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Chapter
One



Swinging a twenty-pound sledgehammer into two-hundred-year-old granite was my favorite kind of therapy.

There was an honesty to physical labor that you just couldn't find anywhere else in this city. If you hit a rock hard enough, it breaks. Cause and effect. No hidden agendas, no office politics, no bullshit. Just kinetic energy transferring from my shoulders, down my arms, and straight through the solid hickory handle.

Easy as can be.

I swung one more time, the steel head connecting with the granite and producing a deafening crack.

A shock wave rattled up my forearms and settled deep into my rotator cuffs, sending a dull, familiar ache radiating through my chest. It felt damn good. It grounded me. And it was a hell of a lot better than dealing with the slick-haired city inspectors who were breathing down my neck on this renovation.

"You really intend to bring this entire wall down before we clock out?"

Sal leaned heavily against a rotting wooden support beam, looking like a guy who was praying for a localized earthquake just so he could go home early. He checked his scuffed watch for the third time in five minutes. In his other hand, he nursed a dented steel thermos that smelled faintly of cheap whiskey, stale coffee, and bad life choices.

"We need the original foundation exposed before the city suits show up tomorrow morning,” I said, wiping a thick layer of grimy sweat from my forehead with the back of my heavy leather work glove. “Besides, the last thing we need are the inspectors coming down here to chew us out for the lack of progress.”

The basement of St. Marco’s Cathedral looked exactly like what it was—pulverized limestone, centuries of trapped dampness, and full of musty air and spilled communion wine. It clung to the back of my throat like chalk dust.

"The inspectors never actually come down here, Jack. They're terrified of the rats." Sal kicked lazily at a loose pile of rubble near his steel-toed boots to emphasize his point. "Hell, half the time they just sign the clipboard from the nave upstairs and go grab lunch."

"I made a promise to the Bishop, Sal."

Pivoting on my heel, I hoisted the sledgehammer up over my shoulder again. I let gravity do half the work, driving the heavy steel head squarely into a crumbling mortar joint.

A massive chunk of gray stone gave way with a satisfying crunch. It tumbled out of the wall, crashing onto the growing pile of debris at my feet and sending up a fresh cloud of choking dust.

"You've got a weird, twisted dedication to a job that barely covers our gas money, Jack."

I ignored him. Sal wouldn't understand the satisfaction of restoring something broken. To him, this was just an hourly wage and a way to avoid his ex-wife's phone calls. To me, it was something more.

Setting the hammer down, I stepped closer to the breach I’d just created. Running my bare fingers over the newly exposed brickwork, I felt the rough, biting texture of the fired clay.

The building actually seemed to hum beneath my calloused skin.

It wasn't a metaphor. I could feel a literal, physical vibration. A low resonance I always felt deep in my bones whenever I touched the load-bearing walls of historic architecture. It was a sort of structural sixth sense that I’d had ever since I was a kid. I could feel where a building was hurting. I could feel where the weight was distributed wrong, where the rot was setting in, and where the original masons had poured their blood and sweat into the foundation.

"This place has stood for two whole centuries," I told him, tracing a line of perfectly laid stone. "It’s survived fires, minor earthquakes, and terrible urban planning. It deserves a little respect before we start pouring modern concrete over its bones."

Sal snorted. "You sound exactly like your weird friend who comes by the site just to stare at the gargoyles."

I couldn't help but smirk at the mention of Mara.

Just hearing her name made the grueling labor a little more tolerable. She was my go-to historical consultant, an absolute genius when it came to local architectural history, and arguably the smartest person I’d ever met.

And, frankly, she was a massive distraction.

Sure, she tried her absolute best to hide her spectacular, hourglass curves beneath those oversized, shapeless, thrift-store cardigans she always wore. She dressed like a librarian from the nineteen-fifties who was actively trying to avoid attention. But I knew exactly what was hiding under all that wool. I noticed the way those sweaters clung to her chest when she leaned over an old blueprint.

I also noticed the flawless, pale skin of her neck when she tied her messy auburn hair back to focus.

Behind those thick-rimmed academic glasses and her passionate rants about Gothic revivalism was a hidden beauty. She had these stunning, piercing emerald eyes that drove me absolutely crazy whenever she locked them onto mine.

Sal flashed a lecherous, gold-toothed grin, taking a long sip from his spiked thermos. "Yeah, well, she definitely appreciates something around this job site, Jack, and I'm pretty damn sure it ain't the Gothic architecture."

I felt an immediate, sharp spike of irritation flare in my chest. My jaw clenched automatically. I really didn't like other guys talking about Mara.

"She’s the best historical consultant in the city, and she doesn't ask stupid questions," I said, my voice dropping an octave as I completely shut him down. "Which is a hell of a lot more than I can say for you on any given Tuesday."

Turning my back on him before I said something that would start a fight, I focused my attention back on the wall.

I brushed some loose dirt away from a weird section of the basement foundation that had been bothering me all week. The mortar right here was entirely different from the rest of the room. It was pitch black. It looked thick, slightly glossy, and deeply unnatural—almost as if the original masons had mixed dried blood and crushed charcoal right into the binding agent.

Pressing my palm flat against the cold surface of the black mortar, the temperature of the stone dropped so fast it felt like it chilled the blood in my veins.

"I think we finally found why the city blueprints don't match the physical dimensions of the room,” I said, letting out a deep sigh.

Tracing the outline of a large, perfectly rectangular section of the wall with my index finger, I noticed the stones here weren't laid out in a standard pattern. They weren't staggered for weight distribution at all. Instead, they were set in a tight, concentric spiral.

From an engineering standpoint, it made zero sense. A spiral pattern wouldn't hold the weight of the cathedral floor above it. It was designed to be removed, like a plug holding back gallons of dirty bathwater.

But why would that be the case here?

"Don't tell me we found another damn coal chute that we have to fill with concrete." Sal groaned loudly, his boots shuffling closer across the dirt floor.

The artificial glare of the halogen work light stretched our shadows across the basement floor, making them look like long, grasping demonic hands reaching for the walls.

"This isn't a coal chute, Sal. Look at it. Who the hell would have made a pattern like this? And why? There’s no logic to it."

“Most times, there’s no sense in looking for logic down here,” muttered Sal quietly, making the most logical statement of the day. “You know better than that, Jack.”

“Yeah, but it still has my curiosity.”

I picked up my hammer and tapped the steel head gently against the center stone of the spiral. It didn't ring hollow like a standard empty chute would. It made a dull, heavy, wet thud. It was a sound that soaked up the acoustic energy entirely, swallowing the echo before it could even bounce off the walls.

A cold knot of primal unease coiled tightly in my gut. My instincts, or rather that weird structural sixth sense of mine, were suddenly screaming at full volume. Whatever was behind this spiral was intentionally buried. And it was meant to stay buried.

"Sounds like mud or groundwater packed tight behind it," Sal said, taking another swig of his whiskey. "We've got a massive foundational leak. Great. The Bishop will be thrilled when you tell him the repair bill just tripled."

"If we had a water leak this deep below the water table, we'd already be wading waist-deep in raw sewer water," I said absentmindedly as I took a step back. “That’s not the case here.”

Gripping the hickory handle of the sledgehammer with both hands, I squared my shoulders and targeted the exact center of the black spiral.

"Whoa, hold up! Wait for the site foreman before you go smashing into this mess!" Sal stepped forward, reaching out to grab my shoulder and stop my swing.

Shaking his hand off, I planted my steel-toed boots firmly into the dirt.

"I'm the one who signs off on the structural stability for this crew, Sal. My name is on the insurance bond. It's my call."

I swung the hammer with everything I had.

The steel head pounded deep into the rock, with the sheer kinetic force shattering the brittle black mortar holding the unnatural spiral together.

A thick, suffocating cloud of jet-black dust exploded outward from the impact zone. It completely enveloped me, filling my lungs with a horrific stench. I expected a scent of old dirt at first, but it surprised me. Instead, the air was heavy with a mix of burnt copper, spoiled meat, and that weird, charged-up smell you get right after a big lightning strike.

"Christ, that smells like something crawled in there and died fifty years ago." Sal gagged, covering his nose and mouth with the greasy collar of his flannel shirt as he backed away fast.

Coughing to clear my lungs, I dropped the heavy sledgehammer to the floor. Reaching down to my leather tool belt, I yanked out my solid steel pry bar.

"Grab the other side of this center stone," I told him, stepping right back into the black dust cloud and wedging the angled tip of the steel bar deep into the newly formed gap.

"No way, man. I ain't touching those rocks. Look at them. They look like they're covered in toxic black mold. I'm not getting some weird lung disease for eighteen bucks an hour."

Rolling my eyes in pure frustration, I decided to do it myself. I jammed the pry bar deeper, put my entire back into the leverage, and yanked the heavy center stone completely free of the spiral.

It popped out of the socket and hit the concrete floor with a heavy, concussive thud.

The moment the stone fell away, the illusion of the solid wall broke. The remaining stones in the spiral pattern immediately loosened, losing their structural integrity. I used the pry bar to quickly lever three more heavy granite blocks out of the way, tossing them carelessly onto the rubble pile.

A gaping void of absolute, impenetrable darkness opened up behind the facade.

The air pressure in the basement dropped instantly. My ears popped, the same way they do when an airplane makes a steep descent. A freezing, unnatural draft rushed past my face, sucking the dusty air from the basement directly into the hole.

"Suction draft," I muttered, rubbing my popping ears. "There's a massive, airtight open space on the other side of this wall."

Grabbing the portable halogen work light from its tripod, I stepped right up to the ragged edge of the hole. I angled the high-intensity beam directly into the breach, trying to cut through the oppressive darkness.

"Looks like a forgotten wine cellar," said Sal. His natural curiosity was finally starting to beat out his inherent laziness, drawing him a few steps closer to peer over my shoulder.

It was quite the sight to behold, and that was even without the mention of this new wall cavity.

"Unless the nineteenth-century priests down here were aging something a hell of a lot stronger than Merlot, this definitely isn't a cellar, Sal."

The halogen beam illuminated a hidden chamber that made the hair on the back of my neck stand straight up.

The floor inside wasn't packed dirt like the rest of the room. Rather, it was lined with intricately carved flagstones. As the light washed over them, the shadows danced across hyper-detailed engravings. They depicted brutal, chaotic scenes of celestial war. I saw winged figures with burning swords locked in visceral, tearing combat with horned, grotesque beasts. The level of detail was sickeningly realistic, right down to the expressions of agony on the carved faces.

Right in the absolute dead center of the room sat a solid stone pedestal. It was draped in a thick, tattered layer of what looked disturbingly like dried, aged leather.

"Alright, this place officially gives me the creeps." Sal shuddered violently, taking three quick steps backward toward the stairs. "Brick it back up, Jack. Let's just walk away. Tell the city inspectors the wall is structurally sound and leave it alone."

"I can't just leave a massive structural hole undocumented, Sal. Not without at least inspecting the ceiling supports to make sure the cathedral floor isn't going to cave in on Sunday mass."

Turning sideways, I squeezed my broad shoulders through the jagged opening of the wall. I ignored the sharp, broken edges of the granite as they snagged and tore at my heavy canvas work pants.

The second I crossed the threshold, the atmosphere changed completely. The air inside the hidden room was suffocatingly thick. It pressed against my chest like the physical weight of deep water, making every breath feel like a chore.

"I'm serious, man. I've got a really bad feeling about this." Sal hovered nervously outside the hole, absolutely refusing to cross the threshold into the dark room.

"Relax. It's probably just a WWII storage room or an old reliquary or something."

Clicking on the heavy-duty LED flashlight attached to my belt, I swept the bright white beam across the walls of the chamber. The stone masonry in here was flawless, but the shadows cast by the deep carvings made the walls seem to writhe and shift in my peripheral vision. It was intensely disorienting.

"Screw this. I'm heading upstairs to pack the tools in the truck," Sal called out, his voice already echoing down the hallway. "Have fun playing Indiana Jones in the dark. Don't come crying to me when you get bitten by a cursed spider."

"Give me five minutes to check the load-bearing columns," I yelled back, not bothering to turn around.

His heavy, frantic footsteps retreated quickly up the wooden stairs leading to the nave.

The silence that followed his departure was heavy, absolute, and utterly profound. The thick stone walls swallowed the ambient noise of the city streets above entirely.

It was discomforting in a way, so silent that I could pick up the sounds of my heart beating.

Turning my attention back to the center of the room, I walked slowly toward the stone pedestal. As I approached, the beam of my flashlight caught dark, rusty patches flaking on the intricate flagstones around the base.

Bloodstains. Very old, completely dried bloodstains. And a lot of them.

My heart rate picked up, hammering a steady rhythm against my ribs. I stepped closer, finally letting the flashlight beam land squarely on the object resting under the dried leather drape.

"Well, that definitely isn't a Gutenberg Bible," I whispered to the empty room.

It was a heavy, rectangular bundle. It was meticulously wrapped in a thick, oil-stained cloth that looked like it had been preserved in resin. But what really caught my eye was the binding. The entire package was wrapped tight in heavy silver chains. Despite sitting in a damp, sealed basement for over a century, the metal hadn't tarnished a single bit. The silver gleamed flawlessly in the harsh light of my flashlight.

As I stared at it, a bizarre, magnetic pull tugged sharply at the center of my chest.

It wasn't a physical force moving my body as much as it was a vibration. A thrumming frequency that resonated directly in my blood, matching the rhythm of my heartbeat. It made the nerve endings in my fingertips itch with a sudden, overwhelming compulsion to reach out to inspect the bundle.

Slowly, almost against my own conscious will, I moved closer. I hovered my calloused, scarred hand just a few inches above the silver chains.

Intense, unnatural heat radiated upward from the bundle, warming my palm in the freezing room.

"You've been waiting down here in the dark for a really long time, haven't you?" I muttered out loud. “For me? Or for someone else?”

The moment I spoke the words aloud, the room grew significantly colder. It felt as if the entire chamber was holding its breath, waiting to see what I would do next.

Every logical, rational instinct I possessed screamed at me to walk away. To turn around, climb back through the hole, mix up a fresh batch of mortar, and seal this nightmare back into the foundation.

I could pretend I never saw the blood, never felt the heat that it produced.

But I was a contractor. I fixed broken things. I needed to see exactly how deep the rot in this foundation really went.

Steeling my nerves, I lowered my hand. Gripping the stiff edge of the oilcloth, my thumb brushed against the cold metal of the silver chain.

A bright, blinding blue spark of static electricity snapped violently against my skin. It stung like a hornet sting, sending a jolt of raw energy shooting straight up my arm and into my chest.

Was I terrified? Maybe a little.

Was I curious enough to risk it? Hell yeah, I was.

"Let's see what you really are."

Ignoring the warning sting of the static, I grabbed the end of the chain. I began to slowly unwind the heavy silver links from the bundle. It surprised me that it didn’t send another jolt of electricity, but I considered the first spike was probably a warning.

Now that I was pressing on, my fate was truly in my own hands.

The metal clanked heavily against the stone pedestal in the dead silence of the room. It echoed off the vaulted ceiling, sounding way too much like the rhythmic tolling of a funeral bell.

I just hoped it wasn’t for me.


Chapter
Two



The final link of the heavy silver chain slipped free.

It cascaded off the stone pedestal, pooling around my steel-toed boots like a dead metallic snake. I didn't bother picking it up. My eyes were entirely locked on the bundle resting in front of me.

With extreme caution, I pinched the stiff, resin-soaked corner of the oilcloth and peeled it back. The fabric crackled loudly, resisting the movement after being folded tight for over a century or more.

Beneath the cloth lay a large, ancient tome.

It was easily the size of a modern encyclopedia, but that was where any mundane comparisons ended. The cover was bound in thick, deeply crimson leather that possessed a completely unnatural texture. As my flashlight swept across it, the surface seemed to lack the typical grain of cowhide. It was entirely too smooth and porous.

It looked disturbingly like human skin that had been tanned and dyed in blood.

In the dead center of the cover, an ornate clasp held the book securely shut. The latch was forged from solid gold, but the intricate mechanism was intertwined with what looked like carved bone.

Right below the latch, pressed deep into the crimson leather, were words burned in black lettering.

Codex Sanguinis.

My high school Latin was beyond rusty, but even I knew what that meant. The Code of Blood.

"Okay, this officially crosses the line from historic preservation to horror movie trope," I muttered quietly to myself.

My structural sixth sense was absolutely losing its mind. The vibration radiating off the book wasn't just a low hum anymore. It was a frantic, desperate pounding, matching the accelerated rhythm of my own heart.

That was interesting. It couldn’t possibly be the case that it matched my heartbeat, so maybe I was already letting the horror movie vibes get to me?

And yet, the air in the hidden chamber felt so thick and charged with static electricity that the hairs on my forearms were standing straight up.

I should have turned around. I should have tossed the book back into the room and then boarded it up for another hundred years or so.

But that magnetic, unnatural compulsion flared in my chest again. It was a physical tug, dragging my hand forward against all logical reason.

I reached for the golden clasp.

The second the pad of my thumb brushed the bone mechanism, something shifted with a sharp, mechanical click. A thin piece of jagged silver violently sprang from the latch, slicing deep into the fleshy part of my thumb.

"Son of a bitch!"

Yanking my hand back instinctively, I gripped my hand to appraise the wound. The cut wasn't large, but it stung like absolute fire. Bright red blood welled up instantly, spilling over my skin and dripping directly downward.

A single, heavy drop of my blood landed squarely on the center of the bone-and-gold latch.

The reaction was immediate and terrifying.

The blood didn't pool or smear. Instead, it was absorbed into the bone. The golden latch started to glow with crimson light. A mechanical clanking echoed from deep inside the spine of the book, sounding like a heavy bank vault door as it was opened.

With a wet tearing sound, the crimson cover groaned open entirely on its own.

The pages began to flip wildly, moving as if caught in a localized hurricane.

Simultaneously, the temperature in the sealed stone chamber plummeted well below freezing. I could see my breath pluming in the harsh beam of my flashlight in thick, white clouds. The heavy stone walls around me began to tremble violently, shaking loose more dust and grit from the vaulted ceiling.

"What the hell did I just do?" I backed away slowly, my hand dropping to the solid steel pry bar hanging from my tool belt.

From the open pages of the Codex Sanguinis, a pillar of pitch-black smoke erupted upward. It swirled tightly in place, violently condensing into a towering, solidifying column of pure shadow right there in front of the pedestal.

The pungent smell of rotting meat and oxidized copper vanished completely.

It was replaced by a sweet scent of crushed cherry blossoms and burning cinnamon.

The pillar of shadow suddenly fractured, splintering like broken glass to reveal what was standing inside.

Fuck. She was absolute perfection.

The woman who stepped out of the dissipating smoke and onto the carved stone floor of the cathedral basement didn't look like any woman I’d ever met.

Rather, she looked like something out of a choirboy's nightmare.

She possessed flawless alabaster skin that seemed to actively absorb the harsh light of my lamp. It was the kind of pale perfection that belonged in a Renaissance painting, unmarred by a single flaw. From her forehead, two elegant, onyx-black horns swept backward gracefully, catching the light with a heavy sheen. They were nestled within the confines of dark hair, which was meticulously done in wavy ringlets that cascaded down from her head and then behind her shoulders.

Was I staring? Hell yeah, I was.

She stood just over six feet tall, possessing a figure that defied any sort of mundane geometry. She was femininity embodied, with hourglass curves that were wrapped tightly in metallic armor that left absolutely nothing to the imagination. The rest of the outfit consisted of several black leather straps that were strategically placed to keep the whole thing together without showing too much skin.

A few shadows clung to her massive chest and flared hips like a second skin. It was an outfit designed to drop a man to his knees before she could even say a word.

And her eyes. God, her eyes.

They were purple, like glowing amethyst. They burned with a predatory intelligence as they swept the room, immediately locking onto me with the force of a sledgehammer blow.

She inhaled deeply, her ample chest rising dramatically against the tight leather bindings. A devastating smirk stretched across her full, ruby-red lips.

"Finally," she purred, her voice being pure velvet and husky. "I was really beginning to tire of being trapped in that cage."

My brain short-circuited entirely. My jaw practically unhinged itself as I stared at the stunning, horned woman standing in the middle of a sealed reliquary.

"I... what?" The brilliant, witty retort I usually had chambered died instantly in my throat.

Before she could respond, the heavy stone walls of the chamber violently buckled.

The magical explosion from her summoning hadn't gone unnoticed by the building. The intricate carvings of celestial warfare on the flagstones began to actively crack and splinter. From the darkest corners of the vaulted ceiling, three massive, jagged chunks of masonry tore themselves free.

They hit the ground hard, instantly unfolding from rigid stone into horrific, malformed shapes. They reminded me of gargoyles, looking like twisted amalgamations of granite. Their eyes burned with a sickly, yellow luminescence as they let out synchronized, ear-piercing shrieks that rattled my teeth.

"Ah," the demoness sighed lazily, popping her neck with a sharp crack. "The local welcoming committee. How am I not surprised?"

The largest of the three gargoyles lunged straight at me. It crossed the small room in a terrifying blur of gray stone and decayed robes, swiping massive, razor-sharp claws aimed right at my throat.

My instincts kicked in faster than my conscious thought.

Bending at the waist suddenly, I dodged the brunt of the attack. The creature’s heavy stone claws clipped the top of my shoulder, tearing easily through my thick canvas jacket and drawing a shallow line of blood across my skin.

Pivoting hard on my heel, I ripped the solid steel pry bar from my belt. I brought it around in a brutal, two-handed swing, aiming right for the creature's kneecap.

The steel connected with a satisfying crunch.

The gargoyle shrieked in pain as its stone leg shattered into gravel and dust. It collapsed awkwardly onto the floor, thrashing wildly to regain its balance.

"Not bad, contractor," the succubus purred, completely unbothered by the chaos erupting around us. "But you're holding your weapon like a common laborer."

"I am a common laborer!" I yelled back, stepping backward to put distance between myself and the thrashing creature. "And who the hell are you?"

"I am Victoria," she announced gracefully, stepping directly into the path of the second leaping gargoyle. "And I belong to you now."

She didn't even draw a weapon. She simply extended her flawless, alabaster arm.

With a sharp flick of her wrist, a whip made entirely of crackling purple energy manifested from her palm. She lashed it forward faster than my eyes could track. The whip wrapped tightly around the midsection of the leaping stone creature.

Victoria yanked her arm backward.

The gargoyle was physically bifurcated in midair. The magical energy sliced cleanly through the enchanted stone, sending the two halves crashing violently into the opposite wall in a shower of gray dust and black ichor.

Fuck, she made it look easy. It amazed me just how casually she wielded that kind of raw, destructive power while looking like an absolute goddess.

"Watch your left, Jack!" Victoria shouted, her glowing amethyst eyes flashing with amusement as she spun to face the remaining threat.

I didn't bother asking how she knew my name. I just moved.

Dropping into a low crouch, I brought the pry bar up into a defensive position right as the crippled, one-legged gargoyle from earlier launched itself off the floor. It came at me mouth-first, its jaws unhinging to reveal rows of jagged stone teeth.

I stepped into the momentum rather than backing away.

Thrusting the heavy, angled tip of the steel bar upward, I jammed it violently into the roof of the creature's mouth. I put all two hundred pounds of my body weight behind the strike, driving the steel directly into the center of its skull.

The gargoyle froze instantly. The sickly yellow light behind its eyes flickered rapidly before burning out entirely. The magic binding the construct together snapped, and the creature completely crumbled into a useless pile of gravel at my boots.

Recovering my stance quickly, I looked up just in time to watch Victoria finish off the third and final monster.

She had moved with impossible speed, closing the distance and grabbing the large gargoyle directly by its stone throat. With one hand, she effortlessly lifted the massive, thrashing creature completely off the ground. The leather straps of her armor strained against her large chest as she flexed.

Victoria smiled warmly at the struggling beast. "You really should learn to stay dead, darling."

Her purple energy flared brilliantly around her fingers. The throat of the gargoyle became crimson red as she poured her power into it, glowing so brightly before it exploded outward.

Victoria dropped the headless carcass onto the flagstones gracefully, like she hadn’t expended any energy in the fight. She didn't have a single speck of dust or ichor on her flawless skin. Casually brushing a stray lock of dark hair behind one of her swept-back horns, Victoria turned her stunning gaze back to me.

The heavy silence of the underground room returned, broken only by my ragged, heavy breathing.

I lowered the bloodied pry bar slowly, trying to process the fact that the fundamental laws of reality had just completely shattered in my face.

Magic was real.

Monsters were real.

And the impossibly sexy, horned woman currently eyeing me like a main course was very, very real.

"Well," I panted, wiping a mixture of sweat and dust from my eyes. "I'm definitely going to need to charge the Bishop for hazardous waste removal."

Victoria actually laughed. It was a rich, throaty sound that sent a very pleasant shiver directly down my spine.

She stepped over the pile of shattered gargoyle rubble, closing the distance between us with a seductive, swaying walk that commanded my complete attention. When she stopped, she was close enough that I could feel the intense heat radiating off her skin. The scent of cherry blossoms completely overwhelmed my senses.

Victoria reached out slowly, ignoring my tense posture, and gently ran her long, perfectly manicured fingers over the shallow scratch on my shoulder. The contact sent a jolt of electricity straight into my muscles, instantly soothing the dull ache.

"You bleed like a mortal, Jack Phillips," she murmured softly, her glowing purple eyes locking directly onto mine. "Yet, you possess the raw power of an ancient bloodline. One that has an otherworldly strength. And you didn't run when the gargoyles bared their teeth."

"Running usually just means you die tired," I replied honestly, trying desperately not to let my eyes drop to the massive cleavage proudly displayed in my line of sight.

I was failing miserably, and based on her expanding smirk, she knew it.

"A practical man. I like that." Victoria traced a finger lightly down my chest, tapping gently over my wildly beating heart. "You woke the Codex Sanguinis with your blood. That makes you the new architect of this dominion. You are my Master now. Well, maybe."


Chapter
Three



"Well, maybe."

The weight of that statement hung heavily in the musty air of the basement.

The playful, seductive smirk vanished from Victoria’s flawless face as I appraised her last statement. Instantly, the devastatingly gorgeous woman standing in front of me shifted from an alluring fantasy into an apex predator. The temperature inside the room plummeted to a bone-chilling degree, with the only exception being the localized heat radiating off her alabaster skin.

Before my brain could even process the movement, Victoria used her surprisingly hard hands to slam into my chest.

She shoved me backward with the force of a wrecking ball.

My work boots skidded across the ancient stone flagstones. I hit the jagged edge of the rear granite wall hard enough to knock the wind out of my lungs. A sharp grunt escaped my lips as the stone bit into my shoulder blades, not far from my original wound.

Was this how she treated her old master?

"A single drop of blood might open the door, contractor," Victoria purred, stepping smoothly into my personal space. "But it certainly doesn't mean you own the damn house."

She pressed her body flush against mine.

Under any other circumstances, having a six-foot-tall, breathtakingly beautiful woman grinding her hips against me would be the highlight of my entire year. I could feel the incredible, firm curves of her thighs pressing against my work pants. The tight leather of her armor strained beautifully against her massive chest, which was now pressed intimately against my sternum.

The smell was back too. The intoxicating, overwhelming scent of cherry blossoms and cinnamon flooded my senses, making my head spin like I’d just downed three shots of cheap tequila on an empty stomach.

It was almost enough to be aroused, but I was also acutely aware that she could probably snap my spine in half without breaking a sweat.

"Is this how you treat all your new masters?" I managed to wheeze out, once again fighting the urge to let my eyes drop to the spectacular cleavage practically shoved under my chin.

"Only the ones who haven't earned my respect."

Victoria brought her hand up, trailing her perfectly manicured, razor-sharp nails lightly up my throat. The touch left a trail of scorching heat in its wake. Her glowing eyes locked onto mine, boring straight through my skull to inspect the darkest corners of my soul.

"Your bloodline was legendary," she whispered, her ruby lips brushing agonizingly close to my ear. "They were warlords. Master occultists. They commanded armies of legions to do their bidding, building empires off their backs. And now, I wake up after a few centuries to find my new potential Master wearing a dusty flannel shirt and swinging a hammer like a common laborer."

I gritted my teeth, planting my boots firmly against the floor to keep her from pushing me right through the crumbling mortar.

"I prefer the term 'independent contractor.'"

She laughed, but it was a cruel sound. "I can feel the magic dormant in your veins, Jack. It’s asleep. It’s weak. Why should I submit to a man who doesn't even know how to hold his own leash, let alone mine?"

Her power flared at that moment, making her eyes glow on and off.

A thick, violent aura of crackling purple energy erupted from her skin, wrapping around us like a physical cocoon. The sheer pressure of it pressed against my eardrums. It was a show of force, designed to drive mortals directly to their knees in absolute subjugation. My vision swam as I resisted the urge to cover my ears. The edges of the basement began to blur into dark shadows as her succubus aura aggressively hijacked my nervous system.

Every instinct in my primitive monkey brain screamed at me to yield. To drop to the floor, expose my throat and beg the gorgeous demoness for whatever scrap of mercy or pleasure she was willing to throw my way.

"Submit, Jack," she murmured. Her voice echoed inside my mind, dripping with supernatural compulsion. "Let me take the reins. Give me the Codex. I will give you pleasures that will overwhelm your fragile mortal mind. You can be my pet. Believe me, it's so much easier than trying to be a king."

She leaned in, parting her full lips to claim my mouth.

I felt the heat of her breath against my skin. The seductive, inescapable pull of her eyes tried to drag my soul out through her gaze.

And then, something deep inside my chest snapped.

It wasn't a conscious decision. Rather, it was an instinctual and full rejection of being controlled. I spent my entire life building things from the ground up.

I laid foundations.

I erected steel beams that held up skyscrapers.

I didn't kneel for anyone, and I sure as hell wasn't going to start by becoming a lapdog, no matter how spectacular the woman holding the leash looked in leather.

This new awareness that I felt coursing through my body exploded, flooding directly into my bloodstream. I felt the ancient, dormant magic that Victoria was mocking. She was right about it being asleep.

So I woke it the fuck up.

I visualized the raw, latent power in my veins the same way I viewed a chaotic job site. It needed structure. It needed a solid foundation. I grabbed that wild, dormant energy and slammed it into place like driving a steel rivet into an I-beam.

A searing, blinding heat radiated outward from every pore.

"I'm not looking to be a pet," I growled, my voice dropping into a harsh, unnatural baritone that vibrated off the stone walls. "And I'm definitely not looking for a new boss."

Victoria’s eyes widened in genuine shock.

She tried to close the last fraction of an inch to kiss me, attempting to seal her compulsion, but I didn't let her.

Reaching up with both hands, I grabbed her by her flawless, alabaster shoulders. Her skin was burning hot, but my hands were now hotter. The violent purple energy surrounding us clashed with a sudden, explosive surge of crimson light pouring directly from my palms.

"What are you—" Victoria gasped, trying to pry herself backward.

I didn't let go.

I dug my steel-toed boots into the ancient flagstones and pushed back with everything I had. Funneling the newly awakened magic in my blood directly into my muscles, the kinetic transfer happened quickly.

With a brutal, sweeping motion, I reversed our positions completely.

I spun Victoria around, slamming her back against the solid stone pedestal in the center of the room. The heavy silver chains clanked violently to the floor. The Codex Sanguinis rested just inches from her flared hips.

I pressed my forearm squarely against her collarbone, pinning her securely against the stone.

"You want to talk about foundations?" I leaned directly into her face, refusing to give up a single inch of the ground I’d just claimed. "You're standing in my house now, Victoria."

The brilliant purple glow of her succubus aura shattered like fragile glass, completely overwhelmed by the crushing pressure of the crimson magic pouring out of me. The air in the room grew heavy with the sharp, metallic scent of boiling blood, drowning out the cherry blossoms.

Victoria stared up at me, her chest heaving violently against her leather bindings.

I could see my own reflection in her wide, amethyst eyes. The irises of my usually dull gray eyes were glowing with a fierce, unnatural crimson fire. The latent power of my ancient bloodline was fully awake, like I had a high-voltage electrical cable grafted directly into my spine.

I expected her to fight back. I thought Victoria might summon her energy whip and try to take my head off my shoulders for this kind of defiance.

Instead, a slow, incredibly wicked smile spread across her ruby lips.

A deep, visible flush of genuine arousal crept up her pale neck, settling high on her smooth cheekbones. Her breathing hitched, transforming from the measured breaths of a predator into the shallow, rapid pants of a woman overwhelmed by desire.

"There he is," she whispered, her voice entirely devoid of the mocking tone from a moment ago.

She didn't try to break my hold. In fact, she actively arched her spine, pressing her spectacular breasts upward against my pinning arm. She practically melted against the cold stone of the pedestal, her entire body language shifting from defiant aggression to eager submission.

"I was wondering exactly how hard I was going to have to push to wake you up, Master." Victoria cocked her head to one side. “This has been a most pleasing surprise for me.”

I narrowed my glowing eyes, not easing the pressure on her collarbone one bit. "You were testing me."

"Of course I was testing you," Victoria replied, reaching up slowly to wrap her long fingers gently around my thick forearm. She didn't push it away. She just held onto me, anchoring herself to my body. "A succubus feeds on power, Jack. We crave dominance. We physically need a dominant being whose will is stronger than our own. If you had yielded to me, you would have been useless to me. A temporary snack, and one who didn’t provide much fun."

She shifted her hips slightly against the stone, a predatory purr vibrating deep in her throat.

"But this? The raw, untamed power currently radiating off your skin? The way you just effortlessly pinned a demoness of the Abyssal Dominion to a slab of granite?" Victoria bit her bottom lip, her amethyst eyes practically burning a hole through my skull. "This is precisely what I need. You claim what is yours, Jack. And I will gladly be the weapon you wield to expand your new domain."

The intense, burning heat behind my eyes slowly began to recede.

I took a deep, steadying breath, consciously pulling the chaotic magic back into my chest. Thankfully, it didn't fight me. It settled comfortably beneath my ribs, a new, permanent addition to my body. I could feel it humming there, waiting for my next command.

The crimson glow faded from my vision, returning my eyes to their normal, muddy gray.

“Well, I suppose I can let you go then, Victoria. As long as you remember who’s in control.”

She laughed softly. “A display like that will be difficult for me to forget, Jack.”

I slowly pulled my forearm away, stepping away from the pedestal to give her room to breathe. The power dynamic in the small, ruined chamber had completely shifted. There was no more tension. There was only a profound, unbreakable magical tether vibrating between us.

I could feel her in the back of my mind. It was a soft, steady hum of loyalty, respect, and a staggering amount of physical desire.

Victoria pushed herself gracefully off the stone altar, smoothing down the sheer, shifting shadows that made up the skirt of her armor. She looked utterly immaculate, being unfazed by the fact that I had just violently slammed her into a block of granite.

If anything, she looked as if she wanted me to do it again.

"So," she said, her voice returning to that smooth, velvety purr. "Now that we’ve firmly established the chain of command, what is your first official order as the new architect of this dominion?"

I looked away from her spectacular curves, forcing myself to look down at the heavy, skin-bound book resting on the altar.

The Codex Sanguinis was closed again, the bone-and-gold latch resting securely against the crimson leather. The demonic gargoyles were nothing but piles of smoking rubble on the floor. The immediate threat was neutralized, but my practical brain was already calculating the fallout of the last ten minutes.

"Well, my first thought is about damage control," I said, reaching down and grabbing the book. “And making sure that I keep this thing safe at all costs. This kind of power shouldn’t fall into just anyone’s hands.”

I was already thinking about what to do with it as I wrapped the loose cloth tightly around the demonic grimoire. Placing it securely under my arm, I noticed that it was still radiating a faint, warm hum, but it felt dormant now that the magical contract was finalized.

Just as I was contemplating what to do next, I heard the sound of movement on the floor above us.

"We need to get the hell out of this basement," I told her, grabbing my sledgehammer with my free hand. "Sal is an idiot, but eventually he’s going to notice I've been down here too long. If he comes back down those stairs and sees the Codex or you, I’m going to have a lot of explaining to do to the Bishop."

Victoria arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. "You possess the ancient power to bend the fabric of reality, Jack. You just bound a demon of the higher echelons to your will. And you’re worried about a mortal priest discovering a hole in a wall?"

I snorted. "I'm worried about losing my contracting license, Victoria."

Pivoting on my heel, I marched toward the jagged hole I’d smashed in the brickwork, shining the halogen beam through the darkness.

"I don't care how much magical power I have," I called over my shoulder, ducking my head to clear the low-hanging stone. "In this city, the building inspectors are way more terrifying than anything you can summon out of a book."

Victoria’s melodic laughter echoed off the ruined walls of the reliquary.

"You are going to be endlessly entertaining, Master," she said, her voice following me out into the damp, limestone-scented air of the cathedral basement.

I didn't have to look back to know she was right behind me. The heavy, magnetic pull in my chest confirmed it.

I had a demonic book under my arm, an impossibly sexy succubus bound to my soul, and a load-bearing wall to fix before tomorrow morning. It was officially the weirdest Tuesday I’d ever had on a job site.

And something told me the week was only going to get weirder from here.
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Stepping back through the jagged hole in the basement wall felt like crossing the border between a nightmare and a bad hangover.

Victoria followed behind me gracefully, ignoring the sharp granite edges as she followed my lead. Right before we could move toward the rear exit of the basement, she stopped suddenly, placing her hand against my arm.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, craning my neck to study her face.

She lifted her nose to the air, taking a few heavy sniffs like a dog searching for food. Moments later, a look of concern appeared on her face.

"We need to move, Master."

“Why? Tell me what’s coming for us.”

Victoria could only shake her head. “I feel something that I haven’t felt in a long time. Not a presence as much as it is a leash.”

I arched an eyebrow. “A leash like an old master?”

"A valid hypothesis." She flashed a tiny smile. "The shock wave from the Codex awakening was essentially a distress flare fired directly into the underworld. The Archlord Malphas, who held my tether for centuries, knows the book is active.”

“What does he want with the book?” I asked, feeling its weight under my arm.

“The book was once his possession before it was stolen long ago,” replied Victoria. “He’ll do next to anything to get it back. There is no more ruthless being in the entire underworld.”

Fuck, and here I thought this situation couldn’t get any stranger.

“Let’s go,” urged Victoria. “Once he gets an inkling of what happened here, he’ll send his hounds to track our scent.”

A cold knot of tension settled deep in my gut. There was nothing I hated more than working on a ticking clock.

I led the way toward the wooden staircase, shining my heavy-duty flashlight ahead of us.

Once we reached the first step, I fully expected to see Sal resting on one of the wooden pews, clutching his dented thermos and demanding to know why the basement smelled like rotting meat.

Instead, the cathedral was completely empty.

"Looks like your mortal associate possessed a rudimentary survival instinct after all," Victoria noted, stepping onto the marbled floor with a graceful sway of her hips.

"Sal operates on only two principles—cowardice and laziness," I muttered, shutting the door to the basement behind me. "In this case, I’m betting the first one won out. He probably heard the gargoyles shrieking, wet his pants, and sprinted for his car."

The main nave of St. Marco’s Cathedral was impressive, with marbled floors, towering statues of church founders lining the walls, and the smell of burning incense filling the entire space. The massive sanctuary was illuminated only by the pale moonlight filtering through the intricate stained-glass windows along the eastern wall.

The silence inside the church was absolute.

I walked down the central aisle, my heavy boots thudding against the polished floor. Victoria matched my pace perfectly, though her moves were a lot stealthier than my own. A few times, I glanced back just to make sure she was still there.

She rewarded me with a small smile the last time I did. I couldn't help stealing a glance at her in the light. It was different here, with the lighting being more natural than it was in that cramped basement. It highlighted the flawless, pale skin of her long legs, left entirely exposed by the high cut of her skirt.

Part of me wondered how those legs would feel wrapped around my waist, but my admiration was cut short by my sixth sense.

The low, familiar vibration humming in my bones suddenly spiked. It was a sharp, frantic stabbing sensation right between my shoulder blades, telling me something was inherently wrong.

Seconds later, the vaulted ceiling of the cathedral groaned loudly.

I stopped dead in the middle of the aisle, dropping my flashlight to the marble floor.

"Something is on the roof," I warned, tightening my grip on the sledgehammer handle with both hands.

Victoria’s amethyst eyes pulsed with brilliant light. She tilted her horned head upward, her nostrils flaring slightly as she sniffed the stagnant air of the sanctuary.

"Brimstone and carrion," she hissed, her velvet voice dropping into a lethal, guttural growl. "A tracker beast. Malphas sent a lesser hound to secure the perimeter."

"That doesn’t sound promising. How big is a lesser hound?"

Before she could answer, the massive stained-glass window depicting Saint Marco exploded inward.

A shower of razor-sharp, multicolored glass rained down across the wooden pews. The sheer force of the impact shook the entire cathedral, sending a cloud of ancient dust billowing down from the rafters.

The creature that landed amidst the shattered glass looked like a wolf that had been aggressively crossbred with something out of a nightmare.

It was the size of a small car. Its body was a chaotic mass of taut muscles and protruding, jagged bones. Thick, black saliva dripped steadily from a maw filled with overlapping rows of serrated teeth. It didn't have eyes. Instead, the top half of its skull was a solid, smooth dome of bone, completely blind but actively tracking the magical scent in the room.

The beast let out a deafening, vibrating roar that rattled the fillings in my teeth.

"That doesn't look very lesser to me," I yelled over the ringing in my ears.

"Size is a poor indicator of abyssal rank, Master," Victoria yelled back, completely unfazed by the towering monster. "Keep the Codex safe. I will handle the mongrel."

She didn't wait for my permission.

Victoria launched herself forward with impressive speed. She crossed the fifty feet separating us from the beast in the blink of an eye. Extending her right arm, she gave her wrist a sharp flick.

Her whip reappeared, having the same crackling purple energy as before.

She lashed the whip forward, aiming a brutal strike right at the beast’s thick neck. The purple energy connected with a loud, thunderous crack. It tore through the outer layer of necrotic muscle, sending a spray of thick black blood across the nearby pews.

The tracker beast shrieked in agony, completely abandoning its search for the Codex.

It lunged directly at Victoria, swiping a massive claw the size of a tire.

Victoria dropped into a low crouch, letting the lethal claws whistle mere inches over her sweeping horns. The claws impacted the solid oak pew behind her, instantly splintering the heavy wood into a thousand jagged toothpicks.

Pivoting gracefully, Victoria lashed out with her left leg. Her boot connected with the side of the beast’s knee joint.

The impact sounded like a car crash.

The monster buckled slightly, but its thick muscles absorbed the brunt force of the blow. It recovered quickly, snapping its brutal jaws and catching Victoria’s energy whip in its teeth.

With a fast jerk of its neck, the beast ripped the magical weapon out of her grasp. The purple energy dissipated into the air.

