed. Just then, the sound of knocking erupted against the door. “Hang on!” 
 
    For a moment, Wes thought that knocking had been directed at them. But the sound wasn’t occurring in the present day, it had happened hundreds of years ago, when this building had carried a much different character. 
 
    “Bring him outside!” a voice shouted in heavily accented English. “To the dead carts! Ye must get this plague out of my inn!” 
 
    “Damn it!” the Deja in the vision swore. “Dairon, if you’re going to do something, you’ve got to do it now. They’re going to break the door down soon.” 
 
    “Let them!” Dairon struggled to rise from the bed, only to sink back in another bloody coughing fit. “I am invincible! Let them bring their pitchforks and see what good it does them!” 
 
    The younger Deja sighed. “They won’t bring pitchforks, Dairon,” she said, explaining it the way the current Deja would to a very small child. “They’re much too weak for that. They’ll simply vacate the inn and burn it down!” 
 
    Dairon’s eyes widened. Flames weren’t a weapon with an owner, they couldn’t be turned against the hapless villagers. And even if they were, well, wouldn’t that just mean more fire rather than less? 
 
    Wes didn’t know if Dairon was immune to fire. And from the look on the bearded man’s sickly face as he tried to fight his way through a bout of Yersinia Pestis, he was no longer certain, either. 
 
    Something in Dairon’s gaze broke. “Fine!” he snarled, pressing his shoulder blades against the pillows. “A quill—bring me a quill! And paper!” 
 
    The younger Deja looked like she wanted to trick Dairon into making that a wish but, before she could say anything, more knocking came to their door. This time it was far more insistent, and louder. It sounded as if there were several people doing it. 
 
    Wes watched the young Deja swear, then produce what Dairon asked for from a nearby desk drawer. The bearded man scrawled on the paper feverishly, writing words in a language Wes didn’t recognize. What he did recognize, however, was the desperation. 
 
    Dairon was making his second wish. 
 
    Outside in the hall, the angry villagers grew closer. Now, the knocking against the inn’s door had become huge, dragging thumps, like someone had dragged some furniture down to the door and was trying to use it as a makeshift battering ram. Both Deja and Dairon looked worried. 
 
    Next to Wes, Deja scribbled furiously against the carpet. She’d produced a length of black, smeary material and was writing with it, creating the glyph she’d need to annul the second wish she’d granted for Dairon. All it needed was her blood. 
 
    Once she gave it to the glyph, however, they’d be under attack. Wes could understand the impulse to leave that part of the ritual for last. 
 
    “Hurry up!” That was the younger Deja, in the vision. “Finish your wish, you bloody stupid donkey, before you get us both killed!” 
 
    “Here!” Dairon’s voice was filled with that curious strength that only comes to those in the last hour of their lives—the final burst of the flickering candle as it’s snuffed out by death itself. The bearded man’s eyes danced with a feverish light as he handed the vellum to Deja, cackling to himself. “Here’s the wish, genie! Follow it to the letter, or else!” 
 
    The younger Deja scanned the sheet impassively. Wes leaned over, hoping to glean some more knowledge about Dairon and his relationship with Deja from the text of the wish, but the runes were in no language Wes had ever seen before. He couldn’t even begin to guess at their contents. 
 
    But what he could tell, just from looking at the younger Deja’s eyes, was that Dairon had made a grave mistake. 
 
    To her credit, she hid it well. Only someone who knew her as intimately as Wes did, who had seen ever possible emotion from orgasm to grief flicker across that beautiful face, could hope to see through Deja’s poker face. 
 
    But the genie was an open book to him. And, right now, the words written across it in seventy-two-point impact font were this: I WIN, DAIRON. 
 
    “You’re certain?” the younger Deja asked. Wes thought he could see a tiny smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth, but he might have imagined it. “This is exactly what you want?” 
 
    “Yes! Yes!” Dairon looked impatient, as if he might keel over and die at any moment. To be fair, though, from the way he looked, that seemed like a distinct possibility. “You read the words, didn’t you, genie? Grant my wish, now! Or would you prefer to delay until this damned plague consumes me!?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” the younger Deja purred. She was so secure in her victory, yet Dairon didn’t even notice. He made a mistake. One that allowed Deja to take the upper hand and slay him. 
 
    What had it been? Wes thought he had an idea. If Dairon was as feverish and angry as he appeared to be, it was likely he’d have instituted some kind of blanket ban against disease harming him in his second wish and, to seal the deal, he’d have made his second wish supersede his first. He feared trickery and double-crossing, like all hypocrites, and felt keenly the worry that Deja would betray him. 
 
    But in making his second wish, he’d accidentally removed the protection that his first wish gave him. A rookie mistake, to be sure, and likely one Dairon would never have made if he wasn’t actively dying of the Black Plague. But there it was. 
 
    He’d have to confirm it with Deja later. Right now, the brunette genie was far too busy to do much other than annul the wish. 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” the younger Deja said. She closed her eyes, beginning to chant in an ancient tongue. 
 
    “Now!” the present-day Deja hissed, nibbling at her other palm. “Be ready, Master!” 
 
    As the wish was cast, the past repeating in the vision in the suite of the Great Northern Hotel, Wes braced himself. Deja bit her palm, blood dripping from between her fingers onto the glyph. It touched the black chalk and sizzled, sending up a plume of smoke as the ritual began. 
 
    This time, Wes was ready. He sent the Archcloak flying through the air at the shade inhabiting the form of Dairon, shouting a command for the garment to keep the man imprisoned as long as possible. Since he was lying down, this proved to be quite easy. 
 
    The green and black threads grabbed the false Dairon as he sat up, wrapping around him even as his eyes turned to glowing red coals. He struggled with a great deal more verve than the previous shade, which worried Wes, but he couldn’t sit around and watch. He had to protect his Deja from the false one. 
 
    This time around, the shade didn’t bother with fancy transformations. It remained in Deja’s form, though a twisted, evil version of the genie Wes knew so well.  
 
    “Hello, Master,” the creature hissed, its voice much deeper and smokier than the Deja that Wes knew so well. “What are you doing peeking into my memories? Such a dirty young man you are!” 
 
    Wes drew the Staff of Solomon. “I don’t know what the fuck you are, lady,” he growled, standing between the shade and his Deja, “but you’re not going to fool me. There’s only one Deja, and it’s the woman behind me, who’s about to take her power back!” 
 
    The shade ran a shadowy hand down her sleek side, her clothes dissolving like smoke. In the blink of an eye, the false Deja wore nothing but a glitzy harem outfit like something from a porn version of Aladdin. Whisper-thin silks wrapped around her tits and ass, with a matching veil across the lower half of her face. 
 
    “I see the way you’re looking at me,” the shade purred. “Are you aware you could trade me for that old bag kneeling behind you?” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her!” Deja cried out, her voice filling with a curious kind of despair. “Keep her off me for a few more moments, Master. I’m almost done!” 
 
    “You can still save the world,” the false Deja assured him. “We can make this silly wish go bye-bye, just like she”—the shade’s face twisted in disgust—“wants. I’ll be your genie. I’ll do such a good job of it, too! I’ll give you all the wishes you want.” 
 
    “Lies,” Deja assured him from behind. She worked faster and faster, trying to fill the glyph with her blood and complete the ritual. “Focus, Master. I only need a little more time.” 
 
    “You deserve the best,” the shade purred, striding across the suite like a model strutting her stuff on a catwalk. “The best of everything, baby. And I can give it to you. I’m so much younger and tighter than that old hag behind you, and I’ll stay young and hot for you for decades!” 
 
    “Not working,” Wes grunted, his fingers tightening their grip on the Staff of Solomon. “If you want to take your best shot at getting past me, shade, you’d better do it now. Your friend’s currently losing a fight against my Archcloak, and Deja’s about to banish you both in a minute or two—” 
 
    “You can breed me,” the not-Deja cooed. She ran a hand between her legs, showing off a pair of pale silk blue panties that totally failed to hide the contours of her mound. “I’ll give you all the babies you want, Master. All the healthy, beautiful children you can fuck into me. Has that slut even been able to give you one? Or is she completely fucking infertile!?” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Wes said instead, shaking his head with his sexiest smirk. “It just hasn’t happened yet, that’s all. Older ladies aren’t as fertile as the young ones, that’s true, but it’s the making babies that’s the fun part anyway. Deja and I can do plenty of that.” 
 
    The shade’s eyes widened. Its reaction was not at all what Wes expected. It looked like it had just gained the upper hand instead of the other way around. 
 
    “Ohhh,” the shade said, sounding like one of the mean girls from Wes’s old college. “Has she really not told you?” 
 
    Told me what? Wes thought. This wasn’t the time for revelations, not when so much was at stake. 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” Deja gasped. Wes thought he could hear her crying. “Please, Wes, don’t listen!” 
 
    “I’m not,” Wes grunted. “She’s speaking bullshit, anyway.” 
 
    “Tell him!” Now the shade was teasing, an unmistakable neener-neener in its voice like a playground taunt. “Tell him the truth, genie! Tell him how fucking deficient you are?” 
 
    For a moment, Wes’s vision was replaced with red. When he came back to himself, he’d crossed the entire suite and bodily lifted the shade of Deja off the ground, then slammed her against the nearby wall. The headboard of the bed and the dressers shook as he battered the shade against the wallpaper like a doll, his hand around her throat. 
 
    “Don’t speak to her that way!” Wes roared, his rage getting the better of him. 
 
    The shade stared at Wes in naked shock, its face wrinkling with confusion. “What? I’m only telling the truth. You do know genies can’t reproduce, right? As long as she remains a genie, she is barren. Forever without children. Broken.” 
 
    The shade had stopped trying to wriggle out of Wes’s grip. It stared deeply into his eyes, the faint smile on its face growing broader as Wes noticed the sound coming from behind him. Sobs. 
 
    Sobs from Deja. 
 
    “Deja,” Wes whispered, never tearing his eyes off the shade. It could attack, he told himself desperately, this could all just be a trick to throw me off my guard so it can stab Deja in the back. “Tell me this bitch is lying. Tell me this isn’t something you’ve known all along.” 
 
    Deja’s sobs grew louder. “I’m a genie, Wes. I can’t give you heirs. The shade is right. I should have told you a long time ago. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “Good thing I’ve got, like, a thousand other women who all want to have my babies, then, right?” 
 
    The shade stiffened. Behind him, so did Deja. 
 
    Wes grabbed the Staff of Solomon and brought the emerald gem to the shade’s face. 
 
    “Finish the ritual!” Wes cried, summoning a jet of pure green magic. The shade howled in Wes’s arms, its beautiful face rippling like a still pool someone had tossed a rock into the middle of. Within the span of a few moments, it no longer looked like a younger version of Deja. It didn’t look like anything at all. It was darkness, a hole in the world.  
 
    “Got it!” Deja roared, her voice rising over and into the maelstrom of wind surrounding them. “I banish you, spirits! Begone from my sight!” 
 
    The wind died, and the spirits faded away. The false Dairon disappeared, leaving the Archcloak struggling around nothing on the nearby king-sized bed. The weight in Wes’s hands disappeared, leaving him holding the Staff of Solomon and nothing more. 
 
    “Wish granted,” Wes said, only now allowing the tiredness to come in.  
 
    Deja rose from her knees, the intricate design on the carpet forgotten. She reached in a pouch at her side and removed the brass lamp she’d hidden away, holding it up to the light. Wes felt her gasp before he heard it and saw the look of triumph in her eyes through the tears. 
 
    The unclearable stains had fled from the lamp’s surface. What had been a dingy prop that looked like it had come from a thrift store now shone brilliantly, the way it had the day it was forged. 
 
    Deja’s lamp had been restored. 
 
    Deja looked past her lamp to Wes, the pleased expression falling from her face. “Master,” the genie whispered, shaking her head like she could dispel the words that had been said in that room as easily as they’d unsummoned the spirits. “I should have told you long ago. You should have known before you made me your familiar that I wouldn’t have been able to join the rest of the harem in that capacity…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wes said with a shrug. “You should have. I had to hear it from Hazel?” 
 
    Deja did a double take. This she clearly hadn’t expected to hear. 
 
    “What!?” 
 
    “Yeah, Hazel told me all about you,” Wes said. “I’m not sure exactly when—during one of those all-nighters at Deja Vu when she was training me in Warlock magic, I guess. We got to talking about our pasts, and she told me about you and how I shouldn’t expect you to give me any babies once you became my familiar. I think she thought it was because you were a little beyond child-bearing years, not that it was because you were a genie, but she told me all the same.” 
 
    “You knew!?” Deja looked stunned. “You knew. All this time, you knew…” 
 
    “Of course, I did,” Wes said. “I know everything about my familiars. And I know that not all of them are going to be baby making machines.” He gave the genie a kiss. “I love you for who you are, and I don’t care if you can’t ever give me children.” 
 
    The look of relief on Deja’s face was a sight to behold. “So, that monster?” 
 
    “Was trying some bullshit,” Wes said, smiling back at the space where the two spirits had been. “I played along for a few minutes, just to slow it down. Figured tricking it would be easier than a fight.” The Archcloak settled back onto Wes’s shoulders, filling him with the familiar embrace of the warm, green and black fabric. “You doing all right?” 
 
    “Wonderful!” the Archcloak’s manic chirp filled the hotel suite. “I enjoy squeezing the life out of your enemies, Master!” 
 
    Deja still looked stunned. Relief clouded her features, the utter release of a long-held burden finally being set down on the ground.  
 
    Wes smile at her. “They’re waiting for us downstairs. Let’s go give Kwame and Bethany the good news, then get out of here before the undead show up. I don’t fancy fighting my way through a city full of zombies. Do you?” 
 
    Deja did not. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mission accomplished,” Wes said, stepping through the front door of the Great Northern into the smoky London night. “How are things at the barricades?” 
 
    Wes and Deja had interrupted the rest of the harem in the middle of a discussion. Kwame and Bethany stood in the middle of the street, gesturing wildly in different directions as they argued about the undead menace.  
 
    On the front steps of the hotel, the rest of Wes’s harem either stood or sat, watching the argument unfold like the audience of a play. Cirice actually seemed to be treating it like a sporting event, punching the air and grinning whenever one side made a particularly biting point. 
 
    Whatever they’d been fighting about, it was quickly forgotten at the sight of Wes. Kwame and Bethany shared a look, mutually agreeing to tuck away their dispute.  
 
    “Archwarlock!” Kwame said, approaching the steps with the help of Dmitri. “Did you annul the second wish? Was the spirit of Dairon banished from the hotel?” 
 
    Wes descended the stairs, holding Deja’s hand in his. In her other fist, the genie clutched the brass lamp that had caused them so much difficulty. Yet it had given them so much hope at the same time. The gazes of Wes’s women slowly traveled to the lamp, each of them lighting up like a Christmas tree at the sight of the transformed device and its brilliant brass surface. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Cirice said, beaming. “That’s a genie’s lamp, all right!” 
 
    “Looks like something out of a fucking movie,” Azura agreed. “So, is Deja your genie now, Wes? You got your three wishes all squared away?” 
 
    Wes and Deja shared a look.  
 
    “I haven’t officially bound Deja yet,” Wes said, noting the way the genie looked away with a bashful expression at the idea of being officially his genie. “I didn’t think we had time. Isn’t there supposed to be a tidal wave of the undead bearing down on our position?” 
 
    “That’s what we were just arguing about,” Bethany said coolly, ascending the steps. “It seems the landscape of London has changed over the last few minutes. The undead aren’t as mobile as we’d previously thought.” 
 
    “So she says,” Kwame replied, jerking a thumb back toward the reticent Templar. “I think it’s a feint. Something about this whole situation stinks.” 
 
    Wes looked between the two contradictory lieutenants, each of whom were giving him different answers. He wasn’t sure who had the right of it, Kwame or Bethany, but, in one sense, the old Warlock was right. Wes could feel something was wrong. 
 
    “Report,” he said, taking charge of the situation. “What’s going on in the city?” 
 