"Well, that’s incredibly annoying," Victoria grunted, slipping backward across the marble floor to put distance between herself and the snapping jaws.

The beast didn't give her a second to recover. It charged her again, its large frame making the marble floor tiles crack with every single step.

I wasn't about to stand back and watch my gorgeous demoness get mauled by an overgrown hellhound.

Tucking the Codex Sanguinis tightly against my ribs, I charged forward, fully intent on using my newly awakened power to destroy this threat.

I flanked the creature on its right side, using the rows of wooden pews as cover. My structural mind kicked into action, feeding me rapid, intuitive calculations about the beast's momentum and weight distribution.

It was heavy and fast, but its center of gravity was heavily skewed toward its oversized front shoulders.

I vaulted over the back of a pew, landing squarely in the center aisle right next to the monster’s hind leg.

Planting my boots firmly, I channeled the latent crimson magic humming in my blood directly into my arms. Feeling that surge of power inundate my muscles, it gave me strength that completely defied human biology.

I swung the sledgehammer in a massive upward arc, pushing that new magic through the shaft.

"Hey, ugly!" I roared at the hellhound.

The steel head connected squarely with the beast’s exposed right hip joint.

The concussive force of the blow was staggering. The impact sent a wave of energy up the hickory handle that nearly dislocated my shoulder, but the resulting damage was absolute. The sledgehammer shattered the thick bone plate guarding the joint, crushing the socket completely.

The tracker beast let out a horrific, high-pitched squeal. Its entire right hindquarter collapsed under its own weight.

The creature went down hard, crashing face-first into the marble floor and sending a wave of pulverized marble in all directions.

"Excellent strike, Master!" Victoria cheered, her eyes glowing with pride as she dodged the falling beast.

"Don't celebrate yet," I grunted, stepping backward quickly as the beast began to thrash wildly on the ground. “That was only the first blow!”

I had crippled its mobility, but I hadn't killed it.

The monster whipped its beastly head around. Without eyes, it relied entirely on its other senses. It locked onto the magical signature radiating from the Codex Sanguinis tucked under my arm. The beast ignored its shattered hip entirely, dragging its hefty bulk across the floor using only its front claws.

It lunged at me with terrifying speed despite its wound, its jaws opening wide enough to swallow my entire torso.

I brought the sledgehammer up in a desperate, defensive guard.

The beast’s jaws slammed into the hickory handle. The sheer force of the bite threw me backward like a rag doll. I flew through the air, crashing violently through two rows of solid oak pews before hitting the floor in a tangled heap of splinters and torn clothes.

All the air rushed out of my lungs as I struggled to get back to my feet. My ribs throbbed with a sharp, blinding agony.

"Jack!" Victoria’s voice carried a rare note of genuine panic.

I gasped for air as I tried to make my feet work again. The Codex was still tucked firmly under my shoulder, but I had lost my grip on the sledgehammer during the impact.

The tracker beast loomed over the ruined pews, thick black saliva dripping directly onto my boots. It prepared to lunge again, ready to rip my throat out and claim the prize.

"Over here, you pathetic mongrel!"

Victoria stepped directly into the center aisle, placing herself between me and the monster.

She didn't summon another energy whip, nor did she try to strike it with her bare hands. Instead, she relied on her succubus aura, the innate magic native to all of her kind.

A wave of overwhelming, blinding pink mist erupted from her fingers.

The mist flooded the cathedral nave, drowning out the scent of incense with the intoxicating aroma of crushed cherry blossoms and burning cinnamon, which would be forever associated with Victoria in my mind. It was a sensory overload designed to completely paralyze a target's nervous system.

The tracker beast froze mid-lunge. Its blind, domed skull twitched frantically from side to side, fully overwhelmed by the magical pheromones flooding its olfactory receptors.

Victoria didn't stop there.

She arched her spine dramatically, thrusting her spectacular hips to the side in a fluid, mesmerizing dance that looked like it was more at home in an Arabic fairy tale. The shifting shadows of her armor seemed to multiply. In the blink of an eye, three perfect, identical phantom clones of the succubus peeled away from her body.

The illusions scattered in different directions, their velvet voices echoing off the vaulted ceiling.

"Come and get it, darling," the first clone purred, darting toward the altar.

"I taste much better than the contractor," the second clone teased, sliding seductively along the wall under the shattered stained-glass window.

The beast let out a confused, frustrated roar. Its primal brain short-circuited. It couldn't distinguish the real Victoria from the phantoms, and the overwhelming scent of the succubus masked the magical signature of the Codex Sanguinis I was holding.

It thrashed wildly, snapping its jaws at the empty air and swatting at the illusions.

"Jack," Victoria commanded, her true voice cutting clearly through the chaos. "Its skull armor is too thick for a blunt strike. You need to target the cervical vertebrae right at the base of the neck!"

“Are you sure about this, Victoria?” I asked, finally making it back onto my feet.

She gave me one of those looks like I ought to know better than to question her.

“Fine, we’ll do things your way for once!”

I didn't waste the distraction.

Shoving the last piece of splintered oak off my chest, I scrambled to my feet. Every muscle in my body screamed in protest, but the crimson magic burning in my blood forced me to keep moving.

I spotted my sledgehammer resting on the floor three feet away.

Grabbing the hickory handle, I set the Codex down gently on an intact pew. I needed both hands for this, and Victoria’s distraction would have to keep the book safe for now.

The beast was still lunging blindly at a phantom Victoria near the altar, with its back turned entirely to me. Its massive head was lowered as it snapped at the illusion, exposing the thick, fleshy gap between the heavy bone dome of its skull and its heavily muscled shoulders.

When the time came, I didn't hesitate.

I broke into a dead sprint down the center aisle. I funneled absolutely every ounce of the ancient magic into my arms and chest. The power burned like liquid fire in my veins, turning my gray eyes a glowing, brilliant crimson.

Closing the distance in seconds, I leaped off the edge of a broken pew.

The elevation gave me the perfect angle. I brought the sledgehammer high above my head, treating the exposed vertebrae of the beast exactly like the compromised wall in the basement.

"Timber!" I roared.

I brought the steel head down with devastating force.

The hammer impacted the exact center of the creature’s exposed neck. The sound was sickening—a wet, heavy crunch that echoed loudly through the entire cathedral.

And it worked. The sheer force of the blow completely severed the beast’s spinal cord.

The monster didn't even have time to shriek. Its body went entirely rigid for a fraction of a second before collapsing forward through a few undisturbed pews. It hit the marble floor with a final, heavy thud, sliding a few feet before coming to a dead, lifeless stop.

I landed on my boots, my chest heaving as I stared down at the bleeding carcass from the underworld.

“And here I thought you were supposed to be man’s best friend,” I grunted.

One last muscle on the hellhound twitched before it became fully lifeless.

The pink mist quickly dissipated from the air. The phantom clones of Victoria faded into wisps of shadow, leaving only the real, spectacular succubus standing near the altar.

She walked toward me slowly, stepping delicately over the pool of black blood spreading across the floor.

"Brutal, efficient, and surprisingly athletic," Victoria praised, her amethyst eyes glowing with unabashed approval. "And here I thought you might disappoint me at first, but you’re making one hell of a first impression."

"I try to keep my clients satisfied," I panted, leaning heavily on the handle of my sledgehammer. "Did we actually just kill that thing with a distraction and a piece of construction equipment?"

"We survived it, Master," Victoria corrected gently, stopping right in front of me. She reached out and wiped a smudge of soot off my cheek with her thumb. "But it was merely a lesser hound. A scout. When Malphas realizes his pet failed to return, he will send reinforcements."

I winced, feeling a sharp twinge of pain radiate from my bruised ribs.

"Then, we definitely need a better game plan," I sighed, walking over to the pew and grabbing the Codex from the wooden seat. "And I probably need a bigger hammer."

"You possess the greatest magical directory in existence tucked under your arm," Victoria teased as she crossed her arms in front of her breasts. "You won't need a larger hammer, Jack. You just need to learn how to read from the book. It’ll be the only way you can stay alive once Malphas directs his full power at you."

She was right. I was swinging blind in a world I didn't understand yet. We’d been lucky thus far, but I knew luck always ran out sooner or later.

We needed some help of our own. Not just of the succubi variety, but someone who could help us even the odds.

And stay alive.

"I know someone," I told her, my mind immediately jumping to the smartest person I knew. "Well, a girl. A brilliant scholar who might be the only person in the city who knows what to do with this Codex. And she owes me a favor for fixing the plumbing in her bathroom."

Victoria arched her perfect eyebrow again. "A mortal scholar? To decipher abyssal linguistics? I hope she knows Latin."

"Mara reads ancient Latin for fun on the weekends," I explained, turning toward the heavy oak doors at the front of the cathedral. "If anyone can figure out how to read this book without accidentally summoning a plague, it’s her."

I grabbed my tool bag near the entrance, slinging the strap over my uninjured shoulder.

"Very well. Lead the way, Master," Victoria purred, falling effortlessly into step beside me. "I am quite eager to meet the mortal who holds your high esteem. You haven’t led me wrong yet."

I snorted at that statement. We’d known each other for all of twenty minutes at this point.

That wasn’t nearly enough time to have the respect of a being of the underworld, and yet, here I was.

We pushed through the heavy wooden doors and stepped out into the cool night air.

My beat-up work truck sat completely alone in the gravel parking lot. The dented tailgate and rusted quarter panels looked incredibly comforting compared to the chaotic violence we had just left behind in the church.

I unlocked the cab, tossing my tool bag and the bloody sledgehammer into the back seat.

"Try not to scratch the upholstery with those horns," I warned her, sliding into the driver's seat and resting the Codex on the center console.

Victoria laughed, a rich, melodic sound that sent a very pleasant shiver directly down my spine. She folded her long, flawless legs into the cramped passenger side, giving me an amused grin once she was ready to go.

There was no reason she should have looked adorable at that moment, but she did. Before I said something stupid, I jammed the key into the ignition and brought the engine roaring to life.

We had barely survived our first real fight together. We were bruised, bleeding, and being actively hunted by an Archlord of Hell. But as I pulled the truck out of the parking lot and merged onto the dark city streets, I couldn't ignore the thrill of the crimson magic still humming pleasantly in my veins.

I wasn't just a contractor anymore. I was the architect of a very dangerous new reality.

And I was absolutely ready to see where it led me.
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The rhythmic hum of the engine was the only sound inside the cab for the first ten minutes of the drive.

I kept my hands firmly gripped on the worn leather steering wheel, my eyes bouncing between the road ahead and the rearview mirror. I half-expected to see a pack of necrotic hounds charging down the asphalt after us, but the dark streets of Blackgate City remained completely empty.

Victoria sat in the passenger seat, staring out the window with absolute fascination.

Every time we passed a glowing neon sign or a late-night gas station, her amethyst eyes widened slightly. She watched a pair of teenagers on electric scooters zip down the sidewalk like she was observing an alien species.

"The world has changed an astonishing amount since I was last awake, Master," she murmured, resting her horned head against the cool glass of the window.

"I imagine it has," I replied, taking the exit for my apartment. "We swapped out horse carriages for combustion engines and replaced torches with lightbulbs, but at least the people are mostly the same."

"People never change," Victoria agreed. "They still harbor the same greed, the same lust, and the same desperate desire for power. The architecture is more modern, but the inhabitants are the same as they’ve always been."

I snorted, turning the truck onto a cobblestone street lined with massive, century-old brick warehouses.

"Speaking of architecture, we're here."

I pulled up to a rusted chain-link gate. Grabbing a remote clipped to my sun visor, I pressed the button. The heavy gate rattled on its track, sliding open to reveal a private, dimly lit alleyway nestled between two towering industrial buildings.

"This is your fortress?" Victoria asked, eyeing the crumbling brick facade with a hint of skepticism.

"It's my apartment," I corrected, pulling the truck into my designated parking spot and killing the engine. "It might not seem like much, but it was cheap, and I’ve always liked looking at the old masonry. I’m not a white picket fence kind of guy."

I grabbed the Codex Sanguinis from the center console. I tucked it securely under my left arm, ignoring the faint, warm hum radiating from the book.

We climbed out of the truck. The crisp night air smelled strongly of old river water and diesel exhaust, a sharp contrast to the suffocating scent of the cathedral reliquary.

Leading Victoria to a heavy steel door at the back of the alley, I punched a six-digit code into the electronic keypad. The deadbolt engaged with a heavy, mechanical thud. I pulled the door open and stepped aside, gesturing for her to enter first.

Victoria glided over the threshold. The shadows of her abyssal skirt brushed against the industrial concrete floor.

I followed her inside, locking the heavy steel door behind us. Flicking a switch on the wall, the space was instantly flooded with warm, yellow light from dozens of exposed Edison bulbs hanging from the ceiling.

My apartment wasn't exactly featured in home design magazines.

It was a sprawling loft that took up the entire first floor of the old warehouse. The ceilings were twenty feet high, crisscrossed with exposed steel I-beams and massive HVAC ducts. One quarter of the space served as my actual living space, featuring a few rooms that I’d put up for privacy, which included my bedroom and a spare just in case I needed it. Both bedrooms had their own private bathrooms, which included showers in each.

The other spaces were more open-concept, including a kitchen and a living space. The living space had a worn leather couch, a massive flat-screen television, and a large window that looked out over the parking lot.

The rest of the room was dedicated entirely to my contracting business.

Drafting tables covered in architectural blueprints dominated the center of the floor. Tall metal shelving units lined the brick walls, completely packed with power tools, spare parts, and salvaged building materials.

Victoria walked slowly toward the center of the room, her high heels clicking sharply against the polished concrete.

"It lacks tapestries," she noted, running a perfectly manicured finger over the edge of a drafting table. "But with everything that I know about you thus far, I’d say it suits you, Jack."

"I like fixing broken things," I told her, walking over to my heavy oak dining table and setting the Codex down gently. “And I don’t need much space to feel at home. It might not seem like much to you, but I like the simplicity.”

Victoria gave me a small smile. “I suppose there is a certain magic in simplicity.”

I tossed my tool bag onto the floor nearby and let out a long, heavy exhale. The adrenaline of the fight was finally starting to wear off. Every muscle in my body ached, protesting the brutal physical toll of swinging a sledgehammer at a demonic hellhound.

My ribs throbbed with a sharp, burning pain where the beast had thrown me into the pews. It was obvious to my guest too that I wasn’t in the best shape.

"Jack, you’re injured," Victoria said, her voice dropping an octave.

She crossed the room in three long strides, stopping right in front of me. Without asking permission, she reached over and unzipped the front of my heavy jacket. She pushed the thick material off my shoulders, letting it drop to the floor.

My gray t-shirt was torn to shreds on the left side, stained dark with soot and dried blood.

Victoria traced a finger lightly over the angry purple bruising blooming across my ribcage. The intense, unnatural heat radiating from her skin felt like a hot compress against my aching muscles.

"I've had worse hangovers," I grunted, fighting the urge to wince when she pressed a little too hard against a sore spot.

"Mortal bodies are incredibly fragile," Victoria mused, her amethyst eyes locking onto mine. "But your accelerated healing is already taking effect. The magic in your blood is repairing the micro-fractures in your bones as we speak."

"That's... convenient. And a first. How come I’ve never noticed that before?”

She cocked her head to one side. “Magic of this power needs to be unlocked first. It’s more than likely that the Codex freed your magic so that it could be used to its full potential.”

I nodded as I took that in. “Better late than never, I suppose. Does it also wash the smell of rotting hellhound out of my hair?"

Victoria actually smiled, a genuine expression that made her look breathtakingly beautiful.

"I believe your modern plumbing is required for that task, Master."

I stepped back, putting a few feet of distance between us before my exhausted brain decided that doing something stupid like trying to kiss her was a good idea.

"Right. Shower first. Then we figure out exactly what we're dealing with." I pointed toward a frosted glass door on the other side of the spare bedroom. "The bathroom is through there. You go first. I’ll grab you some clean clothes."

Victoria tilted her horned head, looking mildly confused. "Clean clothes?"

"You can't exactly walk around Blackgate City wearing a leather combat harness made of shadows," I explained, walking over to a large wooden dresser near my bed. "It tends to draw unwanted attention from the locals, despite the pleasant way it frames your body. Also, let’s not forget the horns, which are a dead giveaway too."

"My armor is a manifestation of my abyssal nature," she replied proudly, gesturing to the leather straps gripping her spectacular curves. "It is an extension of my very soul. And ordinary mortals can’t see my horns unless I want them to see them."

"That’s a good thing, but your outfit still makes it impossible not to stare at you," I muttered under my breath as I moved into my room.

I yanked open the top drawer of the dresser. Digging past my work clothes, I found a pair of gray sweatpants with a drawstring waist and an oversized, faded black t-shirt bearing the logo of a local lumberyard.

Walking back to the main room, I handed the folded clothes to her.

Victoria held the soft cotton fabric up, inspecting it with a highly critical eye. "This lacks any sort of tactical advantage."

"It's called lounging, Victoria. Give it a try."

I led her into the spare bedroom, where we walked past the bed and into the bathroom. It was a large, industrial space featuring a walk-in shower lined with dark slate tiles. I reached past her and turned the heavy brass handle, letting the water run until steam started to billow out over the glass partition.

"Hot is on the left, cold is on the right," I instructed, pointing to the modern fixtures. "There's soap and shampoo on the shelf. Do you... need me to explain how soap works?"

Victoria offered me a dangerously wicked smirk.

"I am a demoness of the Seventh Tier, Jack. Not an imbecile. We possessed bathing houses in the Abyss long before your ancestors figured out how to dig a well."

"Fair enough. Towels are in the cabinet. Yell if you need anything."

I stepped out of the bathroom and pulled the frosted glass door shut behind me.

Standing alone in my loft with the sound of running water in the background, the sheer absurdity of my life finally crashed down on me. I rubbed my hands over my face, feeling the grit left behind from the day.

A few hours ago, I was worried about a municipal building inspector chewing my ass about the cathedral. Now, I was playing host to an impossibly sexy succubus while an Archlord of Hell hunted me through the city streets.

I needed a drink. And something savory to eat.

Walking over to the kitchen area, I opened my stainless-steel refrigerator. I kept it well-stocked, a leftover habit from working fourteen-hour days and requiring a large amount of calories to keep my weight up.

I grabbed two thick, prime ribeye steaks wrapped in butcher paper and a cold bottle of local stout beer.

Popping the cap off the beer, I took a long, heavy pull. The dark, bitter liquid washed the taste of pulverized limestone and ozone right out of my mouth.

I tossed a heavy cast-iron skillet onto the gas range and cranked the burner to high.

While the iron heated up, I unwrapped the steaks. I seasoned them aggressively with coarse sea salt and cracked black pepper. The rhythmic, repetitive motions of cooking grounded me. It was another practical, physical task that required focus and precision.

Over the hiss of the gas burner, I could still hear the shower running in the bathroom.

My imagination immediately painted a vivid, high-definition picture of Victoria standing under the hot spray. I pictured the water cascading over her flawless alabaster skin, tracing the sweeping curves of her horns and running down her long, perfect legs.

Was I a little distracted? Hell yeah, I was.

I shook my head, forcing myself to focus on the raw meat sitting on the cutting board. Grabbing a stick of butter, I tossed a generous chunk into the smoking-hot skillet. It melted instantly, bubbling and popping against the black iron.

I dropped the two ribeyes into the pan. The loud, aggressive sizzle filled the loft, accompanied by the incredible smell of searing beef and melting butter.

Ten minutes later, I was flipping the steaks for a final sear when I heard the bathroom door open.

A thick cloud of steam rolled out into the loft. Victoria stepped through the vapor, completely stopping my heart in my chest.

No longer wearing her abyssal armor, Victoria was clad in my faded t-shirt and sweatpants. The shirt was oversized on her slender frame, but the cotton clung stubbornly to the damp, heavy curves of her breasts. She had pulled the sweatpants tight with the drawstring, sitting low on her flared hips and emphasizing her incredibly narrow waist.

Her wet, raven-black hair hung in loose waves past her shoulders, framing the sweeping onyx horns growing from her forehead.

She was absolutely stunning. She didn't look like a weapon of mass destruction anymore. Victoria looked soft, approachable, and dangerously inviting.

Especially to a mortal man like me.

"This cotton fabric is surprisingly comfortable," Victoria announced, walking barefoot across the concrete floor toward the kitchen. She sniffed the air, her amethyst eyes locking onto the cast-iron skillet. "That aroma is incredible. Is that the flesh of a bovine beast?"

"It's a ribeye," I corrected, using a pair of metal tongs to transfer the searing steaks onto two heavy ceramic plates. "I hope you like it rare."

"The rarer, the better," she replied, pulling out a wooden chair and sitting down at my dining table.

I grabbed a second bottle of stout from the fridge, popped the cap, and carried the plates over to the table. I set one in front of her, sliding a steak knife and a fork next to the meat.

Sitting down opposite her, I watched her examine the cutlery.

Victoria ignored the fork. She picked up the steak knife with her right hand, her grip incredibly precise. With a single, fluid motion, she sliced a large piece of the bloody meat right off the bone. She brought the blade directly to her full ruby lips, sliding the meat off the steel with her teeth.

Her eyes closed, a soft moan of genuine pleasure escaping her throat.

Inside my pants, I felt a surge of activity that I didn’t expect upon witnessing that display.

"Incredible," she whispered, swallowing the steak almost whole. "The food in the Abyss is entirely composed of ash and bitter despair. I had forgotten the taste of real meat."

I started cutting my own steak, taking a much smaller bite. "You eat like a carnivore. You know I gave you a fork for a reason, right?"

"A succubus burns a massive amount of energy, Jack. We require substantial sustenance to maintain our physical manifestations." She gave me an impish grin. “Besides, forks are for humans. Knives are so much more fun.”

“Something tells me those were the famous last words of many who’ve crossed your path before.”

Victoria didn’t seize on that bait. Instead, she pointed her knife at the rest of the loft. "Speaking of sustenance, you live in an incredibly large space for a single mortal. Where is the rest of your clan?"

The casual question hit a little harder than I expected.

I took a slow sip of my dark beer, letting the cold liquid numb the sudden tightness in my throat.

"There is no clan," I told her, setting the bottle down on the oak table. "It's just me."

Victoria paused her aggressive assault on the ribeye. Her glowing purple eyes softened slightly, studying my face with a piercing intensity.

"The bloodline of your ancestors was vast," she noted quietly. "You commanded entire armies. You built an empire that spanned kingdoms."

"Well, the fortune ran out a few centuries ago," I explained, leaning back in my wooden chair. "My dad was a construction foreman. He didn't know anything about magic or demons. He just knew how to pour concrete and read a blueprint. He died in a trench collapse on a job site down by the river when I was nineteen."

Victoria set her knife down on the ceramic plate. She gave me her complete, undivided attention.

"And your mother?"

"Cancer," I said bluntly, hating the way the word tasted in my mouth. "She fought it for three years. Passed away right after I got my contractor's license. I sold the family house to pay off her medical debts and bought this warehouse to start my own company."

I looked around the empty loft. The exposed brick walls suddenly felt a lot further away.

"I've been building things on my own ever since."

Victoria reached across the wide oak table. She placed her soft, surprisingly warm hand over my scarred knuckles. The contact sent a pleasant, grounding jolt of energy straight up my arm.

"You are a solitary predator," Victoria murmured, her thumb brushing lightly over my skin. "You built this fortress to protect yourself from a world that took everything from you. I respect that, Master. There is strength in isolation."

"Isolation gets lonely," I admitted, looking down at our joined hands. "And it doesn't leave you with a lot of backup when an Archlord of Hell decides he wants to murder you. Ask me how I know."

I flipped my hand over, gently wrapping my fingers around her wrist.

"Tell me about Victoria," I said softly, meeting her gaze. "You didn't start out as a demon wearing shadow armor. You said you forgot the taste of animal fat. That means you’ve tasted it before."

Victoria’s breath hitched slightly. She pulled her hand back, breaking the physical contact.

A dark, incredibly painful shadow crossed her beautiful features. The temperature in the immediate area around the dining table dropped a few degrees, frosting the condensation on my beer bottle.

"You are incredibly perceptive for a mortal man," she whispered, looking down at her half-eaten steak.

"I notice the little things," I pressed gently. "If we're going to fight a war together, I need to know who I'm standing next to in the trenches."

Victoria let out a long, shuddering sigh. Her expansive chest rose and fell heavily beneath the faded cotton of my t-shirt.

"I was human once," she confessed, her velvet voice tinged with a deep, ancient bitterness. "Over five hundred years ago. I was born in Venice, the daughter of a prominent, wealthy merchant."

I took a quiet sip of my beer, letting her talk.

"My father was a greedy, ambitious man," Victoria continued, her glowing eyes narrowing in anger. "He wanted a seat on the Great Council. He wanted political power that his money couldn't buy. So, he sought out alternative methods. He made a pact with an abyssal broker, one that he never should have made."

"He sold your soul for a political office," I guessed, feeling a sharp flare of disgust in my gut.

Victoria nodded once, a sharp, jerky motion. "He traded his only daughter to the underworld to secure his own legacy. The broker dragged me screaming into the Abyss on my eighteenth birthday. My father never looked back. He became a doge as a result, so I assume he thought the trade was worthwhile."

I gripped the neck of my beer bottle tight enough to make my knuckles turn white. I dealt with a lot of terrible people in the construction business, but selling your own kid to a demon was a level of evil I couldn't even comprehend.

"What happened to you down there?" I asked quietly.

"The Abyss is a crucible, Jack," Victoria explained, looking back up at me. Her eyes were burning with fierce, unyielding pride. "It burns away your humanity. It strips your mortal flesh from your bones and replaces it with pure, chaotic energy. Most mortal souls shatter under the pressure. They become mindless, feral ghouls. The exact kind of beast we fought in the cathedral."

She picked up her steak knife, twirling the sharp steel effortlessly between her fingers.

"But I refused to break," she said, her voice turning hard and lethal. "I embraced the fire. I let it consume my fear and my weakness. I forged my own soul into a weapon. I became a succubus, climbing the ranks of the Seventh Tier through sheer willpower."

"Until you were bound to the Codex."

"Until Malphas recognized my strength and offered me a contract," she corrected smoothly. "A contract you have now inherited."

I looked at the impossibly beautiful, dangerous woman sitting across from me. She wasn't just a magical construct or a sultry demoness.

She was a survivor. Victoria had endured the literal fires of hell and come out stronger for it.

"I'm glad you didn't break, Victoria," I told her honestly. “It wasn’t difficult to see your power tonight. If there was one demoness to have on my side, I’m glad it’s you.”

Her lips curved into a soft, genuine smile. "As am I, Master. The view from this side of the contract is much more entertaining."

"So, let's talk about the guy trying to ruin our entertaining evening," I said, shifting the conversation to the immediate threat. "Malphas. You said he's an Archlord of the Seventh Tier. What exactly does that mean for us?"

Victoria’s smile vanished instantly. She set the knife down, her posture turning rigid and professional.

"It means you are facing a warlord with the resources of an entire abyssal domain," she explained grimly. "Malphas is not a mindless beast. He is a brilliant, vicious tactician. He commands legions of tracker hounds, shadow assassins, and corrupted elementals. He is the most brutal master you could ever imagine. The last thing I would ever choose is to go back to him. As an archlord, he delights in inflicting pain and causing misery."

"Why does he want the book so badly?" I nodded toward the heavy bundle resting on the table.

"The Codex Sanguinis is a ledger of ultimate authority," Victoria stated, her gaze locking onto the oilcloth. "Whoever holds the active contract controls every single demon bound within its pages. Malphas wants to absorb that authority. If he secures the Codex, he will use our combined power to slaughter the rival Archlords and claim the obsidian throne of hell for himself."

"And then he eventually turns his attention to the mortal realm," I finished the grim thought.

"Precisely. A united Abyss under Malphas would be a catastrophic event for both our worlds."

I rubbed the back of my neck, feeling the exhaustion trying to pull me under again. It was a huge amount of information to process over a steak dinner. I was just a contractor, not someone who stopped apocalyptic demon invasions.

But I had magical power in my veins, and I wasn't about to hand over my property to a megalomaniac with a superiority complex.

Especially not where it concerned Victoria.

"Alright," I said, pushing my empty plate away. "Then, we don't let him get the book. We fortify our position. We identify his weak points, and we hit him with a very heavy hammer."

Victoria stood up from her wooden chair.

She walked slowly around the edge of the dining table, stopping right beside my chair. The intoxicating scent of cherry blossoms and cinnamon washed over me again, much stronger this time.

Without asking, she straddled my lap.

I instantly froze in the chair. Her knees rested on the wooden seat on either side of my thighs. She settled her heavy, spectacular curves directly against my lap, the soft cotton of her sweatpants leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination.

My hands instinctively went to her hips, gripping the fabric to steady her.

"You possess a fierce and incredibly attractive determination, Jack," Victoria said softly, wrapping her long arms around my neck.

I didn’t say anything in response, but my heart rate doubled. My pants were suddenly too tight as well.

She leaned down, pressing her warm forehead against mine. I could feel the rhythmic, rapid beating of her heart against my chest. Her breath was hot against my lips. The succubus aura she usually kept tightly leashed flared to life, flooding my senses with a desperate, overwhelming wave of pure physical desire.

"We fought a grueling battle today," Victoria whispered, her ruby lips brushing agonizingly close to mine. "You channeled a massive amount of crimson magic. You need to replenish your strength. And I need to feed."

“Feed?” I repeated. “In what way?”

Her smile became even more luscious. “Let me show you.”

Every single primitive instinct in my body screamed at me to pull her down, to bury my hands in her damp hair and carry her directly into my bedroom. The magnetic pull of her body threatened to overwhelm what remaining sense I had left.

But I forced my rational brain to engage.

I spent my entire life at job sites. You didn't start framing the walls before the concrete was fully cured. Rushing a job always led to structural failure.

I liked Victoria. I was incredibly attracted to her, but she was a centuries-old demoness tied to a magical contract I didn't fully understand yet. If I crossed this line tonight, I was doing it blind.

"Victoria," I said quietly, my voice coming out significantly huskier than I intended.

I didn't push her away. I kept my hands firmly planted on her incredibly soft hips, maintaining the intimate contact.

"I want this," I admitted honestly, looking directly into her hooded eyes. "You are arguably the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. But I don't build houses without reading the blueprints first."

She tilted her horned head slightly, a flicker of genuine surprise crossing her features.

"You're declining my offer, Master?"

"I'm delaying it," I corrected, my thumb brushing lightly over her hipbone. "I need to know exactly what this contract entails before we seal it physically. I need to know the risks and the rules. Because when we finally do this, Victoria, I want to be fully in control."

A deep, visible flush of intense arousal spread quickly up her pale neck at my words.

She didn't look offended. In fact, Victoria looked strangely thrilled by my restraint. The succubus fed on power, and possessing the willpower to deny her advances was the ultimate display of dominance.

Victoria leaned in, pressing a soft, lingering kiss against the corner of my mouth. The contact sent a jolt of raw electricity straight down my spine.

"You are a remarkably disciplined master," she purred, slowly unwrapping her arms from my neck and climbing off my lap with a graceful sway. "I accept your terms, Jack. But do not make me wait too long. I am not a patient creature."

"I'll work as fast as I can," I promised, taking a deep, shaky breath to steady my racing pulse.

I watched her walk over to the worn leather couch in the living area. She curled up gracefully on the cushions, pulling her long legs up beneath the oversized cotton shirt. She looked like a lethal, incredibly sexy housecat preparing for a nap.

I turned my attention back to the oak dining table.

Reaching into the pocket of my torn jacket resting on the floor, I pulled out my cell phone. The screen was cracked from hitting the marble floor of the cathedral, but the device still functioned just fine.

I scrolled through my contacts until I found the name I needed.

Hitting the call button, I pressed the phone to my ear. It rang four times before the line finally clicked open.

"Jack?" Mara’s voice was thick with exhaustion and a little confusion. "Do you have any idea what time it is? Aren’t you supposed to be dealing with an emergency issue at the cathedral?"

"You could say I still am," I replied, leaning my elbows on the solid oak table. "I found something buried in the foundation, Mara. Something historic. And incredibly dangerous."

The sleepy confusion instantly vanished from her voice, replaced by the sharp, brilliant focus of an academic sensing a new discovery.

"Just how historic are we talking?" she asked, the sound of rustling bedsheets echoing through the speaker.

"A centuries-old demonic grimoire historic," I told her, my eyes drifting over to the Codex. "I need your help with what’s written on the inside. And I need it fast. Let’s just say the mortal realm might depend on it."

"That doesn’t sound ominous or anything," said Mara with a hint of a laugh. "I'll clear my schedule for tomorrow morning."

"Not tomorrow," I said firmly, feeling the heavy weight of the ticking clock on my shoulders. Malphas was already sending scouts. We didn't have the luxury of waiting for the sun to come up.

"I'm coming over right now, Mara. I need to see you tonight."


Chapter
Six



The drive from my warehouse apartment in the Foundry District to Mara’s quiet residential neighborhood took less than fifteen minutes at this time of night.

I kept the speedometer a clean five miles over the limit. The streets of Blackgate City were deserted, washed in the pale orange glow of the overhead streetlights. Victoria sat quietly in the passenger seat, her eyes tracking the passing bungalows and sleeping storefronts with intense curiosity.

She looked entirely out of place sitting in my beat-up work truck wearing my oversized clothes, but she also looked undeniably spectacular.

Turning onto a familiar tree-lined street, I immediately spotted Mara’s house.

It was a small, classic 1920s craftsman bungalow. Every other house on the block was completely dark, their occupants sound asleep, but not hers.

Mara’s house was a beacon. Warm yellow light blazed from almost every single window, cutting aggressively through the darkness of the front lawn.

I pulled my truck tight against the curb and killed the engine.

"Your scholar keeps very late hours," Victoria noted, pulling the door handle and stepping out onto the concrete sidewalk.

"She runs a rare bookstore downtown during the day," I explained, grabbing the heavy Codex from the center console. "She does her translation and research work at night. I honestly don't think I've ever seen her sleep because she’s always so damn busy."

I locked the truck and led the way up the cracked concrete walkway.

The humid Blackgate night air clung to my skin, carrying the faint scent of approaching rain and freshly cut grass. It was a perfectly normal, quiet suburban setting, and it felt a little bizarre to be carrying an ancient demonic grimoire up to the picturesque front porch.

I bypassed the rusted doorbell entirely. Raising my hand, I knocked directly on the solid oak door.

Less than ten seconds later, the deadbolt clicked loudly.

The heavy door swung inward, revealing Mara.

Standing in the warm glow of her porch light, she was an absolute vision. She wore a pair of faded, plaid linen shorts that showed off miles of smooth and pale legs. An oversized, chunky knit cardigan hung loosely off one of her shoulders, barely concealing the impressive curves of her chest beneath a tight white tank top.

She pushed her thick-rimmed glasses up the bridge of her nose, blinking away the confusion of seeing me so soon. Her messy, auburn hair was tied up in a chaotic bun secured by a single wooden pencil.

"Jack!" Mara greeted me warmly, a brilliant, genuine smile spreading across her beautiful face. "You actually meant right now. Come inside before the mosquitoes eat you alive."

She stepped aside, holding the door open.

I stepped over the threshold, pulling the scent of vanilla shampoo deep into my lungs. Mara was arguably one of the most attractive women I had ever met, and she somehow managed to completely weaponize the sexy-librarian aesthetic without even trying.

Walking past her, a familiar, nagging thought echoed in the back of my mind.

Why had we never actually gotten together?

We possessed a healthy amount of mutual respect. Mara and I worked incredibly well together on job sites, and the physical attraction was definitely a two-way street.

I caught her looking at my shoulders enough times to know she wasn't immune to me, but the timing was always a complete disaster.

Whenever I was single and feeling bold enough to ask her out, she was elbows deep in a multi-month project translating a forgotten dialect of ancient Greek. She would practically lock herself in her house, surviving entirely on black coffee and cheap takeout. By the time she finally emerged, blinking in the sunlight and ready for human interaction, I was usually a month into dating some bartender who ultimately hated my long work hours.

We were two ships constantly passing in the night, waving at each other from the decks but never actually dropping anchor in the same port.

"I truly appreciate you doing this, Mara," I told her, stopping in the small entryway.

"You know I could never resist a historical mystery," Mara replied, closing the heavy oak door. She turned around, a teasing glint in her eyes. "Especially when you sounded that panicked on the phone. What exactly did you dig up in the cathedral⁠—"

Mara froze suddenly.

Her sentence died in her throat. Her emerald-green eyes went wide open, locking onto the space directly behind my shoulder.

Victoria had stepped gracefully into the house right behind me. The succubus acted like she owned the place, appraising the cozy space with questioning eyes. She offered Mara a polite smile after a few tense seconds.

Even wearing a pair of baggy sweatpants, Victoria was still terrifyingly beautiful. The sweeping, onyx-black horns curving back from her forehead passed just under the low ceiling fan inside Mara’s hallway.

"Jack," Mara breathed, her voice dropping to a stunned whisper. “What in the name of all that’s holy is that… woman?”

I braced myself for the screaming. I fully expected Mara to bolt for the kitchen, grab the largest knife she owned, and demand I call the police. That was the standard mortal reaction to a demon manifesting in their foyer.

Instead, Mara took a slow, deliberate step forward.

The shock melting from her face was rapidly replaced by a fierce, burning academic fascination. She practically vibrated with excitement. She reached a hand out tentatively, as if she wanted to touch the dark curves of Victoria’s horns.

"Fascinating," Mara whispered, her eyes darting over every inch of the succubus. "The morphological structure of those cranial horns implies a high-tier demonic lineage. And the skin pallor... it suggests localized heat absorption rather than true bioluminescence."

“Uh, right,” I muttered out loud. “Get all that from a single look, did you?”

Next to me, Victoria raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. She looked incredibly amused by Mara’s sudden interest.

"You have excellent taste in scholars, Master," she said, stepping further into the light and allowing Mara to inspect her closely. "At least she didn’t scream."

"I usually scream when the history books are wrong," replied Mara, her hands hovering just inches from Victoria's face. "Every medieval text I’ve ever translated states that succubi manifest with cloven hooves and leathery wings, but I’m not seeing any signs of a bipedal structure or wing joints for that matter."

"Those texts were most likely written by bitter, ugly monks who never managed to actually summon one of us," Victoria replied with a wicked smirk. "They projected their grotesque fantasies onto the parchment. Fantasies that usually returned in the dead of night, if you know what I mean?"

I couldn't help the grin spreading across my face.

Watching the two most beautiful and intelligent women I knew geek out over demonic biology was an incredibly surreal experience.

Victoria represented pure, lethal underworld power.

Mara represented the brilliant, unyielding light of human curiosity.

They should never have crossed paths, and yet, here we were.

"Ladies," I interrupted gently, walking past them into the main living space. "As much as I love this dynamic, we’re living on borrowed time right now."

I stepped into Mara’s living room and immediately felt my sixth sense twitch.

The entire house was a massive fire hazard. Bookshelves lined every single available inch of wall space, stretching from the hardwood floor all the way to the crown molding. Thousands of thick, leather-bound tomes, fragile scrolls, and modern textbooks were crammed onto the shelves, which were bowing with all the weight.

Even more books were stacked in precarious, leaning towers across the floor, forming a narrow maze that led to a small seating area near a brick fireplace.

"Mara, you know how much I like you," I said with a sigh, carefully stepping over a stack of encyclopedias. "But if you stack any more weight in this room, you’re liable to punch holes through the floor."

"The floor is just fine, Jack. I had a guy reinforce the basement ceiling last year," Mara replied dismissively, tearing her eyes away from Victoria and following me into the room.

"Yeah, I am the guy who reinforced your basement ceiling," I reminded her, setting the Codex down on a clear spot on her massive coffee table. "And I specifically told you that you still need to distribute the weight across the load-bearing walls, not pile it entirely in the center of the floor."

Mara waved her hand, ignoring my professional advice entirely. Her attention was completely consumed by the book on the table.

She pulled her chunky cardigan tighter around her shoulders, completely unaware of the tantalizing view she gave me of her deep cleavage as she leaned over the wood.

Despite her scholarly looks, her breasts could have given Victoria a run for her money.

Putting that thought out of my mind, I peeled the stiff resin cloth back, exposing the Codex Sanguinis to the warm light of her living room lamps.

The moment Mara saw what was underneath, she gasped audibly. Her hands flew to her mouth, her emerald eyes expanding behind her thick glasses.

"Oh my god," she breathed, her voice trembling slightly with sheer awe.

"Not exactly something you’d find on the shelves at the local bookstore, right?" I said, tracing my fingers over the cover.

"Is that... human leather?" Mara asked, leaning closer to inspect the smooth texture of the cover.

"One of the reasons we can’t exactly go to the police with this thing," I confirmed. I pointed to the heavy, ornate clasp forged from dull gold and carved bone in the center of the cover. "It's a directory of the Abyssal Dominion. It contains magic powerful enough to summon just about any demon from the infernal realm."

“And so much more than that,” added Victoria sharply.

Mara looked up at me, her face pale but her eyes burning with curiosity.

"You found the lost Codex Sanguinis," she stated, speaking it as a historic fact rather than a question. "Do you have any idea how many occult societies have murdered each other looking for this exact artifact over the last three centuries?"

"I'm starting to get the picture," I sighed, running a hand through my short, dusty hair. "And the occult societies aren't the biggest problem right now."

Victoria glided over to the coffee table, standing on the opposite side.

"An Archlord of the Seventh Tier named Malphas is currently hunting for this book," Victoria explained, her velvet voice dropping into a serious cadence. "He knows that it’s been found, and more importantly, that I’ve switched allegiances to the new owner of the book. And he wants it back."

Mara didn't flinch. She simply nodded, absorbing the information with the cool, calculated logic of a seasoned academic.

"Why does he want it?" Mara asked, her gaze flicking between Victoria and the Codex.

"The book is a ledger of ultimate authority," I explained, repeating what Victoria had taught me over dinner. "Whoever holds the active contract controls every single high-tier demon bound within those pages. Malphas wants to absorb that authority to slaughter his rivals and claim the obsidian throne of hell, something that’s been denied to him all these years that the book has been hidden."

"And if he consolidates the Abyss under one banner, he will inevitably turn his attention to the mortal realm," Mara finished the thought, her brow furrowing in deep concentration.

"Exactly," I agreed. "Victoria and I fought off one of his lesser hounds at the cathedral tonight. But he’s going to send more. We need to identify his forces and figure out their weak points."

“Contained within the book is powerful magic that can be used to defend ourselves,” added Victoria. “It’s not just about raising more demons. If we can master what’s inside, we have a chance, a single, miniscule fighting chance, of withstanding Malphas and his legendary fury.”

Mara stared at the massive, bloody grimoire for a long, silent moment.

"The defensive rituals and wards will be written in human linguistics, at least," Mara muttered, already formulating a plan. "The Codex was written long ago by old scholars when there was only one language worthy of using in a book of this importance. That language is Latin, which helps our cause. I might need to cross-reference any of the more archaic words, but at least you brought it to one of the only people that can actually read it."

I smirked at Victoria. “See? Mara is my ace in the hole.”

Mara turned away from the table, marching toward an overflowing bookshelf near the fireplace.

"I will need coffee," Mara announced, dragging a wooden stepping stool over to reach the top shelf. "And I need my primary translation dictionaries. Victoria, there is an incredibly rare first edition of the Malleus Maleficarum on the shelf near the window. I would love to hear your perspective on the author’s obvious inaccuracies regarding demonic summoning circles."

Victoria actually beamed with a smile. She looked entirely delighted by the request.

"I would gladly tear that mortal’s theories to shreds," Victoria purred, turning away from the coffee table and gliding over to the window shelf.

With Victoria distracted by the vintage literature, Mara hopped down from the stool carrying three leather-bound dictionaries. She dumped them onto the coffee table next to the Codex, sending a small cloud of dust into the air.

"Kitchen," Mara whispered, grabbing my sleeve and pulling me away from the living room. "Now."

I followed her into the cramped kitchen at the back of the bungalow.

The counters were completely covered in empty coffee mugs, loose papers, and an ungodly amount of sticky notes. Mara let go of my sleeve and immediately started scooping dark coffee beans into an electric grinder.

"You look terrible, Jack," Mara said softly, her voice dropping the academic tone entirely.

She turned around, leaning her hips against the laminate counter. Her emerald eyes swept over my bruised, battered form. The torn remnants of my t-shirt did a terrible job hiding the angry purple bruise that was spreading across my ribs.

"You should see the other guy," I replied, offering her a tired smile. "I hit him with a twenty-pound sledgehammer."

Mara reached out, gently tracing a finger over a shallow scratch on my forearm. Her touch was incredibly soft, a sharp contrast to the blistering heat of Victoria’s skin.

"You couldn't just find a crack in the foundation like a normal contractor?" Mara teased gently, a hint of genuine worry lacing her tone. "You had to go and excavate a literal doorway to hell? With a succubus thrown in for good measure?"

"I'm an overachiever," I joked, leaning my hip against the counter next to her. "Besides, you know I like a challenge."

Mara let out a heavy sigh. She crossed her arms tightly across her chest, pushing her breasts up against the fabric of her tank top.

"You found a succubus, Jack," Mara whispered, glancing nervously toward the living room doorway to ensure Victoria was still out of earshot. “A very attractive one at that.”

"She found me, technically," I corrected. "I accidentally bled on the latch. It activated a bloodline contract."

"A succubus feeds on life force," Mara stated firmly, leaning closer to me. The scent of her vanilla shampoo surrounded me.

Fuck, she smelled incredible.

"They are apex predators of sexual energy,” continued Mara. “In every single text I’ve ever read, a mortal who sleeps with a succubus is completely drained. They lose their soul. They wither away into an empty husk, Jack."

I swallowed hard, the knot of tension returning to my gut.

"I know," I admitted quietly. "She propositioned me tonight. At my apartment, right before I called you."

Mara’s eyes widened. A complex emotion flickered across her beautiful face. It looked like a sudden spike of jealousy, which was at war with her deep concern for my physical safety.

"And?" Mara demanded, her voice tight. "What did you do?"

"I said no," I answered honestly. "Well, I said not yet. I delayed her."

Mara’s shoulders dropped slightly, a massive wave of relief washing over her posture.

"Thank god you actually possess a shred of self-preservation," Mara muttered, turning back around to hit the button on the coffee grinder.

The loud, aggressive whir of the blades filled the small kitchen for a few seconds. When the noise stopped, Mara dumped the grounds into a French press and reached for the electric kettle.

"She is incredibly persuasive, Mara," I confessed, watching the hot water pour over the dark grounds. "The succubus aura she projects is basically a gravity well of pure lust. It hijacks your brain. I honestly don't know how long I can hold her off. The link between us actively pushes me toward her."

Mara set the kettle down. She turned back to me, her expression dead serious.

"If you managed to activate the Codex, then you have the powerful magic running through your veins," Mara reasoned, tapping a finger against the laminate counter. "You aren't a normal mortal. It is entirely possible that the magical tether to Victoria protects your soul during the feeding process."

"Possible isn't exactly the guarantee I want to bet my soul on, Mara."

"I agree," said Mara quickly. "Which is why you need to keep your pants on until I figure out the exact mechanics of this link."

I let out a harsh, barking laugh. "You're going to research the safest way for me to sleep with a demon?"

"I’m going to research the ethereal energy transfer mechanics between an abyssal entity and an awakened human tether," Mara corrected, a faint blush creeping up her pale neck. "If the tether acts as a closed-loop system, she can feed on your excess magical energy without ever touching your actual soul."

“For my sake, I hope you find something. I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to hold her off.”

Mara reached out and placed her hand flat against the center of my chest, right over my wildly beating heart.

"You build things, Jack," Mara said softly, her eyes locking onto mine with an unyielding intensity. "You build strong, safe foundations. Let me do my job. Let me read the Codex. I will figure out exactly what the rules are, and I will make sure you don't lose yourself to her."

I covered her small, soft hand with my large, calloused one.

"I trust you, Mara. More than anyone else."

The moment hung heavily between us. The air in the cramped kitchen felt incredibly charged. I looked down at her full, pink lips, feeling a sudden urge to lean forward and kiss her. It would be so easy. The tension had been building between us for years.

Before I could close the distance, the melodic sound of Victoria’s laughter echoed from the living room.

"Oh, this mortal author was an absolute imbecile!" Victoria called out gleefully. "He suggests using salt to contain a high-tier demon! Salt is for seasoning meats, not binding the legions of hell!"

The intimate bubble in the kitchen popped instantly.

Mara pulled her hand back, clearing her throat awkwardly as she reached for three clean coffee mugs from the cabinet above the sink.

"Right," Mara said, her voice slightly higher than usual. "We have a lot of work to do. I need to start translating the defensive wards before Malphas sends something a lot larger than a blind hound."

"I'll carry the coffees," I offered, grabbing the heavy French press from the counter.

We walked back out into the living room.

Victoria was sitting gracefully on Mara’s small, floral-patterned sofa. She had the Malleus Maleficarum resting on her lap, flipping through the fragile pages with a look of pure, unadulterated amusement.

She looked up as we entered, her eyes flicking between me and Mara. The succubus definitely noticed the lingering tension radiating off both of us, but she didn't comment on it. She simply offered me a knowing smirk.

Mara set the three coffee mugs down on the oak table next to the Codex Sanguinis.

I noticed that Victoria frowned when she saw the steaming mug, which prompted my next question.

“I’m not sure that succubi drink coffee,” I said, giving Mara an amused look.

She gave me a tiny smile from behind her glasses. “I realize that. Two of them are for me.”

Somehow, she always managed to make me smile.

Mara pulled a wooden chair up to the table, grabbed an elegant fountain pen, and opened her notebook to a blank page. The brilliant academic completely took over, banishing the awkward tension with pure, focused professionalism.

"Alright, Jack," Mara said resolutely, pressing the heavy gold latch of the Codex.

The bone mechanism clicked loudly. The thick, crimson cover groaned as it was opened, revealing pages filled with ancient script.

"Let's see exactly what makes this book worth its weight in gold," Mara whispered, leaning over the worn pages.


Chapter
Seven



The heavy brass pendulum of Mara’s antique grandfather clock swung back and forth, letting out a rhythm of chimes every time another hour passed.

It chimed three times. The deep, resonant sound echoed throughout the cramped living room of Mara’s bungalow.

I sat back in my wooden chair, rubbing the grit from my tired eyes. We had been poring over the Codex Sanguinis for nearly three straight hours. The coffee table was an absolute disaster zone of empty ceramic mugs, crumpled sticky notes, and open notebooks.

Mara was leaning intensely over the ancient, skin-bound book, her gaze laser-focused on the text inside.

She had her pen gripped tightly in her right hand, furiously scribbling notes onto a fresh page of her leather notebook. She looked incredibly beautiful in the warm lamplight, entirely consumed by the academic challenge. Her cardigan had even slipped off her left shoulder, giving me an uninterrupted view of the smooth, pale skin of her collarbone and the tight fabric of her white tank top.

"The prose is absolutely maddening," Mara muttered, pushing her thick-rimmed glasses up the bridge of her nose. "The author uses a modified Latin root for the word 'shield,' but the surrounding modifiers completely invert the meaning."

Victoria lounged gracefully on the floral-patterned sofa opposite us.

She had abandoned her book an hour ago. Now, she was simply watching Mara work with a look of profound, silent amusement. The succubus had her long, flawless legs draped casually over the armrest, the soft gray fabric of my borrowed sweatpants sliding down to reveal her calves.

"The rune does not mean 'shield,' little scholar," Victoria corrected, her velvet voice cutting through the quiet room. "It translates closer to 'flay.' Abyssal defensive wards aren’t entirely defensive. Each action contains an attacking connotation that you have to be aware of."

Mara paused, her pen hovering inches above her notebook.

She blinked rapidly, processing the correction. Her green eyes darted back down to the jagged script of the Codex.

"A proactive defense mechanism," Mara whispered, scratching out a line of text and writing a new one. "That changes the power dynamic of the ritual circle. We aren't building a wall as much as we’re building a magical bear trap."

"I like the idea of a magical bear trap," I chimed in, stretching my aching arms above my head. "Especially as long as they can keep out an actual hellhound."

Mara let out a long, exhausted sigh. She leaned her elbows on the edge of the table, resting her chin in her hands.

The adrenaline that had fueled her initial translation sprint was clearly starting to crash. The dark circles under her eyes were becoming incredibly pronounced. She stifled a yawn, trying desperately to keep her focus locked on the demonic grimoire.

"I just need to cross-reference the activation phrasing with the defensive spells," Mara mumbled, her eyelids drooping dangerously low. "If I can isolate the command verb, we can establish a perimeter ward around your warehouse. Something that would give you a secure home base."

She reached blindly for her coffee mug. Her fingers completely missed the ceramic handle, brushing uselessly against the wood.

Her head slipped off her hands. Mara caught herself at the last second, jerking upright with a sharp gasp.

"I'm awake," she announced quickly, blinking her tired eyes at the room. "I'm completely fine. What was the abyssal root for flay again?"

I reached across the table and gently pulled the pen right out of her hand.

"You're exhausted, Mara," I told her softly, capping the pen and setting it down next to the dictionaries. "You've been translating ancient demonic warnings for three hours straight. It’s close to midnight now. You're running on fumes."

"But you said we didn’t have much time, Jack," Mara protested weakly. She tried to reach for the notebook, but her coordination was totally gone. "Malphas knows the book is awake. He's going to send his minions."

"More than likely, he isn't going to send them tonight," Victoria interjected, sitting up slightly on the sofa. "The magical shock wave has dissipated. His tracker hounds require time to isolate the lingering scent of the tether. We have a brief window of relative peace."

I stood up from my chair, walking around the coffee table to stand beside Mara.

"The expert has spoken," I said, placing my large, calloused hands gently on her shoulders. The tension in her muscles was incredibly tight. "We are officially closing the job site for the night. You need to sleep."

Mara opened her mouth to argue, but another yawn derailed her sentence. She slumped forward, her forehead coming to rest gently against the cool, dark leather of the Codex.

Within ten seconds, her breathing slowed into a deep, steady rhythm. She was out cold.

I couldn't help the smile spreading across my face as I saw Mara’s weary body. Grabbing the chunky knit cardigan that had fallen onto her chair, I draped the thick fabric over her bare shoulders to keep her warm.

"She possesses a remarkably formidable mind," Victoria murmured, standing up from the sofa. The succubus walked over to the table, looking down at the sleeping mortal with genuine, uncharacteristic respect. "Her willpower is absolute, but her mortal flesh is incredibly fragile."

"She's human," I replied quietly, reaching down to carefully pull the Codex out from under Mara’s resting head. I replaced the heavy grimoire with a soft throw pillow I grabbed from the sofa. "We run out of battery eventually."

I wrapped the dark book securely in the stiff, oil-stained cloth.

"We’re taking the ledger with us?" Victoria asked, watching me tuck the heavy bundle securely under my arm.

"I'm not leaving a powerful demonic beacon sitting in the middle of Mara’s living room," I explained, turning off the primary reading lamp on the table. "If Malphas's hounds pick up the scent tomorrow, I want them tracking me, not her. We're going back to my apartment for the night."

Victoria nodded in agreement. She glided silently toward the front door, moving with that mesmerizing, predatory grace that so commanded my attention.

With a shrug, I turned my attention back to Mara. I disliked the option of leaving her there, so I tried something else. Slipping both hands around her body, I cradled her against my chest like a new bride. She was so small compared to me, but she had a bigger brain than anyone I’d ever met.

With attentive care, I placed Mara more securely on the couch. I wrapped another blanket around her body before taking her glasses off her face and setting them down on the table.

“There,” I said to myself. “Now, she can get some rest.”

I took one last look at Mara sleeping peacefully on the couch. I felt a sudden surge of protective instinct completely override my physical exhaustion. I was going to build whatever magical bear traps I needed to keep her safe from the underworld.

I followed Victoria out into the humid Blackgate City night, pulling the heavy oak door shut behind us.

We climbed back into the dark cab of my work truck.

I tossed the wrapped Codex onto the center console and jammed the key into the ignition.

The drive back toward the Foundry District was entirely different from our initial trip. The earlier adrenaline was gone, replaced by a profound quiet. The streets of Blackgate City were desolate at this late hour. The towering skyscrapers of the downtown commercial district loomed in the distance like massive, silent monoliths.

"You care for her deeply," Victoria observed, breaking the silence as we crossed the steel expanse of the river bridge.

I kept my eyes locked on the empty road ahead, my hands gripping the worn leather steering wheel.

"Mara is the smartest person I know," I answered honestly. "She's helped me out of a dozen massive historical preservation nightmares. She’s loyal. And she doesn't run away when things get complicated."

"She is also entirely terrified for your immortal soul," Victoria pointed out smoothly, shifting her weight in the passenger seat. "I heard your private conversation in the kitchen, Master."

A sharp spike of tension settled deep in my chest.

"You have excellent hearing," I grunted, hitting my turn signal and taking the exit ramp down toward the industrial sector.

"I am an apex predator, Jack. My senses are incredibly refined." Victoria turned her horned head to look directly at me. Her amethyst eyes burned with an intense, probing curiosity. "Are you truly that afraid of me? Do you genuinely believe I would drain your life force and leave you an empty husk?"

I let out a slow, heavy breath.

"I'm a contractor, Victoria," I explained, steering the heavy truck past a row of abandoned, brick-lined factories. "I deal with concrete, steel, and structural loads. I thoroughly understand the rules of physics. What I don’t understand are the rules of abyssal magic. Every text Mara has ever read says a succubus feeds on mortal souls. There’s a reason why I’m concerned about it."

"Those texts describe the fate of weak mortals," Victoria countered, her voice dropping into a lethal, velvet purr. "Men who summon demons they cannot possibly control. Men who beg for pleasure and offer their souls as payment. You did not beg me, Jack. You pinned me to a stone altar and bent my aura to your will."

She reached across the center console. Her perfectly manicured fingers brushed lightly against my forearm.

The intense, unnatural heat radiating from her skin sent a violent jolt of electricity straight up my arm. My grip tightened convulsively on the steering wheel.

"You are my master," Victoria whispered, her eyes still locked on my face. "Your magical foundation is incredibly dense. When we finally consummate this tether, I will feed on the excess crimson magic burning in your veins. Your soul is the anchor. I have absolutely no desire to destroy my own foundation."

Her words were incredibly reassuring, but the primal warning bells in the back of my head were still ringing.

"I appreciate the sentiment," I told her, turning the truck onto the cobblestone street leading to my alleyway. "But I'm still going to wait for Mara to finish translating the blueprints. I don't sign off on a job until the permits are clear."

Victoria laughed, a rich, melodic sound that echoed beautifully in the cramped cab.

"Your discipline is going to make the eventual surrender incredibly satisfying, Master."

I chose to ignore that comment, focusing entirely on navigating the tight turn into the alleyway instead of the fleeting visions in the back of my mind.

Visions that were about a very naked Victoria on her back in my bed.

Sighing to myself, I pulled the heavy Ford F-250 into my designated spot near the steel back door and killed the engine.

The sudden silence in the alley was oppressive. The Foundry District was a rough neighborhood during the day, but at midnight, it was completely lawless. The ambient light from the streetlamps barely penetrated the deep shadows cast by the towering brick warehouses.

I grabbed the Codex from the console and pushed my door open.

"Home sweet home," I muttered, waiting for Victoria to climb down from the passenger side.

She landed gracefully on the pavement, the dark shadows of her sweeping horns blending into the gloom of the alleyway. Victoria stretched her long arms above her head, the oversized shirt rising high enough to expose the flat, pale expanse of her stomach.

I turned toward the door of my warehouse apartment, completely ready to collapse into my king-sized bed and sleep for hours.

Before I could take three steps, the shadows near the dumpsters violently detached themselves from the brick wall.

"Well, well, well. Look what the stray cat dragged into the alley."

I stopped dead in my tracks. My exhausted muscles instantly tensed, completely dumping a fresh wave of adrenaline directly into my bloodstream.

Four men stepped out of the darkness, blocking the narrow path to my door.

They weren't abyssal hounds, nor were they demonic assassins sent by Malphas. Instead, they were mortal street toughs, the kind of opportunistic scavengers that plagued the Foundry District after dark.

They wore dirty leather jackets and heavy boots, with expressions of predatory amusement on their faces. The stench of cheap liquor and stale cigarette smoke rolled off them in a thick wave. The guy in the front—a towering, heavily tattooed brute with a shaved head—was casually slapping a rusted length of steel pipe against his open palm.

His three buddies spread out, holding cheap switchblades and heavy wooden bats.

They clearly thought they had the advantage here. They saw a tired guy in a torn jacket and a gorgeous woman wearing oversized pajamas.

We would have looked like an easy target to just about anyone right now.

"Nice ride," the tattooed leader sneered, his eyes sweeping over the hood of my truck. He shifted his gaze to Victoria, his jaw practically unhinging at the sight of her spectacular, hourglass curves. "Nicer girl. You lost, sweetheart? This isn't exactly a high-class neighborhood."

“And she’s definitely a high-class hooker,” said another with a throaty laugh. “It looks like she’s dressed for a fun party too.”

Victoria ignored the crude insult.

Her amethyst eyes flared with sudden violet light. A terrifying smirk stretched across her ruby lips. The temperature in the alleyway plummeted, frosting the edges of the nearby puddles.

She raised her right hand, her fingers curling into a loose claw. The crackling, violent purple energy of her abyssal whip began to manifest directly in her palm.

"Allow me to clear the trash from your doorway, Master," Victoria purred, her voice dropping into a guttural growl.

I reacted instantly.

I clamped my large, calloused hand firmly around her wrist, which stalled the magical manifestation. The purple energy sparked against my knuckles before dissipating back into the ether.

Victoria snapped her head back at me, looking a little confused. "Master?"

"No magic," I ordered quietly, keeping my voice low enough that the thugs couldn't hear the command. "Keep your aura down in case someone else is watching. These are just men."

"They are insolent parasites," Victoria hissed, her pride clearly insulted by their lewd stares. "They deserve to be flayed and hung from the masonry."

"Maybe so," I agreed, releasing her wrist and stepping deliberately in front of her. "But I can handle the trash outside my own home. Here, you hold the book."

I shoved the heavy bundle into her hands.

Turning my attention back to the four scavengers, I cracked my scarred knuckles. I didn't reach for the latent crimson magic humming in my blood just in case there were any witnesses. I kept my actions completely mundane, like a schoolyard fight with an overbearing bully.

I might have been exhausted, with my ribs bruised to hell thanks to a monster twice the size of these idiots, but I was still a contractor who spent his entire life doing grueling physical labor.

If there was one thing I knew how to do, it was how to throw a punch.

"You boys are standing in an active work zone without hard hats," I announced casually, walking directly toward the tattooed leader.

The brute laughed, which was a grating sound to my ears. He raised the rusted steel pipe, completely underestimating my momentum.

"Empty your pockets, hero, and leave the bitch⁠—"

He didn't get to finish the sentence.

I slipped inside his swing radius before he even registered my movement. Planting my left boot firmly on the asphalt, I pivoted my hips to generate the maximum amount of force. I drove my right fist in a crushing uppercut directly into his liver.

The impact sounded like a wet sack of cement hitting the pavement.

The leader’s eyes bugged out of his skull. All the air violently evacuated his lungs in a sharp, wheezing gasp. The steel pipe slipped from his numb fingers. He dropped to his knees, clutching his side as pain spread throughout his body.

The remaining three thugs froze in shock at my sudden movements. They expected an easy target, not a preemptive strike.

"Well, that was hardly much of a challenge," I criticized as I stepped over the gasping leader. "You didn’t even get a chance to swing. Don’t you know that just holding it isn’t much of a threat to a man like me?"

The guy on the left recovered from his shock first. He lunged forward, thrusting his cheap switchblade directly at my ribs.

I didn't back away. I stepped into the attack, parrying his sloppy thrust with my left forearm. I grabbed a fistful of his dirty leather jacket, yanking him forward to unbalance his center of gravity.

Bringing my right knee up in a devastating arc, I drove it squarely into his sternum.

Bone crunched sickeningly loudly in the quiet alley. The thug folded in half, dropping the knife to the asphalt as he collapsed into a groaning heap near the dumpster.

Two down. Two to go.

The third thug realized his switchblade was a terrible idea against a guy wearing a heavy canvas work jacket, even one that was torn. He roared in anger, swinging his crowbar in a wide, desperate arc aimed right at my skull.

I ducked beneath the wild swing, feeling the rush of displaced air whistle past my ear.

Using my upward momentum, I delivered a heavy, punishing left hook directly to his jaw. The blow connected perfectly, making the thug’s head snap to the side violently, scrambling his equilibrium. Before he could fall, I grabbed him by the collar of his jacket and the thick leather of his belt.

I used his own weight against him, leveraging his body and tossing him into the side of the rusted metal trash cans.

He hit the corrugated steel with a deafening crash, which buried him beneath a pile of garbage bags and discarded cardboard boxes. He didn't try to get back up.

I turned my attention to the fourth and final attacker.

He was standing near the back of the alley, his hands completely empty. He glanced at his three buddies scattered across the asphalt, groaning and bleeding. Looking back at me, he saw a rugged threat who hadn't even broken a sweat dismantling his entire crew.

His crude bravado evaporated completely.

Spinning on his heels, he sprinted down the alleyway and disappeared into the dark streets of the Foundry District without looking back once.

I let out a slow, steady breath. The sharp pain in my ribs flared up aggressively, reminding me of the hellhound fight, but I ignored it.

Reaching up, I wiped a small smudge of dirt from my cheek. I turned around, walking back toward Victoria. I hadn't used a single drop of crimson magic during the fight, and yet I’d defended my territory with nothing but raw, calloused knuckles and a little blue-collar grit.

Victoria was standing still, clutching the wrapped Codex against her chest.

Her eyes were wide open. A deep, visible flush of intense arousal painted her pale neck and flawless cheekbones. She was practically vibrating with desire.

Demons respected power. They respected magic and overwhelming force, but watching a mortal man violently dismantle three armed attackers using nothing but his own physical strength short-circuited her expectations.

"You protect what is yours, Jack," Victoria whispered reverently, her voice thick with undeniable lust. "With your own two hands. No magic. No abyssal authority. Just raw dominance."

"I told you," I replied, rolling my aching shoulders to loosen the tight muscles. "I can handle the trash."

I walked past her, reaching the heavy steel door of my warehouse. I punched my code into the keypad, listening to the heavy deadbolt disengage.

I pulled the door open, gesturing for her to step inside.

Victoria stepped over the threshold, stopping right beside me in the entryway.

She turned her horned head, looking up at me through her thick eyelashes. She reached out with her free hand, gently running her perfectly manicured fingers over my bruised knuckles. The touch sent a jolt of heat straight to my core.

"I don’t know how you did it, but you’ve become even more attractive to me, Master," said Victoria seductively as she leaned closer to my chest.

She pressed her warm lips agonizingly close to my ear.

"I sincerely hope for your sake that your scholar figures out the mechanics of our tether very soon," the succubus whispered, her breath sending a shiver directly down my spine. "Because watching you fight like a primal beast makes me desperately hungry."

She didn't wait for my response.

Victoria stepped back, offering me a wicked smirk before turning and walking toward the spare bedroom of my loft.

I locked the door behind us, resting my forehead against the cool metal for a long second.

I had survived a hellhound, completely exhausted an occult scholar, and won a street brawl in a dirty alleyway. It was officially time to get some sleep. Because if Mara actually figured out the soul-stealing loophole tomorrow, I was going to need every ounce of stamina I possessed.

And even that might not be enough.


Chapter
Eight



Morning sunlight cut aggressively through the grime-caked skylights of my warehouse apartment.

The dusty beams of light struck me directly in the face, ignoring the fact that I wasn’t ready to get up yet. I groaned, rolling over on my king-sized mattress. Every single muscle in my body immediately screamed in protest. My bruised ribs throbbed with a dull ache that seemed to match the beating of my heart.

Fighting a hellhound and dismantling a street gang in the same twelve-hour window was a terrible idea for my long-term health.

I pushed the sheet off my legs and sat up on the edge of the bed. Rubbing my calloused hands over my face, I tried to scrub the exhaustion from my eyes.

Currently, I was only wearing a pair of faded boxer briefs. My chest and abdomen were painted with an ugly canvas of dark purple and yellow bruises from the impact with the cathedral pews.

The temperature in the loft was freezing at the moment. The drafty brick walls of the Foundry District warehouse did an absolutely terrible job holding onto the heat.

I looked past the bed, wondering if Victoria was up yet.

Instead, the warehouse was silent. Padding across the concrete floor, I left my room and moved toward the spare, where I was surprised to see the door wide open.

Scanning the tiny bedroom, my eyes landed on the bed positioned in the corner of the room. Victoria was curled into a small ball beneath a thick blanket. I couldn’t see her face, which triggered my instincts.

Something was completely wrong.

My sixth sense flared at the moment. I couldn’t feel the ancient power of the Abyssal Dominion radiating from the bed. The intoxicating scent of cherry blossoms and burning cinnamon was entirely absent from the stale warehouse air.

I scrambled toward her side, my bare feet slapping loudly against the polished concrete floor.

"Victoria?" I called out, crossing the room in three long strides.

She didn't move. She didn't even twitch.

I dropped to my knees beside the bed. The sight of her completely stalled the breath in my lungs. The beautiful succubus looked like she was dying.

Her alabaster skin had turned a sickly shade of gray. Dark circles framed her closed eyelids. Her onyx-black horns looked incredibly brittle, completely lacking their usual sheen. Victoria was even shivering, her teeth chattering together beneath her pale lips despite the blanket covering her body.

"Hey," I said gently, reaching out to touch her shoulder. “Victoria, wake up.”

Her skin was freezing. The intense heat that usually radiated from her body was gone. She felt like a marble statue left out in the rain.

Cold and lifeless.

I grabbed her shoulders, pulling her gently onto her back.

Victoria’s eyelids fluttered. She struggled to open them, revealing dull eyes that entirely lacked their natural color. She looked up at me, her gaze unfocused.

"Master," she breathed. Even her voice was nothing but a dry whisper.

"What's happening to you?" I asked, my brain shifting into overdrive. I was looking at a catastrophic foundation collapse, and I had absolutely no idea how to brace the load.

Before she could form a coherent response, a loud, frantic pounding echoed throughout the warehouse.

Someone was hammering on my back door.

I shot up from the bedside. Grabbing a steel pipe wrench from a nearby shelving unit, I marched toward the entryway. If Malphas had sent his shadow assassins in the daylight, I was going to crack their skulls wide open on my back porch.

Expecting the worst, I yanked the door inward and raised the pipe wrench, fully prepared to swing.

"Whoa! Stop, Jack! It’s just me!"

Mara stood in the alleyway, throwing her hands up to shield her face.

She was panting heavily, her chest heaving beneath the tight fabric of her white tank top. She still wore the impossibly short plaid linen shorts and the oversized, chunky knit cardigan from last night. A large tote bag was slung over her shoulder, bulging with leather dictionaries and her translation notebook. In her right hand, she clutched a cardboard tray holding two steaming cups of coffee.

Was I relieved to see her? You bet I was.

"Mara," I breathed, lowering the wrench to my side. "What are you doing here?"

"We still have work to do," Mara pushed past me, marching directly into the warehouse. She completely ignored the fact that I was standing in front of her wearing nothing but my boxer briefs. "My brain wouldn't turn off, so my night was a little on the restless side. I kept cross-referencing the Codex in my head, and I realized I made a translation error regarding the bloodline tether."

I slammed the door shut, locking the deadbolt securely.

"I don't care about that right now," I told her, grabbing her elbow and steering her toward the spare bedroom. "Something is incredibly wrong with Victoria."

Mara quickly placed her tote bag and the coffee tray directly onto my drafting table. She rushed to the spare bedroom, dropping to her knees right where I had been seconds ago.

She gasped when she saw the succubus.

"She's starving, Jack," Mara said quickly, her eyes sweeping over Victoria’s shivering form. "She’s completely drained."

"How is she starving? We ate two ribeye steaks last night."

"Mortal food doesn't sustain a high-tier demon," Mara explained, her academic brain firing on all cylinders. She reached out, pressing two fingers directly against the pulse point on Victoria’s pale neck. "A succubus is a creature of pure magical energy. The Abyssal Dominion provides a constant source of power that keeps their physical manifestations anchored. The mortal realm is completely barren of that energy, which requires her to feed every so often lest she face disaster."

"She's suffocating," I realized, the grim reality of the situation clicking into place.

"Exactly," Mara confirmed, looking up at me with wide eyes. "She has no magical fuel left, and she must have expended a massive amount of energy fighting that hellhound last night."

I ran a calloused hand through my messy hair. "How do we fix it? What can we do to sustain her?"

"You already know how a succubus derives energy in the mortal realm," Mara warned, giving me a knowing look. "Though, she’s in no shape for that kind of physical activity. And that’s not accounting for what we discussed last night."

Victoria let out a weak groan. Her hands balled into tight fists, clutching the fabric of my shirt as another violent shiver wracked her entire body. Her physical manifestation was literally unraveling in front of my eyes.

"Then, give me a practical solution, Mara," I demanded, dropping to my knees beside her. "I am not letting her die in my apartment."

Mara looked directly into my eyes. Her expression was deadly serious.

"She needs your blood, Jack. Right now."

"My blood?"

"You are her tether," Mara explained, her voice remarkably steady despite the chaotic situation. "Your blood will be a highly concentrated battery thanks to the power of your magic. A few drops will sustain her system with raw magical fuel. It will jumpstart her manifestation."

I didn't hesitate for a single second once I heard that.

I bolted back into my bedroom, searching for my work pants, which rested in a heap on the floor. Digging my hand into the right pocket, I retrieved the razor-sharp utility knife I used to cut drywall and thick plastic sheeting.

Flicking my thumb against the metal stud, the locking blade snapped open with a mechanical click.

"Hold her head up," I instructed Mara once I returned to the spare bedroom.

Mara slid her arms gently beneath Victoria’s shoulders, lifting the succubus slightly off the mattress. Victoria’s head lolled back limply against Mara’s cardigan.

I brought my left forearm up, hovering it directly over Victoria’s dry lips.

I pressed the edge of the utility knife against my skin. Without flinching, I dragged the steel blade across my forearm, creating a shallow incision just below the crook of my elbow.

Bright red blood welled up instantly, spilling over the edges of the cut.

Dropping the utility knife onto the concrete floor, I pressed my bleeding forearm against Victoria’s mouth quickly.

"Drink," I commanded, my voice dropping into that harsh, unnatural baritone that accompanied my magic.

The moment my blood touched her lips, Victoria’s primal instincts overrode her exhaustion. Her dull eyes snapped wide open. Her hands shot upward, with her delicate fingers wrapping possessively around my forearm to hold me in place.

She parted her lips and pressed her mouth firmly against the open cut.

The physical sensation was intense. Victoria wasn’t one to hold back in anything, and it wasn’t long before I felt a powerful suction on my arm. It felt like she was drawing the raw, crimson magic directly out of my bloodstream.

I watched in absolute fascination as the magical transfer took immediate effect.

The sickly, translucent gray vanished from Victoria’s skin. A rush of healthy alabaster color flooded her cheeks. Her sweeping onyx horns visibly hardened, catching the morning sunlight with a polished sheen.

The air in the warehouse instantly shifted. The freezing draft was burned away by a sudden, intense wave of radiating heat. My favorite part was the return of the intoxicating aroma of crushed cherry blossoms and cinnamon, a scent that I’d found myself missing once it was gone.

Victoria let out a deep, throaty moan of pleasure against my skin.

She dragged her soft tongue slowly across the open incision, completely sealing the cut with her saliva.

“Well, that’s a neat trick,” I muttered, seeing the cut fade away once she was done.

Victoria finally pulled back, wiping a single smear of my blood from her lower lip with her thumb. Her glowing amethyst eyes burned brighter than a neon sign, completely locked onto my face with a mixture of reverence and ravenous hunger.

"That was marvelous, Master," said Victoria, her velvet voice restored to its full seductive glory.

I let out a slow breath, pulling my arm back. I was slightly lightheaded, but the crimson magic humming in my chest quickly rushed in to fill the void she’d drained.

"You look a lot better," I noted, grabbing a clean rag from my nearby workbench to wipe the excess blood off my arm.

Victoria sat up on the bed. She stretched her long arms high above her head, arching her spine and proudly pushing her massive chest against the tight cotton of the t-shirt. She looked spectacular, dangerous, and entirely revitalized.

"You have no idea how tasty your blood is, Jack," Victoria teased, offering me a wicked smile.

“That’s the first time I’ve ever been told that,” I joked. “Probably not the last time with you either.”

Victoria wiggled her eyebrows. “I certainly hope not.”

Mara cleared her throat loudly, breaking the tension stretching across the cramped bedroom.

The brilliant scholar stood up, smoothing down the front of her white tank top. She looked relieved that the succubus wasn't dead, but her beautiful face was twisted into a tight grimace of concern.

"I'm glad you're feeling better, Victoria," Mara said formally. "But the blood transfer is only a temporary patch. It’s a band-aid on a much bigger problem."

I stood up, tossing the bloody rag onto the nightstand. "Define temporary."

"A few hours at most," Mara explained, walking over to her tote bag. She dug through her dictionaries, her hands moving with frantic purpose. "Blood transfers raw magic. It fuels her immediate physical manifestation, but she is still a succubus, Jack. Her abyssal biology requires a very specific, highly concentrated form of energy to actually maintain her existence in the mortal realm long-term."

"Sexual energy," I stated flatly, crossing my arms over my bare chest.

"Life force, more specifically, but yes," Mara corrected, pulling a small wooden box from the bottom of her tote bag. "Raw, unfiltered carnal energy generated through physical intimacy. It is the only fuel source dense enough to anchor an entity of her tier outside the Abyss."

Victoria nodded in agreement, leaning back against the pillows.

"Mara is entirely correct, Master," replied Victoria, trailing a finger down the side of her neck. "I require your seed. If you continue to deny me, my manifestation will eventually unravel completely. I will be violently pulled back into the Abyss, and you will face Malphas without your primary weapon."

I gritted my teeth. The logistical nightmare of my situation was finally closing in on me.

"I understand the nature of the situation," I told them both, my voice tight. "But my original concern still stands. If I sleep with a demon designed to consume life force, I run the risk of having my immortal soul drained in the process."

Mara walked over to me. She offered me a soft, reassuring smile that completely melted the remaining frustration in my chest.

"That is precisely why I drove over here so early in the morning," Mara said proudly.

She opened the small wooden box. Resting on a bed of red velvet was an ancient-looking piece of jewelry.

It was a thick chain forged entirely from tarnished silver. Hanging from the center of the chain was a small amulet. The metal was intricately carved to resemble a cage of overlapping ribs. Trapped directly in the center of the silver ribcage was a polished gemstone the color of dried blood.

Mara lifted the necklace from the box. The silver links clinked softly in the quiet warehouse.

"What is that?" I asked, eyeing the jagged metal with a little suspicion.

"I spent the last two hours translating the notes I scribbled from the margins of the Codex Sanguinis," Mara explained, holding the amulet up into the morning sunlight. "The last mortal owner of the book faced the exact problem you are currently facing. He needed to feed his bound succubus without compromising his soul."

Victoria sat forward on the couch, her eyes locking onto the silver jewelry with sudden recognition.

"An Abyssal Anchor," Victoria whispered reverently.

"Exactly," Mara confirmed, turning her green eyes to me. "I recognized the description from the text. I realized I had this exact artifact locked inside the reinforced vault at my antique shop. I bought it at an estate sale in London three years ago, completely unaware of its true origins or purpose."

I stepped closer, inspecting the dark gemstone trapped inside the silver ribs. "How does it work?"

"Think of it like a magical filtration system," Mara explained brilliantly, her enthusiasm overriding her exhaustion. "You wear the amulet during the physical act. When Victoria feeds on your energy, she draws the power through the gemstone. It allows her to consume the excess physical and magical life force generated by your crimson magic, but it completely barricades your immortal soul from the transfer."

"So, it's like a biological safety harness," I translated into my own terms.

"A perfect analogy for someone like you." Mara laughed softly as she handed the heavy silver chain directly to me. “Only said in Jack terms.”

The metal felt cold against my palm. The dark gemstone hummed with a faint, resonant vibration that matched the sixth sense vibrating in my own chest. It felt right, like a missing piece of my new magic.

"You’re certain this will protect him?" Victoria asked, her voice laced with genuine curiosity. “I’d rather you not be proven wrong in the worst kind of way.”

"I translated the runes myself," Mara replied defensively, crossing her arms beneath her chest. "I’m not the kind to make mistakes, Victoria. As long as he wears the Anchor during intercourse, you can’t drain him completely."

Victoria smiled once she heard that, a sultry expression that promised an unimaginable amount of trouble.

"Then, it appears we no longer have any logistical delays, Master," said Victoria as she stood up from the bed and stretched again.

The succubus walked toward me, her hips swaying with a mesmerizing rhythm. She stopped mere inches away, the intense heat of her body radiating against my bare skin. Victoria reached out, tracing a single finger lightly over the angry purple bruising on my chest.

"I am going to use your shower," Victoria murmured, her hot breath washing over my collarbone. "I expect you to join me when I am finished. Wear the necklace, Jack. Because I am ravenously hungry."

She didn't wait for my response.

Victoria turned on her heel, walking slowly toward the frosted glass door of my bathroom. My eyes followed the natural curvature of her ass, looking succulent under her sweatpants. The door clicked shut behind her. A few seconds later, the loud, steady hiss of the high-pressure showerhead filled the room.

I stood completely frozen in the middle of my loft, clutching the heavy silver amulet in my hand.

The reality of what was about to happen finally crashed down on me. I was about to sleep with a centuries-old demoness. And one that wanted me just as badly as I wanted her.

"Well," Mara said softly, breaking the silence. “That was… interesting.”

I turned my head. Mara was standing next to the nightstand, watching me with an amused, slightly teasing smirk on her beautiful face.

"It's a really tough job being you, isn’t it, Jack," said Mara playfully as we left the bedroom behind. We walked back to the main space, where she grabbed her steaming cup of coffee from the cardboard tray. "Forced to sleep with an impossibly gorgeous, supernatural entity to save the city. The burden you carry is truly inspiring."

I let out a sudden laugh. The tension in my chest shattered.

"You're enjoying this way too much," I accused her as I grabbed the other coffee that she brought with her. “And here I thought you might have some sympathy about the fact that my soul was at risk.”

"I am simply observing the mechanics of an abyssal contract in real-time," said Mara smoothly, her lips still formed into a playful smirk.

When I didn’t respond, her emerald eyes swept over my bare chest. I’d forgotten to put on any other clothes after the chaotic start to the day, but I didn’t think Mara minded one bit. The teasing amusement in her gaze slowly morphed into something heavier. The undeniable sexual tension that always hovered between us flared to life, burning incredibly hot in the air.

We were only inches apart, as close as I just was to Victoria. The scent of her vanilla shampoo completely overpowered the smell of the coffee.

"I appreciate you figuring this out for me, Mara," I told her sincerely, my voice dropping lower. "I know this entire situation is completely insane, but I’m really glad to have you on my side."

Mara reached out, resting her hand against my bare chest, right over my wildly beating heart.

"I told you I was going to help you," Mara whispered, her thumb brushing lightly over my skin. "I keep my promises, Jack. Especially to those I care about."

I looked down at her pink lips. The desperate urge to lean forward and kiss her hit me like a physical blow. I knew she felt it too. Her breathing hitched slightly, and she didn't pull her hand away.

But the loud hiss of the shower in the background served as a jarring reminder of my immediate obligations. I couldn't start framing a new room when the entire building was currently under attack.

I raised my hands, lifting the heavy silver chain over my head. I settled the Abyssal Anchor against my chest. The dark gemstone rested perfectly against my sternum, the cold metal contrasting sharply with the heat of my skin.

Mara let her hand fall away, taking a slow, steadying breath.

She stepped back, fixing a stray strand of her hair by tucking it behind her ear. She offered me an incredibly supportive smile that made my chest ache in the best possible way.

"Good luck in there, Jack," Mara said, gesturing toward the spare bedroom with her finger. "I am going to set up my translation station right here. I have a grimoire to decipher, and you clearly have… obligations to uphold."

"Try to ignore the noise," I joked weakly, setting my empty coffee cup down on the table.

"I brought noise-canceling headphones," Mara replied quickly, already opening her thick notebook to a fresh page. "Try to keep the damage to a minimum. I don't want the warehouse collapsing on my head just because you’ve lost control."

I offered her one last, grateful smile before turning away from the drafting table.

I walked slowly toward the bathroom inside the spare bedroom, shutting the door behind me with a loud click. Inside the bathroom, I could hear a soft melody. Victoria was singing something, though I couldn’t make out what it was.

Who knew that succubi were such natural singers? I put the thought aside as my hand rested on the door’s handle.

It was time to get to work.


Chapter
Nine



I pushed the door open and stepped into the humid heat of the bathroom.

The heavy slate tiles were slick with condensation. The showerhead was still hissing loudly, sending cascades of steaming water over the dark stone. The air was absolutely thick with Victoria’s scent, though I could just barely make out the outline of her body thanks to all the steam.