    Bethany cocked an eyebrow. “Just in the last few minutes, the undead have begun moving in a different direction. We assumed they were coming for us, of course, but you know what they say about assumptions. The horde we expected to find batting down our doors has failed to materialize. They’ve either found fresher bait, or they’ve decided to see what sorts of pleasures Brighton has to offer.” 
 
    Wes harbored little hope of that. “This was just in the last few minutes?” he asked, glancing at his watch. That would line up with the timing of the ritual. Had the undead sensed something on the wind, some shifting of power caused by Wes and Deja’s restorative spell? Or was it just dumb luck, and he was reading too much into things? 
 
    “They’re planning something,” Kwame said flatly. “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Bethany shrugged. “That may be,” the Templar admitted, “but if they are, they’re not planning it for right now. Your six-armed beauty can open a portal and have us back to Shangri-La before they even think about getting into spellcasting range.” 
 
    With his arm under Kwame’s shoulder, Dmitri looked like a human crutch. The man scanned up and down both sides of the block, then stared at Deja’s lamp, his expression a hungry one. “You should finish the ritual,” he said, his voice betraying his excitement. “Break the barrier now, Warlock! Save us all from these undead maniacs!” 
 
    Wes heard something in Dmitri’s tone that he hadn’t experienced from an ordinary person in a long, long time: hope. Like everyone even tangentially related to the supernatural world, Dmitri knew that once Wes wished for Deja to shatter the barriers over Heaven and Hell, the undead would start filtering back to the Other Side where they belonged. At least that was the plan. They might have needed a little push to get there, but Wes and his women would be glad to provide that when the time came. 
 
    They should wait, Wes knew. It would be safer to bind Deja as his genie in Shangri-La, behind the thickest wall and the heaviest locks he could find. But something Bethany had said stuck in his craw: that there were no safe places left on Earth any longer. Hell, he’d just put out a fire in his own fortress, one that had been set by the enemy’s troops. 
 
    Was it really any better to retreat to Shangri-La and take stock? Why not bind Deja right here, right now, and cast his first wish in the presence of witnesses? People seemed to be eager for it, after all. And doing it in public would allow the news to spread faster, letting those who still fought the undead know that there was hope. 
 
    Wes made his decision. “Deja,” he said, reaching out his hand for the magic lamp, “would you do me the honor of granting me three wishes?” 
 
    The genie beamed. “Of course, Master,” she purred, removing the brass lamp from her pouch. “So long as we won’t be interrupted?” 
 
    Deja looked from Bethany to Kwame, evidently wanting confirmation that the undead weren’t squatting around the corner. Bethany nodded eagerly, and Kwame just shrugged. Good enough, Wes thought, reminding himself they’d been in far more dangerous situations than this one. 
 
    Deja handed the lamp to Wes. The metal felt cool to the touch, slightly damp against his fingertips. He ran the tip of his index finger from the front of the lamp to the back, leaving a faint imprint on the polished brass. He shook it, half-expecting to hear the rattle of tiny furniture, but of course there was no sound from within. 
 
    “So… how do I do this?” Wes asked. He’d spent so long fighting to get to this moment, he’d never actually asked Deja about the mechanics of making her his genie. “Do I just command you, or…?” 
 
    Deja smiled. “It’s just like in the stories, Master. You’ve got to rub the lamp and summon me.” 
 
    “But you’re standing right here.” 
 
    The corners of Deja’s eyes crinkled with mirth. “Give me a second,” the genie whispered, clearing her throat and preparing a spell. “You’ll know when to start rubbing.” 
 
    “Wes always does,” Thessaly purred in a tone that made the Templars cough. 
 
    Deja crossed her arms, one over the other just like Barbara Eden from the old I Dream of Jeannie TV show. For a moment, Wes expected her to blink her eyes and wiggle her chin like the old sitcom, but Deja just closed her lids and gestured at the open spout of the brass lamp. 
 
    The change started more slowly than Wes would have expected. Deja’s legs dissolved, a wave of magic working its way from her toes all the way up to her hips. Her long stems shimmered in the aura of genie magic, first turning translucent then disappearing completely in a puff of smoke. 
 
    As Wes watched, spellbound, that smoke entered the lamp. Deja was drawing herself into it, turning herself into vapor in order to re-enter the home she’d left behind for many years. What did it feel like for her to get squeezed down into that tiny brass lamp, he wondered? Was it comfortable and cozy, like slipping into a warm bath after a hot day? Or was it like living in a broom closet? 
 
    Either way, Wes knew Deja wouldn’t be in there for long. Her whole body shimmered now, turning into smoke as she was sucked deep into the depths of the lamp. The smoke swirled in a spiral, churning like water from a funnel as Deja disappeared into the brass contraption. The stifling aura of magic eased as she faded completely, the last of the smoke sucked into the nozzle of the lamp. 
 
    Everyone stared at the brass holder, their mouths hanging open. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Azura whispered. “I knew Deja was a genie, but I never really realized she was a genie, you know?” 
 
    Cirice nodded like this made perfect sense. “It’s just like the Arabian Nights,” the angel girl said sagely. “Go on and rub the lamp, Wes! Summon Deja so you can make her your genie!” 
 
    With a smile on his face that he couldn’t control, Wes vigorously rubbed the side of the lamp. The Templars gasped and shrank away as smoke poured from the same spout Deja had disappeared into, as if they were frightened of what the old, beautiful brass lamp might reveal. 
 
    Multicolored smoke erupted from the lamp, wreathing Wes in a thick coil. A shout echoed in his ears as the whole city block filled with the aura of magic, and each of his women threw their hands up like makeshift headphones to block out the noise. As the smoke coalesced back into the form of Deja, Wes noticed that the genie’s outfit had changed. For the better. 
 
    Deja now wore a modified version of the sexy threads her shade version had tried to tempt Wes with. They revealed less skin than the evil shadow version but still left her half-naked in sapphire silks before the rest of the group.  
 
    “You have summoned the genie of the lamp!” Deja said, her eyes sparkling with mischief. To her this was all a game. For the first time in her long existence, it was a most wondrous game. There was no worry, no anxiety over who the new master and maker of wishes might be. Deja knew Wes to the bottom of her soul and trusted him with her very life. She grinned like Wes knew she never had for a new master before. 
 
    “Oh, I know I have,” Wes said, putting one hand on his hip. “Welcome back, Deja. How was your tiny house?” 
 
    “Crowded,” the genie said with a laugh. “I can’t say that I’ve missed it. I’m looking forward to you granting me my freedom, Wes. Once I’ve given you your other two wishes, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Wes said. “So, you’re my genie now?” 
 
    The rest of the group looked eager to hear this confirmed. Bethany looked like her life depended on it. She’d spent God only knew how long fighting on the front lines, desperately holding up a rear-guard action against the worst of the undead. This whole genie thing must have sounded like salvation to her and her Templar buddies. 
 
    Deja held up a single finger. “There is just one thing left to do,” she said, her eyes glittering. “Then I’m all yours… Master.” 
 
    With a flourish, Deja summoned a scroll and a quill out of thin air. The vellum flapped in the open air before she pulled it tight, handing it to Wes along with the feathery quill. The sheet was filled with runes in a language Wes didn’t recognize. It sloped from one side to the other like it had been written in a hurry. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” Wes asked. “This is just gibberish to me.” 
 
    “It’s a contract,” Deja explained, beaming at him. The genie looked upon the vellum scroll with pride, as if she’d been waiting her entire life to finally present it to the right man. “Everyone who gains the ability to make three wishes and have them granted by a genie signs one. This contract represents the bond between you and me. Not the romantic one, of course,” she added quickly, a faint blush rising to her cheeks, “just the business one—the agreement to make your wishes come true.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “I understand. Easy enough.” He looked up and down the street, then turned his attention to the long scroll and its tiny, sloping characters. “This isn’t going to screw me over or anything like that, right? I’m not agreeing to give you my soul or any crazy shit like that?” 
 
    Deja laughed merrily, the sound like the tinkling of bells. “Of course not, Master. This contract is different from the one I gave Dairon or any of my previous Masters. It’s very favorable to you.” 
 
    The love and devotion she felt for Wes meant that he had little if anything to fear from the frisky genie. 
 
    “Sounds perfect, then,” Wes said with a smile. “Now I just need somewhere to—” 
 
    Azura came forward, then turned around and leaned over slightly. She’d evidently seen the issue before even Deja did because she giggled as Wes pressed the vellum scroll against her back. Two lines lay across the bottom of the scroll, one with Deja’s signature already pre-filled in the box. 
 
    The other awaited Wes’s signing. 
 
    “Thank you,” Wes told the succubus, placing the sharp end of the quill against the paper. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Azura giggled, writhing against the touch of the quill. She wiggled her ass, too, though it wasn’t a conscious attempt to make him horny—it was just the way she did things. “Ooh, that tickles! Sign your name already, Master!” 
 
    He did. With a flourish, the words Wesley Alban were added to the vellum. 
 
    The moment Wes finished, the paper lifted right into the air. Green flames lapped at the edges of the parchment, imbued with magic of a type Wes had never felt before. He knew the way that Warlock magic felt, and Templar magic, too. This was neither. 
 
    It was older and more powerful. 
 
    Deja spread her arms as she watched the parchment rise over their heads. The paper dissolved from every end at once, breaking apart into ashes on the wind. The genie’s smile grew wider and wider, her eyes closed, and her face upturned like someone in a heat wave waiting for the first drop of rain. 
 
    Only that rain didn’t come. 
 
    As quick as the parchment lifted, it slammed back down to the pavement like it had been slapped. Deja too looked like she’d been stung: her face grew pale, her lips trembling as the vellum hit the asphalt and smoked. The paper continued to burn, but now there was no magic in it—it was just burning. Wes got the impression of something left half-finished, ruined at the moment of climax. 
 
    Wes looked from the distraught genie to the rest of his group. “I take it that wasn’t supposed to happen?” 
 
    “It didn’t work,” Bethany said. The Templar leader looked like she’d run downstairs on Christmas morning only to find all her presents ablaze. Her disbelief slowly turned to anger, and she whirled on Deja with rage in her eyes. “Why didn’t it work!? What did you do!?” 
 
    Deja sank to a squat on the steps of the Great Northern. “The contract,” she muttered, clawing at her hair like she might pull it out at any moment. “The contract still stands… it hasn’t been annulled…” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Wes said, speaking before Cirice or Thessaly could start peppering the genie with questions. “We just tried to sign the contract, and it didn’t work! What do you mean, it hasn’t been annulled?” 
 
    Deja lifted her gaze to answer, only for her body to contort with horror. A massive, silent scream tugged at Deja’s mouth, making her look like an opera singer with the sound on mute. She pointed over Wes’s shoulder, her hand trembling, her other fist already sliding into her mouth. 
 
    By the time Wes turned, the rest of the group had already seen. Their own looks of dismay and horror matched Wes’s own. 
 
    The wave of undead had indeed been pulled away from the Great Northern. But it was no stroke of dumb luck or mere coincidence. It had been planned. Planned by the thing that now skipped merrily down the middle of the street, as if the abomination were merely out for an afternoon stroll in the middle of a burning London. 
 
    She didn’t mean MY contract, Wes realized, fury filling him like a strong drink. She wasn’t talking about our contract at all. 
 
    Inamorato had arrived. 
 
    And he’d brought Dairon with him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We have to stop meeting like this, Decimator!” Inamorato said, lifting one hideous limb as he shuffled forward. “People will begin to gossip!” 
 
    Wes barely heard. His stomach filled with acid, his vision going blood red at the sight of the smug, bearded man at Inamorato’s side. Having the eldritch abomination so close didn’t seem to upset Dairon in the slightest. If anything, it only added to his smug sense of triumph. Dairon wore the same clothes he’d had on in Wes’s vision, the dark robe and short, trimmed cape he’d worn during the fight at the Tower of Solomon. Back then, he’d been merely a phantom, a fiction from Deja’s memories. 
 
    But this was the real thing. Deja’s former master spit out from the bowels of Hell. On Inamorato’s orders. 
 
    “You,” Wes hissed, not sure which of the two figures he meant it for. “How dare you come here.” 
 
    Next to him, Deja had sunk to her knees. The genie had gone nearly catatonic at the sight of her abuser, her eyes taking on a faraway look as she retreated inward. Deja was suffering, Wes could see that, and he wished dearly he could take that suffering away. 
 
    No. Scratch that. He would take the suffering away. 
 
    Once Deja saw Wes beat Dairon back to death, she’d feel better. 
 
    “You seem upset,” Inamorato said, blissfully cheerful in the face of so many hateful glares. “You should be thanking me, Decimator! Were it not for my orders, there would be several hundred thousand undead converging on this building right now—this Great Northern Hotel.” The abomination scoffed like he’d made a private joke, giving Dairon a knowing look. “It is I who am your savior. Who gave you and your genie companion the time to deal with that… unfinished business up on the sixth floor.” 
 
    Somehow, the fact that Inamorato knew of Wes’s goals in coming to London no longer shocked him. There was very little about the eldritch abomination that could surprise Wes these days. 
 
    “What do you want?” Wes asked wearily. He gestured for Azura and Cirice to help Deja back to her feet, and they did so. “Have you come just to retraumatize Deja all over again?” 
 
    “Trauma?” Inamorato asked, in the way someone else might ask if there was pizza. “Of course not, Decimator. When I heard that your genie’s former master was a resident of my new Kingdom, well, I decided I needed to make a little executive exception on behalf of the man’s soul. I have freed Dairon from his eternal torture within the bowels of Hell and pushed him through the barrier so he could rejoin you all here in the mortal realm! After all, he is still owed a great deal, is he not?” 
 
    The idea that any of them could owe Dairon anything made Wes’s blood boil.  
 
    “Fuck you,” Wes snarled, his fingers tightening around the Staff of Solomon. 
 
    Before Inamorato could add any more insult to injury, Dairon stepped forward. “Deja,” the man purred, as silky and sleazy as he’d been in the visions from hundreds of years ago. “It’s so wonderful to see you again, my darling.” 
 
    Wes hadn’t thought it possible for Deja to look any more horrified. He was wrong. 
 
    “Get away from me!” the genie roared, backing up against the Great Northern until her shoulder blades ground the stone. “Don’t touch me, you bastard! Stay away!” 
 
    Dairon chuckled darkly as if he’d expected all of this. And yet, he treated it all like some big joke—one on Wes, and not him. “Come now, dear,” the man said, extending a hand, “both of us have been through quite a bit since the last time we parted. I’ve had a much rougher time of it than you—” 
 
    “Leave me alone!” Deja growled, slashing out at Dairon’s face. The man backed up at the last moment, looking both surprised and amused by the genie’s anger. “I killed you once already, you bastard. Don’t think I won’t do it again!” 
 
    Dairon’s face darkened. “Decades upon decades of torture I’ve endured because of you, genie. All because I dared to try and better myself? Why did you kill me, Deja?” 
 
    “Because you were intolerable,” Deja said, the words torn from her breast in a ragged gasp. “Just leave me be, Dairon! Can’t you see how much worse you’re making things by being here?” 
 
    If Dairon’s face had been dark before, it was now a thundercloud. “Worse? Worse for who!? You murdered me, Deja! Sent me to Hell to be tortured for all time while you… what? Bound yourself to this pipsqueak?” 
 
    “I’d watch who you’re calling names, asshole,” Azura said. “Wes is going to beat your ass!” 
 
    A slow, poisonously sly look spread across Dairon’s face. “Deja owes me one more wish. Until she grants it, she’s my genie, Warlock, not yours. And if you lay a single finger on me, I’ll go ahead and make my third and final wish. Do you know what that is, Warlock? Have you guessed?” 
 
    “Something shitty, no doubt,” Wes retorted.  
 
    All his women looked distraught, and Bethany slowly moved in a semicircle toward Inamorato’s back like she was thinking of sinking a knife into his neck when he wasn’t looking.  
 
    I’ll have to stop her from trying that, Wes thought dimly. That wouldn’t work out for her. 
 
    A smirk tugged at the corner of Dairon’s mouth. “My third and final wish will be for Deja to drop dead,” the bearded man said, his eyes as hard and cold as a snake’s. “Instantly.” 
 
    Wes’s eyes widened. His heart skipped a beat. Anger filled him even as he put every ounce of control into not reaching out and doing his damndest to snap Dairon’s smug, annoying neck. 
 
    The bearded man noticed. “You’ll never see your precious genie again,” he taunted, taking a step back to stand next to Inamorato. “And there’ll be no chance of her granting your wishes, which means no one will be able to shatter the barriers on Heaven and Hell. Test me, Warlock, and I’ll doom you and your harem to an eternity of loneliness right here, right now.” 
 
    Wes was stunned. Dairon literally held Deja’s life in his hands. After everything the man had gone through, it made sense for him to want Deja dead. He’d deserved every bit of it, of course, but, as a villain, it provided him with an understandable motivation. 
 
    Yet, by killing Deja, he’d be dooming the whole universe to a quick, ignoble death at Inamorato’s hands. Did he know that? 
 
    He can’t, Wes thought, tucking the knowledge away as his one trump card. He’s got to be deceived by that bastard. I can get us out of this. I just have to figure out how. 
 
    To everyone’s surprise, however, it was Inamorato who looked out of sorts. “You said you would kill her,” the abomination hissed, sounding like a child who’d been promised an ice cream after an annoying chore. “You said you’d do it right in front of the Decimator and his whores! That you’d snap his heart in two, and there wouldn’t be a thing he could do about it!” 
 
    Dairon shrugged. “I did,” he admitted. “But looking at you, Deja… hmm.” 
 
    Wes didn’t like the look in the bearded man’s eyes. Not one little bit. 
 
    “Did she tell you that I never touched her, Warlock? It’s the truth, you know.” Something cold and flat shone in Dairon’s ancient, wraithlike eyes, brimming with hatred and bitterness. “She said it wasn’t the genie way. That her kind saw humans as little more than animals! Like we were a lesser form of life, and it would debase her too badly to take me to bed! Well, look at her now!” 
 
    Tears streamed down Deja’s face, though they did so silently. The genie was no longer going to give Dairon the satisfaction of hearing how badly she was hurt. 
 
    “I bet she gets on her knees and sucks your cock,” Dairon growled, pointing a contemptuous finger at the genie. “I bet she lets you fuck her in the ass! So much for being a lower form of life, eh, genie? It turns out you weren’t disgusted to sleep with humans after all! You were just disgusted to sleep with me!” 
 
    “To be fair, you’re fucking disgusting,” Azura hissed. Her tail made a question mark like an enraged cat’s, the tip pointing at Dairon like she wished it was a scorpion’s tail instead of a succubus’s. “I wouldn’t fuck you, either!” 
 
    Dairon snickered, suddenly back in control of his emotions. The way the man moved from hot to cold in the blink of an eye reminded Wes of several assholes he’d known throughout his life. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have a choice,” Dairon said swiftly, shaking his head. “Come along, Deja. It’s time for you to come home. To be with your true master.” 
 
    Deja shook her head. Though her face still looked pale, there was steel in her backbone now. Surrounded by her family, she refused to go down without a fight. She squared her shoulders, the trembling in her limbs having settled to a faint tremor by the time she stared Dairon down. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Dairon smirked, then looked over at Inamorato as if to say can you believe this? The abomination shrugged, clearly still pissed that Dairon hadn’t killed Deja yet. 
 
    “You don’t really have a choice,” Dairon said, his grin turning vicious. He looked Deja up and down, like a wolf checking out the prettiest sheep in the herd. “After all, you still owe me one wish, genie. The contract between us is valid!” 
 
    Deja leaned over and spit between Dairon’s feet. “That is what I think of your wish,” the genie said proudly. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” Thessaly cheered. “You tell ‘em!” 
 
    Dairon stared down at the spittle, an unreadable look in his eyes. “You know,” he said with a studied casualness, “I don’t have to make my final wish killing you.” 
 
    Deja stiffened. 
 
    “I could kill your man,” Dairon said as if he’d just thought of it. He’s been planning this, Wes realized, acid filling his stomach. It’s a one-two punch. He’s probably been picturing this moment every day he spent in Hell, and now he’s finally getting his revenge. “I could command you to murder the Archwarlock, and his whores, and track down every other one of his associates and strangle them to death. That could be my third wish.” 
 
    Deja was aghast. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    Dairon lifted a hand as if he could snap his fingers and make his wish a reality. “Try me,” he said blandly. ”Believe me, genie, with how disrespectful your so-called ‘master’ has been, I’d love to see him die. And you know what? I think I’d have you kill the whores first, just to see the look in his eyes when he finally breaks!” 
 
    Deja shrank back, pain in her eyes. “You bastard,” the genie muttered, something breaking inside of her. “I won’t leave them. These people… they’re my family! I-I love Wes! You can’t take this from me!” 
 
    But he can, Wes realized darkly. And worse than that, it’s exactly what he intends to do. 
 
    As much as he wanted to deny it, Dairon had him over a barrel. Wes had done so much in order to get to this moment, to fully bind Deja as his genie and wish away the end of the world. To break the barriers on Heaven and Hell and stop the wave of undead from consuming the world. 
 
    And all of it was for nothing. Dairon had one wish left, and until that wish was granted, the bastard held all the cards. 
 
    “You can’t let him do this,” Thessaly whispered from behind Wes. “Stop him, babe! Do something!” 
 
    The pressure mounted from behind Wes. It wasn’t just his women—it was Bethany and Kwame, too. It was Deja herself, who looked like she was about to have a mental breakdown. All of them were looking to him to take charge, to save the day, to be a hero when they needed it. 
 
    The worst part of being in charge of everything is having all the responsibility. You can pass nothing off to other people. There are no excuses—the buck stops with you. 
 
    This, then, was the flip side to Wes’s dominance. At the climactic moment, when all the chips were down, everyone looked to him to pull out a victory. To win. To outsmart Dairon. 
 
    But I don’t have a clue. How can I win when he can wish for us to die at any moment? 
 
    He can wish… 
 
    Wes had an idea. It was a longshot, but it was probably the only shot they had. 
 
    If he failed, it wouldn’t just be Deja who was hurt. A contract bound Wes to his harem, though not one that was written down anywhere that could be read. His women gave themselves to him utterly, giving him the best of themselves on the battlefield and in the bedroom. And, in return, he protected them. He made them feel safe, and loved, and adored. 
 
    If he allowed himself to fail here, they’d never forgive him. 
 
    “You fucking cunt!” 
 
    The words broke from Wes’s lips like the first crack of a thunderstorm. His women stood stunned. Wes never swore like that. He must have been truly angry now. 
 
    “Get the fuck away from my girl,” Wes said, inserting himself between Deja and Dairon. “What do you want, asshole? You want to get punched in the fucking face?” 
 
    Suddenly, the battle for Deja had transformed from a universe altering conflict to a brawl outside of a bar. Dairon was so surprised that he took a step backward, as stunned as if Wes had walked up to him on the street and tried to fight him. 
 
    “I wish you’d fuckin’ hit me!” Wes growled, puffing up his chest like every asshole he’d seen fighting outside the Excelsior after too many drinks in the hotel’s bar. “Come on, fucker! I wish you’d give me a fuckin’ excuse!” 
 
    Dairon’s eyes had widened, his mouth dropping open at the sudden change in Wes. “You really want me to do it, don’t you?” he hissed, that sleazy smile of his looking a little less smug than it had a few moments ago. “You want me to kill your genie? Or kill you?” 
 
    “Ohh, I fucking wish you would, asshole,” Wes grunted, shoving Dairon as hard as he could. The man stumbled, nearly tripping over one of Inamorato’s splayed limbs. Wes thought he heard the abomination chuckle as it crab-walked a step or two to the side, avoiding the conflict entirely. “Go on and do it! What, are you fucking afraid?” 
 
    From the look on his face, Dairon wasn’t sure what to think. This wasn’t what he’d expected at all. He’d walked into this conflict holding all the cards, preparing himself for the total capitulation of Wes and his crew. Instead, the man was getting in his face like a drunk patron at a sports bar, spoiling for a fist fight. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Dairon said, shaking his head. “Kill the genie? She means too much to you! You’re fucking with me—” 
 
    Wes shoved him again. “I’ve got like a hundred sluts, asshole!” he grunted, getting right up in the man’s face and staying there. “What’s one more bitch to me!? Come on, fucker, what good’s a hostage you’re not willing to kill? I wish you fucking would!” 
 
    “I wish you’d shut the fuck up!” Dairon roared, leaping backward to avoid Wes’s next shove. “Fuck it, I’m going to do it! Deja, I’m ready to make my third wish!” 
 
    A silence fell over the group. Cirice had already figured it out—the angel girl looked like she’d just unwrapped her favorite candy—but Azura and Thessaly were still staring at the whole tableau like they couldn’t figure out how quickly Wes had completely and utterly lost his shit. 
 
    “But, Dairon,” Deja said mildly. The color was returning to her cheeks. “You already have.” 
 
    The bearded man did a double take. “What? No, I have one wish left! And I wish for your heart to fucking stop, genie! I wish for you to drop dead, to turn to ashes right here in front of the precious little bitch you call ‘Master.’” 
 
    Dairon trailed off. Deja was just staring at him, slowly shaking her head. 
 
    “I told you to do it!” Dairon looked half-crazed now. “Obey me!” 
 
    “Our contract is done,” Deja said smoothly. “Observe.” 
 
    The genie gestured at Wes. With a shrug, Wes gestured at his face, running his hand beneath his chin like a model showing off the effects of a new brand of makeup. 
 
    His lips had fused together, leaving only a single line of tissue across his face. 
 
    “I wish you would shut the fuck up,” Deja said, sounding so relieved she could cry. “You made a wish, Dairon, though I don’t think that was what you intended. But we genies are inclined to take wishes by the letter of the law rather than the spirit.” She smirked. “Especially when the bastard making them has threatened my life! It seems all that time in Hell made you complacent.” 
 
    “Ha!” Azura threw her fists in the air like a marathon runner crossing the finish line. “Dumbass! How many fucking genie shows and movies does someone make a mistake like that! Rookie!” 
 
    “You should have wished for him to go fuck himself,” Thessaly purred, looking Wes up and down. “That would have been a much more fun visual.” 
 
    Dairon, on the other hand, didn’t look to be pleased with the mental image of Wes pleasuring himself. The bearded man backed up, horrified, his one piece of leverage over the Warlock and his guild shredded in an instant. 
 
    “No…” Dairon muttered, his face going as pale as milk. “No, I didn’t mean it!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you meant,” Deja said coldly. “A wish is a wish.” 
 
    Inamorato had been silent up until now. The eldritch abomination looked from the group of pissed off, extremely powerful familiars to the man he’d sprung from Hell. Evidently, the abomination chose discretion as the better part of valor. 
 
    “Best of luck to you!” Inamorato hissed, one of his limbs cutting through reality like the blade of a guillotine. In a flash of smoke and a haze of sulfurous fumes, the abomination disappeared, evidently fleeing back to Hell. 
 
    “This is unfair!” Dairon protested. The man backed up again and again, fully cognizant of the eyes on him. All those gazes beamed with hatred—hatred that he’d tried to kill Deja, that he’d tried to kill Wes, that he’d nearly destroyed all of reality. That he’d almost broken the family. 
 
    He backed up—and felt hands on his shoulders. 
 
    Wes stood behind him, his frozen mouth as straight and flat as the heart monitor of a dead man. 
 
    “No!” Dairon hissed. “No, you can’t—” 
 
    “Khaba sends his regards.” 
 
    Wes made it quick. Which was more than he deserved. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The undead are heading this way,” Kwame said, surveying the horizon. One bony hand shielded his eyes, the flames lapping at the London skyline. “Now that their master has fled, they’re back on the prowl. We should be gone when they get here, Archwarlock.” 
 
    Wes nodded. At his feet, only a bloodstain across the asphalt gave any testament to what had just happened. Dairon’s body had simply dissolved, fading out of existence once he’d been torn apart. Wes wasn’t pleased by how much of a savage he’d been in killing Deja’s former master—but he didn’t regret it, either. 
 
    Dimly, he wondered if Dairon would bounce off the barrier to Hell and come right back. If he did, Wes would kill him all over again. 
 
    Coming back from that level of rage was hard. Wes blinked, the world warm and tinted red, his heart pounding in his chest like a fucking jackhammer. There was blood on his hands, though he only vaguely remembered the details of what he’d done. Whatever it was, it had sickened even Bethany, though the looks on the faces of his familiars was nothing but grim triumph. He knew he’d given Dairon what was due to him. 
 
    “Thanks for the update,” Wes said, wiping his face. A thin trickle of blood oozed from his sealed lips, which he’d opened back up with a judicious application of Azura’s claws. He wasn’t sure if having the succubus unseal his mouth was a repudiation of Dairon’s wish, but if Deja wasn’t going to complain, neither was he. He felt like he’d just run a 5k without stretching beforehand—all of his limbs ached. “Is everyone else all right? Deja, are you okay?” 
 
    The genie looked with a vague queasiness at the messy smear that had been Dairon. She’d recovered from her grief, though Wes knew the deepest cuts were hidden inside of her. She’d been a long time coming back from this, but she would come back. That was the important part. Surrounded by people who loved and cared for her, Deja could finally be her best self. 
 
    And his genie. That was important, too. 
 
    Deja nodded mutely, putting her arms around him and hugging him tight. “I’m fine,” she assured him, her breasts rubbing against his torso. “Thank you, Master. I-I nearly fell apart there. That was very unlike me.” 
 
    Wes took Deja’s chin and tilted her face to his. “You know I wouldn’t really have let Dairon kill you, right? That was all an act. I had to get him pissed off so he’d talk without thinking…” 
 
    Deja smiled. “I know,” she said, her hands squeezing him. “I won’t lie, it stung a bit to hear that talk about ‘killing the hostage.’ But watching you deliver justice to that bastard more than made up for it.” 
 
    In that, at least, all of Wes’s familiars were in agreement. Cirice, Azura, and Thessaly all nodded along, each looking like they fully approved of Wes’s actions.  
 
    “I knew you were tricking him,” the angel girl said with a sly smile. “You’re such a smart guy, Wes.” 
 
    “And a fucking savage,” Azura said, still looking at the bloodstain. “Shit, that was one crazy fuckin’ kill…” 
 
    Bethany Valente cleared her throat. “I hate to interrupt your little love-in before it turns into a full-on orgy,” the Templar leader said, clearly not caring about the interruption in the slightest, “but I’m not sure if you heard. The undead are on their way. Thousands of them. We should be gone when they arrive.” 
 
    “And we will,” Wes said, gesturing at his six-armed familiar. Until now, Kali had stood with cool impassivity at the rest of the group, her portals at the ready. “Kali, get ready to get us all out of here. Miss Valente and her Templars will find a safe place to rest at Shangri-La.” Wes grinned. “But first, we have some unfinished business to wrap up. Deja?” 
 
    It took the genie a moment to understand. Then, with a grin, she waved her hands and summoned a scroll and a quill, identical to the ones she’d had Wes sign a short while ago. The runes were just as unintelligible to Wes as they’d been the first time, but he recognized Deja’s signature in the bottom right-hand corner of the vellum. 
 
    Wes added his own to the other line and passed both quill and scroll back to Deja with a grin. “My genie,” he told her, giving her a deep, hard kiss. “All mine, now and forever!” 
 
    The scroll rose into the air, dissolving in the wind. Green tendrils of magic wrapped around it, shredding the paper into flakes that each went up like tiny fireworks. Cirice cheered and didn’t stop until the cheer was taken up by the rest of Wes’s harem as well. 
 
    Wes felt himself becoming Deja’s owner. A flare of power filled him from the core of his stomach to the cage of his heart, spreading like he’d just taken a shot of good whiskey on an empty stomach. He chuckled against Deja’s lips, his own so recently unsealed that they hurt just to kiss her. 
 
    But it was a good hurt. 
 
    As the final bits of the paper dissolved, a last flash of power erupted from the contract. It washed over both man and genie, binding them together even tighter than they had been before. Making them one, in the best kind of way. 
 