Through the dense curtain of steam, the water shut off with a sharp squeak of the brass handle. Victoria stepped out of the shower enclosure.

I stopped dead in my tracks. My breath caught instantly, stalling in my throat. I wanted to burn this exact visual into my memory for the rest of my life. My first true gaze of the succubus completely naked and exposed to my eyes.

She was utterly perfect.

Without the shifting shadows of her armor or the oversized cotton of my t-shirt to obscure her figure, her body was staggering. Her flawless skin glowed beautifully in the warm bathroom light, unmarred by a single scar or blemish. Drops of hot water clung to her sweeping collarbones, tracing slow paths down the incredible, hourglass curve of her torso.

My eyes inevitably locked onto her chest. Her breasts were large, firm, and completely symmetrical. They sat high and proud on her chest, reacting instantly to the cooler air of the bathroom now that the water was off. Her nipples were incredibly thick and prominent, pointing slightly upward and set beautifully against the backdrop of small, pale-pink areolas.

My gaze traveled lower, tracking the narrow, impossibly tight dip of her waist down to the generous flare of her hips. A neat, perfectly trimmed strip of raven-black hair rested right above her clit, creating a stark yet beautiful contrast against her pale skin.

I was definitely staring, taking in every single anatomical detail with unapologetic admiration.

Victoria caught my gaze. She didn't try to cover herself. Instead, a small smirk stretched across her ruby-red lips. She arched her spine, pushing her heavy breasts forward and letting out a melodic giggle.

"I'm going to assume by the hunger in your eyes that you approve of my nudity, Master?" Victoria purred, raising her hands to slowly sweep the wet, raven hair over her shoulders.

I could barely manage a coherent sentence right now. The crimson magic humming in my veins flared again, demanding that I close the distance between us.

"I definitely approve," I managed to say, my voice dropping into a harsh, vibrating baritone.

Victoria took a slow, deliberate step toward me. The sway of her hips was mesmerizing. She stopped a few inches away, the intense heat of her body once again radiating against my bare chest. Her glowing amethyst eyes dropped to the heavy silver chain hanging around my neck.

She reached out, tracing a perfectly manicured nail over the cold silver cage of the Abyssal Anchor.

"A beautiful piece of reassurance," said Victoria softly, her gaze flicking down to the waistband of my faded gray boxer briefs. "But you are still very overdressed for this specific job site, Jack."

She hooked her thumbs into the elastic waistband of my boxers.

With a slow, deliberate pull, Victoria slid the cotton fabric down my hips. I stepped out of the boxers, kicking them aside onto the damp slate tiles.

Victoria dropped to her knees as soon as my cock was freed from those tight briefs.

The view of her looking up at me through her eyelashes, framed by her sweeping onyx horns, was enough to completely scramble my brain. She reached out with both of her hands, wrapping her fingers firmly around the base of my fully rigid shaft.

The contrast of her wet hands against my burning skin was incredible.

"Let me taste you, Master," she whispered.

Victoria leaned forward, parting her full lips. She took the thick head of my cock into her mouth, letting out a soft hum that vibrated against my skin.

The sensation was absolute perfection. The interior of her mouth was so hot that it completely defied human biology. It was ultimate warmth combined with a desperate, tight suction. She slid her head down the entire length of my shaft, swallowing me completely before pulling back up with an agonizingly slow rhythm.

"Fuck," I groaned loudly, my hands instantly diving into her hair.

I gripped the thick strands, letting her set the pace. Victoria was a master of her craft. She swirled her tongue around the sensitive tip, increasing the pressure of her suction with every stroke. The raw crimson magic in my blood rushed downward, converging entirely on the point of physical contact.

She was drawing the energy out of me, feeding on the ambient magic my body naturally produced. The dark gemstone inside the amulet resting against my chest suddenly flared to life. It grew incredibly hot against my sternum, acting as an impenetrable filter that allowed the magic to flow while completely blocking my soul from her abyssal pull.

I let her work for another solid minute, my hips starting to buck involuntarily against her flawless face.

But I didn't want to finish like this. I needed to be inside her.

I gripped her shoulders firmly, pulling her back and forcing her to release my cock with a loud, wet pop. Victoria looked up at me, a pout forming on her glossy lips. A thin string of saliva connected her mouth to the tip of my shaft.

"We have a perfectly good bed right outside that door," I told her, my breathing coming in heavy, ragged gasps. "And I intend to use it."

Victoria’s pout instantly vanished, replaced by a look of ravenous anticipation.

I reached down, wrapping my arms around her narrow waist and beneath her thighs. I hoisted her off the slate floor. She weighed almost nothing to me. The ancient magic coursing through my muscles made her feel as light as a feather.

Victoria wrapped her long, flawless legs tightly around my waist. She hooked her arms over my shoulders, burying her face in my neck and pressing kisses against my collarbone as I carried her out of the bathroom.

I crossed the cold concrete of the bedroom, conscious of the fact that Mara was sitting twenty feet away at my drafting table with her noise-canceling headphones securely over her ears.

I just hoped they weren’t cheap ones.

Reaching the bed, I tossed Victoria onto the center of my mattress.

She bounced lightly against the heavy down comforter, landing squarely on her back. She didn't stay there. Victoria pushed herself up, crawling toward the edge of the bed on her hands and knees. The incredibly sexy posture offered me a spectacular view of the sway of her heavy breasts.

I climbed onto the mattress, kneeling right in front of her.

Victoria sat back on her heels. She reached down, spreading her thighs slightly to offer me an unobstructed view.

I looked down at her pale pink labia. She was incredibly wet, with a thin sheen of clear arousal coating her folds. She was practically dripping onto the dark fabric of my comforter.

"You really are gorgeous, Victoria," I said, my voice devoid of any playful teasing or snark. It was just total, brutal honesty. Rarely had I ever seen a creature as magnificently put together as she was.

The honest praise caused an immediate response.

A deep flush of color painted her cheeks. Victoria surged forward, pushing my shoulders back with her surprising strength. I hit the mattress hard, my back sinking into the memory foam as she swung her leg over my hips and mounted me.

I glanced up into her glowing eyes as I felt her wet heat settle directly over my pulsing shaft.

She reached down with one hand, wrapping her fingers around my cock to guide the tip precisely against her slick entrance. I watched her stunning face as she slowly, deliberately lowered her hips.

The sensation of her sinking onto me was completely mind-shattering.

She swallowed my entire length at once, letting me feel that exquisite, unimaginable sensation of ultimate warmth and incredibly tight, gripping pressure wrapping entirely around my cock.

"Mmm," Victoria moaned loudly, her head falling back and exposing the pale column of her throat. Her eyes rolled toward the back of her head. "Oh my god, Jack. That feels so incredibly good."

"Yes, it fucking does," I groaned, reaching up and resting my hands firmly on the flare of her hips.

I gripped her skin, holding her securely in place as I thrust upward, burying myself as deep as I possibly could. My pelvis met hers with a loud, wet slap that echoed in the quiet corner of the bedroom.

Once she was completely full, she looked down at me with a brilliant smile.

She leaned forward, planting her hands flat on my chest right next to the glowing amulet. Our lips locked chaotically. Her tongue swept into my mouth, tasting of cinnamon. We kissed furiously, our teeth clashing as she established the initial rhythm.

Victoria began to ride me, lifting her hips high before slamming back down onto my rigid cock.

I loved the way her mouth felt, but being buried deep inside her abyssal heat was infinitely better. Her pussy felt like it was specifically engineered for my anatomy. It possessed the absolute perfect amount of searing warmth and gripping tightness to make my head spin.

She was gushing in no time. I could hear the loud, wet sounds of our bodies joining together, the flesh squishing loudly with every single powerful thrust.

Within minutes, her measured riding completely devolved into a frantic, desperate pace.

"You feel so fucking good," Victoria panted between frazzled kisses, her sweat-slicked chest heaving against mine. "Oh yes. Oh, fuck yes. Right there. Seven hells, I love how good it feels. You’re so thick. So incredibly hard for me, Master."

My hands slid down from her hips to grip the firm curves of her ass. I dug my fingers into her soft flesh, actively helping our breakneck pace. I started thrusting upward aggressively, meeting her downward momentum to slam against her cervix with maximum force.

I wanted to trigger her first climax. I wanted to see this normally composed demoness lose her fucking mind.

I funneled a small surge of the crimson magic directly down my spine, letting the ancient power amplify my physical stamina.

Victoria was getting there fast. The rhythmic pounding was driving her entirely over the edge. Her hips suddenly went slack, her control failing as her brain short-circuited. I took over all the work, gripping her ass and driving my hips upward like a piston, battering her tight walls relentlessly.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck! Fuck me, Master!" Victoria screamed, her velvet voice cracking beautifully. "Right there! Uh huh. Yessss, I love that. Oh, fuck, I’m gonna cum. I’m going to cum on this perfect fucking cock!"

Her head snapped violently back when it finally hit her.

I watched in pure awe as her chest flushed a deep, brilliant shade of crimson. Her sweeping onyx horns seemed to vibrate. Her inner walls suddenly clamped down on my shaft with the force of a hydraulic vise. She shuddered around me, milking my cock with an intense, agonizing pleasure.

Suddenly, my shaft was awash with a massive wave of wetness as she completely soaked the sheets beneath us.

It was an incredibly beautiful, dominant sight, but I was an overachiever, and I wanted absolutely everything she had to give me.

We flipped the moment she recovered her breath. Victoria let out a small, disappointed pout for the two seconds my cock slipped out of her wet heat.

I pushed her firmly onto her back, pinning her shoulders to the mattress. I settled between her spread thighs, grabbing her knees and pushing them wide open. I fed myself right back into her dripping pussy in one smooth thrust. Victoria let out a sharp gasp, pulling back on her hips to give me the absolute perfect angle for deep penetration.

Now was the time to unleash my true strength.

I hammered into her body as Victoria’s moans became so much louder.

I became a completely tireless machine. The crimson magic burning in my blood banished any trace of physical fatigue. My only focus was giving this gorgeous succubus as much raw, overwhelming pleasure as her abyssal body could physically handle.

I pulled my hips almost completely back before slamming home, burying my shaft to the hilt over and over again. The loud slapping of my pelvis against hers sounded like a rhythmic drumbeat.

Victoria completely lost any remaining shred of her natural composure. She began to mewl and thrash beneath me.

"Don’t stop," she begged frantically, reaching up and grabbing the sides of my face. She pulled me down for a messy, desperate kiss. "Don’t ever stop fucking me, Jack. I can’t take it. I need this perfect fucking cock. I need you in me always. Always throbbing inside my tight, wet pussy, pounding away at me."

She knew exactly the right words to say to make it incredibly difficult to hold back.

I was standing right on the razor's edge of my own climax. It was a careful balancing act between pounding her as fast as I possibly could and clenching my jaw to keep from cumming too quickly. The amulet resting against my chest burned like a hot coal, absorbing the waves of sexual energy we were generating.

When Victoria came for the second time, I nearly lost my damn mind.

Her internal muscles spasmed violently, gripping my cock so tightly I saw stars. She let out a deafening, melodic shriek, her fingernails biting deeply into the muscles of my back. All I wanted to do was slam home and unload everything I had, but I gritted my teeth and kept my nerve.

I wanted her completely broken before I finished.

After her second orgasm subsided into breathless panting, I shifted our positions. We stayed with her flat on her back, but I grabbed her ankles and lifted her long, flawless legs straight up, resting her calves securely over my broad shoulders.

This angle eliminated any physical barriers. Now, I could get terrifyingly deep, pounding directly into her tight little hole with absolutely every ounce of my energy I possessed.

I could tell she was enjoying the brutal depth. Victoria’s amethyst eyes glazed over as I battered her pussy repeatedly. Her mouth hung open in a silent scream of pure ecstasy. She looked like she was about to go into actual shock when her third orgasm hit her like a freight train not even two minutes later.

"Oh, fuckkkk me," Victoria moaned loudly, tossing her horned head back against the pillows.

She was actively struggling to breathe, her large breasts heaving as she gripped the heavy comforter in her fists.

When I tried to let up on the pressure to give her a second to recover, she made it fiercely clear she didn’t want me to stop. She thrust her hips aggressively back up at me, demanding I keep the exact same brutal cadence.

So, I did. I was a contractor. When a client demanded a specific pace, I delivered.

Over the next ten minutes, I absolutely demolished her. I hammered her from every angle I could manage without breaking my rhythm.

Victoria came a fourth time, her body thrashing against the mattress as her internal muscles tried to milk my cock completely dry. By the time her fourth orgasm began to fade, she was looking up at me like I wasn't even a mortal man.

"Oh, you’re a fucking god," Victoria panted, absolute awe bleeding into her strained voice. "A fucking sex god. Holy shit. I can’t take it. How are you doing this?"

I smirked as a drop of hot sweat rolled off my brow and landed on her collarbone. "I lay brick for a living, Victoria. I know how to pace myself."

She shook her head from side to side rapidly, her wet hair thrashing against the pillows. "No. You’re a fucking sex god. You’re going to make me cum again. Uh huh. I can’t take it anymore. I need your seed. I need it, Master. Don’t ever stop. Fill me. Fill my fucking womb!"

I didn't intend to hold back any longer.

Victoria pushed herself over the physical cliff for a fifth time. Her body locked up completely, her inner walls crushing my shaft with unbearable, exquisite pressure.

I wasn't far behind her. The burning ache in my groin reached critical mass. All it took was three more pumps before the dam finally broke.

I didn't even consider pulling out.

Victoria wrapped her long legs tightly around my waist, locking her ankles together to trap me deep inside her. That was the only invitation I needed. I pushed my hips forward one last time, burying myself to the root as I finally started to cum.

I unloaded everything I had to give into the gorgeous succubus.

It felt like my literal life essence was shooting out of me. I threw my head back as a loud, primal groan ripped from my throat. I just kept pumping my hips, driving over a dozen thick, heavy spurts of my hot seed directly into the back of Victoria’s womb.

The physical sensation was indescribable.

As I came, the Abyssal Anchor resting against my chest blazed with intense, scorching heat. I could actually feel the magical tether between us engage. Victoria greedily absorbed the surge of raw carnal energy and excess crimson magic I pumped into her, but the dark gemstone acted as an impenetrable wall, completely shielding my immortal soul from the transfer.

Even when I came down from the blinding high of my climax, I still felt whole. I was entirely physically spent, but my soul was perfectly intact.

I collapsed onto my elbows, trying desperately to keep my full weight off her chest as I fought to catch my breath. My heart was practically on fire, hammering against my ribs like a jackhammer. I needed a serious minute to cool down.

So did Victoria.

The terrifying, lethal demoness looked like she had been literally run over by a city bus. Her flawless skin was slick with our mixed sweat, her raven hair was a tangled disaster, and her amethyst eyes were completely unfocused.

But she looked absolutely, undeniably satisfied. In a very, very good way.

I rolled off her body gently, falling flat onto my back against the damp mattress. I stared up at the exposed steel I-beams of my warehouse ceiling, waiting for the oxygen to finally return to my blood.

It took Victoria a few minutes to form actual, coherent words. When she finally did, her velvet voice was incredibly hoarse.

"Holy shit," Victoria whispered, still staring blindly up at the ceiling.

I couldn't help the exhausted, triumphant chuckle that escaped my lips. "Yeah. That was really amazing."

“Holy shit,” muttered Victoria again, which made my laugh deeper.

She rolled onto her side, ignoring the wet spot we had created on the comforter. She draped her arm across my chest, resting her horned head gently against my shoulder. Victoria pressed a soft, incredibly tender kiss against my collarbone.

"Your physical stamina is entirely inhuman, Jack," she murmured, tracing a lazy circle on my stomach with her fingernail. "In five centuries, I’ve never heard of a mortal man completely dominating a succubus like that. You broke me, Master."

"I told you I was good at my job," I teased softly, wrapping my arm around her narrow waist and pulling her warm body closer.

As I lay there, enjoying the warm feeling of the demoness cuddling against me, I felt a strange, new sensation prickle behind my eyes.

It wasn't exhaustion as much as it was a shift in my perspective. The raw magic I’d channeled during the act had permanently evolved my senses.

I blinked, looking over at Victoria.

Suddenly, I didn't just see her physical body. I could also see a brilliant, swirling halo of energy surrounding her form. It was her abyssal aura. The energy was painted in deep, beautiful hues of pink and violent purple.

I could actually read the emotions bleeding into the light. The aura thrummed with a deeply satisfied lethargy from our intense session, but beneath the satisfaction, hidden deep in Victoria’s core, I saw the true nature of the succubus. It was an endless, unyielding, sexually ravenous hunger that would never truly be quenched.

She was a predator at heart, and I was her only source of food.

I let my hand drift up, gently stroking the smooth curve of her thigh.

If this was how my life was going to be, I would gladly let her prey on me as often as she liked.

There was no way I could go back now.


Chapter
Ten



The slate tiles of the bathroom floor felt incredibly cold against my bare feet.

I scooped my boxer briefs off the damp stone, pulling them up over my hips. I skipped any other clothing for now. The heavy silver chain of the amulet rested against my bare chest, the dark gemstone still radiating a faint heat against my sternum.

I ran a damp towel over my messy hair, trying to scrub away the lingering exhaustion of the last twenty-four hours. It was a losing battle, but the crimson magic humming pleasantly in my veins compensated for my lack of quality sleep.

Victoria was still out of it when I emerged from the bathroom, her naked form looking incredibly inviting even after that session of marathon sex. Deciding to let her come out when she was ready, I turned away from the bed and toward the door.

I pushed the bedroom door open and stepped back out into the living space. The morning sunlight cut through the skylights, illuminating the dust motes dancing in the air. I walked slowly toward the drafting table in the center of the room.

Mara was sitting exactly where I had left her.

She had her oversized noise-canceling headphones clamped securely over her ears. Her head was bowed, with her auburn hair falling in messy waves as she stared intently at the Latin script filling the open pages of the Codex.

I stopped a few feet away, crossing my arms over my chest.

My newly awakened vision immediately flared to life. The physical world around me shifted slightly, overlaying reality with a spectrum of ethereal light.

I saw Mara’s aura.

It was absolutely beautiful. A bright halo of energy surrounded her small frame. The outer edges of her aura burned with a fierce yellow light, which I’d guessed was the pure manifestation of her academic curiosity and brilliant intellect.

But beneath the bright yellow, a rolling tide of deep, flushed pink saturated her core. The pink energy vibrated with a quick pulse that matched the beating of her heart.

Mara was incredibly, undeniably aroused.

The high-end noise-canceling headphones sitting on her ears were clearly a failure against the acoustics of an empty warehouse apartment. She had heard absolutely everything. The wet, slapping sounds of our bodies, the heavy groans, and Victoria’s incredibly vocal, screaming orgasms had echoed right through the plastic cups.

Mara looked up from the ancient grimoire. She jumped slightly in her wooden chair, clearly startled by my sudden appearance.

She reached up quickly, pulling the headphones down to rest around her neck. A furious blush painted her pale cheeks, spreading rapidly down her neck and completely disappearing beneath the collar of her cardigan.

"Jack," Mara said, her voice cracking slightly. She cleared her throat, aggressively adjusting her glasses. "You're finished."

"Let’s just say that Victoria will be sated for some time," I confirmed smoothly, leaning my hip against the edge of the drafting table.

Mara’s bright green eyes immediately dropped to my bare chest. She tracked the heavy silver chain of the Abyssal Anchor down to the dark gemstone resting against my sternum. I watched her pink aura flare significantly brighter as her gaze hovered over the angry purple bruising of my abdomen.

She swallowed hard, her fingers fidgeting nervously with her pen.

"I can see that the artifact worked," Mara observed after clearing her throat nervously, forcing her tone back into a professional cadence. "I’m not seeing any differences in you. It looks like your soul is still firmly anchored to your body."

"I feel great, actually," I said honestly. "Still a little tired from the late night, but otherwise, I couldn’t be in better shape. And the Anchor prevented the transfer entirely. You saved my life, Mara."

Mara gave me a shy but incredibly beautiful smile. She tucked a stray lock of auburn hair behind her ear.

"I’m very glad to hear that," she murmured softly. Her eyes flicked nervously toward the bedroom door. "And... Victoria? How is she doing after the fact?"

The bedroom door swung open before I could answer.

Victoria glided out into the loft, walking with a lofty sway that immediately commanded our attention.

She’d abandoned my oversized t-shirt and sweatpants, choosing instead to wear her abyssal armor again. The leather straps gripped her large chest and flared hips with a gravity-defying tension. The shadows forming the skirt of her armor swirled around her long, curvy legs.

Victoria’s sweeping onyx horns gleamed in the morning light, and her alabaster skin practically radiated a healthy vitality instead of the sickly pallor I saw earlier.

I blinked, letting my newly evolved vision sweep over her.

Victoria’s aura was a staggering, towering inferno of deep purple energy that matched the intensity in her eyes. The edges of her energy field crackled with sharp streaks of brilliant crimson—the direct result of feeding on my bloodline magic. The lethargic, satisfied pink hue from the bedroom was still there too, though it wasn’t as present as it was after her last orgasm.

She looked like a weapon of mass seduction, entirely reloaded and ready to fire.

"I’m doing just incredible, Mara," Victoria purred, crossing the concrete floor to join us at the table. “There’s nothing quite like a few orgasms to make you think more clearly.”

The succubus stopped right next to me. She reached over to touch the curve of my bicep. The feeling sent a familiar, pleasant jolt of heat straight down to my core.

Mara’s breath hitched slightly as she stared at the demoness. The pink hue in her mortal aura spiked aggressively again, warring violently with the bright yellow of her curiosity. She was completely fascinated by Victoria and simultaneously terrified by the sheer, unbridled sexual power the demoness projected.

"Well, you look great," Mara noted, her voice trembling slightly. “And definitely restored.”

"I’m feeling capable of conquering this entire city before lunch," Victoria boasted before turning her stunning gaze directly to me. "Your seed is a potent fuel source, Master. The sheer density of the crimson magic you pumped into my womb has awakened elements of my abyssal abilities that have lain dormant for five centuries."

I crossed my arms over my chest, offering her a crooked smirk. "I always aim to exceed expectations."

"You are a remarkably arrogant man, Jack." Victoria’s laugh echoed off the brick walls. "But you have earned the right to be. The tether between us is incredibly strong. I can feel your pulse in the back of my own mind."

"So, the tether is permanently sealed," Mara stated, scribbling a quick note into her thick leather notebook. "Which is a great thing because I’m guessing we’ll need all the extra power you can combine, especially if Malphas finds us today."

"His lesser scouts are no longer a concern with the power I have access to now," Victoria scoffed dismissively. She raised her right hand, flexing her fingers. A bright spark of purple energy instantly danced across her knuckles. "But Malphas will eventually send more powerful threats. When he realizes his hellhound failed to return, he will deploy his shadow assassins."

The reality of our situation quickly crashed back down on the loft.

"Then, we need to know exactly what we're working with," I said, my contractor mindset taking complete control of the conversation. "If your abilities are upgraded, I need to see what you can do. I need to know exactly how fast you can move, how hard you can hit, and what this crimson magic can actually do when we funnel it through the tether."

Victoria offered me an innocent smile.

"You wish to test my limits, Jack? So soon after the last time you did it?"

Mara coughed awkwardly again as Victoria continued to grin at me.

"I wish to test our limits," I corrected. "Because if we go up against a legion of demonic assassins, I need to know exactly how much stress this foundation can take before it cracks."

Mara snapped her notebook shut with a loud, definitive thud.

"I completely agree," Mara announced, standing up from her wooden chair. She grabbed the Codex Sanguinis from the table, quickly wrapping it in the oil-stained cloth. "I have translated the primary defensive wards, but the offensive incantations are locked behind a dialect I am still deciphering. Observing your physical and magical synergy in a controlled environment will provide invaluable data for my translations."

I looked at the beautiful scholar clutching the demonic grimoire to her chest.

"You want to see what we can do?" I asked, mildly surprised. "I thought you might want to stay behind with the book? Get the chance to do a little more translating?"

"If I don’t know what you’re capable of doing, I won’t know how best to defend us," said Mara, her emerald eyes flashing with unyielding determination. "Besides, a little break from the book will be good for me. I don’t want to go cross-eyed."

A massive wave of genuine affection washed over me. I loved her mind. I loved the fierce, brilliant yellow aura burning brightly around her small frame.

"Alright," I agreed, walking over to a metal shelving unit near the back door. I grabbed a clean work shirt and pulled it over my head, leaving it unbuttoned over the Abyssal Anchor. "I know the absolute perfect spot where we can test our limits without being bothered."

Ten minutes later, we were rolling through the quiet streets of the Foundry District in my work truck.

Victoria rode in the passenger seat again, her onyx horns barely clearing the fabric roof of the cab. Unfortunately, that meant Mara sat in the cramped back seat, her knees practically pressed against her chin as she balanced the Codex on her lap.

"Where exactly are we going, Jack?" Mara asked, shouting slightly to be heard over the rumble of the engine.

"An old steel mill on the edge of the river," I called back, checking my rearview mirror for any signs of pursuit. "The city contracted my company to do the initial structural demolition six months ago. The project stopped when some environmental group got involved. Said that we might contaminate the river, and the city got scared. It’s been abandoned ever since. It’s a large site, and one that’s built out of reinforced concrete and solid iron. It’s the perfect place to break things without being discovered."

I turned the truck off the paved road, the tires crunching loudly against a long, neglected gravel driveway.

Towering, rusted metal silos loomed against the morning sky. The sprawling complex of the abandoned steel mill looked like an iron corpse resting on the banks of the river. A heavy chain-link fence surrounded the property, topped with razor wire and adorned with faded, peeling 'No Trespassing' signs.

I didn't bother looking for a key.

I aligned the heavy steel grill guard of my truck directly with the chained gate. I pressed my foot down on the accelerator.

The truck surged forward, hitting the chain-link fence with a jarring crunch. The rusted padlock didn’t stand a chance. The gates flew open, scraping against the concrete as I drove the truck straight into the empty parking lot of the mill.

"Very subtle, Master," Victoria noted, opening her door and stepping gracefully down onto the cracked asphalt. “A touch dramatic, but you have my approval nevertheless.”

"Subtlety isn't exactly in my job description," I replied, grabbing a steel crowbar from the bed of the truck as I climbed out.

I walked around to the back door, pulling it open for Mara. She scrambled out of the cramped space, clutching the demonic grimoire tightly against her cardigan. She adjusted her glasses as her gaze swept over the old structures of the abandoned mill.

"The architecture is aggressively brutalist," Mara observed, stepping carefully over a patch of shattered glass. “You don’t see anything made in this style anymore.”

“For good reason,” I grunted. “It’s uglier than shit.”

"It's perfect," Victoria corrected, her eyes burning brightly as she surveyed the empty courtyard.

The succubus walked toward the center of the concrete expanse. She stopped near the rusted husk of an old forklift, raising her hands toward the morning sky.

I tapped into my newly awakened vision, watching her aura flare aggressively. The towering inferno of purple energy expanded rapidly, engulfing the surrounding area. The streaks of brilliant crimson magic crackled within the purple light, supercharging the abyssal energy.

"Watch this, Jack," Victoria called out, her velvet voice echoing off the metal walls of the surrounding warehouses.

She snapped her wrist forward.

The crackling, violent purple energy whip manifested in her palm. It looked entirely different from the weapon she used in the cathedral, being twice as thick and pulsing with a blinding intensity. A core of crimson fire burned directly through the center of the purple lash.

Victoria swung her arm in a sweeping horizontal arc.

The whip extended thirty feet across the courtyard. It struck the solid concrete pillar supporting an overhead crane track.

The impact sounded like a detonating artillery shell.

The concrete completely vaporized on contact. The kinetic force sheared cleanly through the thick steel rebar hidden inside the pillar. The top half of the heavy column collapsed instantly, crashing down onto the asphalt in a deafening shower of dust and shattered stone.

Mara gasped loudly, taking a quick step backward and pressing her back firmly against the side of my truck.

"Fascinating," muttered Mara, her bright yellow aura practically vibrating with sheer academic awe. "Jack, her power is off the charts! She doesn’t even look like the same person that she was this morning."

"It’s a miracle what a little good sex can do," I muttered, gripping the heavy steel crowbar in my right hand.

Mara blushed when I said that. It looked like she didn’t know whether to cover her face or laugh at that statement.

Victoria spun around, her face flushed with the absolute thrill of raw, destructive power. She looked at me, her eyes pleading with me to join the chaos.

"Your turn, Master," Victoria purred, letting the energy whip dissipate back into the ether. "The tether flows in both directions. You fed my manifestation. Now, I will feed your physical form. Tap into the bond. Funnel the crimson magic through the tether."

I stepped away from the truck, walking into the open courtyard next to Victoria.

I closed my eyes, completely ignoring the external world. I focused my sixth sense entirely inward. I felt the dense pool of crimson magic burning inside my chest. It contrasted with the cold weight of the Abyssal Anchor resting against my sternum.

And then I felt the tether.

It was a thick cable of energy connecting my soul directly to the succubus standing thirty feet away. I grabbed that internal cable and yanked it hard.

An overwhelming surge of power flooded my system.

My eyes snapped open. The world around me slowed down. The dust particles falling from the shattered concrete pillar seemed to hang suspended in midair. The rapid beating of Mara’s heart echoed loudly in my ears, distinct and measured.

I couldn’t feel the dull ache in my bruised ribs anymore.

I felt entirely invincible.

"Catch me if you can, Master," Victoria teased softly.

She blurred right in front of me.

Victoria moved with incredible speed that defied everything I knew about physics. She launched herself across the courtyard, sprinting toward a rusted metal staircase leading up to a towering catwalk.

My primal instincts took over immediately.

I dug my steel-toed boots into the asphalt and exploded forward. The energy transfer was absolutely flawless. I crossed the courtyard in less than two seconds, moving faster than any mortal human had ever run. The wind roared aggressively in my ears, tearing my shirt in several spots.

Victoria vaulted gracefully over the railing of the rusted catwalk, landing on the metal grating fifteen feet in the air.

I didn't bother using the stairs.

I funneled the crimson magic directly into my legs. I leaped off the cracked concrete, soaring straight up through the air. I cleared the heavy iron railing with ease, landing squarely on the catwalk mere inches away from the gorgeous demoness.

The rusted metal grating groaned loudly beneath my heavy boots, threatening to buckle under the sudden impact.

Victoria spun around, her eyes wide with genuine surprise. She brought her right hand up, instinctively summoning a short blade of purple energy to defend herself.

I slipped inside her guard with terrifying speed.

I grabbed her wrist with my left hand, completely neutralizing the energy blade. I spun her around, pressing her back firmly against the rusted iron railing of the catwalk. I leaned directly into her personal space, feeling the intense heat of her body radiating against my chest.

"I caught you," I growled, my voice dropping into that deep, resonating baritone.

Victoria turned her neck to stare at me, her chest heaving beneath the tight straps of her abyssal armor. The surprised look on her face was replaced by a look of pure, unadulterated lust. Her violet aura flared, wrapping around my body in a warm embrace.

"Your physical dominance is absolutely intoxicating, Jack," Victoria whispered, her ruby lips brushing agonizingly close to my jawline. “It’s almost enough to wish for you to take me right here.”

Before I could reply, the rusted metal catwalk violently shuddered beneath our boots.

It wasn't a localized failure. The entire steel mill groaned loudly.

My sixth sense spiked aggressively, sending a sharp, stabbing pain directly into the center of my skull. This wasn't the slow, natural decay of an abandoned building. This was a deliberate, applied pressure.

I looked down into the courtyard.

Mara was still standing next to my truck, clutching the Codex tightly against her chest. She was looking around frantically, her bright yellow aura completely eclipsed by a sudden, jagged spike of terrifying, icy blue fear.

"Jack!" Mara yelled, her voice echoing shrilly across the empty concrete expanse. "The temperature just dropped like twenty degrees!"

I released Victoria’s wrist and stepped away from the iron railing.

I tapped back into my awakened vision, actively scanning the sprawling industrial complex. Searching the rusted silos, the massive empty vats, and the dark, shattered windows of the main factory floor, I looked for anything that could be a threat to us.

What I didn't see was the bright, chaotic energy of a mindless hellhound. I also didn't see the violent purple or aggressive crimson of high-tier magic.

Instead, I saw an absolute, terrifying void.

A massive patch of darkness shifted slowly along the roofline of the primary warehouse. It was a complete absence of energy, one that actively swallowed the morning sunlight, creating a perfect, moving silhouette of pure nothingness.

The creature creeping along the corrugated metal roof didn't roar, nor did it smash blindly through the concrete walls. It moved with complete, deliberate tactical precision, a new predator that was determined to reach its prey.

"Victoria," I said quietly, my grip tightening around the heavy steel crowbar in my right hand. “We have company.”

The succubus stepped up beside me. She followed my gaze, her eyes locking onto the moving void on the roofline. The playful, seductive energy vanished from her posture. She dropped into a low, lethal combat stance, summoning her crackling energy whip into her right hand.

"It smells of sulfur and death," Victoria hissed, her velvet voice dropping into a guttural growl.

"Is it a hound?" I asked, tracking the slow, methodical movement of the shadow.

Victoria shook her head. "This is too deliberate to be a hound. Hounds rely on brute force and overwhelming aggression. This creature is actively masking its abyssal signature. It is probing our perimeter, calculating our weak points before engaging."

A heavy knot of tension settled directly into my gut.

"Malphas didn't send another scout," I realized, feeling the crimson magic burning fiercely in my veins as we prepared for a brutal fight. "This must be an assassin."


Chapter
Eleven



The creature vanished just as quickly as it appeared.

It melted into the corrugated metal of the roof, slipping into the shadows like rainwater pouring down a rusted gutter. The alarming void of its presence disappeared from my awakened vision entirely.

"Where did it go?" I barked, tightening my grip on the heavy steel crowbar.

Victoria spun rapidly, her eyes burning like twin signal flares in the gloom of the courtyard. She lashed her crackling, violent purple whip against the asphalt, ready to strike at a moment's notice.

"It travels through the abyssal slipstream," Victoria warned. "Watch the dark spaces, Jack. It will strike from the blind spots."

My sixth sense screamed a warning right into the base of my skull soon after she said that.

I didn't bother looking at the rusted silos or the abandoned warehouse doors. Instead, my attention was directed at the hood of my truck.

A pool of ink-black shadows beneath the truck's chassis expanded with ferocity. The assassin erupted from the pavement right beside the passenger door. It moved silently, raising a razor-sharp blade of solidified darkness toward the glass window.

Mara was trapped inside the cab, having raced inside for safety the moment trouble appeared. She clutched the Codex against her chest, her bright yellow aura flared with absolute terror.

"Hey!" I roared, funneling every single ounce of crimson magic directly into my legs.

I exploded off the metal grating of the catwalk, bypassing the stairs once again. Launching myself through the air, I dropped fifteen feet straight down into the courtyard. I used my steel-toed boots and my downward momentum to turn myself into a human wrecking ball.

I slammed right into the assassin's back as it reached for the door.

The energy transfer was absolutely brutal. We both crashed into the truck and then backward, falling onto the cracked asphalt. I rolled aggressively, using my shoulder to absorb the impact and springing immediately back to my feet.

The assassin recovered quickly. It flipped backward, landing on its feet in a low, perfectly balanced combat stance.

Up close, the matte black armor looked nothing like Victoria’s. It resembled overlapping plates of dark, chitinous bone. The featureless helmet possessed no eyeholes, but I could feel its attention locked entirely on the Abyssal Anchor resting against my sternum.

"You defend the mortal girl," the metallic, emotionless voice echoed directly inside my head again. "A massive mistake on your part."

"I protect my allies," I growled back, raising the heavy steel crowbar. "This is for you."

I swung the crowbar in a horizontal arc aimed right at its featureless helmet.

The assassin raised its left forearm, blocking the strike with its extended shadow blade. The impact rang out with a deafening, metallic screech that set my teeth on edge. Unfortunately, the sheer density of the shadow magic absorbed the force of my blow.

Before I could recover my balance, the assassin thrust its right blade directly at my ribs.

A blinding flash of purple light illuminated the courtyard.

Victoria intervened next, wrapping her whip around the assassin's right wrist. She yanked her arm backward with all the strength she could muster, violently ripping the creature's attack wide of its mark.

The shadow blade sliced through part of my work shirt, carving a shallow, burning line across my ribcage.

I gritted my teeth against the sudden flare of pain, stepping inside the creature's guard and driving the angled tip of the crowbar straight into its armored chest. The steel connected with a sickening crunch, forcing the assassin to stumble backward.

"Good shot, Jack!" Victoria shouted triumphantly, her aura flaring aggressively as she lashed her whip again.

I looked at the tip of my crowbar, seeing it drip with bright red blood.

It made me wonder if this assassin was once human, not having the black blood of the hellhound.

The creature raised its free hand, chanting a guttural string of syllables that sounded like demonic gibberish. The air around its fingers warped and twisted, forming three jagged spikes of pure shadows.

"He is using mortal incantations!" Victoria yelled, her eyes widening in genuine shock. "Jack, he isn't a demon! He's a corrupted warlock!"

“Great, this just got a lot more interesting,” I said as I waited to see where he would strike.

The assassin hurled the shadow spikes directly at my chest.

I dove hard to the asphalt. The magical projectiles whistled mere inches over my head, slamming into the side of the abandoned steel mill. They pulverized the brickwork on impact, leaving three smoking holes in the wall that were large enough for me to drive my truck through.

"Human or not, he hits like a freight train," I grunted, scrambling back to my feet.

The assassin ignored me. He snapped his wrist, channeling a surge of dark magic that forcibly shattered Victoria’s purple energy whip. The backlash sent the gorgeous succubus sliding backward across the asphalt, her boots carving deep grooves into the pavement.

The warlock immediately pivoted, launching himself back toward the passenger door of my truck.

Inside, Mara was pressed flat against the driver's side window, her face pale with horror. She was still holding the Codex, trying desperately to put as much distance between herself and the assassin as the cramped cab allowed.

The only problem with that was the warlock driving his shadow blade straight through the passenger window.

Mara screamed as the safety glass shattered into a million tiny pieces. He reached through the broken frame, grabbing the interior door handle and violently ripping the heavy metal door completely off its hinges. He tossed the ruined door aside like it was a piece of scrap cardboard.

"Mara!" I yelled, pushing the crimson magic in my veins to the absolute breaking point.

I sprinted toward the truck, my muscles burning with exhaustion. The warlock reached his armored hand into the cab, his fingers completely wrapping around the oil-stained cloth of the grimoire.

Mara let out a defiant, furious yell. She tried to kick him once, but her aim was off center and she missed.

But she didn't freeze. The brilliant bookworm grabbed the hot travel mug of coffee sitting in the cup holder. She unscrewed the lid in a fraction of a second and threw the boiling dark roast directly into the warlock's featureless mask.

The scalding liquid hissed aggressively against the shadow armor.

The warlock flinched, pulling his hand back and dropping his grip on the Codex. It bought me the exact fraction of a second I needed.

I closed the distance, leading with my right shoulder. Slamming into the warlock with the devastating force of a runaway cement truck, we crashed into the side of the truck bed, denting the quarter panel with the impact.

I pinned him against the metal, dropping my crowbar and grabbing his wrists to keep those lethal shadow blades away from my throat.

"You are incredibly persistent," the metallic voice echoed in my skull. “I’m going to really enjoy killing you.”

“So you think,” I growled.

The warlock twisted his hips, utilizing unnatural leverage to break my grip. He brought his knee up in a punishing strike directly to my wounded ribs.

All the air rushed out of my lungs. My vision flashed bright white with blinding agony.

I stumbled backward, leaving my chest completely exposed. The warlock raised both of his shadow blades, preparing to deliver a cross-strike that would decapitate me.

"Get away from my Master!"

Victoria launched herself off the roof of the truck.

How she got there was anyone’s guess, but Victoria landed squarely on the warlock's shoulders, wrapping her long legs around his armored neck. The leather straps of her armor strained to the breaking point as she leaned back, using her entire body weight to rip the warlock backward.

The assassin thrashed wildly, trying to stab the succubus clinging to his back.

Victoria moved with perfect precision. She grabbed the warlock's right wrist with both hands. Relying on her own strength, she twisted his arm sharply, applying catastrophic torque directly to his elbow joint.

The bone snapped with a loud, sickening crack.

The warlock let out a wet, gargling scream of absolute agony. The shadow blade extending from his right forearm instantly dissolved into black mist.

"Finish him, Jack!"

I didn't hesitate. I grabbed my heavy steel crowbar off the asphalt and funneled every remaining drop of crimson magic into my arms. I stepped into the swing, treating the warlock's armored chest exactly like a compromised, load-bearing wall. I swung in a devastating, downward arc.

The heavy steel tip connected with the center of the warlock's breastplate.

The force shattered his shadow armor. The crowbar drove deep into his chest cavity, puncturing his heart and pinning him violently to the cracked asphalt.

The warlock convulsed once, his body going completely rigid. The remaining shadow blades dissolved into nothingness. The freezing temperature in the courtyard immediately lifted, replaced by the humid heat of the morning sun.

I collapsed onto my knees, my chest heaving with ragged, desperate gasps.

Victoria stepped off the corpse, smoothing down the shifting shadows of her abyssal skirt. She still managed to look immaculate, not showing a single scratch from the brutal combat. She walked over to me, placing her warm hand gently on the back of my neck.

"Breathe, Master," Victoria murmured, her amethyst eyes glowing with fierce pride. "He’s dead. We won."

I looked up at the ruined passenger side of my truck.

Mara was slowly climbing out of the cab, stepping over the torn metal door. Her cardigan was covered in shattered safety glass, and her hands were trembling violently.

I forced myself back to my feet, ignoring the burning pain in my ribs. I walked over to her, pulling her into a tight, incredibly protective embrace.

She buried her face in my shoulder, letting out a long, shaky breath. The sweet scent of her vanilla shampoo completely grounded me, washing away the foul stench of sulfur and death.

"I threw my coffee at him," Mara whispered, her voice cracking with lingering adrenaline. “Jack, what was I thinking? I threw coffee at a demonic assassin!”

"It was a brilliant move," I praised her honestly, resting my chin against the top of her head. "And it bought us the extra time we needed. You saved both of us, Mara."

"He was going to take the book, Jack," she said, looking up at me with terrified eyes. "He bypassed you completely. He knew exactly what the primary objective was."

I gently pulled away, turning my attention back to the corpse lying on the asphalt.

The matte black, chitinous armor was rapidly melting away, dissolving into foul-smelling black sludge that pooled on the pavement. Without the magical disguise, the assassin looked a little pathetic.

He was a human male, completely emaciated and pale. His face was twisted into a permanent rictus of agony. He wore nothing but a ragged, filthy tunic that was stained with blood around the midsection.

Victoria knelt beside the body. She grabbed the collar of the ruined tunic and ripped the fabric open, exposing the dead warlock's pale chest.

A brand was seared directly into the flesh over his heart. It looked like a twisted, overlapping crown of thorns forged from dark magic. The scar tissue surrounding the brand was thick and heavily infected.

"The Mark of Malphas," Victoria spat, her voice laced with unadulterated disgust.

I walked over to the corpse, keeping Mara safely behind me. "You said he was a corrupted warlock. A mortal. Why is a human taking orders from an Archlord of Hell?"

Victoria stood up, crossing her arms tightly beneath her spectacular breasts. Her violet aura flared with angry, aggressive energy.

"He did not take orders, Jack. He was subjugated against his will," Victoria explained grimly. "This mortal attempted to summon Malphas to gain abyssal power. He failed to establish a proper structural tether, so Malphas broke his mind and bound his soul to the brand, which turned him into a mindless puppet."

I stared down at the ugly brand. The reality of the supernatural war I was fighting became incredibly clear.

"He sends his slaves to do his hunting," I muttered, rubbing Mara’s back.

"He sends them because they are expendable," Victoria corrected, looking directly into my eyes. Her expression was deadly serious. "You need to understand the stakes of this tether, Master. If that warlock had won today, Malphas would not have simply killed you."

The cold knot of tension completely re-tied itself in my gut. "What does he do to the losers?"

"Death is a mercy the Abyss does not offer," Victoria whispered, her gaze dropping to the heavy silver amulet resting against my chest. "He takes your soul. He binds it with burning chains deep within the Seventh Tier. You become a living, screaming battery of magical energy, tortured for absolute eternity to fuel his legions."

Mara gasped softly behind me, her hands gripping the oilcloth bundle tighter.

"He would have taken the Codex, absorbed my manifestation, and dragged your soul into eternal torment," Victoria finished, her eyes locking onto mine with unyielding intensity. "We survived today because of your primal grit and Mara's quick thinking, but the margin of victory was entirely too close."

I looked at my ruined truck, my bleeding ribs, and the shattered concrete scattered across the courtyard. We had barely managed to scrape by against a single corrupted human. When Malphas finally decided to send his true abyssal minions, my heavy steel crowbar wasn't going to be enough.

"I think it’s time we look for more help," I said, my voice hard and resolute.

Victoria stepped closer, resting her warm hand flat against my bruised chest.

"We need a better arsenal, Jack," she said quietly, her violet aura wrapping securely around me. "Defensive wards are a solid foundation, but they’re not enough. If we are going to survive the Archlord, we need another fighter on our side."


Chapter
Twelve



The drive back to the Foundry District was a miserable experience for all of us.

The warlock had completely ripped the passenger door off my truck. The cool morning air rushed into the cab as we rolled down the streets of Blackgate City, creating quite the draft as well as earning looks from everyone we passed. The wind howled aggressively against the exposed interior, tossing loose receipts and old coffee shop napkins in a chaotic cyclone around our knees.

I kept my hands locked onto the steering wheel at ten and two, thinking that it was better to be alive in a beat-up truck than it was to be dead back in the mill’s parking lot.

Victoria sat in the passenger seat, completely unfazed by the rushing wind. She had one leg propped casually against the ruined dashboard, her eyes locked on the road ahead of us.

Mara was once again huddled in the cramped back seat. She’d calmed down in the aftermath of the attack but still seemed a little on edge to me.

I hit the accelerator, pushing the engine a little harder to shorten the trip.

We’d survived a literal shadow assassin. We’d killed a corrupted human puppet branded by an Archlord of Hell, but the adrenaline that had kept me moving through the abandoned steel mill was rapidly wearing off, leaving a crater of physical exhaustion in its wake.

The shallow cut carved across my ribs by the shadow blade throbbed with stinging pain. My entire torso ached from where the warlock had driven his armored knee into my chest, as well as the injuries that I’d sustained the day before.

Owning a demoness was far more painful than I could have possibly imagined.

I pulled the truck into the familiar alleyway beside my warehouse apartment.

Victoria stepped out of the ruined passenger side, pausing to inspect the torn metal hinges of the truck frame.

"These chariots are incredibly fragile, Master," Victoria observed. “They might look formidable, but not where a shadow assassin is concerned.”

"I'll add it to the insurance claim," I grunted, walking directly toward the back door of my warehouse.

I punched the security code into the keypad with a bloody, bruised knuckle. Pulling the heavy door open, I stepped aside to let Mara and the succubus enter the industrial space.

The moment the steel door slammed shut behind us, the tension in the room instantly shifted.

The immediate, terrifying threat of the morning was gone. The warehouse was quiet, but the reality of our situation hung heavily in the air like a thick fog.

Mara walked straight toward the drafting table in the center of the loft.

She set the demonic grimoire down on the wood gently. Instead of getting back to work, she turned around and walked purposefully toward me.

"Sit down, Jack," Mara ordered, her voice trembling slightly but carrying more authority than usual.

I leaned my hip against the edge of a heavy metal shelving unit. "I'm fine, Mara. It's just a scratch."

"You were thrown into the side of a truck and slashed by a magical shadow blade," Mara countered, arching her eyebrows as she entered my personal space. "You’re bleeding, and it’s entirely likely you have a cracked rib or two. Sit down before I make Victoria force you."

Victoria lounged against the armrest of the worn leather sofa across the room. She offered me a highly amused smirk. “I’d listen to what she has to say, Jack. She doesn’t sound like the kind of woman I’d want to cross.”

She clearly enjoyed watching the bookworm boss me around.

I sighed, pushing myself off the shelving unit and walking over to the table. I pulled out my chair and sat down carefully.

Mara marched past me, heading straight for the industrial first-aid kit that I kept under the sink in the kitchen. She unlatched the plastic case, grabbing a bottle of rubbing alcohol, a stack of sterile gauze pads, and a roll of white medical tape.

"Let me see," Mara murmured softly, stepping directly between my spread knees as she tried to figure out what to use first. “Take your shirt off for me, Jack.”

The scent of her vanilla shampoo immediately washed over me, completely cutting through the lingering smell of ozone and sulfur from the fight. She was standing incredibly close. The soft, faded plaid fabric of her shorts brushed lightly against the denim of my work jeans.

I leaned back slightly in the wooden chair, exposing my chest after removing my shirt. “Like this?”

Mara’s gaze drifted over my exposed torso, seeing the silver chain of the amulet and the bloody gash that stretched across my ribs.

“Yes,” she said quietly, tracing her fingers over the wound. “Oh, Jack, that looks terrible.”

“It doesn’t hurt as bad as it looks.”

“Well, it looks awful.”

I smirked. “Okay, maybe I lied. It feels kind of awful then.”

She unscrewed the cap on the rubbing alcohol. She pressed a square of white gauze over the top of the bottle, saturating the cotton.

I watched her face closely.

Her green eyes were wide and focused. Her hands were shaking—not a frantic tremble, but a steady, adrenaline-fueled vibration.

"This is going to sting," Mara warned, her voice dropping to a soft, intimate whisper. “I’ll make it as quick as I can.”

"You know the kind of trouble I’m usually getting into," I reminded her, gripping the edge of the wooden chair. "I can handle a little pain."

She pressed the alcohol-soaked gauze directly against the open cut on my ribs.

I inhaled sharply through my teeth. The antiseptic burned like liquid fire against the raw skin, sending a violent jolt of pain radiating across my entire torso. I forced my muscles to relax, completely refusing to pull away from her touch.

"I'm so sorry, Jack," Mara apologized quickly, her concerned eyes flicking up to meet mine.

"Keep going," I told her, my voice low and steady.

She lowered her gaze back to my chest, carefully wiping away the dried blood surrounding the wound.

I could tell how much she cared about me just by her touch alone. It was soft, her delicate fingers taking great care not to cause further harm. That was just how Mara was, the calm to my storm. It had been that way ever since I met her.

What surprised me, though, was the way my eyes tracked the movement of her body.

As she leaned over me to clean the wound, the cardigan slipped entirely off her right shoulder. The tight white fabric of her tank top stretched beautifully across her breasts. I had an unobstructed, incredibly tantalizing view of the soft curve of her tits pressing against the cotton.

It made the whole thing slightly more bearable.

"You terrified me out there, Jack," Mara whispered, breaking the heavy silence. She didn't look up from the cut. She kept her focus entirely on cleaning the wound.

"I had it completely under control," I lied smoothly. “We won, right?”

Mara stopped moving. She set the bloody gauze against the table and looked directly into my eyes. Her expression was fiercely protective mixed with a little anger.

"He had his blades crossed right in front of your throat," replied Mara, her voice thick with raw emotion. "If Victoria hadn't broken his arm, he would have killed you. Right there on the asphalt."

The terrifying reality of her statement hung in the air between us.

"But he didn't," I countered softly, reaching up to gently cover her trembling hand with my calloused one. "Because we watched each other's backs. Victoria saved me, and you saved both of us with that coffee. We're a solid crew, Mara. A damn good team, if you ask me."

A single, frustrated tear spilled over the edge of her thick-rimmed glasses, cutting a clean track down her dusty cheek.

"I can't lose you," Mara confessed, her voice cracking beautifully. "I spend all my time translating dead languages and reading about history. You're the only real, solid thing I have right now."

My chest physically ached at her words. The undeniable sexual tension that always hovered between us suddenly morphed into a deep emotional weight.

I shifted my grip, moving my hand from her trembling fingers to the side of her face.

I brushed my thumb gently across her cheekbone, wiping the stray tear away. Her skin was incredibly soft. She leaned into my touch instantly, closing her eyes and taking a long, shuddering breath.

"You aren't going to lose me," I promised, my voice dropping into a harsh, vibrating baritone. "I am going to build a fortress around us. I am going to make sure Malphas breaks his own teeth before he gets anywhere near you."

Mara opened her eyes, looking at me with a tiny smile.

She leaned forward, closing the remaining distance between us. Her lips brushed lightly against the corner of my mouth. It wasn't a passionate kiss by any stretch of the imagination. It was terrifyingly gentle, more like an intimate promise than anything else. The contact sent a shiver down my spine, burning significantly hotter than the rubbing alcohol.

"Well, isn’t that touching," Victoria called out from across the room.

The tension popped instantly.

Mara pulled back as a light blush colored her cheeks. She cleared her throat awkwardly, grabbing a fresh piece of gauze and the roll of medical tape.

I dropped my hand back to the edge of the chair, shooting a mild glare over my shoulder at the succubus.

Victoria was still lounging on the sofa, her long legs crossed elegantly at the ankles. She offered me an amused smile, completely unbothered by her interruption.

“Something you want to say?” I asked the succubus, raising a single eyebrow.

"Not at all. I apologize for disrupting the moment," said Victoria, stretching her arms above her horned head. "But if we intend to actually survive the next assassination attempt, we need to address the flaw in our current strategy."

Mara quickly taped the sterile gauze over my ribs, stepping back and wiping her hands on her shorts.

"She's right," Mara agreed, snapping back into her academic mindset. "The warlock tried to bypass our offensive capabilities. He absorbed your strikes and shattered Victoria’s abyssal whip, and we were this close to losing one of us."

I stood up from the wooden chair, testing the mobility of my taped ribs. The dull ache was still there, but it could have been a lot worse.

"We need a better arsenal," I stated, walking over to the table and looking down at the wrapped Codex Sanguinis.

"We do not need better weapons, Master," said Victoria as she moved to my side. "We need better muscle."

I crossed my arms over my chest, raising an eyebrow at the demoness. "I hit him with a solid steel crowbar. That’s not enough muscle for you?"

"And he completely absorbed the blow," Victoria countered gently. She leaned her hip against the table, the shadows of her skirt swirling around her thighs. "I am a succubus, Jack. My manifestation is designed for seduction, psychological manipulation, and high-speed physical movements. In other words, I’m a sword."

She pointed a nail directly at my chest.

"On the other hand, you possess the raw magic of an ancient bloodline," Victoria continued. "You hit with the devastating force of a siege engine, but you’re still a fragile mortal. You bleed. Your bones break. If they get past your initial defenses, you won’t be able to stand up to the foul creatures that Malphas can throw at us. At least, not yet."

I hated admitting she was right, but my rational brain couldn't deny the logic of the situation.

"We're essentially two glass cannons," I translated into my own terms. "We hit hard, but we’ll shatter if the enemy gets through our guard."

"Exactly," Mara chimed in, pulling her notebook toward her. "Going off Victoria’s analogies, we need something like heavy cavalry? Something that can pack a powerful punch and keep fighting even when the enemy punches back."

Victoria grinned. “I like her. She seems to know what I’m thinking before I can get the words out.”

“It gets old sometimes,” I added, which made Mara frown at me.

“Sorry,” I said quickly.

Mara didn’t stay upset for long. She reached across the table, grabbing the Codex. She peeled the resin fabric back, exposing the dark leather of the cover.

She pressed the bone-and-gold latch. The book groaned open.

"There are hundreds of abyssal entities in this ledger," Mara explained, flipping through the thick parchment pages. "The Codex is categorized by demonic castes. I’m sure with a little research, we can find one that would augment our fighting strength. One that might just give us the leg up in this escalating fight."

I pulled my chair closer to the table, leaning over the ancient script.

"Show me my options," I ordered.

Mara scanned the pages, her eyes darting rapidly across the Latin script. She skipped entirely past sections detailing lesser imps, shadow stalkers, and plague-bringers, though I kept a mental note that we could summon more help if needed.

A shadow stalker sounded interesting if nothing else. I wondered how Malphas would react if the shoe was on the other foot for a change?

Mara finally stopped nearly halfway through the tome, slamming her palm flat against a heavily illustrated page.

The illustration depicted a towering figure clad in thick abyssal armor that was more intricate than the one Victoria wore. The creature wielded a two-handed broadsword that looked more like a slab of sharpened iron than a refined weapon.

"The Praetorian Guard of the Abyss," Mara read, translating the passage aloud. "Colloquially known as a Hell-Knight."

Victoria let out a genuine gasp of excitement. “Oh, let me see that, Mara!”

She leaned over the table, staring at the illustration with a look of anticipation.

"An actual Hell-Knight," Victoria breathed reverently, her eyes glowing like twin supernovas. "Master, if you can actually bind a juggernaut like that to your will, we’ll be completely unstoppable."

I studied the terrifying illustration on the parchment. "What makes them so special?"

"They’re the apex of abyssal physical dominance, Jack," Victoria explained, barely able to contain her enthusiasm. "A Hell-Knight is not an ordinary demon. Trained in the ways of abyssal warfare, they’re the ultimate warriors. Even some lesser archlords are afraid to draw the ire of a Hell-Knight, knowing how deadly they are. In addition, they’re excellent strategists, and they can help us with setting a defensive perimeter that will make Malphas think twice before attacking us. In layman’s terms, they can be our heavy cavalry."

“More like a tank,” added Mara with an adorable smile. “Cavalry is a little outdated after all.”

"They're a literal load-bearing wall," I muttered, my contractor instincts immediately recognizing the value. “And we could use a decent strategist.”

"They are an impenetrable shield," Victoria agreed, turning her stunning gaze directly to me. "If Malphas sends his legions, a Hell-Knight will stand in the breach and absolutely slaughter them while we strike from the flanks."

I looked down at the Codex. Having that kind of help would be a boon for our cause. We needed a tank, and the grimoire was offering me a literal walking fortress.

"Alright," I said decisively. "How do we summon one?"

Mara pushed her thick glasses up her nose, leaning closer to read the details bordering the illustration.

"Jack, it won’t be as easy as summoning Victoria," Mara warned, her voice turning more serious. "The binding ritual for a Hell-Knight is different from the blood-tether you established with Victoria."

"Explain the difference.”

"Victoria is a succubus. She feeds on excess magical energy, so she actively desires a strong host," Mara translated, trailing her pen over the words on the page. "A Hell-Knight is a creature of war, and that means they come with pride. They don’t just bow to anyone. They despise servitude."

I crossed my arms over my chest. "But they can be bound, correct? If summoned, they must obey?"

"They’ll follow the contract if their master proves his superiority," Mara clarified, looking up at me with a fearful expression. "The ritual requires an output of raw magical power. You have to physically force the entity into submission once it manifests in the mortal realm."

The oppressive silence of the warehouse completely returned.

"And if I fail to force their submission?" I asked, already knowing the grim answer.

"The Codex is very specific on this point," Mara whispered, her knuckles turning white as she gripped the edge of the drafting table. "If the master fails the dominance check, the Hell-Knight will ignore the abyssal contract. It will immediately turn its weapon on the summoner and cleave them completely in half."

I took a slow, deep breath, letting the terrifying reality of the warning settle in my chest.

Summoning a Hell-Knight wasn't just ordering a new piece of heavy equipment. It was willingly inviting a hostile apex predator directly into my living room and challenging it to a cage match.

If my magic wasn't strong enough, I would die pretty quickly. Mara and Victoria would be left on their own against a rogue juggernaut and the incoming legions of Malphas.

It was a massive gamble.

I looked at the bloody gauze taped to my ribs before looking at both of the women in my living room. Victoria was silent for once, without a useful quip on her lips. There was some concern in her eyes, mostly the result of our growing intimacy. She reached over to touch the back of my hand, a reassuring touch if nothing else.

Then, I looked directly at Mara.

Her eyes showed nothing but terror. Even her aura was flaring with fear, telling me just how much was at stake by risking failure.

I couldn't keep her safe with just a steel crowbar and my own stubborn grit. A shadow assassin had nearly decapitated me today. If Malphas sent an entire squad of them tomorrow, we were dead.

I needed a tank. I needed a frontline fighter capable of holding the roof up when the entire world started caving in.

I turned my gaze toward the succubus.

"Get the space ready, Victoria," I ordered, my voice hard, resolute, and unyielding. “We’re summoning a Hell-Knight.”

"Yes, Master," replied Victoria, stepping away from the table with a mesmerizing sway of her hips.

"Are you sure about this, Jack?" Mara asked quietly once we had temporary privacy. "I don’t want to doubt you, but perhaps there are safer options in the book? We could keep searching."

I placed my hand gently against the side of her pale face, feeling the warmth of her skin.

"I'm sure, Mara," I told her softly, looking directly into her terrified eyes. "I don’t want to waste any more time before something shows up that we can’t handle. And the last thing I’m going to do is let an Archlord of Hell take you or Victoria. We need a shield. And I’m going to do everything in my power to make them submit to me."

I pulled my hand back, turning my attention back to the book.

"Let’s begin, Mara," I said, firmly gripping the heavy silver cage of the Abyssal Anchor resting against my chest. "Let’s see if we can summon a Hell-Knight."


Chapter
Thirteen



An hour later, my apartment looked like the staging ground for a supernatural operation.

I stood near my workbench, loading supplies into a canvas duffel bag. I tossed in a chalk line box, a laser level, and four steel railroad spikes. I grabbed my sledgehammer, resting the hickory handle casually against my shoulder.

For obvious reasons, we weren’t going to summon the Hell-Knight here. There were too many complications, especially if something went wrong.

We needed a little privacy to do it, so right now, all our things were getting stacked near the door, where I would place them in my truck before we left.

Mara was sitting at the table, consumed by her preparations.

She had her pen gripped tightly, transcribing the language from the Codex onto thick parchment. Her knit cardigan was draped loosely over her wooden chair. The thin fabric of her tank top stretched across her chest as she leaned over her work, oblivious to the fantastic view she gave me.

"The process for this ritual is pretty unforgiving," Mara muttered, pushing her glasses up her nose. "A pentagram won't hold a Hell-Knight. We need a nine-point nonagram to distribute the pressure. Even then, it leaves you little room for error."

"I've got this, Mara," I told her, putting on a confident face. "Have a little faith in me, okay?"

Mara looked up, her emerald eyes filled with unwavering support. “I have all the faith in the world in you, Jack. It’s this stuff that makes me nervous.”

She stood and walked across the concrete floor, stopping right in front of me. She reached out, resting her hands gently against the canvas of my work shirt. Her touch grounded me.

"I have an extra protection I can put around the nonagram," Mara whispered, as a tiny smile appeared. "Just to give you a better shot at doing this."

"Where would I be without you?" I said, my voice dropping slightly. I covered her hands with mine, giving them a reassuring squeeze.

A beautiful smile stretched across her pink lips. She leaned up, pressing a quick kiss to my jawline before stepping back to gather her translation notes.

I watched her walk away, captivated by the sway of her hips beneath those plaid pajama shorts.

"Mara is so cute when she worries," Victoria murmured right by my ear.

I turned my head. The succubus had glided silently across the loft.

"She has good reason to worry," I told her, catching her hand and wrapping my fingers around her wrist.

Victoria stepped into my space, pressing the heavy curves of her breasts against my torso. She looked up through her dark eyelashes. Her violet gaze burned with hunger.

“Oh, she absolutely does, but I just think it’s endearing that she hasn’t admitted how much she desires you,” the succubus whispered. “Do you want me to get it out of her? You know I play well with others, right?”

That idea was tempting. A vision flashed in my head of not just Victoria in my bed, but Mara too.

Talk about feeling on top of the world.

“Let’s wait until after this is over,” I told Victoria, which forced a pout to appear on her face.

"Very well, Master," Victoria said, her breath washing over my collarbone. "You’ve claimed a succubus, and now you're preparing to break a Hell-Knight. I've waited five centuries for someone with your ambition, so I can wait a little longer for some amorous fun."

When I didn’t say anything, Victoria wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled my head down, capturing my lips in a desperate kiss. Pressing her body flush against mine, Victoria ground her hips against my denim jeans.

I groaned, my hands dropping to grip her ass on the outside of her skirt.

“Mmm, that’s what I wanted,” moaned Victoria as she squeezed my body. “Kiss me again.”

I kissed her one more time, letting the crimson magic in my veins meet the purple of her aura. The chemistry between us was a wildfire. I broke the kiss after a breathless moment, resting my forehead against hers.

"I'm glad to call you Master," Victoria panted, her lips swollen from the kiss.

"Maybe someday you can just call me Jack," I said with a knowing smirk. “You’ve been testing it out, but you might switch over to it completely.”

Victoria tilted her head, a playful glint in her eyes.

"Maybe," the succubus teased, running her thumbs over the tense muscles of my neck. "But can I still call you Master in the bedroom? It really does something for me."

I let out a genuine laugh. The tension in my chest shattered.

"Yeah, Victoria," I agreed, grabbing the straps of my canvas bag. "You can call me whatever you want in there."

"Excellent," Victoria purred, stepping away with a satisfied grin.

"Are we ready?" Mara called out from the doorway, having kept her back turned during the exchange.

"We're ready," I confirmed, hoisting the sledgehammer onto my shoulder. "Let's go find a nexus point."

The location Victoria selected was chosen because it aligned with several ley lines that naturally crossed the city. This particular point contained several convergences, which were necessary to bring forth this kind of power. That meant that we were headed to a deserted strip mall on the northern edge of Blackgate City.

I parked the truck near the cracked asphalt of the parking lot. The complex was a rotting monument to failed commercial zoning. A faded sign for a bankrupt grocery store loomed in the darkness. The glass storefronts were shattered, the interiors gutted by scavengers.

The night air smelled of stagnant rainwater, broken asphalt, and urban decay.

"The abyssal pressure here is incredibly high," Victoria explained, stepping out of the truck. She checked a folding map illuminated by her flashlight's beam. "Two major ley lines intersect directly beneath the central walkway of this plaza."

I grabbed my duffel bag and led the way toward the concrete walkway connecting the ruined storefronts.

"It's a solid concrete slab," I noted, stomping my boot against the ground. "It’s about as remote as it gets too. It’s as good a place as any."

I dropped the bag and went to work. With Mara’s help, we measured out a nonagram cage for the Hell-Knight, one that needed to be perfect if this was going to work.

I pulled the laser level from the bag and set it in the center of the walkway. Brilliant red lines shot across the concrete, projecting a flawless coordinate system onto the ground.

"Read the angles, Mara," I commanded, grabbing the blue chalk line box.

Mara stood near the edge, her leather notebook open in one hand and her flashlight in the other.

"Thirty-six degrees from true north," Mara read, her voice devoid of fear as her academic mind took control. "Forty-foot diameter. The nine points must be equidistant to contain the power."

I pulled the string taut, anchoring the metal hook to a crack. I walked backward, measuring the distance, and snapped the string hard against the ground. A thick line of blue chalk exploded onto the concrete.

I moved with methodical precision, ignoring the stakes and focusing on the geometry. Within ten minutes, I had snapped an intricate nine-point star over the intersecting ley lines.

"The outline is ready," I announced, tossing the chalk box back into the duffel bag.

I grabbed the steel railroad spikes. Walking to the cardinal points of the outer circle, I used my sledgehammer to drive the steel deep into the concrete. The concussive ringing of the blows echoed loudly through the abandoned strip mall. At one point, I paused to look around, wondering if there were any vagrants that might have heard the noise.

But the strip mall was eerily quiet.

"The anchors are set," I told them, wiping sweat from my forehead with the back of my glove.

Victoria stood near a shattered window, watching me work.

"I don’t think I’ve ever seen a better nonagram," said Victoria, the purple light of her aura casting dancing shadows across the brickwork. "Your execution is incredible. I doubt the Hell-Knight will see any immediate weaknesses when they’re summoned."

I stepped outside the perimeter of the chalk lines. Planting my boots firmly on the asphalt, I gripped the hickory handle with both hands.

"Open the book, Mara," I ordered, my voice dropping an octave as the crimson magic stirred in my blood.

Mara knelt twenty feet away, safely behind the ruined husk of a planter box. She rested the Codex on the stone edge and pressed the bone-and-gold latch. She turned the parchment pages until she reached the illustration of the Hell-Knight.

"Begin the sequence," Mara shouted, her voice cutting clearly through the air. "Focus the magic into the center of the grid!"

I closed my eyes. I reached deep into my chest, grabbing the heavy pool of ancient power resting beneath my ribs. I funneled the energy directly down my arms, bypassing the silver cage of the Abyssal Anchor. I didn't need a filter for this. I just needed raw power.

I slammed the steel head of my sledgehammer directly against the pavement.

I pushed the magic out of my body, directing it like a fire hose straight into the center of the star. The chalk lines ignited, erupting into a towering cage of pitch-black flames. The heat radiating from the circle vaporized the puddles on the walkway.

The air pressure inverted, making my ears pop loudly. The glass windows of the intact storefronts shattered simultaneously, raining jagged shards onto the concrete. The ground beneath my boots trembled with the force of a localized earthquake.

"The threshold is open!" Mara yelled over the roar of the black flames. "Hold the line, Jack!"

I dug my boots deeper into the asphalt, feeding more magic into the grid to prevent the portal from collapsing.

The center of the fire warped. The abyssal energy condensed, solidifying into a towering silhouette.

The flames parted, blown backward by an overwhelming wave of force, allowing a Hell-Knight to step through the threshold.

The physical presence of the entity made me catch my breath in my chest. The demoness stood six feet tall, about the same height as Victoria. She was encased in overlapping plates of steel armor. The armor made her look like a medieval knight, though one that was powered by demonic energy.

Glowing cracks of orange fire traced through the joints of her plate armor. A tattered cape hung from her spiked pauldrons.

She gripped a two-handed broadsword in her right gauntlet. The weapon was six feet of serrated iron that looked heavy enough to cleave a compact car in half.

The Hell-Knight raised her horned helmet. Two slits of furious orange light glared out from the dark visor.

Black smoke poured from the exhaust vents carved into her breastplate.

"I am Alexandra of the Iron Vanguard," her voice boomed, which was surprisingly feminine despite its harsh tone. "Who dares drag me from the crucible of the Seventh Tier?"

I didn't flinch. Now was the time to demonstrate my power. Everything we had was riding on this. I kept the head of my sledgehammer planted against the asphalt.

"I’m Jack Phillips," I roared back, my voice magically amplified by the power burning in my vocal cords. "I’m your new master now. You’re standing in my circle, and you’re bound to my contract."

Alexandra slowly turned her armored head.

Her orange eyes swept over my work shirt, my denim jeans, and my tool belt. She let out a rumbling laugh that shook the glass loose from the window frames.

"A mortal," Alexandra mocked, lifting her iron broadsword with zero effort. "You possess the power of the bloodline, but you lack the physical presence to command me. I don’t serve fragile meat. I will crush you and reclaim my freedom."

"He is the master of this domain, Hell-Knight!" Victoria hissed from the shadows, her aura flaring.

Alexandra ignored the succubus. The Hell-Knight lowered her helmet, locking her orange gaze directly onto my chest. She didn't waste any time with magical incantations before she decided to charge at me.

Every armored footstep cracked the concrete slab. She crossed the twenty feet separating us in a blur of dark steel and molten light. She raised the iron broadsword high above her head, bringing it down in a vertical arc aimed at my skull.

My instincts screamed an undeniable truth: Do not block. If I tried to parry that slab of iron with my sledgehammer, the force would shatter every bone in my arms.

I dove hard to the left.

The broadsword impacted the exact spot where I had been standing a fraction of a second earlier. The blade exploded through the asphalt, creating a shock wave that threw me off my feet. I hit the ground rolling, scrambling to put distance between myself and the crater she had excavated in the parking lot.

"You’re fast, mortal," Alexandra rumbled, ripping the sword free from the concrete. "But you can’t run forever."

I scrambled back to my feet, gripping the hickory handle tight.

I couldn't match her brute strength. I needed to fight smart.

Sprinting toward the covered walkway, I drew her attention toward the heavy supports of the rotting building.

"Victoria!" I roared, pointing a finger at the succubus. "Give me a blind spot!"

Without a reply, Victoria launched herself onto the ruined roof of a nearby sedan. She threw her hands open, dropping the containment on her aura. A wave of pink mist erupted from her skin.

The dense mist flooded the courtyard, obscuring the moonlight. It was a gravity well of psychic distraction. The air thickened with her power, which surrounded the Hell-Knight before she could get to me.

Without even thinking, Alexandra marched right into the center of the mist.

Suddenly, the Hell-Knight faltered. Her armored boots scraped awkwardly against the asphalt, and her iron broadsword drooped slightly. The psychic pheromones hijacked her abyssal senses, scrambling her combat radar. She roared in frustration, swinging her blade wildly through the pink smoke.

I didn't waste the distraction, sprinting down the walkway with my eyes locked on the rotting brick pillar supporting the steel awning of the abandoned grocery store.

My sixth sense flared, spotting the weak point in the decaying masonry.

I funneled every drop of crimson magic burning in my veins into my arms and shoulders. I felt my muscles swell. My vision washed red.

Reaching the pillar, I pivoted my hips, generating rotational velocity.

"Timber," I growled.

I swung the sledgehammer in a horizontal arc.

The steel head connected squarely with the center of the compromised brickwork. The kinetic force of the enhanced strike was catastrophic. The brick pillar exploded outward in a shower of red dust and pulverized mortar.

With its main support destroyed, physics took control.

The steel and concrete awning groaned. Alexandra snapped her helmet upward, her orange eyes piercing the mist just in time to see the ceiling detach from the facade.

The awning collapsed directly on top of her.

The impact sounded like a detonating bomb. A cloud of gray dust and pulverized concrete exploded across the parking lot. The ground shook so violently I was nearly thrown off my feet.

The pink mist dissipated, blown away by the shock wave.

I walked slowly through the settling dust, coughing the grit from my lungs. I kept my sledgehammer raised, the head glowing slightly from the residual magic.

The Hell-Knight was buried beneath three slabs of reinforced concrete and twisted steel I-beams.

She wasn't dead. Her abyssal armor was dented and scored, but the dark metal held its shape. She was pinned flat on her back, her broadsword trapped beneath a concrete slab. She thrashed against the debris, her exhaust vents billowing angry black smoke.

I stepped onto the chunk of concrete pinning her chest to the ground.

I planted my boots squarely on either side of her helmet. I raised the sledgehammer high above my head, the steel tip hovering mere inches from her dark visor.

Not holding back, I unleashed the overwhelming power of the magical bloodline into the air around us.

A towering aura of violent crimson fire erupted from my skin. It burned hotter and brighter than Victoria’s purple light. It was the pure manifestation of my dominance. I smothered her abyssal rage beneath the suffocating weight of my magical presence.

"You want physical dominance?" I roared, my voice echoing like thunder across the ruined strip mall. "Look around you, Knight! I just brought a building down on your head with a single swing! You’re standing in my territory, and you will answer to me!"

Alexandra stopped thrashing.

The orange slits of her visor locked onto the crimson fire raging in my eyes. She felt the ancient weight of the contract pressing down on her mechanical soul. She realized she wasn't facing a fragile mortal.

She was facing her new master.

"Do I have to swing this hammer, or do we have a deal?" I demanded, the muscles in my arms trembling with the effort of holding the heavy steel high.

The Hell-Knight let out a heavy hiss of pressurized steam.

"Your tactics are dishonorable," Alexandra rumbled, her voice lacking its mocking tone for once.

"I fight to win," I countered coldly. "Not to look pretty."

A metallic grinding sound echoed from the joints of her armor as she relaxed her muscles. The orange fire glowing in her plating dimmed slightly, signaling her submission.

"You possess the kind of destructive force that I didn’t count on," Alexandra admitted grudgingly. "Fine, I recognize your power. I yield."

I let out a heavy exhale. Slowly lowering the sledgehammer, I rested the steel head gently against the cracked concrete. I pulled the crimson aura back into my chest, locking it securely beneath my ribs.

I stepped off the rubble.

Reaching down, I grabbed the edge of the concrete slab pinning her chest. I funneled a quick burst of magic into my arms and heaved the stone aside.

Alexandra sat up slowly. She grabbed her iron broadsword, using it as a metal crutch to push herself back to her feet. The demoness stood before me, the abyssal steel of her armor dwarfing my frame.

She didn't raise her weapon. She didn't challenge me again.

Alexandra drove the tip of her broadsword directly into the asphalt. She dropped heavily onto one armored knee, bowing her helmet in deference to my authority.

"I am bound to your word, Master," Alexandra swore, her deep voice vibrating against the pavement.

Victoria emerged from the lingering dust, walking across the ruined walkway. Her violet aura pulsed with undeniable satisfaction. She stopped beside me, wrapping her arm securely around my waist.

"I can’t tell you how impressive that was to witness, Jack," Victoria praised, leaning her horned head proudly against my shoulder.

Mara stepped out from behind her concrete cover. She clutched the wrapped Codex Sanguinis tightly against her chest. Her yellow aura flared brightly as she walked over to us, staring in awe at the kneeling Hell-Knight.

"This whole thing is remarkable," Mara breathed, her eyes wide behind her glasses. "You actually broke a Hell-Knight’s will by dropping a grocery store on her head, Jack."

"I used what was available," I chuckled softly, offering the brilliant scholar a tired smile. “I might have used a post office if one was available to me.”

Mara laughed softly and hugged me. “Somehow, that doesn’t surprise me much!”

I looked down at the armored demoness kneeling at my boots. We had our tank now.

Malphas was going to send his worst to tear my life apart. But looking at the lethal crew standing beside me in the ruins of the strip mall, I knew exactly what was going to happen.

The Archlord of Hell was going to hit a brick wall.


Chapter
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The sun finally set over Blackgate City, plunging the Foundry District into deep shadows.

Alexandra’s presence was a new variable now that we were back home. She seemed out of place, especially now that she was bound to me. The Hell-Knight was remarkably quiet as the other girls made themselves at home, not saying much as her heavy boots echoed along the polished concrete.

After a few minutes of inspecting my apartment, she finally spoke up.

"This perimeter has some holes, Master," Alexandra announced, scanning the area.

She didn't bother taking a moment to relax. The orange fire glowing within her abyssal armor cast long shadows across my furniture. She gripped her iron broadsword, sweeping her dark visor across the room.

"Those exposed skylights leave us wide open from above," she critiqued, her voice softer and lacking her earlier hostility. "And the brick walls aren't fortified. We don't have a good choke point. This feels more like an open grave than a fortress."

I dropped my canvas duffel onto the floor, where it landed with a dull thud.

I was exhausted. My taped ribs still throbbed with pain. The raw magic had kept me moving through the adrenaline of the fight, but the crash was finally starting to hit me. I walked over to the kitchen area, grabbing a bottle of water from the stainless refrigerator.

"It was a warehouse originally, Alexandra," I said, unscrewing the plastic cap. "It was built to store wood and steel parts, not hold off a siege from the underworld."

"Then sleeping here is risky," she countered bluntly. She turned her helmet toward me. Black smoke puffed from her exhaust vents. "Malphas won't bother knocking on that front door. His assassins will just drop through the glass right on our heads."

I took a long drink of cold water, setting the bottle down hard on the laminate counter when I was done.

"I know the risks," I stated, my voice dropping into a commanding baritone. "That's exactly why I pulled you out of the Abyss. You're going to help keep us alive."

The Hell-Knight bristled slightly. The iron plates of her armor shifted with a metallic screech.

"I'm a Hell-Knight, Master," she reasoned, taking a step toward the kitchen. "I break enemy lines, but I'm not really used to playing guard dog at the front door."

I held my ground, leaning my hip against the counter and meeting her orange stare with unyielding calm.

"You're a soldier," I reminded her. "And right now, you're my soldier. I don't need you to redesign the building, but I do need you to hold the line while I figure out how to take down an Archlord."

I let a surge of magic flare in my eyes. The muddy gray washed out, replaced by an aggressive red light. I pushed the heavy weight of my presence against her aura.

Alexandra stopped moving. The molten fire in her armor dimmed in submission to the bloodline tether. She planted her broadsword against the concrete, resting her gauntlets on the rusted pommel.

"Okay, fine," she conceded softly. "But there are steps we can take to make this place more defensible in the long term. Especially if you don’t want to die screaming."

Victoria moved into the room. The succubus had dropped her abyssal armor, returning to my oversized t-shirt and sweatpants. Even in the baggy cotton, her hourglass curves demanded my attention.

She walked directly to my side, wrapping her arm possessively around my waist and leaning her head against my shoulder.

"Don't talk to him like that," Victoria hissed, her violet stare flashing with purple light. "He broke your will with a single swing. Show our master some respect."

Alexandra turned her helmet toward the succubus. A mocking rumble vibrated from her chest plate.

"A succubus," Alexandra scoffed. "You drain him instead of being a true warrior. I stand in the fire while you hide in the shadows."

Victoria’s posture turned rigid.

The seductive energy vanished. She stepped away from me, her hands curling into tight fists. The purple aura surrounding her exploded outward, crackling with aggressive electricity.

"I pulled an assassin off his throat today while you were still sulking in the Abyss," Victoria snarled, taking a threatening step toward the towering knight. "Don't mistake my looks for weakness, Hell-Knight. I'll peel the magic right out of that iron shell."

"I'd like to see you try," Alexandra challenged, lifting her broadsword an inch off the floor.

The warehouse trembled. The clash of their overwhelming auras sent a shock wave of pressure through the room. A glass mug resting on my workbench shattered.

"Enough!"

A heavy dictionary slammed shut against the oak surface of my drafting table. The loud crack echoed like a gunshot.

Both demons stopped instantly.

Mara stood at the head of the table. She had the Codex resting in front of her. She pushed her thick-rimmed glasses up the bridge of her nose, her emerald eyes burning with anger.

"This is ridiculous," Mara scolded, glaring at the demonesses. "Malphas is sending an army of warlocks and hellhounds to slaughter us, and you two are bickering over bragging rights in the living room."

Victoria crossed her arms over her chest, looking away with an offended huff. Alexandra lowered her broadsword back to the concrete.

"Sit," Mara ordered, pointing her pen at the empty chairs around the table. "Both of you. Now."

I watched in absolute awe as the succubus and the Hell-Knight actually obeyed tiny Mara. Victoria glided over to the table, pulling a chair out and sitting down with a graceful pout. Alexandra stomped over to the couch and plopped herself down.

I walked over and took the seat next to Mara, offering her an impressed smirk.

"Welcome to our team meeting," Mara announced, opening her leather notebook. “Where we need to learn how to get along together.”

"We aren't a team," Alexandra rumbled. "We are bound servants to the master."

"You're a team because you share the exact same goal," Mara corrected. She tapped her pen against the paper. "Survival. If Jack dies, the contract shatters. Victoria loses her anchor and gets dragged back to Malphas. Alexandra, your pride breaks, and you go back to whatever forgotten hole we pulled you from. You both need him alive, and he needs you."

Mara looked between the two demons, her yellow aura saturating the room with calm logic.

"You have entirely different roles," she continued softly. "Victoria is the infiltrator. She provides speed, distraction, and psychological warfare. She's like a dagger to the heart."

Victoria offered a proud smile, uncrossing her arms.

"And Alexandra is the shield," Mara said, turning to the knight. "You're the heavy infantry. You absorb the kind of blows that would shatter Jack or Victoria. You hold the front line."

Mara turned her green eyes toward me.

"And Jack is the leader. He commands the raw magic, allowing him to strike with overwhelming force when the enemy is distracted. Together, we’re a cohesive unit. But only if you stop treating each other like enemies."

“Don’t forget yourself, Mara,” I added, forcing all three women to look at me. “Mara is the brains of the operation. Without her, we don’t have a clue where to find the enemy or how to find him.”

Mara gave me a small smile of appreciation when she heard that. I swore I saw a blush form on her cheeks as well.

Alexandra let out a long hiss of steam. The molten fire in her armor settled into a steady rhythm.

"Okay, you make a good point," Alexandra admitted, her deep voice devoid of its earlier aggression. "I'll hold the perimeter. I'll break the enemy against my iron and keep everyone in this room safe."

Victoria reached across the table, resting her soft hand over mine.

"And I'll watch your back," she promised, her jeweled eyes softening considerably. She shot a respectful glance up at the knight. "Together, we’ll be a united force."

I let out a relieved breath. Mara had defused a supernatural bomb using nothing but logic and academic grit.

"Good," Mara said, closing her notebook. "Now that we have our operational parameters figured out, I'm going to order an obscene amount of takeout. Translating ancient languages burns a lot of calories, and frankly, I’m starving."

The tension in the warehouse evaporated.

"What kind of food does a Hell-Knight eat?" I asked, pulling my cracked phone from my pocket.

"We don't consume mortal sustenance, Master," Alexandra replied, actually sounding somewhat polite. "I draw my stamina directly from your magical reserves. Save your money."

"Good to know," I muttered. "Victoria? Mara?"

"I could eat my body weight in ribs right now," Victoria chimed in.

"Just get me something with a ton of carbs," Mara added, already reaching for her fountain pen. “Something greasy like a burger with lots of bacon and cheese.”

I chuckled. “Burgers and ribs. I know just the place.”

The next two hours felt surprisingly normal, despite the fact that a towering suit of abyssal armor was standing guard in the corner of my loft. I ordered a generous spread of barbecue and burgers from a late-night joint down the street.