    “Congratulations,” Deja murmured as the rest of Wes’s harem cheered in the background. “Your wish is my command, Master!” 
 
    Wes grinned. This was the moment he’d been waiting for.  
 
    “Perfect,” he told Deja, stroking her long, dark hair. “So fucking perfect. All right, my genie, here’s what I want you to do.” 
 
    “They’re almost here!” Bethany howled, her voice rising against the wind. “Whatever you’ve got planned, Warlock, you’d better fucking do it now!” 
 
    Wes chuckled. “Genie of the lamp. I wish for you to shatter the barriers Inamorato has placed over Heaven and Hell. And I wish for you to do it now!” 
 
    The world rocked on its axis. 
 
    That wasn’t an exaggeration. The entire planet shifted beneath Wes and his mates, the buildings of London moving the side an almost imperceptible distance as the entirety of the world rearranged itself to make his wish come true. Wes no longer held a woman in his arms, or even a genie. What lay in his grip was power personified, a live wire held to the circuit board of reality itself. 
 
    A moment later, a ripple passed through reality. That was the only way Wes could think of it, like a stone tossed into a still pool, sending the water spinning in all directions. He felt exhilarated, like he stood on a ledge above a massive drop and, at the same time, a bit like he was at risk of throwing up. 
 
    The feeling faded as quickly as it had come. By the time it left him, only Deja’s eyes continued to glow. “Your wish is granted,” the genie said in a voice as deep and ancient as the bedrock of antediluvian Mesopotamia. “The barriers have been shattered!” 
 
    Then Deja came back to herself, going boneless in Wes’s arms. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Of all the people to yell it, it was Kwame who managed to speak first. “I think you and that genie just set off a depth charge in the bowels of Hell, Archwarlock!” 
 
    “I’ll say!” Bethany Valente gestured down the broad thoroughfare leading to the Great Northern. “Looks like you shook the hornet’s nest, too!” 
 
    A wave of undead made their way down the street. These were no longer the purposeless, nearly braindead husks that had mindlessly destroyed Earth’s largest cities. These creatures were pissed. Animated with a hatred no doubt passed to them from their eldritch abomination of a master, they headed straight for the Great Northern with death in their bloodshot eyes. 
 
    “Every single one of them that dies is going to stay dead!” Wes growled, taking hold of the Staff of Solomon. “Let’s win this fucking fight!” 
 
    The staff leapt in Wes’s hands, flaring with power. Wes unleashed a wave of green flame at a nearby building, collapsing it directly onto the front line of the undead. The horde disappeared beneath a massive pile of rubble, crushed to death as they tried to close the distance. 
 
    Even as the dust cleared, more undead were climbing over the bodies of the slain. Wes’s move had bought them a little time, but not much. 
 
    “It’s done, Master!” Deja screamed over the wind and the flames, her face filled with triumph. “We need to get out of here and prepare our counterattack!” 
 
    Wes could understand that. From here on out, the undead would stay dead. No more would come back from either Heaven or Hell, which meant that Inamorato’s plan to unmoor reality was fucked.  
 
    Now, all they had to do was go to Hell and teach that bastard a lesson. 
 
    “We should leave right now,” Bethany Valente said. The Templar had ascended the steps when Wes wasn’t looking, taking hold of his shoulder and eagerly beaming at the pile of defeated undead. “Get your blue-skinned familiar to take us to Hell, Warlock! We can slay that abomination right now and end this war!” 
 
    It was a tempting idea. But Wes had one thing he needed to do first. 
 
    “I’ve got to get all my ducks in a row first,” he told the woman. “There’s someone I need to speak to before we head down there. And the only way I can talk to him is if I’m asleep.” 
 
    Bethany didn’t understand, and then, suddenly, she did. “Solomon,” she whispered, her voice filled with awe. 
 
    Wes nodded. “So, I’ve got to go back to Shangri-La and get tired out,” he told the Templar, giving the group of gorgeous female familiars a significant glance. “If you know what I mean. Once that’s done, we can mount the assault. But not before. You understand?” 
 
    The undead had broken through the rubble in force now. A horde of thousands bore down on their position, their hungry jaws slavering with spit. Wes could easily picture those fanged teeth biting through skin and bone, puncturing his beautiful familiars until their blood filled the street. 
 
    “I do,” Bethany said grimly. “Just know that every hour we tarry is another that humanity bleeds, Warlock.” 
 
    Wes had some ideas of how to deal with that issue, too. But he wasn’t about to go blabbing about them to a Templar of all people. 
 
    “Come on, Kali,” Wes said. “Take us home. We’ve got a party to plan.” 
 
    The six-armed familiar sliced through the air with two of her hands, forming a portal back to Shangri-La. She leaned over and braced her arm beneath Kwame’s shoulder, lifting him with a surprising gentleness, and helped the old Warlock through the portal first. 
 
    The rest of Wes’s group filed through, followed by Wes himself. As they disappeared from the burning ruins of London, Bethany and her Templars in tow, the leader of the resistance finally processed what Wes had just said. 
 
    “Party!?” Bethany asked. “What party!?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “END OF THE WORLD PARTY!” 
 
    The words had been written in black spray paint, each letter ten feet high, across the front of the Excelsior Hotel. 
 
    Wes’s old stomping grounds. The place where he’d dreamed of being a professional writer; where he’d spent nights responding to customer complaints and tapping away at his little laptop, disconnected from the internet so he could focus. Where he’d been invited into a card game held by shifters, and where he’d met Hazel for the first time. 
 
    Where he’d first used his Warlock powers. 
 
    It made perfect sense that Wes would choose the Excelsior to host this shindig. The building had survived the worst of the damage caused by the undead horde, and its management had cut their losses and fled to greener pastures. Wes still remembered where all the keys were, and if he couldn’t find some, a judicious application of force could still open all doors. It had been no trouble setting up the party; the greater issue had been finding people to attend. 
 
    He’d used Deja Vu to send out feelers. Already, the news out in the wider world had begun to turn. It was known that the undead who fell stayed dead now, and that those who were slain in the fight no longer came back to swell their ranks. Morale was high, though it could always be higher. 
 
    “You know,” Wes said, looking out the window, “I fantasized about this. Back when I worked here, when I was just a desk jockey who stayed up all night at the concierge drinking too much caffeine and writing stories. My big fantasy was buying out the whole top story of this place—all the suites—and throwing one hell of a party. It’s funny how life works out, huh?” 
 
    The woman lying on the couch with Wes’s cock in her mouth nodded eagerly. Her name was Georgina. She was one of many groupies who’d come to him that evening, women who’d done little more than lift their skirt to show their lack of panties and bare pussy or drop to their knees and present themselves to him open-mouthed. This woman had been the latter. The tattered remnants of a Templar uniform clung to her gorgeous body. 
 
    The old rivalries were gone, replaced with new alliances. And revelry. 
 
    “What a fuckin’ party!” Azura plopped down on the couch next to Wes, watching the motion of the blonde Templar’s mouth up and down his dick with eagerness. “Fuck, she’s doing a good job, isn’t she? What’s her name?” 
 
    “Georgina,” Wes said with a groan. “She volunteered to help tire me out. The harem is going to be positively massive when all this is over.” 
 
    Azura chuckled knowingly.  
 
    Wes closed his eyes and groaned as the blonde sucked him greedily. Her cheeks hollowed out around his shaft, her tongue hitting that perfect spot on the underside of his crown.  
 
    “How’s the party going?” Wes managed. “Everyone having a good time?” 
 
    He didn’t really need to ask. Tons of Warlocks and Templars were getting drunk, celebrating the return of Heaven and Hell’s normal rules. All of Wes’s familiars were wasted, except for the ones currently carrying his babies. He’d fucked each of them into oblivion. Now, he sat on this couch overlooking the city like a king on his throne, receiving a chorus line of women who wanted to join the harem. 
 
    “It’s great,” Azura teased. “You tired yet, babe?” 
 
    She made this sound like a great joke. At Wes’s urging, the succubus had put sleeping pills in his beer. He needed to pass out as soon as possible so  he could get back in touch with Solomon—the Almighty. Wes had no doubt the man would appear in his slumber as soon as he could. 
 
    They had a war to plan. 
 
    That was the true purpose of this party, to exhaust Wes after the adventure in London, so that he could contact Solomon. The combined forces of Earth were easy enough to rally—pretty much everyone followed Wes’s lead now, be they human, demon, or something else—but contacting the Heavenly Host was another thing entirely. 
 
    And Wes was going to need the Heavenly Host if he had any hope of defeating Inamorato. 
 
    “I’m getting there,” Wes grunted, tangling his fingers in the blonde Templar’s hair as she sucked him off. “Why don’t you get down there and help her, Azura?” 
 
    Azura chuckled like that had been her true objective in visiting the couch all along. “Of course, Master,” the succubus purred, sliding to the floor next to Georgina the Templar. “You don’t mind, do you, dear? Just nod or shake your head—I know you’ve got your mouth full right now…” 
 
    By her motions, the Templar clearly wanted Azura to join them. The succubus pressed her face into Wes’s balls, lapping at them with her long tongue as Georgina worked up and down on his shaft like a cork. 
 
    Azura fed off Georgina’s sexual energy, feeding on her even as she fed on Wes—in both senses of the term. The two women shared a sloppy kiss, his pre-cum sticking from one set of lips to the other in a long strand. 
 
    His hips ratcheted upward, filling the Templar’s mouth as they both went to town on him. Things felt dizzy and sleepy, and he knew the pills Azura had given him were doing their work. 
 
    Azura ran her thumb up and down the underside of Wes’s crown, squeezing him tight while the Templar chick sucked his balls.  
 
    Wes drifted off as his seed splashed all over the two women’s faces. The relaxation of letting go mingled with his orgasm, leaving him to drift on a sea of peaceful ecstasy. The last thing he heard as he nodded off were Azura and Georgina laughing to each other as they shared his load. 
 
    Wes blinked and, suddenly, the Excelsior was as empty as a ghost town. 
 
    “That did it,” he muttered, sitting up. Unlike in the real world, he no longer had his boxers down to his ankles or cum trickling from the crown of his cock. What was weird, though, was that he could still feel the aftershocks of his bliss back in the real world, presumably caused by Azura sucking the rest of his load out of his balls. I wonder if she’ll make me cum again, Wes thought, the idea giving him a rush of naughty pleasure. Fuck, I’m out so deep those girls could probably take turns riding me and I wouldn’t wake up. I’m like a human sex toy in that party. 
 
    Wes’s fantasies of being used in such a fashion took a backseat when he saw he had a visitor. Even in the deepest slumber of his life, he would have recognized Solomon, the First Warlock. The man stood in the center of the suite, holding a perfect replica of the staff that now belonged to Wes. His long white beard stretched nearly all the way to his feet. 
 
    “I thought you’d never show up,” the First Warlock said gruffly. “What, were you taking caffeine pills or something?” 
 
    Wes chuckled. “I get keyed up after a fight, is all,” he admitted. “Don’t worry, my familiars took care of it. No one’s going to interrupt us.” 
 
    Solomon harrumphed, sounding more like an old man than ever. “I’m sure they did,” he said, shaking his head. “I can’t fault you for wanting to keep in touch, Archwarlock, but your methods of establishing contact could use a little work.” 
 
    Wes nodded. “Hopefully, this is the last time we’ll need to do this. I’m sure you’ve noticed that things have changed over the last few hours in the Heavenly Host.” 
 
    “I have,” Solomon said, his tone filled with gratitude. “I assume I have you to thank for that, Archwarlock. I’m not sure how you managed to shatter Inamorato’s barriers, but you have. It is greatly appreciated. You’ve truly brought back the balance between Heaven and Hell.” 
 
    Wes snorted. “Fuck balance, Solomon. I intend to win.” 
 
    The First Warlock’s eyes narrowed. “Why have you come to me, Wesley Alban?” 
 
    Now, they’d finally come to the heart of the matter. Wes grinned fiercely, looking every bit the warrior as he met Solomon’s gaze and looked deep into the First Warlock’s eyes. 
 
    “I came to ask for your help,” he told the Almighty. “I’m going after that bastard.” 
 
    Solomon was silent for a long moment. He took a seat on the couch, which Wes couldn’t help but note was the same one where Azura and Georgina were probably still sharing his load. 
 
    “I take it you mean Inamorato,” the Almighty said. “You really think you can banish him, Wesley?” 
 
    Wes shrugged. “I don’t really care. I’m going to destroy him, Solomon. When I’m done with Hell, that thing will never be able to threaten me or mine ever again. Can I count on your help?” 
 
    Solomon’s lips formed a tight little line. “The treaties—” 
 
    “Fuck the treaties!” Wes slapped the nearby coffee table, growling like a caged animal. “You know as well as I do that Inamorato isn’t going to stop! He’ll find another way to try and destroy the world, to bring about his so-called ‘line of division.’ He’ll never stop trying to hurt the people we care about until we stop him.” 
 
    Wes watched as Solomon chewed this over carefully. Finally, he cleared his throat. 
 
    “What you ask is certainly what you’ve earned,” the First Warlock said. “And Inamorato certainly threatens the long-term stability of the Heavenly Host, just as he threatens the short-term stability of your guild. But to lead an army from Heaven itself… those are the sorts of things one associated with the end times, young Alban.” 
 
    Wes laughed, without an ounce of humor. “I don’t know if you’ve taken a look outside lately,” he told the Almighty, “but the times are looking mighty fucking end, Solomon.” 
 
    The First Warlock was forced to nod at that. 
 
    “You’ve made lots of mistakes,” Wes said. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. I know I’ve made them, too. Plenty of them. And I’m grateful for your help, Solomon. If you hadn’t granted me those demons you stored in the Tower, we’d be talking to each other on the Other Side right now. Kulili would have destroyed the planet. But the treaty was a mistake. You know that.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “No buts. There can be no ceasefire while Inamorato sits on the Throne of Hell. Maybe if someone else were in charge down there, someone who could be reasoned with… but that’s a question for after we win. Right now, we’ve just got to go down there and destroy the bastard.” 
 
    Slowly, Wes saw the realization dawn on the Almighty’s face. That he was going to need to do the unthinkable—to mobilize the forces of the Heavenly Host for the first time since the original Fall from Grace. It truly was the end times, after all, and what more obvious sign could there be of the apocalypse than Heaven and Hell warring openly? 
 
    “All right,” Solomon rumbled, nodding at Wes. “You’ll have the full weight of the Almighty behind you when you charge into Hell, young man. Does that satisfy you?” 
 
    “What would satisfy me is Inamorato’s head on a pike,” Wes countered. “But, yes, Solomon. Thank you.” 
 
    The First Warlock nodded then, quite unexpectedly, rose and clasped Wes’s hand. It was strange to be getting a handshake from the Almighty himself, but Wes made a decent showing for himself, matching Solomon’s strength with his own. The First Warlock looked a little surprised by the depth of his grip. 
 
    “When should we prepare to attack?” Solomon asked. It felt good to know the First Warlock was on his side now, ready to back him up with Heavenly might. 
 
    “As soon as I wake up,” Wes said, glancing around the spectral hotel suite. “We’ll march straight to Hell and tear ass into the Inner Circle. Inamorato will be waiting for us, I know he will.” 
 
    Solomon gave him a sagely look, his beard shifting as he agreed. “Good. In that case, I’ll help you out a little.” 
 
    He touched Wes, and a bolt of lightning shot from his finger. 
 
    Huh!? Wes thought. The dream dissolved, and he found himself sitting back on the couch in the middle of the Excelsior’s End of the World party. His head felt like it was stuffed with cotton balls, and between his legs an amazing bolt of pleasure sent shocks of bliss through his system. 
 
    Georgina was bouncing up and down on Wes’s stiff prick, riding him hard. She fingered her wet pussy as he bottomed out inside of her again and again, cream dripping from her channel. I’ve already cum in her once, Wes realized, feeling the warmth around his prick. And she wants more. Bad girl! 
 
    One of Wes’s familiars knelt next to him, pressing her perky tits in his face. It was Thessaly, and when she saw his eyes open, she gave a start like she’d been slapped in the face. 
 