Victoria consumed three entire racks of ribs with the elegance of a scavenger. By that, I meant that I could still see the barbecue sauce smeared all over her lips once she was done. I was surprised just how cute of a look I found it to be on her.

As for Alexandra, she simply stood near the reinforced door, her iron hands resting on the pommel of her sword as she slipped into a meditative stasis. She didn’t eat anything, despite my offering a few times.

Stubbornness was an inherent trait when it came to Hell-Knights.

By midnight, the heavy exhaustion finally caught up with everyone.

Victoria claimed the bed in my room, to no one’s surprise. She curled up under my down comforter, slipping into a magically induced sleep to digest the influx of crimson magic and mortal food.

Mara and I stood near the kitchen island, tossing the empty takeout containers into a black trash bag.

The apartment was incredibly quiet, filled only by the low hum of the refrigerator and the rhythmic hissing of Alexandra's exhaust vents across the room.

I tied the plastic bag shut and set it by the door.

Turning around, I found Mara watching me. She leaned her hip against the counter, her cardigan pulled tight against the cool draft. The warm light of the Edison bulbs caught the red highlights in her auburn hair.

"You did an amazing job tonight, Mara," I told her quietly, keeping my voice low to avoid waking the succubus.

I walked over to the counter, standing just a few inches away from her.

"I just pointed out the obvious," she replied modestly, looking down at the laminate surface. "They respect you, Jack. They just needed a reminder of why they were actually fighting."

"They listened to you." I reached out, gently placing my hand over hers. "You stepped directly between two high-tier demons ready to tear each other apart, and you commanded the room. That takes a lot of bravery."

Mara looked up at me. Her eyes were wide and vulnerable.

"I was scared," she confessed, her voice barely above a whisper. "But I was more afraid of seeing you get hurt trying to break up the fight."

She turned her hand over, intertwining her soft fingers with my scarred ones. The point of contact sent a warm sensation up my arm. The chemistry between us had been slowly building for years, but today had accelerated the timeline.

"Thank you," she whispered, stepping slightly closer to my chest. "For saving my life in the courtyard today. That shadow warlock... he would have killed me."

"I told you," I murmured, my gaze locked onto her pink lips. "I protect my crew. I protect what's mine."

The air between us grew incredibly thick with that last statement. The pink hue of her mortal aura flared to life in my peripheral vision, thrumming with undeniable heat.

I didn't hesitate this time.

I leaned forward, closing the final distance. Mara met me halfway.

Our lips connected. It wasn't the frantic desperation of my encounter with Victoria. It was a slow, lingering kiss. It held years of missed timing, unspoken attraction, and the overwhelming relief of surviving a terrifying day.

I brought my free hand up, burying my fingers gently in the messy waves of her hair. Mara let out a beautiful sigh against my mouth. She stepped fully into my space, resting her free hand flat against the center of my chest. She bypassed the silver of the amulet, pressing her palm directly against my warm skin.

We stayed like that for a long, quiet moment, lost in the magnetic pull of the kiss.

I finally pulled back, resting my forehead gently against hers. My heart hammered a rapid rhythm against my bruised ribs.

Mara kept her eyes closed for a second, her breathing shallow and ragged. A flush painted her cheeks. She slowly opened her green eyes, looking up at me with an expression of raw affection.

We didn't say a single word about it. We didn't need to overcomplicate the moment with words or feelings. The kiss communicated everything that needed to be said.

"You should get some sleep, Jack," she whispered, her thumb brushing lightly across my chest. "You look like you're about to fall over."

"I feel like I'm about to fall over," I admitted with a quiet chuckle.

I reluctantly took a half-step back, giving her space to breathe.

"I should sleep with Victoria," I told her, gesturing toward the raised bed. "You take the spare bedroom. After what you’ve been through, you deserve a real bed to sleep on tonight."

"Deal," Mara agreed softly.

She offered me one last, lingering look before turning and walking quietly toward her bedroom for the night. I wondered if she would have slept in my bed if I invited her. The presence of Victoria complicated things a little, but I had a feeling that Mara didn’t mind.

She’d already listened to us having sex this morning. Even after that, Mara’s attraction to me didn’t seem any less dimmed.

If anything, it was even more powerful now.

I watched her settle onto the mattress, pulling a wool blanket up to her chin. I walked over to the main switch on the brick wall and killed the primary lights. The warehouse plunged into deep darkness, illuminated only by the pale moonlight cutting through the skylights and the orange glow radiating from the Hell-Knight standing guard by the door.

Moving into my room, I collapsed heavily onto the mattress, careful not to disturb the already sleeping form of Victoria. I pulled her closer to me, pushing my crotch against the curves of her ass. Victoria moaned quietly with approval despite her slumber.

As I closed my eyes, I listened to the steady breathing of my succubus and wondered what tomorrow would bring.

My foundation was finally set. Tomorrow, we would start building the walls.
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The next morning, I stood in the alleyway beside my warehouse, wrestling with a heavy roll of duct tape and a thick plastic sheet. The warlock had torn the passenger door off my truck in the fight yesterday, but until I could track down a replacement door from a local scrapyard, the plastic sheeting was going to have to be a temporary substitute.

I ripped a piece of the tape free with my teeth, slapping it hard against the metal doorframe to secure the plastic.

"I'm no mechanic, Master, but I don't think that tape is going to hold at highway speeds," Alexandra noted from behind me.

The Hell-Knight stood near the rusted gate, her iron broadsword resting easily on her shoulder. She hadn't powered down since last night. The orange fire glowing in the cracks of her plates cast stark shadows across the asphalt.

"It’ll keep the rain out," I told her, running my hand over the tape to smooth the edges. "I'm a contractor, not an auto body guy."

We needed to go on the offensive. Sitting inside the apartment waiting for Malphas to send another wave of assassins was a bad tactical decision. We had the high-tier muscle now. It was time to clear the surrounding blocks and push the Archlord's scouts away from my home.

The steel door of my apartment clicked open.

Victoria stepped out into the morning sunlight. She was fully armored, her leather straps gripping her spectacular curves. The shifting shadows of her skirt danced around her pale legs.

She sauntered toward the truck, the sweet scent of cherry blossoms overpowering the smell of the alleyway garbage.

Mara hovered nervously in the doorway. The bookworm had changed clothes, bringing with her an extra sweater and a pair of jeans when she came yesterday. I suspected she packed the overnight bag with other intentions in mind, but for now, it had a secondary purpose at the very least.

"Are you sure about this, Jack?" asked Mara, her voice tight. "The perimeter wards are active. The Codex is secure in the center of the grid. You'll be able to track abyssal signatures within a three-mile radius, but..."

"Lock the door behind us," I instructed, walking over to the doorway. "Don't open it for anyone. Not even a delivery guy."

Mara offered a quick nod. She reached out, her warm fingers brushing against my forearm.

"Be careful out there," she whispered, the yellow of her aura flashing with a spike of icy fear. "Alexandra is strong, but she's impulsive. Don't let her drag you into an ambush."

"I'll watch her, and Victoria will watch me," I promised, giving her hand a squeeze. "Just stay inside the wards."

I waited until the steel door slammed shut and the deadbolt engaged before turning back to the alley.

"Alright, crew," I said, zipping up my work jacket. "We're walking. Taking the truck makes us too obvious, and I don't want any more windows shattered today."

"Stomping down the street isn't exactly stealthy, Master," Alexandra pointed out, smoke drifting from her exhaust vents. "It's difficult to hide when you're a walking forge."

"You're going to have to try today," I said. "We're hunting scouts. If they hear you coming from a mile away, they'll scatter if they think they can’t win the fight. Stick to the shadows."

Alexandra let out a grating hiss of steam, but she nodded. The bloodline contract demanded compliance, but I could tell she understood the logic.

We left the alleyway, heading east toward the abandoned train yards that bordered the river. The Foundry District was a sprawling maze of rusted silos, decaying brick factories, and overgrown lots. It was the perfect place for a warlord to hide his tracking hounds while allowing us to stay close to Mara in case the unthinkable happened.

I took the lead, keeping my sledgehammer resting comfortably on my right shoulder.

Victoria flanked me on the left, moving with silent grace. Her purple aura was pulled tightly against her skin, masking her magical signature. Alexandra brought up the rear. To her credit, the Hell-Knight managed to muffle the sound of her iron plates, though the faint glow of her internal fire was impossible to hide.

We walked for twenty minutes in silence.

The deeper we pushed into the quiet industrial sector, the heavier the air felt. It was a Saturday at least, which meant that most of the buildings here were absent of workers to staff them. It allowed us to move with stealth, not being seen even when we crossed open spaces.

My newly awakened vision flickered, picking up lingering trails of sickly yellow energy clinging to the brick walls and the cracked pavement.

"Hounds," Victoria whispered, her jeweled gaze tracking the residual magic. "They passed through here recently."

I raised my hand, signaling a halt.

We stopped at the edge of an overgrown lot filled with the skeletal remains of old freight trains. The train yard was a chaotic mess of twisted metal, shattered wooden crates, and deep shadows.

"Alexandra," I said quietly, pointing toward the main entrance of the yard. "Hold the primary gate. Don't engage unless they try to push past you. Victoria and I are going to circle around the back and flush them toward the center."

The knight leaned her broadsword against a rusted beam. "You want me on guard duty while you flush the brush?" she asked, sounding slightly disappointed.

"I need the exits blocked," I explained, meeting her orange stare. "You're the wall they break against. Can you handle it?"

Alexandra grunted, a deep sound of acceptance. "I'll hold the line, Jack. Just push them my way." She marched heavily toward the rusted iron gates.

I turned to Victoria, gesturing toward a narrow, debris-filled alleyway that ran along the backside of the railyard. She nodded, falling effortlessly into step beside me.

We slipped into the alley. The towering brick walls of the adjacent factories blocked the morning sun, plunging us into cool shadows.

We moved carefully, stepping over broken glass and discarded pallets. The tension of the hunt was heavy, but the isolation of the alleyway offered a rare moment of privacy.

Victoria reached out, her soft hand wrapping gently around my wrist. She pulled me to a stop behind a rusted dumpster.

"The scent is weak here," Victoria murmured, stepping close to my chest. "We have a moment alone, Jack."

I lowered the head of my sledgehammer to the dirt. I looked down at her.

Without the purple flare of her combat aura, she looked surprisingly soft. The lethal edge in her eyes was gone. Instead, she looked at me with a complex emotion that I'd never seen from an abyssal entity.

"What's on your mind, Victoria?" I asked quietly, leaning my shoulder against the brick wall.

She reached up, resting her palm flat against the canvas of my jacket, right over my beating heart. The intense heat of her skin radiated directly through the thick fabric.

"I've existed for five centuries, Jack," Victoria began, her velvet voice carrying an ancient weight. "I've served warlords, sorcerers, and brutal kings. I fed on their lust, their greed, and their pathetic desperation. I viewed them as livestock."

She looked down at her own hand resting against my chest.

"But you're different," she whispered, looking back up into my eyes. "When you claimed me, you didn't ask for my body. You didn't beg for pleasure. You demanded my respect, and you offered your protection in return."

I reached up, gently brushing a stray lock of raven hair behind her sweeping onyx horn.

"I take care of my crew," I repeated the same words I had told Mara.

"I know," Victoria replied, a genuine smile spreading across her ruby lips. "And that's exactly what terrifies me."

I raised an eyebrow, genuinely surprised. "I terrify you?"

"My feelings for you terrify me," the succubus corrected, stepping closer until her breasts pressed flush against my jacket. "A succubus is a creature of selfish desire. We don't form attachments. We don't care if our host lives or dies, as long as we're fed. But last night, when you were fighting that warlock in the courtyard..."

Her breath hitched slightly. The violet light in her eyes flickered.

"I didn't step in because the contract forced me," Victoria confessed, her voice thick with raw vulnerability. "I stepped in because the thought of watching that blade cut your throat made my chest ache. I felt fear, Jack. Not for myself, but for you."

I stared at the beautiful, dangerous woman standing in front of me.

She was an apex predator from the Seventh Tier, a creature designed to break mortal men. And yet, she was standing in a dirty alleyway, admitting that she was falling for a blue-collar contractor.

Was I surprised by her honesty? Yeah, I was. Who knew that succubi could feel so strongly?

I let go of my sledgehammer. Wrapping both of my arms around her narrow waist, I pulled her flush against my body. I rested my forehead against hers, taking a steadying breath of her scent.

"You told me the Abyss burns away your humanity," I said softly, looking into her glowing eyes. "I think you managed to hold onto a lot more of it than you realize, Victoria."

"Perhaps," she whispered, her hands sliding up to grip the collar of my jacket. "Or maybe you're simply rebuilding it for me, Jack."

I didn't hesitate. I leaned down and captured her lips in a deep, slow kiss.

It wasn't a desperate grab for carnal energy. It was tender. She tasted sweet and warm. Victoria sighed against my mouth, her body relaxing into my embrace. She kissed me back with a lingering affection that proved her words.

Victoria didn't want to feed. She just wanted to be close to me.

We broke the kiss slowly. Victoria rested her cheek against my chest, listening to the rhythm of my heartbeat.

"I like this side of you," I admitted, resting my chin against the top of her horned head.

"Don't get entirely used to it," Victoria teased, a hint of her usual snark returning to her voice. "I'm still a weapon, Jack. And we still have vermin to exterminate."

Right on cue, my sixth sense spiked.

A foul stench of rotting meat and sulfur rolled out from the train yard ahead of us. The residual magic wasn't weak anymore. It was fresh, aggressive, and close.

I stepped back, picking up the handle of my sledgehammer from the dirt. The tender moment vanished, instantly replaced by the calculating mindset of a hunt.

"Showtime," I grunted, funneling a quick burst of crimson magic into my arms.

We moved out from behind the dumpster, slipping silently through a gap in the rusted chain-link fence. We entered the back half of the overgrown railyard.

The skeletal remains of rusted boxcars formed a chaotic, metallic maze. I tapped into my awakened vision. The world washed out, revealing pulsing trails of sickly yellow light weaving through the train cars.

A low, vibrating growl echoed from the shadows.

"We found them," Victoria hissed, her purple aura flaring to life. She snapped her wrist, summoning her crackling energy whip into her right hand.

Three creatures stepped out from behind a rusted tanker car.

They were tracker hounds, exactly like the beast we fought in the cathedral. They possessed taut bodies of necrotic muscle, bone-plated joints, and smooth, eyeless domes of solid skull. They dripped boiling black saliva onto the gravel, ruining the weeds beneath their claws.

But they weren't alone.

Standing behind the hounds was a different nightmare. It was a humanoid demon, easily seven feet tall, but its anatomy was entirely wrong. It possessed four long, multi-jointed arms ending in razor-sharp talons. Its skin was the color of bruised eggplant, covered in pulsating green veins.

"A Stitcher," Victoria identified the creature instantly. "A low-level abyssal handler. He directs the hounds."

The Stitcher raised its four arms, letting out a high-pitched, shrieking command.

The three hellhounds charged simultaneously.

"I’ll take the right!" I roared, gripping my sledgehammer tight.

I didn't wait for them to close the distance. I sprinted forward, channeling the ancient power directly into my legs. I intercepted the first hound right as it leaped toward me.

Planting my boots, I swung the steel hammer in a brutal, upward arc.

The hammer connected directly beneath the creature's heavy jaw. The sheer force of the blow shattered the beast's neck instantly. The hound flipped backward in midair, crashing into the rusted side of a boxcar before hitting the gravel in a lifeless heap.

Victoria handled the second hound with terrifying efficiency.

She lashed her purple whip forward. The energy wrapped securely around the beast's front legs. With a strong yank, the succubus severed both limbs. The hound face-planted into the dirt, shrieking in agony before Victoria stepped forward and drove the heel of her boot directly through its domed skull.

The third hound hesitated, its primal brain short-circuiting at the sudden death of its packmates.

A terrifying roar echoed across the railyard.

Alexandra burst through the iron gates on the far side of the lot, destroying the heavy metal doors in the process. She charged across the open gravel, her iron broadsword raised high above her horned helmet.

She covered the distance with surprising speed.

The third hound turned to face the new threat. It never even got to growl.

Alexandra brought the iron blade down in a devastating, vertical strike. The heavy sword sheared cleanly through the thick necrotic muscle and heavy bone plates, splitting the hound in two. Black ichor exploded across the gravel.

"I’m the bringer of death!" Alexandra bellowed, her orange eyes locking directly onto the four-armed handler.

The Stitcher panicked.

The handler realized its entire pack had been slaughtered in less than ten seconds. It shrieked in terror, spinning on its heels and sprinting desperately toward an open boxcar sitting on the tracks ahead.

"Alexandra, hold your position!" I commanded, my voice echoing loudly across the yard.

My sixth sense was screaming, telling me that the fight wasn’t over yet.

The glowing green veins on the handler's arms weren't just a biological trait. They were actively leaking magical energy. The creature was intentionally leaving a trail of abyssal energy on the gravel as it ran. If anything, it was just bait for what was coming next.

The Hell-Knight ignored my order.

The brutal bloodlust of her warrior nature overrode the tether. She wanted to crush the fleeing enemy. Alexandra let out a furious roar, raising her heavy sword and charging blindly after the Stitcher.

"Alexandra, stop!" Victoria yelled, cracking her whip against the ground.

Alexandra pounded across the gravel, ignoring the glowing green magic lighting up beneath her iron boots. She chased the handler right to the open doorway of the rusted boxcar.

"She's walking into a trap," I told Victoria.

I didn't need to think. Instead, I reacted entirely on instinct.

Dropping the sledgehammer, I grabbed the heavy pool of crimson magic burning in my chest and shoved it into my nervous system. My vision washed out in a blinding wave of red light.

I crossed the forty feet of gravel in a fraction of a second. I moved faster than the shadow assassin and even Victoria.

I reached Alexandra right as her iron boot stepped onto the final, bright green rune painted on the dirt. The trap engaged. The air pressure sucked inward, stalling the oxygen in my lungs.

I hit the Hell-Knight with everything I had.

I didn't try to pull her back. I tackled her armored frame directly from the side. I channeled every ounce of my kinetic energy into my shoulder, slamming into her iron breastplate.

The impact nearly dislocated my shoulder. But the undeniable force of the crimson magic was enough to physically uproot the demoness.

We both went flying sideways, crashing violently into the gravel right as the trap detonated.

The explosion was catastrophic.

A pillar of searing green abyssal fire vaporized the rusted boxcar. The concussive shock wave ripped across the railyard, tearing steel train wheels off their axles and sending jagged shrapnel flying in every direction.

I hit the dirt hard, covering my head with my arms as chunks of flaming debris rained down around us. The heat was intense, singeing the fabric of my work jacket.

The roaring flames slowly subsided, replaced by the suffocating smell of ozone and burning metal.

I groaned, pushing myself up onto my hands and knees. My ears were ringing loudly, a high-pitched whine blocking out any other sound. I shook the dirt from my hair, blinking the dust from my eyes.

I looked to my left.

Alexandra was lying flat on her back. The iron plates of her armor were scorched but intact. She pushed herself up onto her elbows, her horned helmet covered in soot.

The arrogant Hell-Knight looked directly at me. The glowing orange slits of her visor flickered rapidly, processing the reality of what had just happened.

The mortal contractor hadn't just broken her will in a fight. He had just risked his own life, throwing his fragile human body into the blast radius of a demonic landmine, just to save her from her own stupid mistake.

"I told you to hold your position," I coughed, spitting a mouthful of dust onto the gravel.

I climbed slowly to my feet, my muscles screaming in protest. I reached down, offering my calloused hand to the armored demoness.

Alexandra stared at my hand for a long, heavy second.

The deep sound of grinding metal echoed from her chest plate. The Hell-Knight reached up, wrapping her iron gauntlet securely around my hand. I braced my legs, pulling with all my strength to help the juggernaut back to her feet.

"You possess a reckless sense of duty, Master," Alexandra rumbled, her voice lacking any trace of mockery. It actually sounded like respect.

"I take care of my crew," I repeated the mantra, completely exhausted. "Even the ones who don't listen to instructions."

Victoria sprinted across the ruined yard, her violet aura flaring with genuine panic. She ignored the Hell-Knight, throwing her arms tightly around my neck and checking my face for injuries.

"Are you insane?" Victoria demanded, her jeweled gaze wide. "You tackled a Hell-Knight out of an explosion!"

"It worked, didn't it?" I offered her a tired, crooked smirk.

I looked back at Alexandra. The Hell-Knight stood tall, her heavy broadsword resting at her side. The molten fire in her armor burned steadily, devoid of the aggressive flare she usually aimed at me.

She offered me a slow, respectful nod of her horned helmet.

The Archlord's scouts were dead. The trap was sprung. And my frontline fighter finally understood exactly who was in charge of this operation.


Chapter
Sixteen



The steel door of the warehouse slammed shut behind us, cutting off the bright morning sunlight.

Silence settled over the three of us. The air inside the loft was cool, but we brought the sharp stench of the railyard back with us. We smelled like pulverized gravel, sulfur, and scorched iron.

A high-pitched whine still rang in my ears from the explosion.

Propping my sledgehammer against the brick wall near the entrance, I noticed my hands shaking slightly. It wasn't fear. The adrenaline crash hit my nervous system, dragging my exhausted muscles down. The left sleeve of my jacket was singed, the material brittle from the blast's heat.

Mara looked up at the door, watching us enter. Her face brightened when she saw me. “Jack!”

The scholar moved with a rapid gait. She hugged me while doing a silent check over my body, looking for any new wounds. It was still pretty well intact, so there was nothing for her to fuss about.

“Everything good here?” I asked once she was done.

“Just translating still,” she replied, wrapping her hands over each arm.

Victoria strolled across the concrete floor.

The succubus looked immaculate. The soot of the railyard seemed to repel off her pale skin and the leather straps of her armor. She walked toward the kitchen area, her purple aura pulsing with a satisfied rhythm. The Archlord’s scouts were dead, and she was pleased with the outcome.

Instead of following her, I turned my attention to the armored demoness standing near the doorway. Alexandra hadn't moved an inch since she stepped over the threshold.

The Hell-Knight stood perfectly still. The iron plates of her armor were scorched and covered in a layer of gray dust. The ragged cape hanging from her pauldrons smoldered at the edges. She gripped her broadsword in her right gauntlet, the tip resting against the concrete.

Dark smoke puffed irregularly from the exhaust vents on her back. The orange fire glowing within the cracks of her armor flickered wildly, reflecting a chaotic internal agitation.

"Girls, can we have a moment?" I called out to Mara and Victoria, my voice raspy from inhaling gravel dust. "Take a break. Get some water."

Giving a quick nod, Mara walked quietly toward the spare bedroom, pulling her noise-canceling headphones over her ears to give us privacy.

Glancing toward the kitchen, I saw Victoria leaning against the laminate counter. She met my gaze, offering a similar nod. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts and followed Mara to the other room, leaving us alone.

Glancing at the Hell-Knight, I sighed.

"Drop the sword, Alexandra," I ordered. My voice was low and hard.

The demoness stiffened. Her iron plates ground together with an abrasive screech. She didn't argue. Uncurling her metal fingers, she let the broadsword fall. It hit the polished concrete with an echoing crash.

Approaching her slowly, I stopped a few feet away and crossed my arms. I stared up at the orange slits of her horned visor.

"You broke formation today," I stated bluntly, refusing to raise my voice. I didn't need to yell to command the room. "I gave you a simple order. Hold the gate. Block the exit. You ignored it."

Alexandra bristled. The fire in her chest plate spiked, casting an orange glow across my face.

"I saw an opening, Master," Alexandra rumbled, her voice vibrating with defensive static. "The hounds were engaged. The handler was exposed. Vanguard doctrine says you don't cower behind a rusted gate when the enemy presents an open flank. I advanced to secure the kill."

"You advanced into a trap," I corrected.

Taking a slow step closer, I ignored the heat radiating from her scorched armor.

"That Stitcher wasn't running away," I explained, keeping my tone firm. "He was baiting you. He recognized what you were. He knew a Hell-Knight operates on bloodlust. He laid a string of abyssal landmines across the gravel, and you stomped right onto the trigger without a second thought."

Alexandra stared at me. The smoke from her exhaust vents slowed to a steady trickle.

"My armor is forged in the crucible of the Seventh Tier," she countered stubbornly. "The explosion wouldn't have shattered my core."

"I don't care about your armor," I snapped, letting a flash of magic burn in my eyes. "I care about the liability you created. If that blast had knocked you offline, Victoria and I would be exposed to whatever backup Malphas had waiting in the shadows. You left us vulnerable to chase a fleeing coward."

The Hell-Knight fell silent.

The logic of my argument bypassed her pride. She was a creature of war, one that understood tactics. She realized the failure of leaving a flank undefended.

"I'm the leader of this team, Alexandra," I continued, my voice returning to a steady calm. "I don't make suggestions, I give orders. If I tell you to hold a line, you hold that line until the ground crumbles beneath your boots. If we're going to survive the Archlord, we need to operate as a cohesive unit. I can't have a rogue soldier running off every time a target presents its back."

Watching her, the realization finally settled over her armored frame.

I'd risked my own mortal life to tackle her out of the blast radius. Throwing my body into the fire to push her off the landmine proved my dedication. I didn't do it because she was immortal. I did it because she was my responsibility.

The defiant posture drained out of the knight.

Dropping to her left knee, Alexandra cracked the concrete floor under the sudden impact. She bowed her horned helmet, staring directly at the toes of my work boots.

The orange fire in her armor dimmed to a subdued ember.

"I allowed the rage of the Vanguard to override my discipline," she confessed, her deep voice devoid of its usual grinding static. It sounded hollow. "I endangered my master and the mission. My failure is absolute."

Raising her armored hands, she reached up to the iron clasps securing her helmet to her breastplate.

With a hiss of pressurized air, she disengaged the seals. Lifting the terrifying helmet off her shoulders, she set it gently onto the concrete beside her knee.

I stared at her in silence.

Expecting a horrifying, demonic visage beneath the mask, I braced myself. I anticipated jagged teeth, twisted features, or a skull stripped of flesh.

I was wrong. The face of the Hell-Knight was surprisingly human.

Her skin lacked any trace of color. She possessed sharp cheekbones and a strong jawline. A jagged scar stretched diagonally across her face, starting from her left temple and splitting her upper lip. Her hair was platinum blonde and shoulder length, but her eyes were the most striking feature. They weren't human. They were solid pools of orange fire, lacking pupils or irises.

Looking up at me, the expression on her scarred face was one of terrifying resignation.

"The penalty for breaking formation and endangering a superior officer in the abyssal legions is severe," Alexandra stated flatly. Bowing her head again, she exposed the vulnerable skin of her neck. "I accept my punishment, Master. Deliver the pain. Carve the discipline into my flesh so that I don't forget it."

A cold knot settled deep in my stomach.

She was waiting for me to torture her. Expecting me to summon the magic of my bloodline and burn her alive as a lesson in obedience, she braced herself. That was the only reality she knew. That was the only way the underworld enforced its rules.

Letting out a slow breath, I relaxed my shoulders.

I didn't reach for the magic, nor did I raise my hand to strike her. Reaching down, I gripped the cold iron of her pauldron with my calloused hand.

"Stand up, Alexandra," I said softly.

She flinched slightly at my touch. Raising her head, her burning eyes were wide with genuine confusion.

"Master?" she questioned, the deep rumble of her voice uncertain. "The discipline requires a physical toll. The pain reinforces the command."

"I don't operate like an Archlord," I told her, my grip tightening reassuringly on her shoulder armor. "I don't use pain as a teaching tool. I fix things. I don't break my own crew just to hear them snap. Stand up."

Slowly pushing herself to her feet, Alexandra rose. Without the horned helmet, she was slightly less imposing, though she was still just as tall as I was.

Staring at me, she failed to process my lack of violence.

"You spared my life in the railyard," she whispered, her glowing eyes searching my face for any sign of deception. "You threw your fragile body against mine to break the contact with the magic. And now, you spare me the agony of my own failure. Why?"

Dropping my hand from her shoulder, I looked directly into the orange fire of her eyes.

"Because you're part of my team now," I explained simply. "You screwed up. We talked about it. You understand the mistake. Punishing you wouldn't make you a better fighter, but it would just make you resent me. I need you focused on Malphas, not looking over your shoulder waiting for me to hit you."

A profound silence filled the space between us.

Swallowing hard, Alexandra let the thick scar on her jawline pull tight. She looked away, staring blankly at the brick wall of the warehouse. The rigid posture of the Hell-Knight cracked, revealing a staggering glimpse of the soul trapped inside the abyssal steel.

"I was a protector once," she murmured. Her voice was soft, almost drowned out by the low hum of the refrigerator across the room.

I didn't push her. Standing there, I gave her the silence she needed to speak.

"Centuries ago. Before the iron. Before the endless fire," Alexandra continued, her gaze distant. "I was a shieldmaiden in a mortal kingdom in the northern wastes. I swore an oath to protect my village. One that required me to defend them, to hold the line against any threat."

Raising her iron gauntlet, she stared at the jagged steel covering her hand as if she didn't recognize it.

"A neighboring warlord sought absolute power," she whispered, a deep bitterness bleeding into her words. "He lacked the strength to conquer us with steel. So he made a pact with the Seventh Tier. He traded the souls of my entire village to a demon in exchange for a crown."

My chest tightened. The sheer brutality of the mortal world often rivaled the horrors of the Abyss.

"You fought back," I guessed quietly.

"I fought until my sword shattered and my arms broke," Alexandra confirmed, her burning eyes meeting mine. "I died in the mud, watching my people burn. The demon claimed my soul. He dragged me down into the crucible."

Lowering her hand, her broad shoulders slumped under an invisible weight.

"The Abyss is a forge of endless agony," she explained, her voice trembling slightly. "It burns away your memories. It strips the compassion from your mind and replaces it with unyielding rage. I forgot the faces of my family. I forgot the name of my village. I became a Hell-Knight. A mindless weapon of destruction."

Taking a slow step closer to me, the heat radiating from her armor felt different now. It didn't feel aggressive as much as it felt desperate.

"But when you hit me today," Alexandra whispered, staring directly into my eyes. "When you threw your body into the fire to save me... I remembered."

"What did you remember?" I asked gently.

"I remembered what it felt like to be protected," she confessed. A single, glowing tear of liquid fire spilled over her lower eyelid, tracking down her pale cheek. "I remembered the safety of standing beside someone who values your life more than their pride."

Reaching up, I didn't hesitate.

I wiped the searing tear from her cheek with my bare thumb. The liquid fire stung my skin, but I ignored the pain. The physical contact sent a jolt of surprise through her towering frame.

"You don't have to be a mindless weapon here, Alexandra," I told her, keeping my voice soft. "You're a shieldmaiden. You still hold the line. You're just holding it for a different crew now."

Closing her eyes, Alexandra let out a shuddering breath that cleared the remaining black smoke from her exhaust vents.

She opened her eyes, the orange fire looking incredibly clear and focused. The arrogant juggernaut I'd summoned in the strip mall was gone. In her place stood a loyal, fiercely dedicated protector.

"I won't break formation again, Master," she swore, her voice carrying an unbreakable conviction. "I'll follow your orders. I'll be your shield."

"I know you will," I replied, offering her a tired, genuine smile.

Taking a step back, I gestured toward the iron helmet resting on the concrete floor.

"Get some rest, Alexandra," I instructed. "Power down. We have a lot of work to do tomorrow."

The Hell-Knight offered a deep bow. Reaching down, she scooped her helmet off the floor. Tucking it securely under her left arm, she walked heavily toward the dark corner of the warehouse near the garage doors.

Turning her back to the room, she planted her broadsword in the concrete and rested her hands on the pommel. The fire in her armor faded to a dull red glow as she slipped into a deep, silent stasis.

Standing in the center of the loft, I let the emotional weight of the conversation drain out of my exhausted body.

Rubbing my tired eyes, I turned back toward the kitchen area. All that fighting had made me hungry. Grabbing an apple from the counter, I bit into it, enjoying the way the juice exploded in my mouth.

I fully intended to grab a cold beer and maybe collapse onto the sofa once my apple was gone, but then I heard a soft voice behind me.

"You're a remarkably complex man, for a mortal at least.”

Stopping in my tracks, I watched Victoria step out of the spare bedroom. She didn’t stop until she closed the distance between us.

She was incredibly close. The scent of crushed cherry blossoms overwhelmed my senses. She'd discarded her abyssal armor entirely. Wearing my oversized t-shirt again but no sweatpants, the soft cotton rode dangerously high on her bare thighs.

Walking directly into my personal space, she didn't stop until her chest pressed firmly against the singed fabric of my jacket.

Her purple eyes looked up at me, burning with an intense mixture of raw desire and absolute awe.

"I watched you handle the Hell-Knight," she whispered, reaching up to rest her soft hands flat against my chest. "You dismantled a creature forged from pure rage and iron using nothing but empathy and logic. I’ve never seen anything like it."

"She just needed to know she wasn't disposable," I replied, my voice naturally dropping an octave in response to her physical proximity. “That I wasn’t like all those masters that came before me.”

Victoria’s gaze darkened. Sliding her hands slowly up my chest, her nails caught lightly on the fabric of my jacket. She stopped at my collarbone, her thumbs brushing gently over the silver chain of the Abyssal Anchor.

"You're a terrifyingly good master, Jack," she purred, her breath washing hot across my neck. "But you're also incredibly, frustratingly reckless."

Gripping the lapels of my jacket, she pulled me down slightly.

"Don't ever do that again," Victoria commanded, her voice laced with genuine concern. "Don't throw your mortal body onto an abyssal landmine. If your crimson magic hadn't shielded the impact, you'd have been vaporized. My anchor would have been destroyed."

"I survived," I pointed out, offering a small, crooked smirk.

"You survived by a fraction of a second," she countered, though the anger melted out of her voice.

Leaning up, she pressed her soft lips against mine in a desperate kiss. She tasted incredible. Pouring a wave of intoxicating carnal energy directly into my mouth, she short-circuited my exhausted brain.

My hands instantly found her narrow waist, pulling her flush against my body. The physical chemistry between us was undeniable. It burned hotter than the explosion in the railyard.

Breaking the kiss slowly, she rested her forehead against my chin. She was panting softly, her breasts rising and falling rapidly against my chest.

"You expended a lot of crimson magic today," Victoria whispered, her tone shifting entirely from protective panic to sultry promise.

Trailing her sharp nails slowly down the center of my chest, she traced the line of my sternum right over the dark gemstone of the amulet. The tactile touch sent a jolt of electricity straight to my groin.

"Your reserves are low, Master," she continued, her violet gaze locking onto mine. "And fighting abyssal beasts makes a succubus incredibly hungry."

Swallowing hard, I felt the undeniable pulse of the bloodline tether hum between us. "Is that an observation or a request?"

Victoria offered a slow, wicked smile.

Stepping back, she let her hands slide down my torso until her fingertips brushed against the waistband of my denim jeans. She gave me a deliberate, confident wink.

"It's definitely a request, Jack," she purred, turning gracefully and walking toward my bedroom.

Glancing over her shoulder, the oversized t-shirt slid perfectly over the curve of her hip.

"I'm going to prepare the shower," she murmured quietly as she lifted the shirt over her head, revealing her naked form. "I expect you to join me in exactly two minutes."

Slipping into the bathroom, the door clicked shut. A few seconds later, the steady hiss of the hot water echoed through the loft.

Standing frozen in the kitchen, my heart hammered a rapid rhythm against my bruised ribs.

Two minutes was entirely too long to wait.


Chapter
Seventeen



The warehouse sat in total silence, save for the steady drumming of rain against the broad skylights.

Lying flat on my back on the king-sized mattress, sleep eluded me entirely. My body was physically exhausted, but my nervous system vibrated with raw energy. Crimson magic hummed in my blood with a restless frequency.

Victoria was dead to the world beside me.

The succubus sprawled across the thick comforter. Her pale skin shone with a sheen of dried sweat. She had one leg draped over my hip, her face buried in the pillows. We'd spent the last two hours tearing the shower apart, and she extracted every drop of carnal energy she needed to anchor her manifestation.

She was satisfied, but I was still wired.

Shifting my weight carefully, I slid my legs out from under her thigh without waking her. I grabbed a pair of gray sweatpants from the floor and pulled them up. They didn’t look as good on me as they did on Victoria, but that was one injustice I was willing to suffer.

The silver chain of the Abyssal Anchor hung securely around my neck, its dark gemstone resting cold against my chest.

Walking out of the bedroom, my bare feet padded against the polished concrete.

Deep blue shadows bathed the main loft.

Glancing toward the spare bedroom, I spotted Mara passed out on the mattress. She'd pulled the wool blanket up to her chin. Her auburn hair splayed across the pillow, contrasting with the soft knit of her sweater. The Codex rested securely on the table right next to her head, wrapped in its oil-stained cloth.

Smiling softly, I resisted the urge to walk over and tuck the blanket tighter around her. She needed the rest. The scholar had carried a lot of the tactical burden today.

Turning away from the living area, I headed toward the back of the warehouse.

I needed fresh air. Clearing the scent of sweat and sex from my lungs sounded like a good idea right now. Unlatching the deadbolt on the secondary exit, I pushed the metal door open. It groaned on its hinges, revealing an iron fire escape balcony that hung over the churning waters of the river.

Cold night air hit my bare chest instantly. The rain had slowed to a freezing drizzle.

Stepping out onto the rusted grating, I realized I wasn't alone.

Alexandra stood at the edge of the railing. The Hell-Knight had discarded her bulky plate armor. Those thick iron pieces were stacked neatly in the corner of the balcony like a dormant artillery battery. Without the metal obscuring her frame, she looked shockingly human.

She wore a simple tunic woven from coarse material, paired with leather pants tucked into combat boots.

Her back was exposed to the rain. Broad, muscular shoulders displayed a tapestry of faded scars. The jagged brand of Malphas—the crown of dark thorns—was gone from her skin, burned away when our bloodline contract overwrote the warlord's control.

Gripping the iron railing with both hands, she tilted her head back to stare at the sky. Shoulder-length platinum blonde hair clung wetly to her neck.

"You should be resting," I said quietly, leaning against the brick wall.

Alexandra didn't flinch. Her senses had undoubtedly tracked my approach the second I left the mattress. She kept her orange gaze locked on the clouds above us.

"Vanguard infantry doesn't require the same sleep cycles as a mortal, Master," she replied. Her voice sounded soft, stripped of the grinding static that accompanied her armored form. "I draw my stamina directly from our contract. I'm fully operational."

Walking across the wet grating, I stopped right beside her.

Up close, the physical differences between her and Victoria were staggering. Victoria possessed the soft curves of a creature designed for seduction. Alexandra possessed the hard lines of a warrior forged for battle.

Her pale skin bore the marks of old wounds. Her biceps were thick and corded with muscle. The jagged scar splitting her upper lip gave her aristocratic face a dangerous edge.

"What's catching your eye up there?" I asked, following her gaze into the rainy night.

"I'm trying to remember the constellations," Alexandra whispered, the fire in her eyes reflecting the distant city lights.

Loosening her grip on the railing, her scarred hands rested flat against the wet metal.

"The Abyss doesn't have a sky," she explained, a touch of ancient sorrow seeping into her words. "There are no stars in the Seventh Tier. There's only a suffocating cavern of obsidian and an endless ceiling of burning ash. I spent many centuries entombed in that place."

Leaning my forearms against the railing, I looked sideways at her strong profile.

"You mentioned you were a shieldmaiden once," I prompted gently, wanting to hear the rest of her story. "In the northern wastes. Before that warlord sold your village to Malphas."

Alexandra nodded slowly. A single raindrop hit her pale cheek, sizzling into a wisp of steam against the heat of her skin.

"My name was Lyra," she confessed, the ancient word sounding foreign on her tongue. "I carried an iron shield painted with a white wolf. I stood on the wooden palisade of my village for three days while those mercenaries threw themselves against our gates."

Her hands curled into tight fists.

"We were actually winning," she growled, the molten fire in her eyes spiking. "The mercenaries were breaking. So the coward retreated to his tent and slit the throats of his own prisoners, using their blood to summon the Archlord. When Malphas appeared, he sent a wave of necrotic fire that consumed our palisade."

Gripping the cold railing, I felt a surge of protective anger flood my chest. I hated bullies, and I despised men who used cheap tricks to break a solid foundation.

"And you died not long after that," I said softly.

Alexandra nodded and turned her face to look at me. "And then I woke up in the crucible. Malphas stripped my name. He stripped my memories. He encased my soul in abyssal iron and forced me to butcher my own people on the ethereal plane. I became an engine of pure rage."

Turning fully toward me, she stepped away from the edge of the balcony.

The heat radiating from her tall frame felt incredible. It pushed the freezing rain away, creating a pocket of dry warmth right there on the fire escape.

"I really hated you when you summoned me," Alexandra admitted with brutal honesty. "I saw a fragile mortal playing with magic he couldn't comprehend. I intended to crush your skull and rip my contract free."

"I know," I replied, offering an unapologetic grin. "You made that pretty clear when you swung that sword at my head."

"But you didn't break," she murmured, stepping closer. The intense heat of her body warmed the cold skin of my chest. "You dropped a building on my head. You established physical dominance. And then you spared me."

Raising her right hand, her fingers hovered mere inches from my sternum.

"When you threw your body into the blast radius today to push me off that magic," she whispered, her voice cracking. "The fire in my mind extinguished. It took me back to being a shieldmaiden. Of the pride I once felt to stand beside a decent commander."

I didn't back away from the heat. I held my ground, meeting her bright stare.

"You aren't a mindless soldier anymore, Alexandra," I told her firmly. "You've got your mind back. And you have my protection. That's how we operate here."

Alexandra’s chest heaved beneath the dark tunic.

The unyielding gratitude radiating from her aura saturated the air between us. She looked overwhelmed by the display of support. She didn't want to be a weapon right now. She wanted to be a woman.

Closing the final inch, she pressed her lips against mine.

I let out a sharp grunt of surprise, but my body reacted instantly. Wrapping my arms around her broad back, I pulled her flush against my chest.

The kiss felt aggressive and claiming. It wasn't anything like the seductive pull that Victoria was capable of delivering. Instead, it was the raw, hungry passion of a warrior who hadn't felt a gentle touch in hundreds of years. She tasted surprisingly sweet, her lips eager to claim mine as our bodies came together.

I kissed her back, parting my lips to let her tongue sweep into my mouth. The crimson magic in my veins roared to life, answering the call of her molten energy.

Breaking the kiss, we both stood panting in the cold rain.

Alexandra rested her forehead against my chin. She looked over, her bright eyes locking onto the dark gemstone resting against my sternum.

"It's a very good thing Mara gave you that protective amulet," she whispered, her breath washing hot across the silver chain.

Reaching up, I traced my thumb over her upper lip. "Victoria said it protects my soul from getting drained."

"I'm not a succubus, Jack," Alexandra corrected, looking back up at me with a dangerous fire burning in her eyes. "I don't feed on carnal energy. I can't steal your soul, but sleeping with a creature forged in the crucible has different consequences."

"I'm a tough guy," I murmured, sliding my hands down to grip the firm curves of her hips. "I can handle a little heat."

"My core is a literal furnace," she warned, though she made zero effort to pull away from my grip. "Without the silver cage to filter the magical friction, my internal body temperature would boil the blood in your veins. You'd burn from the inside out."

Smirking, I leaned down to press an open-mouthed kiss against the juncture of her neck and shoulder.

"Then, I guess I'll keep the necklace on," I growled against her pale skin.

Alexandra let out a deep moan that vibrated through her chest.

She didn't wait for another invitation. Grabbing the hem of her dark tunic with both hands, she pulled the fabric over her head. She tossed the garment carelessly over the iron railing, letting it fall into the dark river below.

Stepping back slightly, I took my first unhindered gaze at her exposed torso.

She was a breathtaking Amazon.

Her breasts were firm and unrestrained. The pale skin bore a few faded scars, emphasizing her brutal history. Her nipples stood prominent against the cold rain, surrounded by wide areolas. Her abdomen was corded with functional muscle.

I couldn't look away. The dangerous perfection of her physique captivated me.

"You are absolutely stunning," I told her, my voice stripped of any teasing.

Alexandra flushed, a warm hue of orange spreading across her scarred cheekbones. Reaching for the iron buckle of her leather pants, she unfastened it quickly. She pushed the tight leather down over her muscular thighs and stepped out of them.

She wore nothing underneath.

Looking down, I noted the neat landing strip of pure white hair resting right above her clit. Her labia were already flushed, shining with a slick layer of wetness that defied the freezing rain.

I didn't waste another second.

Grabbing her around her narrow waist, I lifted her off the iron grating. She let out a sharp gasp of surprise as I backed her against the exterior brick wall of the warehouse. Pinning her against the rough masonry, my hands slid down to cup the firm curves of her ass.

"Wrap your legs around me," I ordered.

Alexandra obeyed instantly. Wrapping her strong thighs tightly around my waist, she crossed her ankles behind my back. She hooked her arms over my shoulders, pressing her breasts flush against my chest.

Reaching between our bodies, I gripped my rigid cock. I traced the broad head along her wet slit, painting her pale folds with my pre-cum. She shivered, her hot breath washing over my neck.

"Please, Master," she whined, her hips bucking forward to chase the friction. "Put it inside me. You have no idea how badly I need your cock inside me."

I aligned the thick head of my cock directly with her dripping entrance. I didn't tease her any longer. Gripping her hips tightly, I thrust forward in one smooth motion.

I buried myself inside her to the hilt.

"FUCK!" Alexandra screamed, throwing her scarred head back against the brick wall.

The physical sensation was mind-shattering.

Her internal walls felt tight, gripping my shaft with the pressure of a steel vise, but the heat was the staggering element here. Her core was on fire. It felt like burying myself inside a pool of boiling lava.

The amulet resting against my chest sparked to life. Its dark gemstone glowed with crimson light, absorbing the abyssal heat and converting it into manageable pleasure.

I didn't give her a second to adjust to the stretch.

Pulling my hips back almost all the way out, the slick friction generated a loud squelch. I slammed my pelvis forward again, burying my cock deep against her cervix. The impact slapped loudly against the quiet alleyway.

Alexandra lost her mind.

The disciplined Hell-Knight shattered. Thrashing against the brick wall, her fingernails bit deeply into the muscles of my shoulders.

"Yes!" she begged, her voice devoid of anything except lust. "Pound me, Master! Break me in half! Fuck me harder!"

She knew exactly the right filthy words to fuel my drive.

I became a machine. Utilizing the raw magic of the bloodline for stamina, I funneled the ancient power down my spine to feed my muscles. I hammered into her searing pussy with a relentless pace.

Gripping her ass firmly, I lifted her slightly with every thrust to ensure I hit the deepest angle possible.

"You feel incredible," I groaned, leaning forward to capture her lips in another chaotic kiss. "So fucking tight. So hot."

Alexandra whimpered against my mouth. Her internal muscles spasmed, milking my shaft with perfect pressure.

She was getting close. I could feel the tension building in her thighs. Increasing the breakneck pace, I slammed my pelvis against hers like a sledgehammer driving a spike.

"Oh fuck!" Alexandra shrieked, tearing her mouth away from mine. "Right there! Don't stop! I'm going to cum on your perfect fucking cock!"

Her first climax hit her hard.

Alexandra’s body locked rigid against the brick wall. Her inner walls clamped down on my shaft with crushing force. A rush of boiling wetness flooded my cock as she soaked my thighs.

Her chest flushed a glowing orange as she rode out the shuddering orgasm.

I didn't stop thrusting. I wanted to demolish her limits.

Keeping my pace, I hammered into her dripping pussy, pushing her past the afterglow. She needed a different angle. Stepping away from the brick wall, I let her legs slide down my waist. I backed her up against the iron railing of the balcony, bending her backward over the cold metal. Lifting her right leg, I hooked her knee over my broad shoulder.

This new geometry opened her up entirely. I drove my cock back into her slick depths, hitting a spot that made her shriek into the rainy night.

"God, yes!" she panted, her eyes rolling back. "Fuck my tight hole, Jack! Just like that!"

The wet, slapping sounds of our bodies colliding drowned out the drumming rain. Alexandra let out a breathless mewl as she tumbled over the edge for a second time. Her hips convulsed wildly, her womb milking my shaft with greedy suction.

As the friction reached a fever pitch, something new sparked deep within my chest.

The Abyssal Anchor filtered her demonic heat, but it wasn't just shielding me anymore. It channeled the residual fire directly into my magical reserves.

My crimson magic collided with her molten orange energy.

A surge of pure fire exploded through my veins. It wasn't the painful heat of a wound. It felt empowering and intoxicating.

My hands literally ignited against her bare ass.

A roaring aura of crimson flames erupted from my skin. The magical fire didn't burn her as much as it merged with her abyssal heat. The fire spread rapidly, engulfing my arms and wrapping around my chest.

"Jack!" Alexandra gasped, looking down at the magical fire roaring between our bodies in awe. "You’ve unlocked the pyromancy!"

"I'm burning up for you," I growled, consumed by the power of the new magic.

Pushing the pace to an inhuman speed, I acted as a piston of pure fire and physical dominance. The heat radiating between us vaporized the rain falling on the balcony. It created a swirling cloud of white steam around our bodies.

I didn't let up for a single second. I demanded everything she had.

Alexandra couldn't take another moment of the pounding.

She went over the cliff for a third time. Thrashing against the railing, her body pulsed frantically. She screamed my name, milking my shaft with greedy suction.

"I need your seed!" she begged frantically, tears of literal fire streaming down her face. "Fill me, Master! Claim me as yours forever!"

I was more than ready.

The burning ache in my groin reached critical mass. Pulling my hips back for one final thrust, I drove my cock to the root. I buried myself as deep as physically possible inside her searing heat.

I unloaded everything I had.

It felt like my soul exploded into her. Throwing my head back, a guttural roar ripped from my throat. I pumped my hips aggressively, shooting over a dozen thick spurts of my hot seed into the back of her abyssal womb.

The release felt intense. The crimson fire roaring around my hands sparked brilliantly, locking our auras together in a permanent display of mutual submission.

Staying buried inside her, I pinned her against the iron railing as my exhausted lungs fought for oxygen. My heart threatened to burst through my bruised ribs.

Alexandra panted against my skin, her face buried in the crook of my neck. She looked so beautiful right now, the warrior cast aside for the woman that she was underneath.

My woman.

Finally managing to catch my breath, I carefully loosened my grip on her thighs. I slid her down the railing until her boots hit the iron grating. My cock slipped out of her heat with a wet pop.

A trail of our mixed fluids ran down the inside of her thigh.

My legs felt like jelly. Sinking down onto the wet grating of the balcony, I ignored the freezing rain. I leaned my back against the brick wall, wiping the sweat from my face.

Alexandra didn't reach for her clothes.

The Hell-Knight dropped to her knees beside me. Straddling my right leg, she rested her hands flat against my bruised chest. The crimson fire had faded from my skin, retreating into the pool of magic beneath my ribs.

She looked at me with an expression of unyielding devotion.

"You really broke me," Alexandra whispered, her voice thick with awe. "Your stamina is terrifying. You wield the fire like a true Archlord."

"I told you I was good with my hands," I offered an exhausted chuckle.

Alexandra leaned forward, pressing a tender kiss to my forehead. Resting her cheek against my shoulder, she seemed content to sit naked with me in the freezing rain.

"The bloodline contract bound me to your command," she murmured, her fingers tracing the silver chain of the Abyssal Anchor. "But this... you claimed my loyalty on your own merit, Jack. I'm not just your Hell-Knight anymore."

"What are you?" I asked quietly, wrapping my arm around her scarred back.

"I'm your shieldmaiden," Alexandra swore, looking up at me with her burning eyes. "I'll burn this city to the ground before I let anyone harm you."

Smiling, I pulled her tight against my chest.

Malphas had no idea what kind of monsters he was dealing with. I had a brilliant scholar reading his blueprints, a succubus watching my back, and a loyal Hell-Knight ready to tear his army apart.

Closing my eyes, I let the sound of the rain and the steady beat of Alexandra's heart wash the lingering exhaustion away.


Chapter
Eighteen



Managing exactly two hours of uninterrupted sleep was a miracle.

Resting on my mattress between a stunning succubus and a blazing Hell-Knight was the most surreal experience of my life. My tired muscles finally relaxed into the foam. The day's chaos finally faded.

Then, my roof imploded.

The reinforced skylights above my loft shattered as a deafening boom rocked the building's foundation. Thousands of glass shards rained down onto the concrete like a hailstorm.

My eyes snapped open as my brain fired on.

"Incoming!" I yelled, throwing the comforter off my legs.

Alexandra reacted with blistering speed. She stood up on the mattress, her orange gaze locking onto the ruined ceiling. With a clash of grinding metal, she summoned her abyssal armor onto her frame. Her platinum blonde hair whipped around her shoulders before the helmet sealed. The iron materialized out of thin air, encasing her in a fortress of dark steel.

Victoria rolled off the opposite side of the bed. Her purple energy sparked in the dark. Shadows in the corners detached from the walls, swarming over her pale skin to form the tight straps of her combat harness.

There was no time to get dressed, so I hopped out of bed wearing only my briefs, with the silver cage of the Abyssal Anchor swinging against my chest as we left the bedroom and entered the main living space.

Three hulking shapes dropped through the ruins. They hit the floor of my living room with bone-jarring thuds, crushing my leather sofa and shattering the glass table.

They were tracker hounds, but significantly uglier than the ones we fought in the railyard. These beasts possessed thick plates of bone covering their spines. Black saliva poured from their domed skulls, sizzling as it hit the floor.

"I warned you about the limitations of this apartment, Jack!" Alexandra called out through her helmet. It wasn't a mockery as much as it was a tactical observation from a seasoned soldier.

"Noted for the next build!" I yelled back, grabbing my sledgehammer.

Reaching deep into my chest, I grabbed the pool of crimson magic burning beneath my ribs. I funneled the ancient power directly into my arms, mixing it with the residual heat I'd absorbed from Alexandra.

My hands ignited.

A roaring aura of red flames erupted from my skin. The magical fire traveled down the hickory handle, engulfing the steel head in an inferno.

"Protect Mara!" Victoria called out, her voice echoing across the loft.

Snapping her wrist forward, the succubus manifested her crackling whip. She leaped into the fray, taking aim at the first infernal creature within her sight.

The first hound lunged at Victoria, its jaws unhinging to reveal rows of serrated teeth. She didn't back away. Lashing her whip forward, she wrapped the purple cord securely around the beast's neck. She used her momentum to redirect the hound's trajectory, slamming it headfirst into a metal shelving unit.

The shelves collapsed with a deafening crash, burying the beast beneath hundreds of pounds of power tools and copper pipes.

Hitting the floor, my bare feet slapped against the polished stone.

The second hound locked its senses onto the blazing fire in my hands. It ignored the succubus, charging straight at me with thundering strides.

"Come here, ugly!" I grunted, stepping into a braced stance.

Swinging the flaming sledgehammer in a horizontal arc, I caught the beast as it leaped for my throat. The blazing head connected squarely with the hound's armored ribcage.

The impact was devastating, but the magical payload was catastrophic. My crimson pyromancy exploded on contact. A shock wave of red fire engulfed the hound. The intense heat vaporized the necrotic muscle and shattered the bone plating.

The beast flew across the room, crashing through the drywall of my kitchen and coming to a stop against the refrigerator. It didn't get back up.

"Jack!" Mara screamed from the center of the loft.

I spun around.

Mara scrambled backward across the floor, clutching the wrapped Codex Sanguinis against her chest. Her oversized sweater hung off one shoulder while her yellow aura spiked with terror. The third hound stalked toward her, its sharp claws clicking menacingly against the concrete.

Before I could sprint across the room, the temperature plummeted.

A suffocating wave of freezing fog poured through the ruined skylights. It wasn't natural weather for the city, either. It was the same abyssal slipstream the warlock had used before.

Six new figures dropped from the ceiling, landing silently in a circle around the dining table.

They wore the same interlocking plates of black armor. They carried long blades composed of solidified shadow, looking like an execution squad that was ready to show no mercy.

"Hold on, Mara!" Alexandra yelled.

The Hell-Knight landed in the center of the loft, placing her armored body squarely between Mara and the assassins. Alexandra raised her iron broadsword, the orange fire in her armor burning brightly to push back the freezing fog.

"Get behind me, Mara!" Alexandra commanded, stepping into the path of three charging warlocks.

The bookworm did just that, scurrying behind the Hell-Knight and using her large body as a shield to prevent the worst danger.

Right now, Alexandra was in attack mode. Swinging her sword in a sweeping arc, the iron sheared through the first warlock's shadow blade. It bit deeply into his armored torso. The assassin flew backward, crashing into a wooden table and splintering the oak.

The other two warlocks flanked her, thrusting their shadow blades toward her exhaust vents.

The abyssal iron held. Their blades scraped loudly against Alexandra's back plates, failing to penetrate her armor. She backhanded one of the attackers with her metal gauntlet, crushing his featureless helmet with a sickening crunch.

Sprinting toward Mara, I kept my blazing sledgehammer raised high.

Two of the remaining assassins broke away from the Hell-Knight, turning their featureless masks toward me. They moved with perfect synchronization. Rushing forward, they crossed their shadow blades to block my path.

"Out of my house!" I yelled, funneling another surge of crimson fire down my arms.

I didn't try to parry their magical blades. Bringing the sledgehammer down in an overhead strike, I slammed the steel head into the floor right between their feet.

The concrete shattered. A pillar of explosive fire erupted from the point of impact.

The shock wave threw both assassins off their feet. Crashing into the brick wall, their dark armor smoked and hissed from the intense heat.

Stepping over the ruined concrete, my only focus was reaching the terrified woman.

"Mara, get to the back door!" I ordered, keeping my hammer raised.

Mara scrambled to her feet, hugging the ancient grimoire. She bolted toward the reinforced exit leading to the alleyway. Her denim jeans carried her past the fighting demons.

The last shadow warlock ignored me entirely. He bypassed Alexandra and Victoria as well.

Moving like a blur of dark energy, he slipped through the crossfire. He intercepted Mara right as she reached for the deadbolt of the exit. The assassin slammed his armored shoulder into her chest.

Mara let out a painful gasp. The brutal impact threw her backward. Hitting the floor hard, she slid a few feet before sliding into the base of my metal workbench.

The oilcloth bundle slipped from her grasp, skidding across the polished floor.

"No!" I yelled, launching myself toward the door.

The shadow warlock dove for the book. His armored fingers wrapped around the stiff cloth. Snatching the Codex off the concrete, he held the demonic directory triumphantly in his left hand.

Closing the distance, I raised my sledgehammer to crush his skull.

The warlock didn't try to fight me. He'd accomplished his primary objective. Raising his right hand, he chanted a guttural incantation that sounded evil to my ears.

A new portal of freezing fog ripped open against the brick wall.

"He's jumping!" Victoria called out from across the room, tangled in a brutal melee with two recovered assassins.

Throwing myself forward, I extended my left arm to grab the warlock's shoulder. My fingertips brushed against the cold armor.

I was a fraction of a second too late.

The warlock stepped backward into the swirling portal. Freezing fog immediately collapsed inward, swallowing the assassin and the Codex in a blinding flash of dark energy.

The portal vanished, leaving nothing but a faint scorch mark against my brick wall.

My momentum carried me directly into the masonry. Hitting the wall hard, the crimson fire on my hands scorched the red bricks.

"Fuck!" I cursed, slamming my fist against the wall in frustration.

Our primary weapon was gone. Malphas had the book.

A sharp scream pulled me out of my anger.

I spun around. The remaining shadow assassins were swarming the loft. Three more hounds had dropped through the ruined skylights, joining the chaotic brawl.

Mara was still trapped near the workbench. Pushing herself up against the metal legs, her face was pale and bruised from the impact. An armored hound stalked toward her, its jaw unhinging to prepare for a strike.

I didn't think. I reacted on primal instinct.

Hurling my blazing sledgehammer across the room, I watched it fly.

The steel weapon spun end over end, forming a wheel of crimson fire. It crossed the thirty feet of open space and slammed squarely into the side of the hound's domed skull. The beast's head exploded in a shower of black ichor and bone fragments. The headless corpse collapsed onto the floor, mere inches from Mara's denim-clad legs.

Sprinting toward her, I was entirely unarmed.

Reaching the scholar, I grabbed her arm and hauled her to her feet. I pushed her behind me, placing my body between her and the advancing horde.

"Are you hurt?" I asked, keeping my eyes locked on the advancing assassins.

"I'm fine," Mara gasped, her fingers digging into my skin. "Jack, he took the book. He took the Codex."

"I know," I promised, my hands igniting with a fresh wave of crimson fire. "We'll get it back. Right now, we just need to survive."

The structural integrity of my warehouse was rapidly failing.

My crimson fire had ignited the splintered remains of the drafting tables. Abyssal magic from the warlocks was eating through the wooden support beams holding up the roof. Suffocating black smoke filled the loft, blinding the emergency lights. The roar of the flames was deafening.

Victoria appeared by my side, her breath coming in ragged gasps. She had a shallow cut across her pale bicep, but she still looked ready to fight.

"There are too many of them, Jack," Victoria warned, her dark eyes sweeping the burning room. "They're pouring through the abyssal slipstream. The wards are broken."

Alexandra backed slowly toward us, her iron broadsword dripping with black blood. Standing tall, her armor was dented and scored by shadow blades, but her posture remained unbroken.

"I've got the center," Alexandra offered, her voice firm. "Fall back, Jack. I'll buy you the time you need."

"Nobody is dying for me tonight," I replied, rejecting the heroic sacrifice. "The foundation is compromised. We're abandoning the site."

Turning quickly, I looked at the reinforced exit leading to the alleyway. The door was blocked by a wall of blazing wooden debris. We couldn't get out the back.

"The front garage doors," I ordered, pointing toward the corrugated metal doors on the opposite side of the warehouse. "Victoria, clear a path. Alexandra, watch our backs. Let's move!"

Victoria didn't hesitate. Unleashing a wave of blinding pink mist, she flooded the center of the loft with her intoxicating pheromones. The charging hounds faltered instantly, their primal brains scrambling in the confusing haze.

Grabbing Mara's hand, I pulled her with me as I broke into a sprint toward the front of the building.

We navigated the burning maze of my ruined home. Dodging falling debris, I leaped over the shattered remains of my drafting tables. The heat in the warehouse was stifling, pressing against my skin like a physical weight.

Two shadow assassins emerged from the pink mist, cutting off our escape route.

I didn't stop running. Channeling the crimson fire into my right fist, I threw a brutal punch directly into the chest of the first warlock. The explosive pyromancy shattered his armor, throwing him out of our path.

Victoria handled the second. Lashing her purple whip around his ankle, she yanked him off his feet before driving the heel of her boot through his featureless helmet.

We reached the metal garage doors, but there was no time to find the electronic control box.

Planting my boots firmly on the concrete, I grabbed the metal handle at the bottom of the door with both hands. I funneled every remaining drop of raw magic into my back and shoulders. My muscles tore slightly under the immense strain.

"Up!" I grunted, throwing my body weight backward.

The metal door groaned. Its locking mechanism snapped under the magical force. The wide door shot upward on its tracks, crashing loudly against the ceiling roll.

Cool night air from the Foundry District rushed into the burning warehouse, feeding the flames with a surge of fresh oxygen.

"Get to my truck!" I ordered, pushing Mara out into the dark, rain-slicked street.

My battered work truck was parked right outside the bay doors. The plastic sheeting I'd taped over the missing passenger door flapped in the wind.

"Mara, get in the middle," I directed, helping her scramble into the cramped cab. "Victoria, take the passenger seat."

The succubus slid inside, ignoring the missing metal door. She pulled Mara tightly against her side, wrapping a protective arm around the trembling scholar.

Alexandra emerged from the burning warehouse.

Walking backward, the Hell-Knight swung her broadsword in wide arcs to keep the remaining hounds at bay. She stepped out into the street, her armor glowing like the sun.

"I'm clear!" Alexandra called out, turning and jogging toward the back of the truck.

Grabbing the edge of the tailgate, she vaulted into the truck bed. The suspension groaned under her armored weight. Turning around, she planted her boots against the metal and raised her sword to guard our rear.

Climbing into the driver's seat, I slammed the door shut.

Jamming the key into the ignition, the engine roared to life with a desperate rumble. I didn't bother checking my mirrors. Throwing the gearshift into drive, I slammed my foot onto the accelerator pedal.

The truck peeled away from the curb, its tires squealing against the wet asphalt.

Speeding down the dark streets of the industrial sector, we left the demonic ambush behind us. The adrenaline was crashing now, leaving my hands shaking on the steering wheel. My bare chest was covered in soot, sweat, and the lingering heat of my own pyromancy.

"Is everyone okay?" I asked, my voice coming out raspy.

Mara let out a slow sob. Pulling her knees tightly to her chest, she buried her face in her hands.

"He took it, Jack," Mara cried, still beating herself up about the loss of the book. "I had it right in my hands, and I let him take the Codex."

"Hey," I said softly, reaching over and placing my hand on her trembling knee. "You didn't let him do anything. You survived. That's the only thing that matters right now. We’ll get it back."

Victoria rested her horned head against the headrest, her dark gaze staring blankly at the plastic sheeting flapping in the wind.

"Malphas has the directory," Victoria replied, her voice tight with dread. "He holds the primary tether to every high-tier demon bound to the bloodline."

"He doesn't have me," I countered stubbornly, tightening my grip on the steering wheel. "And he doesn't have my crew. We still have a fighting chance."

"Where are we going?" Mara asked quietly, wiping the tears from her cheeks.

"Your bookshop," I decided immediately. "Stone & Script Antiquities. You said the basement has a reinforced vault where you keep the rare artifacts."

"It has solid steel doors and an independent ventilation system," Mara confirmed, her academic logic cutting through her panic. "It's highly defensible."

"Then that's our new base of operations," I stated, turning the truck toward the downtown commercial district.

“But, Jack,” objected Mara as she pointed the other way. “The store is that way!”

“I know,” I said, giving her a tiny smile. “I need some clothes. I still have a locker at the cathedral site. At least I won’t have to fight this next battle in my briefs again.”

Checking the rearview mirror, I made sure Alexandra was still anchored in the truck bed. The Hell-Knight was standing still, her iron broadsword resting against her shoulder as she watched the road behind us for any signs of pursuit.

Past the silhouette of my Vanguard, I saw the skyline of the Foundry District.

A towering pillar of black smoke and orange fire billowed into the night sky. Flames licked at the low-hanging rain clouds. My warehouse was consumed. The drafting tables, my tools, the beds, and the brick walls I'd meticulously restored were gone.

Staring at the burning ruins of my home in the rearview mirror, I took a long moment to process the loss.

My mundane life was reduced to ash. There was no turning back to the comfortable reality I'd built for myself.

Looking back at the rain-slicked road ahead of me, I tightened my grip on the wheel. The crimson magic burning deep within my chest surged, replacing my exhaustion with a cold fury.

Malphas wanted a war. I was going to give him one.


Chapter
Nineteen



The drive into downtown Blackgate City passed in silence.

The rumble of my truck was the only sound inside the cab. Plastic sheeting taped over the missing passenger door flapped in the wind, failing to keep the damp air out.

Staring at the road ahead, my hands gripped the steering wheel tight enough to turn my knuckles white.

At least I had some clothes now. After raiding my locker at the construction site, I now had a tight black t-shirt and jeans on. I had to steal Sal’s boots, but I figured I’d put them to better use than he ever would.

Especially with the way I was feeling right now.

Anger boiled in my gut. Crimson magic pulsed in my veins, demanding a fight. Malphas’s attack on my home made this incredibly personal. He'd destroyed my safehouse and stolen the most valuable artifact in existence right out of my hands.

I wanted payback.

Victoria sat in the passenger seat, her pale profile illuminated by the passing amber streetlights. Crossing her arms beneath her chest, her dark gaze narrowed into calculating slits.

Mara huddled between us on the leather seat.

She was shivering, clutching her arms tightly, her denim-clad legs pressed together. She stared blankly at the dashboard, overwhelmed by the loss of the Codex.

"Are you holding up okay, Mara?" I asked softly, keeping my eyes on the road.

She gave a small, jerky nod. "I'm just trying to process everything. It happened so fast."

"We'll get it back," Victoria assured her, her tone surprisingly gentle. "The Archlord won't win this."

Mara gave her a tiny smile. “I hope so, Victoria. I really hope so.”

It surprised me that Victoria reached back to touch Mara’s shoulder. It was a genuine gesture, born from our shared misery over the past couple of days. I hadn’t just bonded with the women, but they’d also bonded with each other.

And I was happy to see that they supported one another. It was the only way we were all going to get out of this alive.

Checking the rearview mirror, I spotted Alexandra. The Hell-Knight stood like a statue of dark iron in the truck bed. She faced backward, her broadsword resting on her pauldron. Platinum blonde hair clung to her neck above the collar of her armor, while the orange fire within her suit hissed against the falling rain. She stood as an unyielding sentinel watching our back trail.

Hitting the turn signal, I pulled the truck off the avenue and into a narrow alleyway in the historic district.

I killed the headlights, letting us roll to a slow stop behind a four-story brick building.

"We're here," I announced, shifting into park.

Mara blinked, pulling herself out of her daze. She followed Victoria out of the truck cab, standing on the street as we looked up at the old wooden sign hanging over the door.

"Stone & Script Antiquities," said Victoria, reading the name of Mara’s little shop. "A fitting home for a scholar of your caliber."

"For now, it’s going to have to be our home," I corrected, walking over to the steel door covering the loading dock. “At least until we figure out how to strike back at Malphas.”

Mara pulled a ring of brass keys from her pocket. She fumbled with the locks, her breathing shallow.

Stepping close to her, I placed my warm hand over hers. The contact stopped her trembling instantly. "Take your time," I murmured. I took the brass key ring, finding the lock and sliding it smoothly into the lock.

The oak door clicked open.

"Get inside," I ordered, pushing the door wide.

Victoria sauntered over the threshold immediately, her abyssal senses sweeping the dark interior for any lingering threats. Mara followed right behind her, stepping into the familiar safety of her own shop.

Alexandra vaulted over the tailgate. Her iron boots hit the wet asphalt with a concussive thud that echoed down the alleyway. She marched toward the door, her tall frame taking up the entryway as she stepped inside.

Following the Hell-Knight, I pulled the oak door shut and engaged all three steel deadbolts.

I found the light switch on the brick wall and flicked it upward.

The ground floor of Mara’s shop was a beautiful display of historical salvage. Towering bookshelves lined every wall, packed with rare editions and fragile scrolls. The center of the room was filled with reclaimed architectural pieces. Stone gargoyles, stained glass windows, and iron gates leaned against wooden crates.

"The basement," Mara said, her voice returning to a steady cadence. "The vault is beneath the primary showroom floor. It’s the safest place in the whole building.”

She led us through the maze of antique furniture, stopping in front of a reinforced steel door set directly into the floorboards.

Reaching down, I gripped the iron ring and heaved the door upward. A set of steep concrete stairs descended into absolute darkness.

"Allow me, Jack," Alexandra offered, stepping past me.

The Hell-Knight stomped down the concrete stairs. The orange fire glowing within her abyssal armor illuminated the stairwell, acting as an armored torch.

We followed her down into the basement.

The vault was entirely different from the cozy bookstore above. It was a functional, highly secure concrete bunker. The walls were two feet thick, poured directly into the bedrock of the city. The air was dry and cool, circulated by a faint hum coming from an independent ventilation system mounted near the ceiling.

"This is phenomenal structural engineering," I praised honestly, running my bare hand over the smooth concrete wall. "No windows. No secondary access points. A single choke point at the top of the stairs."

Alexandra marched to the exact center of the vault. She planted her iron broadsword directly into the concrete floor, resting her gauntlets on the pommel.

"The perimeter is defensible," the Hell-Knight agreed, her deep voice sounding calm and supportive. "The enemy can't flank us. They must funnel directly down those stairs. I'll hold the bottom step. They'll break against my shield before they ever reach the floor."

"They won't just walk down the stairs, Alexandra," Victoria countered, leaning her hip against an iron chest. "Malphas uses shadow assassins. They travel through the abyssal slipstream. They'll bypass the stairs and drop directly out of the shadows in the corners of the room."

"We’ll make it more difficult on them if we seal the cracks," I stated firmly.

Victoria offered me a sly smile. "You intend to fight abyssal magic with a little mortar, Jack?"

"I intend to fight abyssal magic with abyssal magic," I corrected, looking directly at the succubus. "You're a creature of the Seventh Tier, right? You know how the slipstream works. Use your aura. Seal the dark spaces in this room. Make the shadows toxic to them."

Victoria’s jeweled eyes sparked with bright violet light.

"A proactive perimeter defense," she replied, uncrossing her arms. "I like the way you think, Jack."

The succubus stepped away from the wooden crate. Raising her pale hands, she dropped the containment on her purple aura. The magical energy exploded outward, washing over the concrete walls like a glowing coat of dark paint. She walked slowly around the perimeter of the vault, pressing her palms against the darkest corners of the room and forcing her own signature directly into the shadows.

She was actively claiming the territory, locking out any unauthorized magical entry.

Turning my attention to the wooden crates scattered around the vault, I assessed our physical defenses just in case we faced something less slippery than a shadow assassin.

Walking over to a solid oak desk resting near the back wall, I dug my boots into the concrete. I channeled a surge of crimson magic directly into my legs. Shoving the piece of antique furniture across the floor, the wood screeched loudly against the stone.

I pushed it directly to the bottom of the concrete stairs, creating a waist-high barricade.

"That limits my swing radius," Alexandra noted, looking down at the oak desk. "It might get in the way."

"It forces them to vault over it," I explained, wiping a layer of sweat from my forehead. "It breaks their momentum and exposes their lower half to your blade while they're airborne. It's leverage, Alexandra."

The Hell-Knight considered the strategy for a fraction of a second. She offered a slow, respectful nod.

"I see your point, Jack," Alexandra replied. "It’s a sound tactic."

Grabbing another wooden crate, I dragged it over to reinforce the side of the desk. We were building a fortress inside a bunker.

"It isn't going to be enough," Mara whispered from the center of the room.

Stopping my work, I looked over my shoulder.

Mara sat on top of a low wooden chest. Her knees were pulled tightly to her chest. She looked incredibly small and defeated in the harsh light of the vault.

"We're securing the perimeter, Mara," I reassured her, walking back toward the center of the room. "Victoria has the slipstream blocked, and Alexandra is holding the only physical entrance. We have a solid foundation."

"They have the Codex," Mara countered, her voice trembling. "Malphas can bypass our physical defenses by summoning entities directly into the building. We don't have any magical wards down here to repel a concentrated abyssal assault."

Letting out a sigh, I ran a hand through my messy hair.

She was right. I could stack all the antique furniture in the world, but it wouldn't stop someone with command of the Codex. We needed it sorely right now if we were going to put up a defense that was capable of stopping Malphas.

Without it, we were like sitting ducks.

"Mara, as much as I hate to say it, we have to do this without the book," I admitted, my voice dropping into a frustrated baritone. “There’s no other way.”

"Well, there might be."

Mara reached deep into the pocket of her jeans as if she just remembered something very important.

She pulled out her smartphone. The glass screen was cracked from her fall onto the concrete floor of my loft, but the digital display still glowed with bright light.

Tapping the shattered screen a few times, she swiped her thumb across the glass.

She turned the phone around, holding it up for me to see.

Displayed brightly on the cracked screen was a high-resolution photograph of a page from the Codex. The Latin script detailing the primary defensive wards was visible.

"I took pictures," Mara stated, a tiny spark of academic pride piercing through her exhaustion.

Staring at the glowing digital screen, I was in awe.

"You took pictures," I repeated, a genuine grin spreading across my face.

"I forgot about it until just now," Mara explained, dropping her legs off the chest and standing up straight. "When anyone hands me a rare artifact, I usually digitize the primary source material for my own reference files. I only managed to photograph the first forty pages before I fell asleep, but it includes the entire foundational warding section."

Stepping into her personal space, I grabbed the sides of her face with my bare hands. I leaned down to press a quick, desperate kiss directly to her lips.

"You are an absolute genius," I praised her, my voice thick with relief. "You literally just saved this entire operation."

Mara blushed warmly, the bright yellow of her aura pulsing with a deep pink hue.

"I need chalk," said Mara, pulling her phone back and slipping into her project-manager mindset. "And I need a highly conductive binding agent. Something to anchor the abyssal runes to the concrete."

"I have chalk in my bag," I said, pointing toward the canvas duffel resting near the stairs. "For the binding agent... we can use my blood."

"Absolutely not," Victoria called out from the far corner of the vault.

The succubus abandoned her shadow-sealing duties, marching across the concrete floor. She stopped right beside Mara, her purple aura pulsing defensively.

"You've expended a lot of crimson magic tonight, Jack," Victoria lectured, looking at me with protective concern. "You fueled my manifestation, you unlocked your own pyromancy, and you threw fireballs at hellhounds. Your reserves are drained. If you bleed to draw sigils, you’ll leave nothing left for this next fight."

"I can handle a few cuts," I argued, reaching for the folding utility knife in my pocket.

"I forbid it," Alexandra added from the stairs, taking a step toward the center of the room. "He must remain physically intact. Use my core, Mara."

Mara looked between the towering Hell-Knight and the protective succubus. The bookworm ignored their demonic posturing.

"Neither of you possesses the correct magical resonance," Mara explained calmly, holding up her cracked phone. "The wards in the Codex are specifically tethered to Jack’s bloodline. If we use standard abyssal energy, the sigils will invert and detonate the concrete, which will likely kill us all."

Turning her green eyes toward me, her expression softened.

"But Victoria is right too," Mara conceded softly. "You can't afford to lose any more raw magic, Jack. We need a catalyst that carries your specific resonance without actually draining your veins."

Crossing my arms, I felt the cold metal resting against my chest.

"The amulet," I realized instantly.

Reaching up, I pulled the silver chain over my head. I held the Abyssal Anchor out toward Mara. The dark gemstone trapped within the silver ribcage glowed with a pulsing crimson light. It was saturated with the excess magic and sexual energy I'd pumped into it during my session with Alexandra on the balcony.

"It acts as a magical battery," I explained, dropping the artifact directly into Mara's open palm. "It absorbed all the residual fire. Tap into it."

Mara stared down at the glowing amulet with academic fascination.

"This is perfect," she breathed, her bright yellow aura illuminating the center of the vault.

She didn't waste another second.

Grabbing the blue chalk from my duffel bag, Mara dropped to her knees in the exact center of the concrete floor. She placed the glowing Abyssal Anchor onto the stone, holding her cracked phone in her left hand to read from her pictures.

She began to draw.

Watching in silence, I observed Mara moving with incredible precision. She moved like she did this for a living, executing complex geometric equations from memory and a small digital screen.

She drew an interlocking circle of jagged abyssal script around the Abyssal Anchor.

Every time the blue chalk completed a specific rune, Mara reached out and tapped the dark gemstone of the amulet. A bright flash of crimson magic jumped from the stone, flowing into the chalk dust and permanently searing the sigil directly into the concrete floor.

It took her thirty grueling minutes to complete the primary ward.

Victoria and Alexandra stood silently at the edges of the vault, maintaining the physical perimeter while the mortal scholar built the magical one.

Drawing the last jagged line, Mara tapped the gemstone one final time.

The entire interlocking circle of blue chalk instantly sparked to life. A towering wall of translucent crimson energy shot upward from the floor, expanding to cover the ceiling and the four concrete walls of the vault.

Air pressure inside the room immediately stabilized. The lingering smell of sulfur vanished, replaced by the clean scent of ozone and raw power.

We were sealed inside an impenetrable magical fortress.

Dropping the piece of blue chalk, Mara collapsed backward onto the concrete. Her chest heaved as she exhausted her adrenaline reserves.

Stepping quickly over the glowing red lines of the ward, I dropped to my knees beside her. I grabbed her shoulders and gently hauled her upward. Ignoring the dirt and chalk dust covering the floor, I pulled her into a tight, secure embrace.

"You did it," I praised her, my voice dropping into a soft whisper. "The perimeter is secure."

Resting her forehead against my chest, Mara gripped the singed canvas of my jacket. She was shivering again, a deep tremble that had nothing to do with the temperature of the vault.

"I just drew chalk on the floor," she mumbled, her voice thick with sudden inadequacy.

Pulling back slightly, I looked down into her face. Her beautiful features were smudged with blue dust and soot. Tears gathered in her eyes.

"Hey," I said gently, brushing a streak of chalk from her cheekbone. "Where is this coming from?"

Letting out a ragged sigh, she looked past my shoulder. Her gaze flicked toward Victoria leaning against the far wall and Alexandra standing guard at the stairs.

"Look at them, Jack," Mara whispered, a painful insecurity bleeding into her voice. "They are goddesses of war and sex. Alexandra can split a hellhound in half with a single swing. Victoria can tear a man's mind apart with a glance. They are terrifyingly powerful."

She looked back down at her own soft, unremarkable hands.

"And I'm just a historian," Mara confessed, a single tear spilling over her eyelashes. "One who can throw a mean cup of coffee. That's my limit. If Malphas breaches that door, I'm useless to you."

The raw vulnerability in her statement broke my heart.

Shifting my grip, I moved my hands from her shoulders to cup her face firmly. I forced her to look directly into my eyes.

"Listen to me very carefully, Mara," I said, my voice devoid of any snark or humor. It was pure sincerity.

"I'm a contractor," I explained softly, tracing my thumbs over her jawline. "I know how to swing a sledgehammer. I know how to break things. Victoria knows how to infiltrate. Alexandra knows how to stand in the fire."

Leaning closer, my forehead almost touched hers.

"But none of us know how to build the actual house," I told her firmly. "You're the architect here, Mara. You’ve read the blueprints. You’ve translated the mechanics of the universe that keep us from blowing ourselves up. Without you, I'm just a guy holding a hammer in the dark. You are the brain of this entire operation. You aren't useless. You're the foundation."

Mara’s breath hitched.

The tears stopped falling. The deep insecurity in her bright yellow aura slowly began to recede, replaced by a pulsing wave of warm pink affection.

Reaching up, her small hands covered mine where they rested against her cheeks. She leaned into my touch, her eyes fluttering shut as she absorbed the honesty of my words.

"I really like being this close to you, Jack," Mara murmured, her voice dropping into a breathless whisper.

"I really like it too," I admitted, my gaze locked onto her pink lips.

Opening her emerald eyes, the undeniable sexual tension that had been brewing between us for years uncapped. The adrenaline of the battle and the terror of the night stripped away all of our usual polite barriers.

"You know," she whispered, a sad smile touching her lips. "You were always exactly the kind of man I thought I might actually end up with."

I felt a jolt of energy shoot straight down my spine.

"I always thought the exact same thing about you," I confessed, leaning significantly closer.

"It’s stupid to say that right now," Mara continued, a self-deprecating laugh escaping her throat. "The city is burning, an Archlord of Hell is actively trying to flay your soul, and we're hiding in a concrete basement. It's the worst possible time for a romantic confession."

"We never could get the timing right, could we?" I offered a soft smirk.

"No," she agreed, her thumbs brushing lightly across my knuckles. "We always missed each other."

Looking past my shoulder again, her pink aura dimmed slightly, complicated by the undeniable reality of our current situation.

"And the timing is even more difficult now," Mara pointed out softly, her green eyes returning to mine. "You aren't just an independent contractor anymore, Jack. You're a master of this demonic magic. And you're actively sleeping with two gorgeous, deadly demons."

The complicated reality of my new harem hung in the air between us.

I couldn't deny it. The crimson magic connected my soul to Victoria and Alexandra. We shared a deep, physical bond that was necessary for our mutual survival. But that didn't change the fact that my heart still skipped a beat whenever Mara pushed her glasses up her nose.

"Mara," I started, intending to tell her exactly how I felt about the complicated dynamics of our crew.

Opening my mouth to speak, the world shattered.

A deafening boom rocked the concrete ceiling of the vault.

The sound destroyed the quiet intimacy of the room. It wasn't the distant rumble of thunder. It was the terrifying impact of something huge striking the floorboards of the antique shop directly above us.

Instantly releasing Mara’s face, I jumped to my feet.

"We have a breach!" Alexandra called out from the bottom of the concrete stairs.

The Hell-Knight raised her iron broadsword, the orange fire in her armor burning with bright intensity. She stared directly up at the reinforced steel door at the top of the stairwell.

A horrific screech of tearing metal echoed down the concrete shaft.

Something strong was actively dragging their sharp claws directly across the thick steel of the vault door.

Reaching down, I grabbed the hickory handle of my sledgehammer from the floor. Funneling the crimson magic down my arms, I ignited my hands and the steel head of the weapon in a roaring blaze of red fire.
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The door at the top of the basement stairs groaned under the strain.

Metal buckled inward, pushed by an immense pressure. A harsh screech of claws dragging across the surface echoed down the concrete stairwell, setting my teeth on edge.

Gripping the hickory handle of my sledgehammer with both hands, I felt the steel head strain with oppressive force. I stood at the bottom of the stairs, taking up my position directly behind the oak desk we'd shoved into a barricade.

"They can't use the slipstream," Victoria called out from the far corner of the vault.