    “He’s up!” the blue-haired Warlock announced. “Shit, Wes is up!” 
 
    “Huh?” Wes heard Azura’s voice as the succubus arrived. “No, he’s not. Those pills I gave him are fucking horse tranquilizers. He’ll be out for twelve hours or more…” 
 
    The succubus stopped, looking down at Wes. “Oh, shit!” 
 
    “Solomon,” Wes grunted, thrusting into the blonde Templar. “He gave me a little boost.” 
 
    Once he finished with Georgina, Cirice put her hands on Wes and removed the overhanging sense of sluggishness from his limbs. He could still feel the lingering effects of the pills Azura had given him, but he no longer felt like a fucking zombie. A few seconds later, those remnants faded, and he was fully himself again. 
 
    Everyone had left the party except for Wes’s familiars and the newly inducted members of his harem. Georgina had been one of these.  
 
    Wes gathered his women to him and explained the situation. They all listened to his tale of his conversation with Solomon, chuckling to hear how he’d convinced the First Warlock to break the seal and take action against Inamorato. 
 
    “I never doubted it for a minute,” Cirice said. The angel girl had her wings wrapped around her as if she were fantasizing about her old home. “Solomon’s a good Almighty, one of the best. I knew he’d answer the call when you requested it, Wes. He’ll bring the whole Heavenly Host right to Inamorato’s doorstep!” 
 
    Several of the women nodded at that.  
 
    “Hell yeah,” Azura agreed, grinning her fiercest grin. “Let’s do this!” 
 
    “To Shangri-La to rally the troops,” Wes said, gesturing for Kali to summon a portal. “Then straight to Hell’s doorstep. One way or another, our war against Inamorato ends tonight!” 
 
    Wes knew he wouldn’t stop until it was over. And when it came to the war, there was only one way that it could end. 
 
    His way. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hell looked surprisingly peaceful today. 
 
    Wes stood at the head of a pillar of troops, all of whom were marching through Kali’s portals directly into the mouth of Hell. To his immediate left, the remnants of the Warlocks charged alongside him, led by Thessaly. To his right, Bethany Valente whipped what was left of the Templars into shape, along with every Earth-born demon and other supernatural creature they could find. 
 
    Wes’s harem rode with him, spread out in formation in front of him like a wedge. All of them looked as fierce as could be, wreathed in their power like battle goddesses. And, behind him, all of Solomon’s gifts flew through Hell, carried on the bitter wind as they struck directly at Inamorato’s heart. 
 
    “Nothing yet,” a voice said at Wes’s ear. Azura flew next to Wes, her wings outstretched as the succubus watched the forces converge on the Inner Circle. “We haven’t run into a single fucking demon since we came out of that portal. You don’t think Inamorato decided to run for the hills, did he?” 
 
    Wes shook his head. “He’s waiting to see if the Heavenly Host shows up,” he told his succubus. “Inamorato isn’t stupid, just dangerously insane. He knows this is all just putting us on even footing with his abominations.” 
 
    And yet, the atmosphere was jubilant as Wes and his army pushed through Hell. The asphalt highway leading to the outermost circle of the Underworld fell without a single ounce of resistance. Wes and his women passed the sea of lava, their nods paying tribute to the decaying bulk of the Tower of Solomon far in the distance. 
 
    As they rode, Wes reflected on how well things were going. This was it, the final battle. Everything had been wagered on this conflict—from the disposition of Wes’s harem to the final state of reality itself. He’d gone all-in at this particular poker table, leaving only a skeleton crew behind at Shangri-La to watch over his child and her mother. 
 
    The Lake of Fire was no Rubicon, but Wes crossed it with just as much finality as Caesar had centuries ago. “To the death!” Wes roared, lifting the Staff of Solomon high over the army. 
 
    “To the death!” thousands of voices rose to meet his cry. He’d never felt so powerful. 
 
    The temperature rose rapidly as Wes flew, his inner circle of babes by his side. As strangely peaceful as the flight into Hell felt, Wes knew it wouldn’t last much longer. Inamorato had to be waiting… 
 
    …there. 
 
    “Slow!” Wes roared, signaling with the jewel at the apex of the Staff of Solomon. They’d reached the passageway to Hell’s Inner Circle, where the most heinous criminals, traitors and monsters of history were kept for all eternity in their torture. It was where Inamorato made his den, where whatever fortress the abomination kept for himself would be found. 
 
    And across the bridge leading to that frozen plane, Inamorato had assembled an army of his own. 
 
    The front ranks were staffed by demons, but fewer than Wes would have expected. Azura had done her job there. She had contacts among the hellbound, as did Melissa. Together, the pair had convinced a great number of demonic entities within Inamorato’s realm to defect. Even though most of them hadn’t agreed to join their side in the fight, they’d remained neutral, which still robbed Inamorato of much needed muscle. That was the good part. 
 
    The bad part was that the abomination had refilled the ranks with his own creatures. 
 
    Tens of thousands of shadow monsters filled the bridge, fanning out in the square ahead of it in configurations Wes had never seen before. They looked to have been built from common stock, like LEGO figures, one turned into a kind of cannon to function as heavy artillery. Another squad of abominations had sharp swords grafted onto their limbs, so that they walked like samurai spiders. Each creature Inamorato had created looked more hideous than the last and made his eyes water worse than before. 
 
    Their lord and master stood in the center of the bridge. Inamorato wore his jet-black crown and his fine, disgusting robes, preening like a celebrity as he paced the length of his front line.  
 
    “Decimator!” the thing hissed. “No, I shall call you that no longer! You are no longer merely the Decimator, you are the Great Destroyer! You have brought rust and ruin to my home! My grand plans to bring an end to all of this have been dashed for yet another cycle—because of you!” 
 
    Wes heard the words as clearly as if Inamorato stood right next to him, despite the abomination’s distance. He knew that each member of his harem did as well, along with all the troops the Templars and Warlocks had managed to bring along with them. 
 
    The words wouldn’t change anything, however. They couldn’t. 
 
    The die had already been cast. 
 
    “No one ruined anything except for you!” Wes roared back. Waves of power rippled from the Staff of Solomon, like a sneak preview of the beatdown Wes intended to deliver to Inamorato’s forces. “You die today, monster! Say your goodbyes!” 
 
    The creature chuckled to itself, cocking its head to the side. “If you could truly deliver on that promise, Destroyer, I would gladly give myself up to your hands. No, it is you who shall die today! For do you not see how outnumbered you are?” 
 
    The abomination had a point. Tens of thousands of shadow monsters surrounded Inamorato, shielding him like a dense thatch of hideous bodies. More stretched across the bridge, and Wes could only imagine how many troops Inamorato had managed to secure around his fortress. 
 
    Outside of his personal harem, Wes had only managed to bring a token number of Warlocks and Templars with him. His own girls were immensely powerful, of course—gifts from Solomon himself—but the thought of losing even one of them to this heinous collection of horrors made Wes’s heart beat against the inside of his sternum like a fucking kettle drum. Could they possibly get out of this unscathed? He didn’t think so. 
 
    It’s up to you now, old man, Wes thought, sending a silent prayer to the Almighty. You’d better hold up your end of the bargain or we’re toast! 
 
    Cirice appeared to be on the same wavelength. The angel flew directly in front of Wes, glaring at the abomination and his army of horrors. “God will smite you!” she roared, extending her brilliant wings to their fullest span. “Repent now or be destroyed forever!” 
 
    If Cirice had hoped this might turn the better part of Inamorato’s forces, she was sadly mistaken. The creatures hooted and hollered like a peanut gallery, waving their unmentionable limbs at Wes and his harem. Any hopes of a peaceful solution had long since been dashed. 
 
    This was war. 
 
    But Wes decided to take one last stab at resolving things a different way. 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal,” Wes yelled, cupping his hand around his mouth. He needn’t have bothered. The same magic that amplified Inamorato’s proclamations had been extended to him as well. Everyone on both sides of the conflict could hear him perfectly well. “Let’s settle this like men. Just you and me. One-on-one.” 
 
    Wes expected Inamorato to laugh at him. To disdain him the way he always had, and probably to rant about the ‘line of division’ while he did it. The creature was crazy, no doubt about that, and Wes didn’t trust the bastard as far as he could throw him. 
 
    What he didn’t expect was for Inamorato’s heinous face to scrunch up in thought as the abomination seriously considered his offer. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Inamorato hummed. The magic made sure everyone could hear this for the noiseless, tuneless piping it truly sounded like. Inamorato’s humming was like the cry of a mad god trapped in the center of the universe, though Wes didn’t know why or where that thought came from. “A most interesting offer, Destroyer!” 
 
    Light erupted across Hell. A slit opened in the ceiling of the subterranean chamber, and angels rained from it like snowballs in a hailstorm. Solomon had been as good as his word. The cavalry had arrived. 
 
    He saw the looks of his army filled with triumph. Now that they had the Heavenly Host on their side, there was no chance that they could lose! What had been a desperate attack against the heart of Hell now looked like a sure thing, with legions of angels on their side. The beautiful creatures dropped below the back line of the fighters, landing at intervals among the more common troops like they intended to take control of small groups. 
 
    Cirice yelled with glee, waving at her fellow angels. “They came!” she cooed, beaming at Wes. “Solomon came through for us. We’re unstoppable now.” 
 
    “I accept!” Inamorato hissed. 
 
    Everything froze. The angels, who’d expected to drop in and be greeted as saviors, looked to Wes in sudden confusion. One taller and statelier than the rest, with a halo that shone like the sun, fluttered over to Wes with a stern expression. 
 
    “Archwarlock?” the angel asked. “What is the abomination talking about?” 
 
    “I accept! I accept!” Inamorato chortled it now. “I accept your offer of a duel, Destroyer!” 
 
    The angel’s eyes widened. “Warlock,” the Heavenly creature said, staring from the shocked Wes to the grimly satisfied abomination with a mixture of surprise and disgust. “Please, tell me you didn’t agree to face this creature in a one-on-one duel!” 
 
    “He did!” Inamorato cackled. “Yes, he did! The Destroyer and I shall face each other in the shadow of my fortress!” 
 
    Booing and hissing erupted from Wes’s army. The shadow monsters danced with glee, thrilled that the leader of the enemy army had agreed so easily to Inamorato’s feint. Now, the cavalry had arrived, and Wes had agreed to forsake them in favor of fighting the ancient menace in a one-on-one battle. 
 
    Or had he? 
 
    “Hmm.” Wes frowned and cocked his head to the side. “So, have I bound myself to you, creature?” 
 
    Inamorato ceased his revelry. The monster’s stance grew wary as he stared across the field of battle at Wes, something new and dangerous shining in his eyes. Behind him, his first tier of shadow lieutenants gave their leader confused looks, their limbs twisting in unmentionable configurations. 
 
    “Bound?” Inamorato’s voice was extremely careful. “Only bound by honor, Destroyer. You are the one who made the offer to duel me, in front of tens of thousands of witnesses. Should you refuse, the weakness of that falls upon your own head!” 
 
    Dozens of shadow monsters near Inamorato backed him up on that, chittering and chattering. The creatures swarmed around their master, their limbs clicking and clacking against the rocky soil of Hell. 
 
    Wes looked back at the army gathered behind him. All of whom were ready to storm the gates of Hell and destroy Inamorato once and for all. 
 
    What was a little honor compared with that? Why let honor bully him into making a stupid mistake? 
 
    “I don’t know about honor,” Wes said, his voice amplified with magic, “but I’m not about to do something stupid, abomination. I know I could beat you in a fair fight, one on one.” His smile widened as the phalanx of beautiful women behind him dropped into battle stance. “But why make this a fair fight?” 
 
    Inamorato hissed, his grand hopes dissolving before his eyes. “Betrayer! Great Destroyer! Decimator!” 
 
    Wes lifted a hand. “All units, attack!” he commanded. “Kill them all!” 
 
    Charge! 
 
    The Archcloak flared with power, and Wes flew into the fray. Behind him, the combined forces of Heaven and Earth stormed across the battlefield, filling it with a holy light as they marched against the frontline of Inamorato’s forces. 
 
    Wes, however, barely saw it. He had tunnel vision like mad. In that massive, swirling crowd of shadow monsters, he could only see his singular objective. The king in black, with his hideous crown and his robes that were a mockery of royalty’s finery. 
 
    Kill, he thought, giving himself over to his anger. Destroy the king of Hell, and this is all over! 
 
    Wes landed in front of a half-dozen shadow monsters, each of which looked eager to engage him in combat. One quick, horizontal sweep with the Staff of Solomon and the creatures scattered like bowling pins, knocked loose from the battlefield. Angels landed upon their prone forms, destroying them utterly as Wes pressed on. 
 
    Titanic energies roiled over his head. The battle had begun in earnest. A phalanx of angels fired lightning far over the battlefield, engaging a group of flying abominations that looked like a nightmare version of vultures. 
 
    Wes could only spare a moment to look at them. He was needed on the ground. 
 
    More monsters, more spells. Wes moved on autopilot, trusting in his well-honed Warlock abilities to carry him through. All around him, more troops landed, angels and shifters and Warlocks screaming his name as a battle cry. The shadow monsters yielded before them like butter before the knife, dissolving in the holy light as the attackers pushed forward. 
 
    From the tiny sliver of the battle he could personally see, Wes felt triumphant. They were winning! But none of it mattered because, deep down, this fight was only between two people. 
 
    Inamorato and Wes. 
 
    A spider shadow monster charged over the bodies of its fellows, murder in its beady eyes. Its slavering jaws were inches away from Wes when Azura landed on the monster’s back, thrusting her claws deep into its chitin and channeling flame. The monster crumbled like tissue paper as the succubus screamed with glory, flames wreathing her like a crown. 
 
    “Fuck yeah!” Azura screamed, grinning at Wes. “All this killing makes me horny as fuck, Master! I’m going to need you to pound me when this is all done!” 
 
    “Will do!” Wes roared, grabbing the Staff of Solomon in a two-handed grip and charging. His swings knocked out dozens of shadow monsters, clearing a path for himself and the succubus to burrow deeper into the ranks. “Trust me, I’m hard as fuck right now!” 
 
    He really was. The boundary between ‘fuck’ and ‘kill’ had never been blurrier for Wes. The righteousness of his cause propelled him, the wave of arousal coursing through him turning all the hard edges of the battlefield fuzzy as he killed and killed. 
 
    A group of Warlocks gained a rocky promontory over the battlefield, led by Thessaly. As one, they rained down ice spells directly ahead of Wes, freezing an entire legion of shadow monsters in their tracks. Wes looked up to see the blue-haired Warlock beaming at him, pumping her fist like a quarterback who just scored a touchdown. 
 
    Wes raised a hand in thanks, then plunged deeper into the fray. Above his head he saw Cirice leading a formation of angels, the gorgeous blonde having taken over for their former leader who’d fallen to the abominations. The beautiful angel girl giggled as she landed on top of one of the armored spiders, pumping a wave of holy light into the hideous creature that sent it to its knees. 
 
    Wes slid underneath the falling creature’s limbs and ran on. 
 
    Inamorato watched all this with disbelief. The King of the Abominations, the Lord of Hell, it was hard for him to see how quickly he’d been bested. His last desperate Hail Mary play of dueling the Archwarlock had failed, and now his abominations died by the thousands. It was a little surprising to Wes how poorly Inamorato’s legions fought, but he shouldn’t have been shocked. Unlike his troops, the abomination’s creatures had done nothing all year but sit behind the barrier in Hell. 
 
    While Wes’s coalition had been fighting non-stop, to try and save the world. They’d been tried by fire, and now they were as hard as iron, as strong as steel. 
 
    Nothing could stop them. And nothing would. 
 
    Surrounded by roaring Warlocks, Wes reached the top of a ridge to find the ranks of the abominations thinning out. A small cluster of them surrounded their master, Inamorato, each of them augmented to a much heavier degree than the rest of the army. These were elite troops, no doubt, prepared to defend Inamorato to the death. 
 
    It was hard for him to read any emotion into that hideous, non-Euclidian face, but Wes thought he saw despair in the face of the abomination. The king of Hell shrank back from Wes and his small group, hissing like steam escaping a kettle. One eldritch limb pushed troops between himself and the attackers, his long head twisting back and forth in search of some means of escape. 
 
    “Traitor! You should have fought me one-on-one as you promised!” the monster hissed. 
 
    “Come here,” Wes said, his tone as grim and final as the grave. “I’ll fight you, Inamorato. Just you and me. Let’s do this.” 
 
    The abomination took one look at Wes and ran for the Inner Circle. Inamorato’s lieutenants looked around in utter bewilderment as their king abandoned them, double-timing it as far away from the battlefield as his limbs could carry him. 
 
    Wes just smirked. He grabbed the Archcloak, tugging the green and black fabric like a rich man pulling a tassel to summon a servant. “Go get ‘em,” he told his garment, chuckling as he released Nacht’s greatest gift. 
 
    The cloak shot like a rocket from Wes’s shoulders, flying across the bridge. It moved far faster than the fleeing abomination, catching him between the shoulders before he was even halfway to the Inner Circle. Wes watched the eldritch creature drop, struggling feebly in the grip of the magically enhanced fabric. 
 
    As Wes walked, more troops landed behind him. The elite monsters who’d been protecting Inamorato fought their hardest, but now it was they who were outnumbered, not Wes and his army. A mental tug ensured that none of Wes’s harem closed the distance, however. He wanted them to remain in the back, far away from anywhere they could take damage. Let the angels and the shifters do the hard fighting. 
 
    His check of the bond connecting him to his women revealed that each of them were safe. And horny. Suddenly, Wes saw the battlefield through a half-dozen pairs of eyes, witnessing the triumph as his forces pushed through the eldritch menace. So many gallons of ink had been spilled describing the final battle between Heaven and Hell at the end of the world that it was a bit disappointing to see how decisively Wes and his troops had routed the foe. 
 
    “Oh, well,” Wes said with a shrug. He walked across the bridge, ignoring the icy chill blowing from the heart of Hell. “Turns out the best man won, after all. Got any last words, abomination?” 
 
    Inamorato was still struggling to escape the grip of the Archcloak. Wes grinned as he watched the monster’s limbs flail within the fabric, desperately trying to get some leverage against the filthy, bloodstained ground to free himself. It was almost pathetic. 
 
    “Man, I remember the days when I was afraid of you,” Wes said. His shadow fell over Inamorato, causing the monster to turn and stare up at his soon-to-be killer. “I watched you kill, monster. I saw you take out three strong men like it was nothing, like you didn’t even break a sweat. What happened to you? When did you get so weak?” 
 
    Inamorato’s shoulders shook, his beady eyes staring deep into Wes’s eyes. The directness of the eldritch creature’s gaze made Wes’s mind ache, but he forced himself to deal with it. 
 
    “You happened, Decimator,” the abomination wheezed. Having apparently given up trying to escape the Archcloak, the creature settled for wriggling backward, slithering an inch at a time away from Wes. Inamorato left a trail of slime behind as he feebly made his way toward the Inner Circle. He wasn’t going to make it, though—he had one hell of a long way to go. 
 
    “Me?” Wes shrugged. “You shouldn’t have fucked with me. Hell, you probably shouldn’t have ever given me Cirice. That was your mistake, if you made one. ‘Don’t give Wes an angel and then try and take her away.’” He grinned. “If you really do get to do all this over again, Inamorato, then that’s probably the change you should make on your next go-round.” 
 
    A rattling noise escaped the abomination’s throat. Was Inamorato laughing? It seemed impossible, but the creature managed to crack a smile even at the end of the world. It was so out of character for the abomination that Wes took an involuntary step back, sensing a trap. 
 
    He kills the way other people blink, Wes told himself. A finger of chill tingled down his spine, and it had nothing to do with the winds blowing from the bowels of Hell. And I let myself think I’d tied him up in the fucking Archcloak? No. No, this is a trick… 
 
    “Ah,” Inamorato said, his hideous face curling in a smile. “I see you’ve figured it out, Destroyer.” 
 
    All of Inamorato’s limbs moved at once. 
 
    A rolling wave of power erupted across the bridge as the abomination ripped through the Archcloak, each of his multi-jointed limbs tearing through the fabric of Wes’s greatest and most powerful gift. He felt the Archcloak scream inside of his skull, its manically chipper voice shrieking with a banshee’s clarity as it was ripped to fucking shreds. 
 
    Then its voice turned to a gurgle, dissolving on a wave of static. The shredded remnants of the Archcloak floated on the chilly wind, floating over Wes’s head to land on the ragged ground. 
 
    “No!” Wes screamed, feeling like he’d just witnessed the death of a harem member. “No!” 
 
    The abomination sprang forward. Long, hideous limbs embraced Wes, gripping him tight. The rest of the army saw and charged forward, but they were moments too late. Whatever Inamorato had planned for the two of them, it would be able to get away with. No one would be able to stop it. 
 
    “Turns out you are going to duel me after all, Decimator!” Inamorato purred in Wes’s ear. “Come, let’s finish this once and for all!” 
 
    A blast of energy radiated from the abomination’s body. The earth beneath Wes’s feet trembled, and thick cracks appeared in the bridge beneath them. The whole thing started to shatter, crumbling like a building undergoing a controlled detonation. 
 
    At the last moment, Wes looked back over the bridge. His harem raced for him, screaming his name: Azura and Cirice, Deja and Thessaly, Kali and all the women of Solomon’s horde. He felt their shock at the Archcloak’s sudden death, their rage at Inamorato and, most of all, their despair to see their master entwined in the creature’s hideous limbs. 
 
    And yet, there was nothing they could do. 
 
    Wes reached out for his harem, his face saying more than words ever could. As they watched, horrified, the bottom dropped out of the bridge leading to the Inner Circle. What lay beneath it was a deep, dark pit, the end of which only Inamorato had ever seen. 
 
    The Archwarlock and the Abomination tumbled together into the darkness, leaving Hell itself behind. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing ever ends.” 
 
    Wes opened his eyes to find himself in complete darkness. It stretched to the horizon in all directions, a blank, featureless void. This is what the universe must have looked like before the Big Bang, he thought, the idea filling him in the moment before his memories returned and the seriousness of the situation ripped away all other thoughts. 
 
    Wes sprang to his feet. He looked back and forth, trying to locate some landmark or feature he could use to discern his location within the void. There was none. The whole world looked as dark and sleek as a chunk of obsidian. Inamorato could have been five feet from Wes’s face, and he’d never have been able to see the fucker coming. 
 
    “Nothing ever ends!” the voice repeated. It was Inamorato’s voice, and it sounded like it came from every direction at once. “The universe is born. Civilizations flourish, thrive—make both love and war in varying quantities. But all of it is pointless. There is nothing new under the sun; and not even the sun itself is new. It is the same story, told over and over to the point of monotony. Birth, death. Majesty, decay. It all collapses into itself, only to explode once more in a burst of life and existence.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty nice,” Wes countered. His voice echoed in the darkness, a thousand copies of his own words coming back to him a moment later. “What are you complaining about, you fucked up monster? That you get to live forever? That you have too much of a good thing?” 
 
    Wes didn’t know if the creature was telling the truth, or if Inamorato had just reached a new and even more dangerous level of his insanity. He figured it didn’t matter either way. He’d never be able to verify it and, truly, he didn’t really want to. 
 
    “Nothing ever ends.” Inamorato spoke with infinite bitterness, his voice dissolving in a series of burbling chuckles. “Eternity has driven me insane, Decimator. Immortality isn’t a boon, it’s a curse. The most hideous of all curses, even more hideous than this body I have fashioned for myself. My disguise.” 
 
    Wes stiffened. The creature’s words no longer sounded like they came from Inamorato’s throat. “What do you mean, disguise?” Wes asked, trying to sound casual. Like this wasn’t the end of all existence, the void at the bottom of the world. “You mean that hideous mug of yours is a costume? Dude, if I’d been in charge of your Halloween outfit, I’d have chosen something a little less scary.” 
 
    A shape emerged from the darkness. At first, Wes dismissed it as a trick, as his brain making something out of nothing, the way people in a sensory deprivation tank will inevitably begin to hallucinate. But the thing moved with a purpose. 
 
    It slithered out from the background, its body a mass of tumors. Thick strands of stretchy, fleshy material covered it from head to toe, or what would have been its head, if the thing had anything like an ordinary, humanoid form. It flowed like magma through the endless darkness, spreading out in all directions at once like some kind of fungus. 
 
    The original Inamorato made Wes’s eyes ache when he looked at the abomination too closely. This thing, on the other hand, made Wes feel like the world had come to an end. Surely, there couldn’t be anything after this, right? This monster had to be Hell itself. 
 
    “Heaven, Hell, and Earth,” the sludge monster burbled, rolling as slowly as the tides toward Wes. “All of them must end. I just want it to end! And now, it finally will!” 
 
    Wes backed up as the thing drew closer. I can do this all day, he told himself, trying desperately to quell the rapid beating of his heart. It comes closer, I back up. It’s slow—that means I can avoid it. I won’t let this fucker touch me! 
 
    Where were his women? Wes could no longer feel the bonds connecting himself to his harem. It was as if falling from that bridge had severed his and Inamorato’s connection to the world itself, like they’d slipped into a pocket universe of the abomination’s construction. 
 
    “Thank you, Decimator,” the creature burbled. “I must truly thank you. I could not have done this without you!” 
 
    “Done what?” Wes demanded to know. “You crazy bastard, you just got finished telling me nothing ever ends! We keep doing this over and over again for eternity or whatever you’ve been saying! Now, you’re telling me there is an ending?” 
 
    “You and I will create it,” the thing said, its voice echoing off the walls of nothingness. “Here, now, at the bottom of the shadow that underpins the world, we will destroy all that is. All that was, and all that ever shall be. Things shall change, Decimator. And it is you who have given me the ability to make that change!” 
 
    Wes couldn’t believe the monster. He refused. Inamorato was insane, had been driven so much by so much time spent deep beneath the Earth. All his ranting about the end of the world, the cyclical nature of the universe, it was all just part of that insanity. Another aspect of his madness, and nothing more. 
 
    Or so Wes tried to convince himself. 
 
    “Inamorato,” Wes said, steeling himself, “did you kill my Archcloak?” 
 
    Burbling laughter echoed from the darkness. “You have much bigger things to worry about than your garment,” the thing said from the obsidian deep. “And my name is not Inamorato, Decimator. It never was. I am a lover of all mankind no longer.” 
 
    “Then what are you?” Wes tried but failed to keep the horror out of his voice. He loathed this thing that slithered from the darkness. It was the antithesis of light and warmth. It was the end, the end that Inamorato had been trying to make for God only knew how many cycles of this madness. In the face of it, all of Wes’s rationalizations and logical arguments dropped away. 
 
    There was only the void. And the horror. 
 
    A massive, eyeless head emerged from the black. Its jaws were the teeth of a deep-sea monstrosity, long and pointed in its fleshy face. Its skin glistened like pavement after a thunderstorm, the smooth place where its eyes should be covered in thick black scale. 
 
    “I am Nihil,” the thing whispered into Wes’s ears. “I am nothing, Decimator. And now is the final time that we shall dance this dance.” 
 
    A sudden burbling sound alerted Wes to the fact that there was motion behind him, as well as in front of him. While he’d been listening to Nihil blather on about the meaninglessness of existence, the creature had been in the middle of outflanking him at the same time. A slow yet seemingly endless wall of the same black sludge rose far behind Wes, forming a dense ring of the glossy material around him. 
 
    Slowly, the ring closed. As a child, Wes had always gotten an awful feeling watching the scene in Star Wars when the heroes became trapped in the Death Star’s trash compactor. This was that, times a thousand. No droid would arrive to save Wes, either. He’d need to fight his way out of this all on his own. 
 
    “There will be peace. There will be quiet.” Nihil’s voice continued burbling in the background, sounding almost soothing as he tightened around Wes like a noose. “Once you are dead, Decimator, you will not come back. The world will be altered, and the next time it is created, there will be no one left to stop me. This is not my final fight, but once you are dead, my victory will become inevitable. Give in, Decimator. Make it easier on yourself.” 
 
    Thick tendrils of dense material surrounded Wes. The tide pushed in, inch by unstoppable inch, slowly cutting off every means of escape the Warlock had. Not that there was an escape. This was the void. The end. How could Wes find a way out? 
 
    The answer: he couldn’t. It was so obvious as to be undeniable. 
 
    He was through. 
 
    Nihil had won. 
 
    In a blind panic, Wes dropped to his hands and knees, scrabbling in the darkness. Perhaps he could dig down, find a sub-basement beneath the lowest level of reality, locate a place to hide where Nihil couldn’t find him. Where he could be safe and escape the worst of what was coming. 
 
    Wes didn’t find a hiding place. 
 
    But his fingers touched something hard and unyielding all the same. 
 
    Like a man in a daze, Wes retrieved the item and held it before his face. In that utter darkness, with wriggling walls of flesh on all sides of him, it was impossible to see further than the length of his own hand. Yet, he didn’t need to see to be able to recognize what he held. 
 
    The Staff of Solomon. 
 
    It must have fallen from the bridge right alongside him and Nihil, tumbling into the darkness when that horrifying chasm opened. 
 
    As Wes clutched the mass of twisted, blackened wood, the emerald at the apex blazed to life. He saw the walls of hideous flesh blocking his path—and saw the faces embedded within, screaming in silent agony as Nihil’s embrace smothered them. Expressions of pure pain filled Nihil’s body, as if the strain of living and dying for multiple eternities had stamped each cell of the eldritch creature with horror. 
 
    Wes had never seen such a terrifying thing before. Were he not the Archwarlock, a man forged by the struggles he’d been through since that night he traveled to the top floor of the Excelsior hotel, the sight of it would have snapped his sanity clean in two. 
 
    “Die!” Wes shrieked, his body filling with the pure primal revulsion of a housewife crushing a bug. 
 
    He swung the Staff of Solomon, putting every ounce of energy he could into the blow. 
 
    And the void exploded. 
 
    In the span of a single heartbeat, the air ignited with green flame. Wes no longer floated in an abyss of bleak nothingness. The world was aflame with an endless blaze, burning like the pits in which the most unforgivable sinners inhabited in the Inner Circle. 
 
    Yet, the flames did not burn Wes. 
 
    They didn’t hurt him in the slightest. 
 
    But Nihil? 
 
    Nihil screamed. 
 
    All at once, those hideous faces were paroxysms of pain. The walls of living flesh that had been so eager to form Wes’s tomb a few moments ago retreated, wriggling like gelatin as they struggled to resist the flame. Nihil’s high, keening cry rose through the void, rose forever until it became the very fabric of the reality Wes inhabited. 
 
    “Noooo!” the monster shrieked, its pain filled with disbelief. “This cannot be! You should not be able to harm me! Not here!” 
 
    “Fuck you!” Wes snarled, his vision turning red as he struck out again and again. Each blow from the Staff of Solomon released tidal waves of energy, striking the walls of flesh with hurricane force. 
 
    Nihil recoiled and, with a start, Wes realized he wasn’t channeling his Warlock powers. Everything that came from him—the massive energies, the endless flames, the pain that struck Nihil straight through his blackened, bleeding heart—it came from the staff itself. 
 
    How was this possible? Wes couldn’t believe it. 
 
    Wesley Alban, a voice whispered in the back of his brain. Will you help me resist this beast? 
 
    The words were so familiar that tears sprang to Wes’s eyes. “Nacht!?” he gasped, staring at the Staff of Solomon like it was an old friend reborn. “Is that you!?” 
 
    The one Warlock who’d stood firm when everyone else had fled. Who’d remained pure and incorruptible, an honorable man in a world of dishonorable people. 
 
    Who’d died for his beliefs, struck through the heart by Kulili’s disciple. 
 
    How could Nacht be here? 
 
    Yet, the Staff of Solomon continued to strike. Wes felt less like he wielded the weapon and more like the weapon wielded him, taking him through the motions of an absolutely expert wielder. Each blow knocked the walls of flesh away, ripped huge chunks from the beast’s flesh and burned it away with green flame. 
 
    He was doing it! 
 
    You are the true disciple of the Warlocks, that same voice assured him. This is the last thing I can do for you, young Alban. Use my final gift wisely. 
 
    “I will!” Wes roared, throwing his own spells into the mix. The Staff of Solomon amplified each punch until it was a tornado of magical fury, ripping into Nihil’s massive, jet-black bulk. “I fucking will!” 
 
    When the moment comes, the strange voice whispered, already beginning to fade, open the door. Young Alban, OPEN THE DOOR! 
 
    Then it was gone. 
 
    Wes’s vision blurred over with tears. The rage still flowed in him, sweet and hot, for his cause was righteous and his desire to destroy the monster before him filled his very soul with the need to be completed. But there was something else, too. 
 
    Something he could neither explain nor deny. 
 
    How much time passed, Wes didn’t know. Time seemed to have no meaning in that limitless void. But the beatdown he delivered to Nihil was certainly eternal in its dimensions. 
 
    When Wes finally came back to himself, the great black bulk of the beast had been defeated. Wes’s arms and legs ached like he’d been holding onto a live wire, little tingles shooting through him every time he moved. He wasn’t sure what he’d done to himself in his fury, or how long it might take to recover. Yet, he sensed implicitly that whatever it was had been worth it. 
 
    Nihil—Inamorato—the abomination lay on the floor of the void. He feebly rose to what passed for his feet, his broad head swaying from side to side like a drunken sailor trying to regain his balance. He turned, pointing a long, bony finger at Wes, and turned to flee through the endless nothingness. 
 
    He froze. The void was no longer empty. 
 
    A stone’s throw away from where Wes and Nihil battled, there now stood a door. 
 
    It stood much taller than a man, as if it had been designed for a race of giants. No markings or runes covered its panels or the stone framing around its double doors, nothing that could give any hint to who had created it or why. It was constructed of simple wooden boards and surrounded by a frame of stone, like the entrance to a medieval tavern or church. It could have been any number of a thousand doors in a thousand cities, leading to any number of buildings or structures. 
 
    Yet, it was here. In the void. 
 
    Nihil had never looked more shocked. “New,” the abomination whispered, struck through with something akin to awe. “This is new! How did you make something new!?” 
 
    Open the door, young Alban, the voice whispered in the back of his head. An echo of the message, for the messenger was long gone. Open it. 
 
    “I didn’t,” Wes said, approaching the door. “Someone else did.” 
 
    Who? Nacht? Solomon? Or the true Almighty, the actual ‘Man Upstairs?’ Was there a man upstairs? If so, He dwelled above the Heavenly Host, much the same as this void of darkness rested beneath the mouth of Hell. What did that world look like, that endless expanse of light? 
 
    Wes didn’t know. And Wes didn’t care. 
 
    He’d just found his destiny. 
 
    Nihil hissed as Wes reached the door. A simple knocker rested on one side of the wood, looking no more fancy or ordinary than the entrance to a backyard shed. Yet, what rested behind this portal was… what, exactly? 
 
    Whatever it is, Wes thought, Nihil has never seen it before. Which means it has nothing to do with this universe. Could it be… an entrance to ANOTHER one? 
 
    Another universe? 
 
    Wes heard Nihil racing to stop him. But the abomination was too slow, and Wes too determined. He grabbed the knob, opening the door as the creature roared for him to stop. The knob felt smooth and cold beneath his fingers and turned like it had been greased mere minutes ago. 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    Wes couldn’t see what lay within that doorway. Every time he examined that portal, his brain told him he knew what he was looking at, but the moment his eyes traveled somewhere else, the information dissolved as if it had never been. Even a blink destroyed it. Whatever lay on the other side of that strange door, it was something man was not meant to know. 
 
    “What is it!?” the abomination hissed, coming up behind Wes. “Tell me! What do you see?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Wes muttered, putting his back to the door. “I just know it’s something new.” 
 
    A way to break the cycle. To rid the universe of Inamorato, or whatever he wanted to call himself, once and for all. Wes knew what he had to do. 
 
    He saw the monster realize it a moment later. Something unfathomable blossomed in Nihil’s face as he looked through that door. Wes realized for the first time that the abomination he faced had no fear of death. For after all, living through the birth, death and rebirth of the universe would rob a person of that. 
 
    What Wes saw in Nihil’s eyes was that fear rekindled. Whatever lay on the other side of that portal, Nihil could see it, and the creature wanted no part of it. 
 
    With the open door before them, the pair grappled. Wes braced his feet against the void and kicked, trying to lift Nihil off the ground and do a wrestling slam on the top of his head. The creature was weightier than he’d expected, shifting like sand. 
 
    Two of its arms were around Wes’s waist, tugging him toward that open doorway. A surge of pure primal panic filled Wes’s chest, and he grabbed Nihil around the neck and throttled him as best as he could. 
 
    The abomination gagged, dragging Wes bodily across the floor. Finally, Wes had to let go. He kicked his legs out with a sweep, then grabbed the Staff of Solomon and smacked Nihil on the crown of his broad, alien head, bringing the weapon down as hard as he could. 
 
    Nihil went down, dazed but not out. Now, all Wes had to do was get him to the door. 
 
    It felt like all the strength had left Wes’s limbs. That feeling of being electrocuted hadn’t faded after his grand tantrum with the Staff of Solomon. If anything, it had increased. Every step he took felt like he was wading through chest-deep water, heated up to the temperature of his body. He tugged at Nihil’s hideous limbs, trying to push the creature toward the open door. The unfathomable door, which the voice had told him he must open. 
 
    I have to get him out of here! Wes thought. Once he’s on the other side of that door, we win! He’s not my problem—or the problem of anyone in this universe! 
 
    As he pushed, a hand wrapped around his throat. 
 
    Wes found himself jerked to the side. He slammed into the ground, hitting so hard that his elbow nearly shattered. Nihil straddled his body, his hideous limbs punching the earth on either side of him, pinning his body to the ground. 
 
    The abomination had his face very close to Wes. It made him want to hurl. 
 
    “Decimator,” Nihil said, his voice filling with weariness. “It was a most excellent fight. I wish you the best of luck, wherever this portal sends you.” 
 
    “No!” Wes snarled. He kicked upward, trying to find Inamorato’s balls, but the creature appeared to have none. His meaty paws grabbed Wes’s shoulders, dragging him inch by inch toward the shimmering barrier. 
 
    “You are lucky,” Nihil hissed as he dragged Wes to his destination. “If there truly is another universe beyond this door, Decimator, then you are to be the sole survivor of this universe and its end. You will escape my line of division, though everyone you have ever known and loved shall perish. In truth, they’ll never have existed.” 
 
    “Let! Me! Go!” Wes yelled. He’d stopped trying to kick Inamorato in the balls and settled for just trying to do as much damage to the monster as he could. There had to be some way to get him to drop Wes, to let go so he could reach the Staff of Solomon. He could see it in his mind’s eye: grabbing the staff, slamming it down on Nihil’s head, pushing him through the door… 
 
    It was a good fantasy. But it was Wes who was about to go through the portal, not Nihil. 
 
    The creature paused before the threshold, grinning at Wes. Its gaze was utterly hideous, too horrible to be described. 
 
    “Farewell, Warlock,” the abomination said, dropping all pretense of friendliness. “I sincerely hope the next world you enter has no magic or women in it for you to enjoy—” 
 
    A flap of paper slapped Nihil in the face. 
 
    No, wait—it wasn’t paper. It was fabric. 
 
    “Hmm!?” The abomination used one of its limbs to rip away the scrap. It fluttered in the phantom breeze coming from the door, the light illuminating it faintly. A frayed edge of green thread flickered from the black strip, glowing with subtle magic. “What is this!?” 
 
    Wes recognized it. No way, he thought. It followed me. Holy shit. 
 
    “Archcloak,” he croaked, barely able to speak with Nihil’s fist around his throat. “Fucking sic ‘em!” 
 
    Dozens of tiny strips of fabric emerged from the darkness, lashing themselves around the abomination. Taken individually, they had next to no power at all but, together, they formed thick strands that glowed with power. A larger scrap shot across Nihil’s eyeless face, wrapping him up and tugging him backward away from Wes. 
 
    The pressure built, and the abomination no longer felt quite so heavy on top of Wes. He shoved, lifting the thing inch by inch as the remains of the Archcloak wrapped around him. Not dead after all. Not even slowed down. 
 
    Pissed off. That’s what Wes’s garment was. 
 
    “Noooo!” Nihil roared, losing his grip on Wes’s shoulders. “No, this cannot happen! There is nothing new under the sun! There must be a line of division!” 
 
    “I’ve got your line right fucking here!”  
 
    Wes kicked Nihil in the chest as hard as he could. The creature let out a whoof and rose from the floor, losing contact with the ground for a moment of pain. That moment was all the Archcloak needed. 
 
    Thank you, Warlock! The Archcloak’s voice was still the same manic, seductive female purr he’d been hearing since the garment changed the initials on it to match his. I’ll miss you so much! And I’ll say hello for you when I meet Master! 
 
    Master? Wes thought. I thought I was your Master? 
 
    But if that wasn’t the case, then who…? 
 
    Nihil fell forward, still wrapped in the thick strands of the Archcloak. Abomination and garment tumbled forward into the door, disappearing into that shimmering mass of unfathomable light. Nihil’s scream echoed through the void as the door slammed closed, the wood fading away as quickly as it had arrived. 
 
    In the span of a blink, it was gone, leaving Wes alone in the darkness. 
 
    I did it, Wes thought, staring up into the endless nothingness. I saved the universe. I’m the fucking hero… 
 
    He passed out. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Master? Master! He’s coming around!” 
 
    “Shit, someone get Cirice!” 
 
    “Get the man a damned beer!” 
 
    Wes opened his eyes. The overlapping voices all fell away as he stared at the ceiling of Deja Vu, the chatter going silent as Wes returned to full consciousness. He lay on the boards of the barroom’s floor, a stain beneath half his waist. Not his, he was sure—it smelled like someone had spilled whiskey. 
 
    Whiskey. After God only knew how long he’d spend in the endless darkness of Nihil’s void, the smell of old alcohol was the most welcome thing to ever singe his nostrils. Thank God he was back. 
 
    Thank God he was home. 
 
    After a moment of deliberation, Wes attempted to sit up. Strong hands grabbed his shoulders and helped him, and he saw he was far from alone—he was surrounded by friends. The inner circle of his harem crouched around him, Azura and Hazel directly at his front and wearing identical worried expressions. The hands that held his shoulders were Cirice’s, and the angel girl was already soothing Wes’s aches and pains with a healing spell. 
 
    Fuck, that felt good. Wes closed his eyes and rode the spell for a moment, just glad to be home. 
 
    When he opened his eyes again, Hazel pressed a warm bar towel against his forehead. “Wes, are you all there?” the blonde demon asked, her lips a tight little line. “You feeling okay? You did come back to us, right?” 
 
    Wes didn’t answer with words. Instead, he leaned forward and gave Hazel a long, lingering kiss. Half the room gasped, and the other half sat there wishing it was them. 
 
    He let his tongue explore Hazel’s mouth for a long moment before pulling back with a grin. “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    Hazel beamed from ear to ear. “I think someone’s going to have one hell of an orgy as soon as he’s back on his feet,” the demon girl purred, rising from her crouch. “It’s him all right. Wes is back!” 
 
    Cheers filled the room. Cirice helped him to his feet, and then someone pressed a dark beer into his hands—Deja. Always a bartender, that genie, even at the end of the world itself. 
 
    Wait. Was it the end of the world? 
 
    “Someone tell me what’s happened,” Wes said, allowing his women to help him to a chair. “I was out for a while, clearly. Long enough for you all to get back from Hell, at the very least. What did I miss?” 
 
    Several women shared a look.  
 
    “Things are good,” Hazel said, lacing her fingers through Deja’s. “We were more worried about you, Wes. You just showed up on Deja Vu’s floor all of a sudden, like you’d been teleported here. And we couldn’t get you up.” 
 
    Tears shone in the corners of the demon girl’s eyes. Shit, they thought I was a goner, Wes realized. Everything I felt while I was down in Nihil’s void, that fear that I was never going to see any of my girls again, they were having that up here, too. Times a hundred. 
 
    “I’m okay,” Wes said. “And it’s over. Really over. The Archcloak… it sacrificed itself to save me.” 
 
    With that, everything came tumbling out. As Deja took a seat next to Wes, funneling him beers, he told the assembled crowd at Deja Vu the whole story of everything that had happened after falling off the bridge leading to the Inner Circle. As he spoke, he took note of all the familiar faces in the crowd.  
 
    Everyone who was anyone had congregated in Deja Vu to welcome him back: from the leaders of the Warlocks to Bethany Valente and the remaining portion of the Templars. Even they were allowed in the bar now. The Deja that Wes had met that first night would have conniptions at the thought. 
 
    When he was done, Wes turned to Kwame. The old Warlock knew things, things that other members of the supernatural community could only guess at. If anyone knew more about that strange door, it would be him. 
 
    “What was it?” Wes asked the old Warlock. “Did I really send Inamorato—Nihil—to another universe? Did I break the ‘cycle’ he kept talking about? Is this really the end?” 
 
    Kwame had absorbed all of Wes’s story with an unreadable expression. Now, he rubbed his stubble-covered chin, thinking deeply over everything he’d been told. 
 
    “Archwarlock,” the man finally said, “I can’t help but believe that most of what Inamorato told you was the truth. That abomination’s plan, his gambit to destroy reality… all that tracks with things I’ve read in the Warlock’s Library. But as for that door?” 
 
    Kwame shrugged. 
 
    “That, Archwarlock, is something I suspect we will never get an answer for,” the man surmised. “And, honestly, even if we could get the answer, I don’t want it. There are some things decent people are better off not knowing.” 
 
    “I’ve been hearing a lot of that lately,” Wes said, slumping back in the chair. “All right, I’ve shown you mine. Now, you show me yours. How’s the world?” 
 
    Somehow, the crowd decided that Bethany Valente should be the one to give the Warlock the news. 
 
    The Templar leader leaned forward on her stool, a half-empty beer clutched in her hands. “We won,” she said simply, taking a sip. “There are still a few undead running around the world, Warlock, a couple of minor hordes in the wilderness that haven’t been taken care of yet. But, for the most part, we’ve slain the monsters. Most importantly, they haven’t come back.” 
 
    “And the cities?” Wes asked. He had an idea of what might be happening there, but he wanted to hear it from Bethany herself. 
 
    The leader of the Templars gave her beer a long, lingering look. “They’re being rebuilt,” she said, hesitant to say any more. “We’re… Let’s just say we’re getting some help there. We’ve got a higher power guiding the Templar these days, keeping us on the straight and narrow.” 
 
    “Solomon,” Wes said, amazed. “The Almighty.” 
 
    “Shh!” Bethany snapped, looking irritated. “It’s bad enough a Warlock is leading the Templars. You’ve got to say it out loud, too?” 
 
    Cirice laughed loud and long at that. “The Almighty has been aiding in the rebuilding,” the angel girl said, beaming at Wes. “He’s also brought back a large percentage of those who were slain in the wave of violence the undead brought with them. It’s been challenging finding housing and food for everyone, but where God guides, God provides.” 
 
    “Things are going back to normal,” Deja agreed. “Well, as normal as things can be these days. Everyone knows Warlocks and Templars are real. They know Heaven and Hell are actual, tangible places, and that magic underpins the foundation of the world. I suspect ‘normal’ won’t look normal for a good, long while, Master.” 
 
    “Mostly,” Kwame said, “we’ve been dealing with the Hell problem.” 
 
    Wes stared at the old Warlock blankly, not understanding. “Hell… problem?” 
 
    Bethany made a face. “Solomon is holding down the fort in the Heavenly Host, guiding the angels. But with Inamorato dead—or gone, whatever happened to him—the post of Hell’s king or queen lies vacant. Without someone to restore order down below, Hell is bleeding over into the mortal realm.” 
 
    “What does that look like?” 
 
    “Lakes of lava, mostly,” Cirice said mildly. “Demons running through the streets, that sort of thing.” 
 
    Wes laughed. After everything they’d been through, the idea of having to fight with Hell all over again felt fucking absurd. “I can’t believe it,” he said, shaking his head. “We’re going to have to go down there again?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Kwame assured him. Suddenly, the man rose to his feet. Wes had to hand it to him. He’d recovered nicely. Probably some healing magic had helped with that, but the old Warlock walked without a hint of a limp. “We don’t need a war, Wes. What we need is a new leader.” 
 
    “A new leader? Of Hell?” Wes did a double take. “I don’t have the power to make that happen.” 
 
    Kwame regarded him evenly, his brow furrowed ever so slightly. “Actually, Warlock, you do.” 
 
    Wes tried to imagine putting a new king or queen of Hell on the throne. “I don’t even know who could do that.” He’d had a little bit too much of Deja’s beer, and now he just wanted to fuck his harem and take a nap. “Azura, maybe? But I couldn’t imagine leaving her behind. I couldn’t even stand to let Cirice become the Almighty. I need my family here.” 
 
    “No one’s suggesting that, Archwarlock,” Kwame said firmly. “In fact, I’ve already found the right man for the job.” He put a thumb against his chest. “You’re looking at him.” 
 
    Wes’s eyes nearly fell out of his head. “You?” 
 
    Kwame chuckled. “I’m old, Warlock. And more than that, I’m not a good person, though I suspect I have tried as best as I can to give it a shot at becoming one. Considering what I’ve seen of the darkness and where it can lead, I’m thinking about alternate forms of retirement.” 
 
    Wes thought it over. With Solomon ruling above, and Kwame down below, Wes would be free to do whatever he wanted on Earth. There would be balance… peace. 
 
    Not the kind of peace Inamorato had wanted, of course. This would be much better than that. 
 
    “Let me make sure I understand this,” Wes said, looking around the room. “You want me to make you the king of Hell?” 
 
    Kwame nodded. “We’re running low on time Warlock, otherwise I’d give you more of a chance to ponder this. But the world’s looking dire right now. We’ve gotten things almost back to normal, but there are pits opening all around the world. We’re going to be right back in the shit if we don’t do something, and now.” 
 
    Only now did Wes see the desperation in the faces surrounding him. The thought of fighting yet another war… it sapped his people. Even his harem, it seemed, was too tired to battle on. They would if they had to, of course, but they wouldn’t all come home. 
 
    And Wes couldn’t live with himself if that happened. 
 
    He made a decision. “Okay,” he said. “You can be king of Hell.” 
 
    Kwame chuckled. “You’re going to have to do a bit more than give me your okay, Archwarlock.” 
 
    The old Warlock gave Deja a significant look. Wes’s genie companion had hastened to his side once he regained consciousness, waiting on him hand and foot and massaging his back while he had a few drinks and got caught up on what had happened in the world. Now, Wes understood why. 
 
    She knew she was going to be doing this, Wes realized. 
 
    “I have to wish for it?” Wes asked, looking at Deja’s eyes. “I have to wish for it.” 
 
    “I know you wanted that second wish for yourself,” the genie said, swallowing hard, “but Solomon is doing what you anticipated burning your second wish on, helping rebuild the world. Even bringing people back to life—the people who don’t want to stay in the Heavenly Host, anyway. So, you’ve already got that.” 
 
    That only left Wes’s other possible wish. 
 
    Immortality. 
 
    A million, million years with his women by his side, ruling the universe forever. Not so long ago, that would have sounded like paradise. Like perfection. 
 
    But he’d seen what that perfection could do to someone. It had broken Inamorato, turned him into a raving, mad creature who yearned to undo the universe. Even if Wes had everything he wanted, how long could he pound the hell out of his harem before he tired? A million years? Ten million? 
 
    Because eternity would be much longer than that. 
 
    Wes shuddered. “After seeing what happened to Nihil, I don’t want to live forever,” he told the group. “Besides, we’ve all got a friend upstairs. Once we pass from the mortal coil, I’m sure we’re going to a better place.” 
 
    “And if we do go to Hell, well…” Azura let her long tongue loll from her mouth, “I’ll make it nice and dirty for you, Master!” 
 
    There were chuckles at that.  
 
    All right, Wes thought. Let’s do this. I already have everything I could possibly want. Why not use my wishes to set things right? 
 
    “Genie of the lamp,” Wes said, making his tone nice and formal. “Listen to my words…” 
 
    Deja leaned forward. “Yes, Master?” 
 
    Wes had never loved her more than in that moment. 
 
    “For my second wish,” Wes said, “I wish for you to send Kwame to Hell and make him that realm’s new king. And for my third wish, I wish for your freedom. But it’s a special kind of freedom. True freedom. I’d rather not mention it in public, but I can whisper it to you.” He leaned over and whispered in Deja’s ear. 
 
    The genie smiled from ear to ear.  
 
    Wes looked up and saw that, among the Templar set, the atmosphere was one of utter disbelief. Bethany Valente’s mouth hung open, her face pale with shock. 
 
    “You could have anything you want,” the Templar hissed, practically shaking. “And you chose to free the genie?” 
 
    “She’s mine,” Wes said, putting a hand around Deja’s waist. “And now she always will be. No one will ever use her to grant wishes again.” 
 
    “We could make the world so much better,” Bethany said, staring at the floor between her feet. “Each of us, with three wishes, could do anything.” 
 
    Deja’s eyes grew hard. “You could,” the genie admitted, “but those wishes could be used to do a great deal of evil, as well. And there’s no guarantee I’d interpret your wishes kindly, Templar. I still remember what you did to my friends.” 
 
    Bethany swallowed hard, her cheeks burning with shame at the accusation. “Fine,” she said, sighing. “I think it’s a waste, but I’ve clearly been outvoted.” 
 
    Deja gave the group a little giggle. “Your wish is my command, Master.” 
 
    Deja placed her hands one over the other and blinked. A wave of power washed through the room, and a portal opened beneath Kwame. Flames poured through it, welcoming the new king of Hell to his kingdom. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Kwame told Wes. “I’ll hold down the fort on the Other Side. You need anything, just send the succubus. I’m on your side now, Archwarlock.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Wes told the old Warlock. “Have fun!” 
 
    “Oh, I intend to,” Kwame said, looking like a senior citizen who’d just secured his vacation at Margaritaville. “Plenty of cute sinners in Hell for a man like me.” 
 
    Kwame sank into the portal and was gone. Even as the hole dissolved, Deja’s lamp floated into the center of the room. Cracks appeared in its brass surface, ripping it to shreds before Wes’s eyes. In the span of a few heartbeats, the thing that had bound Deja to countless wish makers through the centuries was gone forever. 
 
    “Hmm,” Deja said into the silence. “That’s strange. I expected to feel… more.” 
 
    “You okay?” Wes asked, putting a hand over her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m just relieved,” Deja said, holding Wes tight. “We did it, Master. We really did it!” 
 
    Suddenly, Deja was no longer alone. All of Wes’s women held him tight, sobbing happily in celebration. Wes had never dreamed so many beautiful women would be all over him at the same time, and he never, ever wanted it to end. 
 
    “Thank you, Master!” his harem chorused, kissing him all over. 
 
    It’s good to be the king, Wes thought, already making plans for restoring humanity. We’ve got our work cut out for us. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “Sir? Archwarlock? It’s almost time.” 
 
    Wes rose from his bed, surrounded by naked and half-naked beauties. A thin sheen of sweat covered his body, clad in only a pair of boxers.  
 
    Moving groggily (for he’d just drifted off), Wes threw his legs over the side of the bed and dressed as quickly as he was able. As always, when he put on his robes, he felt a sting of loss for the fact that the Archcloak was no longer part of his arsenal. But the rest of it more than made up for it. 
 
    Hazel waited at the entrance of the bedchamber, looking over the sleeping women with envy that was as naked as they were. “You must have been having fun,” she said, pointing at a celebrity who’d been fucked senseless on the edge of Wes’s bed. “Is that who I think it is? She’s finally joined the harem?” 
 
    “It is,” Wes said with a grin. “And she has.  She’s even more spectacular in bed than I hoped. How are my girls?” 
 
    Hazel led him down the hall. The satchel hanging from the blonde’s shoulder had been stuffed with several time-wasting implements: a book, the latest Nintendo, and a half-finished bit of crocheting Hazel had been getting into lately. She’d been waiting for things to reach an apex to call for Wes, and things were now reaching their endpoint. 
 
    “They’re as competitive as ever,” the blonde demon said with a faint smile. “Both Azura and Thessaly have sworn they’ll be the next one to give birth to your baby, and the rest of the harem’s been laying down their bets. Both are just about ready now, so I knew it was time to get you. They haven’t been having nearly as much fun as you have.” 
 
    “They will soon,” Wes assured Hazel, giving her a spank on her ass as she walked. “So, who do you have?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “In the betting,” he said, letting his hand rest on Hazel’s ass as they walked. She wore a tight-fitting pair of yoga pants and a sports top—the demon girl was mad for fitness lately. It had started with her swearing to lose the baby weight from giving birth to Wes’s son and turned into turning herself into a little hardbody for him. Wes didn’t mind though. 
 
    “Oh.” Hazel grinned. “Thessaly.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “The odds are better on Azura, because everyone figures the succubus will push through the pain faster. But they don’t know how single-minded Thessaly can be.” 
 
    “I’m not sure who I’d bet on,” Wes said. “That’s a good question.” 
 
    As they walked, the sounds of pained gasps slowly raised in volume. They’d set aside a whole section of Shangri-La for birthing now. Nearly all of Wes’s original harem girls were pregnant, along with a bunch of the new cohort, made up of models, actresses, and female athletes who showed up at the mountainside retreat to throw themselves at the Archwarlock.  
 
    Wes truly was going to have as many descendants as Genghis Khan at this rate, but no one was complaining. Even with Solomon’s resurrections, humanity needed replenishing after the undead menace. 
 
    They entered the receiving room. Both Azura and Thessaly were laid up in beds, their seats right next to each other as an array of nurses and midwives tended to both of Wes’s familiars. Chief among them was Deja, who was in the middle of wiping Azura’s forehead with a wet washcloth. Both women had big thermoses of water with curly straws sticking from them and were drinking in between contractions. 
 
    “Girls!” Wes said, embracing them quickly. They’d set aside a chair right in the middle of everything for him to sit with his women. He was ready to welcome his next set of children into the world, with both Azura and Thessaly by his side. “Are we ready? Love you both!” 
 
    “Oh, Wes,” Thessaly panted. The blue-haired Warlock looked even paler than usual, like she’d been pushing for a long while. In contrast, Azura had barely broken a sweat, yet Wes would have bet that Thessaly would give birth first. “This hurts so fucking much, you bastard! I’m never doing this again!” 
 
    “Oh, of course, you are!” Azura teased. “You know the second the doctors clear you, you’re going to be riding Wes’s dick and begging him for another brat!” 
 
    “Just because that’s what you’re going to be doing doesn’t mean we’re all crazy!” Thessaly shot back from her bed. “Besides, you like the pain, you freak!” 
 
    “Haha, yeah!” Azura ran her hands down her body, her nails lingering on her massive baby bump. “I’m so ready to be a mom, Wes! I can’t wait to be your woman like Deja!” 
 
    Deja ignored the banter between the two women. Wes got the impression she’d been doing that for quite a while now and had gotten pretty good at it. “Hello, Master,” the former genie said quickly, giving him a peck on the forehead. “It won’t be long now. Both women are crowning.” 
 
    “Make your final bets!” Azura giggled. “Who will be Wes’s second oldest kid? The daughter he made with his succubus, or the son he fucked into his Warlock?” 
 
    Wes hadn’t wanted to know the sex of his children ahead of time, but it had proved unavoidable. Now, he was just happy that the babies were growing properly and safely. He felt a spike of anxiety as the nurses flittered about the room, but Deja’s smile steadied him. 
 
    That was when he saw Hazel sitting across the room. The demoness had settled in a chair to wait for the first baby to arrive and had apparently decided to pass the time in the same manner she’d been passing it during both women’s labor: with a book. The cover showed a scantily clad elf running through a forest with a bow and arrow, a big smile on her face. 
 
    Wes couldn’t read the title from here, but he knew the name inscribed along the bottom of the novel. It read Virgil Prince.  
 
    “Are you enjoying that?” Wes asked Hazel. 
 
    She gave a little start, not expecting the question. “Huh?” she asked, looking down at the cover. “Yeah, yeah, it’s really good. Kind of dirty, though. Like, super dirty.” 
 
    “You like that, though, don’t you?” Wes asked, his smile getting sly. Deja gave him a confused look, and the other women in the room were beginning to notice. 
 
    “Definitely,” Hazel agreed, giving him a naughty smile. “Honestly, it’s given me a couple of ideas for when everyone’s feeling better. The guy who writes these books has a filthy fucking mind! If it’s a guy, you and him would get along great.” She read the cover again, frowning gently. “If it’s a woman with a pen name, she’d make one hell of a harem girl.” 
 
    Wes’s grin spread from ear to ear. “It’s a guy,” he said. “And he’s already in the harem.” 
 
    You could have heard a pin drop in the delivery room. 
 
    Hazel gasped, the book sliding down her thighs and landing on the floor. “You wrote this!?” the demoness said, looking more shocked than Wes had ever seen her. 
 
    It wasn’t just Hazel. Wes’s familiars had practically forgotten they were supposed to be giving birth. 
 
    “I never abandoned my dreams of being a fantasy writer,” Wes said, thinking of all those long nights behind the front desk at the Excelsior hotel. “I just got smarter about it. And all those adventures we’ve been on convinced me to add a little spice to some of the stuff I’d been writing about on the old night shift.” 
 
    Hazel’s mouth worked soundlessly, her eyes lighting up. “You never told us!” 
 
    Wes chuckled. “I knew if I released the book under my own name, it would be a bestseller,” he explained, grabbing both Azura and Thessaly’s hands and squeezing them. “But that it would be a bestseller because I’m already famous. Because I’m the Archwarlock. And I didn’t want that.” He shrugged. “So, I released it under a pen name.” 
 
    “It’s good!” Hazel blurted, handing the book to Deja. “Really good! I’ll have to get copies for the whole harem!” 
 
    “It’s doing pretty well,” Wes said nonchalantly. “I’m glad I finally found time to finish it. I doubt I’m going to have much time to write, what with all the new babies running around!” 
 
    Wes’s harem assured him they’d find all the writing time he needed. 
 
    “And whenever you need a little stress relief,” Azura panted, licking her demonic lips, “or writing a sex scene gets you all keyed up, you just come to your demon mistress, Master. I’ll give you something to write about!” 
 
    Everyone laughed at that.  
 
    “I’m keeping this under my hat for now,” he told the girls. “It wouldn’t do for people to realize the Archwarlock was an author, too. So, keep it among the group, all right?” 
 
    They assured Wes that he would. As Azura and Thessaly pushed, aided by the nurses, Deja and Hazel passed the book back and forth to each other, pointing out some of the steamier scenes. Probably picking out some of the stuff they want to reenact later, Wes thought with an erotic thrill. He’d never have admitted to them that he’d written a few of the scenes with that exact idea in mind. 
 
    But as he prepared to welcome the newest additions to his family to the world, Wes let all that drop away. He kissed Azura, then Thessaly, making himself present and available to them.  
 
    Except… 
 
    Except that, as the labor continued, Wes found his thoughts drifting to that strange door. 
 
    It must have led to another universe, he thought, his mouth praising Azura as she pushed. That’s the only thing that makes sense. That maybe God—the REAL Almighty—got tired of ‘dancing the dance’ with Inamorato, the way he always said. Maybe he made a REAL line of division and got rid of the asshole once and for all. 
 
    And as for Wes? 
 
    Wes was going to continue living life in this world. He had his growing family, a harem of gorgeous, magical babes, and two full-time jobs under his belt. 
 
    After all, who could have time for more than that? 
 
    End of The Warlock 
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