The succubus stood still, her pale hands raised toward the ceiling. Her purple aura coated the walls like a coat of toxic paint. "I've sealed the dark spaces. If they want us, they have to walk through the front door."

"Let them walk," Alexandra stated calmly.

The Hell-Knight stood dead center at the bottom of the staircase, blocking the narrow choke point. She raised her iron broadsword, resting the rusted blade against her pauldron. Platinum blonde hair peeked out from the collar of her armor, contrasting with the dark smoke pumping from her exhaust vents.

"We'll hold this line, Jack," she promised over her shoulder.

"I know we will," I replied, appreciating her steady confidence.

The top hinge snapped with a concussive crack.

Three seconds later, the bottom hinge gave way. The door ripped from the frame, crashing onto the wooden floorboards of the antique shop above.

A horde of nightmares poured into the stairwell.

They weren't shadow assassins as much as they were demonic foot soldiers. Ghouls stripped of humanity crawled down the stairs on all fours like a swarm of rabid dogs. Their jaws hung unhinged, dripping black saliva.

"Here they come!" Alexandra shouted, her voice shaking the walls.

Stepping into the first wave, she didn't bother using complex swordplay. Instead, she simply swung the slab of abyssal iron in a sweeping arc. The blade connected with the first three ghouls simultaneously. Raw momentum sheared through their brittle bones, slicing all three monsters in a show of strength.

The sheer weight of the swarm still pressed forward, determined to reach the Hell-Knight.

Alexandra became an unyielding wall. Planting her boots, she swung her broadsword like a metronome of destruction. Ghoul after ghoul threw themselves against her scorched armor. Their jagged claws failed to penetrate the thick plating. She battered them back, crushing skulls and severing limbs with methodical precision.

But there were too many of them.

The narrow stairwell was choked with writhing bodies. A handful of the pale ghouls scrambled over the crushed remains of their packmates, bypassing the Hell-Knight's reach.

They leaped over the oak desk I was using as a barricade.

I didn't back up an inch. Stepping into the attack, I brought my blazing sledgehammer down in a crushing overhead strike.

The red fire connected with the leading ghoul's skull. The creature's head vaporized under the crushing force and magical heat. Its headless corpse hit the floor, sliding to a stop right at the edge of Mara's glowing protective circle.

Swinging the hammer back around, I caught a second ghoul in the ribs. Explosive pyromancy threw the creature against the wall, shattering its spine.

"They're swarming around her flank!" Victoria warned.

Springing into the air, the succubus used a wooden crate as a springboard. She vaulted over my head, landing gracefully beside the desk.

Lashing her purple whip forward, the cord wrapped securely around the throat of a leaping ghoul. She yanked her arm downward with terrifying strength, slamming the creature face-first into the antique wood.

We formed a perfect triangle of defense.

Alexandra held the primary choke point, acting as our shield. Victoria moved with blinding speed, covering the left flank and whipping any enemies that slipped past the iron. I anchored the right, using the blunt force of my sledgehammer to crush anything that came within striking distance.

"Target their joints!" Mara yelled from the center of the vault.

Risking a quick glance over my shoulder, I checked on her. Mara stood safely inside her circle of wards, still holding her cracked smartphone in her left hand and reading the translated runes while keeping her green eyes locked on the melee.

"They have reinforced sternums!" she explained, her yellow aura cutting cleanly through the dust. "Aim for the knees and the neck! Take out their mobility!"

"You heard the lady!" I shouted, altering my swing trajectory.

I stopped aiming for center mass. A ghoul lunged toward me, its claws extended. Dropping low, I swept the hickory handle across the concrete. The blazing head connected beautifully with both of its knees. The bones snapped instantly. The creature collapsed onto the floor, immobilized, before Victoria casually stomped her boot through its skull.

We were finally functioning as a cohesive unit.

The ghouls stopped pouring down the stairs. The steps grew slick with boiling ichor and piled high with severed limbs. Alexandra let out a hiss of pressurized steam, lowering her broadsword slightly to catch her breath.

"The first wave is broken," the Hell-Knight observed, the orange fire in her armor burning steadily. "Nice work on the flank, team."

"Don't relax just yet," I warned, stepping up beside her. "Malphas didn't send a horde of bottom-feeders just to take us out. This first wave was likely just cannon fodder. He's trying to tire us out."

Lowering my sledgehammer, I felt the ache settling deep into my taped ribs. Crimson magic kept me moving, but swinging twenty pounds of steel required ridiculous amounts of stamina. My structural intuition kicked in. I needed a secondary tool. A hammer worked perfectly for demolition, but I needed a blade for precision crowd control.

Looking down at an iron-bound chest resting next to our barricade, I made a quick decision.

I didn't bother asking Mara for permission to damage her inventory. Raising my boot, I kicked the rusted lock off the antique trunk. The wooden lid flipped backward, slamming against the wall.

The chest overflowed with historical weaponry. Tarnished cavalry sabers, rusted bayonets, and decorated daggers lay piled on a bed of rotting velvet.

Reaching into the center of the pile, my fingers wrapped around a leather hilt.

Pulling the weapon free, I examined it. It was an ancient sword. The blade featured four feet of dark steel, etched with swirling runes that didn't look human. It balanced perfectly, carrying enough weight to generate momentum but light enough to swing with one hand.

Gripping the sword in my left hand, I held my blazing sledgehammer in my right.

Instinctively funneling a surge of my raw magic into the hilt of the claymore, I expected the steel to erupt in red flames.

The reaction was entirely different.

The etched runes reacted with my bloodline magic. Crimson energy hit a dense layer of dormant magic trapped inside the antique iron. The sword ignited, but the fire wasn't red.

A roaring wave of toxic green fire engulfed the blade.

"Jack!" Mara gasped from her protective circle. "It’s a corrupted templar blade! The abyssal iron is actively converting your resonance into another form of pyromancy!"

Swinging the green-fire sword in a testing figure eight, I watched it cut cleanly through the air. It left a glowing trail of sparks.

"I like it," I grunted, feeling the aggressive hum of the green fire vibrating against my palm. “A templar blade feels weirdly appropriate right about now!”

A resonating boom echoed from the antique shop above us. The floorboards creaked under the weight of something dense.

"Here comes the heavy infantry," Alexandra announced, locking her stance into an unyielding wall.

Six shadow assassins stepped silently into the stairwell.

They looked exactly like the corrupted warlock I'd killed in the courtyard. Wearing sleek plates of black armor, they wielded long blades of solidified shadow. But these assassins didn't rely on the slipstream. They marched down the stairs in perfect synchronization.

"They possess abyssal shielding!" Mara warned, reading from her cracked screen. "Standard strikes won't penetrate the carapace! You have to overload the armor with raw magic!"

"I've got plenty of magic," I replied, stepping past the oak desk to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with my knight. "We take them together."

Victoria flanked us on the left, her purple whip snapping against the concrete.

The shadow assassins charged.

Moving with terrifying speed, they crossed the slippery stairs without breaking their formation. Two of them converged directly on Alexandra, crossing their blades to trap her broadsword.

Stepping into the fray, I engaged the assassin on the far right.

He thrust his dark blade toward my chest, aiming for the silver cage of the Abyssal Anchor. Parrying the strike with the hickory handle, the shadow blade bit deeply into the tough wood, stalling his momentum.

I didn't hesitate. Bringing the ancient claymore up in an underhanded swing, the green fire roared.

The blade connected squarely with the assassin's black breastplate. The iron bypassed the dark armor entirely. Emerald pyromancy seared through the chitinous plates, melting the armor directly into his chest.

Letting out a metallic shriek of agony, the assassin stumbled backward.

Following through immediately, I slammed the steel head of my sledgehammer into his featureless helmet. Explosive red fire shattered the armor, dropping the warlock to the concrete.

"Two down!" Victoria called out.

The succubus was a blur of predatory grace. Dodging a sweeping strike from an assassin, she twisted her body underneath the blade. Lashing her whip around the warlock's neck, she used his own forward momentum to snap his spine.

Alexandra proved to be a force of nature.

Ignoring the two blades scraping uselessly against her chest plate, she grabbed one of the assassins by the throat with her free gauntlet. Lifting the struggling warlock off the ground, she slammed him face-first into the solid wall of the stairwell.

The remaining two assassins broke their formation, realizing the frontal assault was failing.

Attempting to vault over our heads, they aimed directly for Mara inside her protective circle.

"I don’t think so!" I shouted.

Planting my boots, I funneled magic into both weapons simultaneously. I swung the crimson sledgehammer and the emerald claymore in a crossing X-pattern through the air.

The two distinct pyromancies collided in midair.

A concussive shock wave of red and green fire exploded outward, engulfing both airborne assassins. Intense heat vaporized their shadow blades and melted their armor. They hit the floor as lifeless, smoking husks.

The stairwell fell silent again.

Leaning on the handle of my sledgehammer, my chest heaved. Sweat poured down my face, stinging my eyes. The toxic fire of the claymore crackled softly, illuminating the carnage we'd just created.

"Is everyone okay?" I asked, looking quickly over my shoulder.

Mara offered a frantic, relieved thumbs-up from the center of the wards.

Victoria stood near the oak desk, her pale skin pristine. She offered me a slow, supportive nod, entirely unbothered by the brutality.

Alexandra stood tall at the bottom of the stairs, her sword resting on the concrete. "The perimeter holds, Jack."

Before I could reply, the entire basement shook.

A terrifying roar shattered the quiet. It wasn't the metallic screech of a warlock or the feral hiss of a ghoul. It was a guttural, earth-shattering bellow that vibrated the walls of the vault.

A colossal creature blocked the doorway at the top of the stairs.

It was a true beast of a demon.

The monster was easily the size of a fully grown rhinoceros. It possessed thick plates of rusted iron grafted directly onto its necrotic muscle. Its head resembled a mutated wolf, but it featured three distinct rows of orange eyes.

Corrosive acid dripped from its unhinged jaws, instantly burning holes into the concrete stairs.

"That fucker looks like trouble," I muttered, gripping the hilt of the claymore tight.

"It's a Siege-Hound," Alexandra warned, her voice deadpan. "It's designed to shatter fortified walls. It won't stop until the structure collapses around us."

The behemoth let out another deafening roar. It charged down the stairs.

Every footstep physically shook the vault. The iron plates grafted to its body scraped against the narrow walls, showering us in sparks.

"Spread out!" I ordered, breaking the tight defensive triangle.

Alexandra didn't retreat. My knight stepped directly into the path of the charging monster. Raising her broadsword, she planted her boots firmly against the floor.

The Siege-Hound slammed into the Hell-Knight.

The impact was staggering. Alexandra was pushed backward, her iron boots carving smoking trenches through the floor. Digging her broadsword into the beast's shoulder, she tried desperately to halt its momentum.

The hound ignored the blade. Snapping its jaws forward, it wrapped its teeth around Alexandra's left forearm.

Abyssal plate armor groaned under the crushing pressure.

"Get off her!" Victoria screamed.

Lashing her whip around the beast's thick neck, the succubus pulled backward with every ounce of her demonic strength. But the hound was too big. It barely registered the pull.

I didn't hesitate. Sprinting toward the right flank of the monster, I ignored the corrosive acid splashing near my boots.

Channeling every remaining drop of my magic into my arms, the red fire on my sledgehammer and the green fire on my claymore flared into blinding infernos.

Reaching the beast's exposed side, I swung the sledgehammer in a braced horizontal arc. I aimed directly for the iron plating protecting its ribs.

The red steel connected with catastrophic force. Raw impact shattered the abyssal iron plate, exposing the dark muscle beneath. Explosive pyromancy severely burned the exposed flesh, sending a shock wave directly into the creature's internal organs.

The Siege-Hound shrieked in agony. Releasing Alexandra's arm, it turned its three-eyed head toward me.

Lunging forward, its jaws opened wide enough to bite me in half.

I didn't back away. Using its own forward momentum against it, I dropped into a low crouch. Bringing the ancient claymore up in an upward thrust, I guided the four-foot blade directly beneath the beast's jaw, bypassing the bone plating of its skull.

The blade sank deeply into the soft flesh of its throat.

Pushing upward, I drove the roaring green fire through the roof of its mouth and directly into its demonic brain.

Toxic emerald pyromancy instantly incinerated its neural pathways. The beast's orange eyes flickered and burned out. The iron-plated creature collapsed onto the concrete floor, entirely lifeless.
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Planting my boot against the Siege-Hound's jaw, I ripped the claymore out of its throat.

A wave of boiling ichor followed the blade, spilling onto the concrete floor. The green fire died out, retreating into the dormant iron.

Silence filled the vault.

The chaotic screeching and deafening explosions were gone. The only sound left was my ragged breathing and corrosive acid dripping onto the stairs.

Lowering the sword, I let the tip rest against the floor. I dropped my sledgehammer. Red fire vanished from the steel head the second I released my grip, leaving the metal blackened.

"Is it over?" Mara called out. Her voice trembled, echoing off the thick walls.

Tapping into my awakened vision, I swept my gaze across the ruined stairwell. I checked the shattered desk and the smoking corpse at my feet. I searched the dark corners.

No glowing trails existed. There were no voids of nothingness.

"It looks clear to me," I confirmed, my throat raspy. “For now.”

Approaching the stairs, I checked on Alexandra. The Hell-Knight leaned against the wall, looking battered. Her plate armor bore dozens of jagged scratches. The left forearm of her suit, where the beast had clamped its jaws, was crushed inward. Warped iron pressed aggressively against the skin beneath.

Stopping in front of her, I ignored the heat radiating from her core.

"Let me see your arm," I said gently.

Alexandra raised her gauntlet. She didn't complain, but grinding metal in her chest plate betrayed her discomfort. Reaching up, she unlatched her horned helmet and pulled it off, letting her shoulder-length platinum blonde hair spill out. Sweat plastered the strands to her pale neck.

Wrapping my hands around the crushed plating, I funneled a concentrated surge of magic into my fingertips. I used the power to heat the steel, softening the crushed iron enough to bend it outward. Pulling the metal away from her flesh relieved the pressure.

"The armor held," I noted, inspecting the dark bruises forming on her arm. "The bone isn't broken."

"Of course it held, Jack," Alexandra replied, her orange eyes meeting mine as a small smile appeared on her lips. "A feral dog isn't going to break my defenses. But I appreciate the help with the suit."

She lowered her arm. The fire in her chest plate pulsed with a warm glow. She had kept her promise. Holding the line against an overwhelming swarm, she never took a single backward step.

"You did good today," I praised her honestly. "Get some air. Cool down your core."

The warrior offered a respectful nod. Stepping away from the wall, she marched past the ruined barricade toward the back of the room.

Turning around, I found Victoria strolling across the slick concrete. The succubus ignored the severed limbs scattered across the floor.

Even covered in soot, she looked breathtaking. The leather straps of her harness clung to her chest, heaving with every ragged breath she took. Shadows swirled around her pale legs.

Exhausted and bleeding, I was still captivated by the sway of her hips.

Stopping right in front of me, Victoria reached out. She rested her hands gently against my bruised chest.

"You wield that emerald fire with precision, Jack," Victoria noted, her dark gaze dropping to the sword in my grip. "You're rapidly expanding your arsenal."

"I like having the right tool for the job," I replied. Bringing my free hand up, I rested it securely on her hip.

Leaning forward, she ignored the grime covering my face. She pressed a tender kiss to my lips. It wasn't a desperate grab for energy. It felt like a simple, grounding connection. The sweet scent of cherry blossoms washed away the foul stench of the dead hound.

"You did an incredible job just now," she whispered, resting her forehead against my chin. "I've never seen a mortal stand against infantry like that."

"I have a really good crew watching my back," I reminded her, squeezing her hip. “Including a sexy succubus.”

Victoria laughed softly. “Your sexy succubus. Don’t ever forget that.”

“How could I?”

Victoria kissed me again. “When this is all over, I know exactly what I want to do.”

“Find a few hellhounds and practice some more?”

Victoria gave me an annoyed look, but it melted away quickly. “I want you to pound me into the bed. Over and over and over again.”

“That sounds like just the kind of challenge I can get behind.”

She bit her lip. “The only thing I want you getting behind is me. Or Alexandra. Or Mara, for that matter. I can play extra nice if you want to include them.”

I grinned. “I will definitely keep that in mind.”

Pulling away slowly, I turned my attention to the center of the room.

Mara stood still inside the glowing circle of wards. The blue chalk lines remained intact, radiating a wall of protective energy. The scholar clutched her cracked phone tightly against her sweater.

"You did great, Mara," I called out. "We're secure."

After searching for the instructions, Mara severed the magical connection to the anchor resting on the floor. The walls of red energy flickered and vanished.

Crossing the vault, I stepped over the chalk lines and dropped my sword. Closing the distance between us, I wrapped my arms around her trembling frame.

I pulled her into a tight hug.

Burying her face into my shoulder, Mara wrapped her arms around my waist. She let out a shuddering breath, relaxing against my chest. The soft wool of her sweater offered a stark contrast to the cold steel and brutality we had just survived. I felt the rough texture of her denim jeans brush against my legs.

"You kept all of us alive," I murmured into her auburn hair. "Those wards were perfect. Not a single assassin got through the slipstream."

"I was terrified," Mara confessed, her voice muffled against my jacket. "I thought that beast was going to collapse the ceiling."

"It takes a lot more than a mutated dog to break two feet of solid concrete," I reassured her. Pulling back slightly, I looked down into her green eyes. "You did your job perfectly. You're the brains of this outfit."

A warm pink hue flooded her yellow aura. She offered me a tired, gorgeous smile.

"We need to check the primary floor," Mara said, her practical mindset returning. "If they breached the steel door, they likely caused structural damage to the shop above."

Nodding, I released her waist and stepped back.

Scooping the glowing amulet off the floor, I slipped the silver chain over my head. The dark gemstone settled comfortably against my chest. I grabbed the leather hilt of the claymore.

"Stay close," I instructed.

Leading the way up the concrete stairs, I navigated the treacherous steps. Acid and black ichor made the footing slick. Stepping carefully around the shattered remains of the reinforced door, we emerged into the primary showroom of the antique shop.

The destruction was absolute.

The beautiful maze of historical salvage was ruined. Tall bookshelves were toppled over, spilling rare texts across the hardwood floor. Wooden crates were splintered into toothpicks. The stained-glass windows lining the front of the shop were blown out.

Through the shattered frames, the predawn light of Blackgate City spilled into the store.

The sky wasn't black anymore. It was a bruised shade of purple, signaling the end of the long night.

"My inventory," Mara whispered, stepping out from behind me. She stared in devastation at a crushed marble gargoyle resting near the front counter. “It’s all gone. The items in this room were priceless, Jack. I looked at them like my retirement fund.”

"I can fix it," I promised immediately. "When this is all over, I'll rebuild every single shelf in this room. I'll make it stronger than it was before. Long before you even think about retiring."

Victoria and Alexandra stepped up into the showroom right behind us.

Standing near the top of the stairs, the Hell-Knight filled the doorway. The orange fire in her armor cast flickering shadows across the ruined books. Her platinum hair caught the strange purple light from outside.

"So much destruction," Alexandra observed. Her bright eyes scanned the empty street through the broken windows. "Malphas expended a lot of abyssal resources tonight. He'll need time to regenerate his forces."

"Good," I grunted, leaning my sword against an intact crate. "Because I need a fucking break right now too before I hit anything else with a hammer."

The crunch of expensive leather shoes stepping onto broken glass shattered the quiet morning air.

Whipping around, I grabbed the hilt of my claymore.

A man stood in the center of the shattered doorway.

He didn't look like an assassin or a feral ghoul. He looked like a wealthy corporate executive. Wearing a tailored suit, a crisp white shirt, and a silk tie, his hair was slicked back neatly.

But his eyes were wrong.

They were solid, pitch-black voids. Absolutely no whites. No irises. Just endless darkness. A steady stream of black sludge leaked from his left nostril, dripping onto his silk tie.

My awakened vision blinded me with a towering aura of necrotic energy surrounding his body.

"Hold your fire," Victoria hissed, grabbing my forearm. "That's a mortal vessel. A possessed conduit. He's a messenger."

Lowering the claymore slightly, I stepped in front of Mara to shield her from the man's view.

The executive walked slowly into the ruined shop. His movements were jerky and unnatural, like a puppet being operated by someone who despised the strings. Stopping ten feet away, he tilted his head at a grotesque angle.

"You are one stubborn insect," the man spoke, glaring right at me.

His voice didn't belong to him. It was a booming, overlapping chorus of a thousand screaming souls crushed under the weight of abyssal iron. It was the voice of the Archlord. It was Malphas.

"I prefer the term 'independent contractor'," I shot back, keeping my voice hard. "You ruined a very expensive shop tonight, as well as my entire apartment. I'm billing you for the repairs."

The possessed man let out a harsh laugh that sprayed black sludge across his white collar.

"You’re an impressive fighter… for a mortal," Malphas spoke through the ruined throat. "Not only have you claimed my Hell-Knight, but you’ve also corrupted my succubus. You possess an amusing level of defiance."

The executive took a single, jerky step forward.

Alexandra raised her iron broadsword, stepping to my side. The fire in her armor burned with bright intensity.

"I'll cleave this puppet in half, Archlord," Alexandra threatened, her voice shaking the remaining glass in the frames. “If you take one more step closer.”

"The shieldmaiden speaks," Malphas mocked, ignoring the iron blade. "I should have left you to burn in the mud, Lyra."

Flinching at the use of her mortal name, Alexandra held her ground. She didn't take a single backward step.

"Listen to me carefully, mortal," Malphas continued, his dark eyes locking onto my face. "You cannot win this war. You survived a minor skirmish. I now possess the Codex Sanguinis. I hold the primary tethers, and I can certainly bring forth enough terrors that you’ll never rest again. I'm actively mobilizing the weight of the Seventh Tier."

The temperature in the ruined shop plummeted. Freezing, necrotic pressure pressed against my lungs.

"I'll bury this pathetic city in ash," the Archlord promised, the overlapping voices vibrating the floorboards beneath my boots. "I'll flay your soul and drag you into the crucible for eternity. Your scholar will burn, and these two demonesses will be shown the true meaning of the word suffering."

Gripping the hilt of the claymore, I numbed my fingers. I wanted to decapitate the smirking puppet, but I needed to hear the rest of the message.

"Unless," Malphas offered, a sick amusement bleeding into his terrible voice.

"Unless what?" I demanded.

"Surrender my property," the Archlord commanded. "Deliver the Hell-Knight and the succubus to me. Relinquish your claim on their contracts. Walk away, and I'll spare your fragile mortal life. I'll even spare your city."

I didn't blink.

"They aren't property," I stated, my voice cold and unyielding. "They're my crew. And I’d never abandon them."

The possessed executive sighed, a rattling sound of broken lungs.

"You have until midnight tomorrow," Malphas delivered the ultimatum. "Bring the demons to the pinnacle of the Blackgate Financial Tower. If you fail to deliver them, I'll tear the sky open and slaughter every living soul in this city."

The man's body gave out.

The immense presence of the Archlord evacuated the mortal vessel. The executive's dark eyes instantly cleared, rolling back into his head. The man collapsed onto the hardwood floor, lifeless. Demonic possession had burned out his nervous system.

The oppressive pressure in the room lifted.

Letting out a tense breath, I lowered the claymore. I rested the tip against the floorboards.

"He's giving us a deadline," I muttered, looking down at the dead executive. "He wants us to walk into a trap."

Mara stepped out from behind me. Ignoring the corpse on the floor, she pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. Her yellow aura exploded with frantic realization.

"The Blackgate Financial Tower," Mara breathed, her green eyes wide with horror.

"It's a trap," Victoria repeated, crossing her arms over her chest. "He wants to isolate us at the top of a skyscraper where we’ll be completely at his mercy. The only way out would be a long way down, especially if we get cornered."

"It isn't just a trap," Mara corrected, her voice trembling. She walked quickly toward the shattered front windows, looking up at the tall skyscrapers dominating the downtown skyline.

Pointing a shaking finger toward a sleek structure of black glass and dark steel looming over the rest of the city, she turned back to us.

"Look at the architecture, Jack," Mara demanded, her academic brain piecing the puzzle together. "Look at the structural geometry of the tower."

Stepping up beside her, I followed her gaze.

The Blackgate Financial Tower was the tallest building in the entire state. It wasn't a standard rectangular skyscraper. The black glass structure tapered as it rose, forming an aggressive modern tower. It was an obelisk of dark steel.

The geometry was specific, making it not just a pleasing aesthetic design. There was more to it than that. It was a perfectly calibrated funnel.

"The Codex," Mara whispered, her voice cracking. "The grimoire doesn't just hold demonic contracts. It contains the primary incantation required to tear the veil between the mortal realm and the Abyss."

Looking down at her, blood drained from my face. "What are you saying, Mara?"

"He doesn't want to fight us up there," Mara explained, consumed by panic. "He isn’t concerned about us surrendering. He needed the specific geometric resonance of that exact building."

She turned to look directly at me, her eyes filled with terror.

"Malphas isn't waiting at the top of the tower to negotiate," Mara stated, delivering the terrifying truth. "He's using the Codex Sanguinis and the structural geometry of the skyscraper as a city-wide summoning circle."

Victoria stiffened, her purple aura freezing in shock.

"He's bridging the gap," the succubus realized, her velvet voice dropping to a whisper.

"He's going to physically cross over," Mara confirmed, tears returning to her eyes. "He's bringing his true abyssal form directly into the mortal realm."

Staring up at the dark obelisk of the financial tower dominating the predawn sky, I felt a chill run down my spine.

The Archlord was coming through the front door himself, and he was bringing the entire weight of the Seventh Tier with him unless we figured something out within eighteen hours.

Tightening my grip on the leather hilt of the claymore, I felt the unyielding crimson magic burning fiercely deep within my chest.

We had lost the safe house. We had lost the book.

But looking at the brilliant woman standing beside me, the succubus watching my back, and the loyal Hell-Knight ready to die for me, I knew we weren't done fighting yet.

"Then, we have until midnight tomorrow," I stated, my voice hard and resolute. "We aren't going to the tower to surrender. We're going to bring the entire building down on his head."
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Silence filled the ruined antique shop.

Staring through the broken windows, my gaze locked on the black skyscraper of the Blackgate Financial Tower. It loomed over the skyline like a spear aimed at the purple clouds of the predawn sky.

Malphas was waiting at the top, using the building's geometry as an antenna to pull his true abyssal form into our world.

Turning away from the windows, my boots crunched against the broken glass littering the hardwood floor.

"I need the blueprints to that tower, Mara," I requested, keeping my tone steady.

My scholar didn't hesitate. Terror had crystallized into academic focus. Pulling her cracked smartphone from the pocket of her sweater, her thumbs flew across the shattered screen.

"I grabbed the municipal records for the financial district last month," Mara explained. Her yellow aura pulsed with concentration. "The Blackgate Financial Tower is eighty stories tall. It possesses two harmonic dampeners to counteract wind shear."

She held the phone up. It displayed a 3D rendering of the skyscraper.

"Let me see that," I asked, stepping close enough to catch the comforting scent of her vanilla shampoo.

"The dampeners sit on the fortieth and eightieth floors," Mara pointed to two concrete cores highlighted in the schematic. "They act as the central spine."

"Which makes them the spine of the summoning circle," Victoria realized.

The succubus walked up beside me. Leaning over the blueprints, her pale arm brushed against my shoulder.

"Exactly," Mara agreed, looking up at the demoness with shared purpose. "If Malphas uses the tower as a funnel, he has to anchor his magic to those structural nodes. If you shatter the anchor points on the fortieth and eightieth floors, the matrix collapses."

A proud smile stretched across my face.

"You just gave us the exact demolition points to stop an Archlord," I said, squeezing her shoulder gently. "Once again, you're a fucking genius, Mara."

A warm flush painted her cheeks, cutting through the soot on her face.

"I'll stay here," Mara announced, preempting my command. Taking a step back, she gestured toward the steel door set into the floorboards. "I'll seal myself inside the vault. The defensive wards are still active. I can help you in case you get stuck, guiding you through the tower just in case Malphas throws any tricks at you."

"Keep the door locked," I instructed, my voice dropping into a serious baritone. "Don't open it for anyone. We're going to bring the roof down on this bastard, and then we're coming right back for you. Stay safe."

Alexandra marched past the broken display cases.

The Hell-Knight stood tall, her rusted broadsword resting against the floor. An orange fire in her chest plate burned steadily, illuminating the platinum blonde hair sticking to her neck.

"We need a ride, Jack," Alexandra noted. "That looks too far for someone in armor to merely walk."

Scooping the leather hilt of the ancient claymore off the floor, I grabbed my blackened sledgehammer in my other hand. I possessed the raw magic of the bloodline, the toxic fire of a corrupted blade, and a team waiting to extract vengeance.

"Let's go break into a building," I grunted.

Leaving Mara securely locked inside the vault, the three of us piled back into my truck.

Ignoring the speed limit, I tore through the empty streets of the financial district. The roaring engine echoed against the glass facades of surrounding skyscrapers.

The city felt unnatural at this early hour. People were a rare sight, and those that saw us probably figured us for cosplayers or children’s entertainers.

Most of them would never know that we were heading right into a fight for the city’s soul.

Purple clouds hung low, blocking the sunrise. A wave of dark static filled the air, suppressing the mundane world. Slamming the brakes, I threw the truck into a sliding halt on the granite plaza of the Blackgate Financial Tower.

The sheer scale of the building was terrifying from the ground. It was a cliff of reflective glass stretching into the swirling sky.

But the architecture was wrong.

The modern aesthetic of the tower was rotting. Pulsing veins of dark tissue wrapped around the steel columns of the entryway. Revolving glass doors were shattered, replaced by a gaping maw of jagged bone and bleeding concrete.

"The structure is already warped," Victoria observed, stepping out of the passenger side. The succubus materialized her crackling energy whip. "He's already begun fusing the Seventh Tier with the physical structure of the building."

"It's a structural nightmare," I said, kicking my boot against the asphalt. "One straight out of Hell."

"It's a dungeon," Alexandra corrected. Her iron boots crunched against the granite plaza. The Hell-Knight raised her broadsword, unfazed by the biomechanical corruption. "And now we get to place it under siege."

Stepping up between my two demonesses, I funneled a surge of crimson magic into my hands.

The steel head of my sledgehammer ignited in a blaze of red fire. The rune-etched blade of the claymore erupted in a flash of green pyromancy.

"We’ll take the stairs," I said. "We’ll hit the fortieth floor, shatter the harmonic dampener, and then we’ll keep climbing. Let's move."

Charging through the gateway of bone and concrete, we entered the building.

The sprawling lobby of the financial tower was unrecognizable. Expensive Italian marble floors were replaced by a porous layer of bruised flesh. Sleek reception desks were fused with stalagmites of pale bone. Suffocating smoke obscured the ceilings.

A horde of emaciated ghouls swarmed the corrupted lobby.

It seemed this was the welcome committee for our little meeting.

"Let’s do this!" Alexandra shouted, launching herself into the center of the swarm.

The Hell-Knight became an unstoppable engine of destruction. She swung her iron broadsword in sweeping arcs. She didn't bother tracking individual targets. Mowing through the dense crowd of ghouls like a scythe cutting through dead wheat, she cleared a path toward the emergency stairwell. Black blood and severed limbs flew through the air.

Victoria flanked the Hell-Knight on the left.

The succubus was a blur of predatory grace. Dancing through the chaotic melee, she avoided the grasping claws of the ghouls. She lashed her purple whip with terrifying precision. Every snap of the violet cord decapitated an enemy or severed a limb.

I anchored the right flank. I was still exhausted from the fight at Mara’s store, but I knew that if I didn’t end this now, Malphas would overwhelm us once he manifested in our world.

I had to stop it before it got that far.

Even though I didn't possess Victoria's speed or Alexandra's iron armor, I managed to rely on overwhelming blunt force.

A ghoul leaped toward my exposed chest. Swinging the emerald claymore in an upward thrust, the green fire melted through the creature's ribcage, incinerating its heart.

Two more rushed me from the side. Bringing the blazing sledgehammer down in a sweeping arc, the red pyromancy exploded on contact. It shattered both of their skulls and threw their burning corpses across the lobby.

We fought with a unified rhythm.

We didn't trip over each other. We didn't compete for kills. Covering each other's blind spots, we operated with the trust of a seasoned demolition crew working a dangerous site.

"The stairwell is clear!" Alexandra called out, kicking the corrupted door off its hinges.

Piling into the concrete stairwell, we found the steps slick with bleeding mortar and dark slime.

"Forty floors," I grunted, my breathing already ragged. "Pace yourselves. Don't burn your reserves so close to the ground floor."

“Hell-Knights have no need for reserves,” said Alexandra fiercely. “I have more than enough energy to tackle this tower.”

The climb was a grueling meat grinder.

The stairwell became a vertical tunnel of violence. Malphas threw everything he had at us to slow our ascent. Waves of feral hounds and screaming ghouls poured down the steps from the floors above.

We established a brutal rotation.

Alexandra took the front, acting as an impenetrable wall of iron. She absorbed the impacts of charging hounds, breaking their momentum against her chest plate.

Standing directly behind her, I used the long reach of my claymore to stab over her shoulders. Whenever the Hell-Knight battered an enemy backward, I thrust the toxic fire into their exposed throats, finishing the kill.

Victoria guarded our rear, ensuring no shadow assassins slipped through the slipstream to flank us from below.

Floor ten. Floor twenty. Floor thirty.

My arms screamed in agony. The sledgehammer felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. My taped ribs throbbed with a biting pain every time I swung my weapons. But the raw magic pumping from inside me refused to stop.

I was the leader here, and it was my responsibility to keep my crew alive.

Slaughtering our way up the concrete shaft, we left a continuous trail of burning corpses in our wake.

"Floor thirty-nine!" Victoria yelled from below, her purple whip snapping against the walls. "The abyssal pressure is spiking above us!"

"Prepare to breach!" Alexandra commanded, marching up the final flight of stairs.

The door marking the fortieth floor was covered in pulsing green veins of dark magic.

"Stand back," I told the Hell-Knight.

Stepping up to the landing, I funneled a surge of crimson magic into my right arm. I swung the sledgehammer in a horizontal arc, aiming for the locking mechanism.

The red steel connected with the corrupted metal. Raw force and explosive pyromancy shattered the door, blowing it inward off its hinges.

Charging through the smoke and splintered steel, we emerged onto the fortieth floor.

The Sky Lobby of the financial tower was gone.

The open-concept atrium that usually housed corporate cafes and observation decks was twisted into a terrifying cathedral.

Exterior glass walls were coated in a layer of hardened resin. The floor was an uneven landscape of jagged obsidian and pools of corrosive acid.

In the center of the room stood the harmonic dampener.

It was a cylindrical core of reinforced concrete, stretching from the floor to the ceiling. The material pulsed with a bright network of abyssal runes. It hummed with a deafening frequency that vibrated my teeth.

"There's the anchor point," I announced, raising both of my blazing weapons. "Let's bring it down."

Before we could take a step toward the concrete core, thick shadows surrounding the dampener detached from the floor.

They didn't form feral ghouls, nor did they form agile shadow assassins.

Four armored figures stepped out of the slipstream.

They were Abyssal Guards. Elite centurions of the Seventh Tier.

Standing nearly seven feet tall, they were clad in pristine suits of polished abyssal steel. They didn't possess the brutalist aesthetic of Alexandra's armor. They looked sleek, disciplined, and dangerous.

Each guard wielded a nine-foot halberd. The curved blades of their weapons crackled with volatile dark lightning.

"Centurions," Alexandra hissed.

The Hell-Knight stiffened. Orange fire in her armor burned intensely. Gripping her iron broadsword with both gauntlets, she dropped into a rigid combat stance.

"They're the Archlord's elite guard," Victoria warned, stepping up beside me. Her purple aura retracted, pulling tightly against her skin to maximize her speed. "They have great tactical discipline. They won't fall for simple feints."

"Then, we won’t feint," I stated bluntly, refusing to be intimidated. “We’ll hit them with everything we have.”

The four centurions didn't roar as they marched toward us. Moving with military precision, they advanced across the floor in a horizontal line.

Lowering their halberds simultaneously, they aimed the crackling blades of dark lightning at our chests.

"Split their line!" I yelled, unleashing the crimson aura surrounding my body.

Alexandra bellowed a grinding war cry, launching herself at the two centurions on the left flank. Victoria blurred out of sight, utilizing her speed to flank the single centurion on the far right.

Closing the distance with the lead guard, I watched him thrust his halberd forward. He aimed a precise strike at my throat.

I didn't try to block the weapon. Twisting my torso to the right, I let the crackling blade whistle past my ear. Volatile magic singed the short hairs on the back of my neck.

Stepping inside his guard, I utilized my forward momentum.

Bringing the emerald claymore up in a two-handed upward slash, the toxic fire roared. The ancient blade bit deeply into the polished steel of his breastplate.

The armor resisted the cut. Dense steel sparked, halting my blade before it could reach the flesh beneath.

"Impressive," the centurion noted, his voice echoing from his featureless helmet.

Ripping the haft of his halberd backward, he smashed the wooden shaft across my bruised ribs.

The impact was agonizing. Thrown backward, my boots slid across the slick floor. Tasting fresh blood in my mouth, my vision flashed with bright white pain.

Scrambling to keep my balance, I raised the sledgehammer defensively.

The centurion didn't give me a second to recover. Pressing the advantage, he spun his halberd in a blinding arc and brought the blade down in an overhead strike.

A flash of purple light illuminated my peripheral vision.

Victoria materialized beside the centurion. The succubus abandoned her energy whip. Launching herself into the air, she wrapped her strong legs around the elite guard's neck.

Twisting her hips, she threw the centurion off his balance. The halberd strike missed my head, shattering the obsidian floor inches from my boots.

The centurion roared in anger. Reaching up with his gauntlets, he tried to tear the succubus off his helmet.

"Get off him, Victoria!" I commanded, timing my strike perfectly.

She instantly released her grip. Backflipping gracefully off his armored shoulders, she landed lightly on the glass floor.

The centurion staggered, exposing his breastplate.

I didn't hesitate. Funneling every drop of raw crimson magic into my right arm, I swung the blazing sledgehammer like a wrecking ball.

Red steel connected with the exact center of his polished breastplate.

Explosive pyromancy and overwhelming force shattered the elite armor. The centurion's chest plate imploded. Thrown across the atrium, he crashed into a pool of bubbling green acid. He didn't rise again.

I didn't have a second to celebrate.

A deafening crash of grinding iron echoed from the left flank.

Spinning around, I saw Alexandra locked in a brutal duel of physical dominance against two of the centurions.

The Hell-Knight was holding her own. Her iron broadsword deflected the synchronized strikes of their dark halberds. But she was outmaneuvered. The two elite guards worked in tandem, backing the juggernaut toward the edge of a shattered observation window.

One of the centurions swept his halberd low, taking Alexandra's legs out from under her.

The Hell-Knight crashed onto her back. Her broadsword clattered across the obsidian floor. The two elite guards raised their crackling weapons, preparing to drive the dark lightning through her armored chest.

"Alexandra!" I shouted, breaking into a dead sprint.

I wasn't fast enough. The distance was too vast.

Dropping the emerald claymore, I gripped the hickory handle of the blazing sledgehammer with both hands, aiming for the floor right in front of the centurion.

Slamming the steel head directly into the jagged obsidian floor with magically enhanced force, a shock wave of explosive red fire ripped across the Sky Lobby.

Intense pyromancy shattered the structural integrity of the corrupted floor beneath the two elite guards. Obsidian glass buckled and collapsed inward.

The two centurions lost their footing. Their synchronized execution fell apart as the floor beneath them gave way. They plunged through the ceiling of the thirty-ninth floor in a shower of debris and fire.

Alexandra rolled away from the gaping hole. Pushing herself back to her feet, she grabbed her discarded sword.

The final centurion realized his squad was decimated.

At least he didn't retreat. Abandoning his tactical discipline, his pride was too great to run away or admit defeat. Charging toward the succubus, he thrust his halberd forward.

Victoria didn't back away. Stepping to the side, she let the blade miss her pale torso. As the guard stumbled past her, she raised her hand.

Driving her manicured fingers through the weak point in the back of his neck armor, she struck deep.

The centurion stiffened, his weapon dropping to the floor. Victoria ripped her hand backward, severing his spinal cord in a brutal motion. The elite guard collapsed onto the floor, lifeless.

The Sky Lobby fell into a gasping silence.

Leaning against the hickory handle of my sledgehammer, I fought for every breath of oxygen. My chest heaved. The silver cage of the Abyssal Anchor burned hot against my sternum.

We had wiped out the first wave of elite guards.

Looking up at the pulsating concrete core of the harmonic dampener standing in the center of the room, I knew the climb was only half over.

A terrifying tremor shook the entire financial tower.
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The entire tower rattled so much that I nearly lost my footing. It was only in bracing myself against a nearby support beam that I was able to keep from falling over.

The vibration traveled up through the soles of my boots, rattling my bruised ribs. Dark veins wrapping around the concrete dampener flashed with blinding light. The obsidian floor vibrated, creating pools of bubbling acid scattered across the Sky Lobby that hissed and popped, overflowing their craters to burn the glass beneath them.

Gripping the handle of my sledgehammer, I took a deep breath when the rumbling calmed itself after a few moments. It was now or never.

"Okay, let’s keep going," I said, stepping away from the remains of the elite guards.

Victoria flanked my right side instantly. The succubus retracted her aura, pulling the magic tight against her pale skin. Snapping her energy whip against the floor, she left a scorch mark on the glass.

"I've got your back, Jack," she promised with a quick, supportive glance. “Let’s finish this.”

Alexandra took the left flank. Our Hell-Knight raised her iron broadsword, her dented armor groaning under the movement. Platinum blonde hair clung to her neck inside the collar. The orange fire in her chest plate roared to life, casting a harsh glow across the atrium.

"Stay behind my shield," she instructed calmly, acting as the steadfast protector we needed.

A swirling portal of black fog ripped open at the base of the dampener.

The slipstream looked unstable. Tearing at the corrupted concrete, it spit chunks of mortar and freezing rain onto the floor.

A figure stepped out of the void.

It was the shadow warlock. This was the same corrupted human I'd pinned to the asphalt with a crowbar back at the abandoned steel mill.

But he looked different now, showing the full extent of Malphas’s power. The Archlord mutated him, pumping his mortal frame full of concentrated abyssal power.

The warlock stood nearly nine feet tall, his body swollen with unnatural muscle. His black armor fused directly into his pale flesh, creating a horrifying exoskeleton. The hole I'd punched through his breastplate with my crowbar was now an open vortex of green fire.

I didn’t see the shadow blades anymore. Instead, he wielded a two-handed morningstar forged from jagged iron.

"I remember killing you," I noted, letting crimson magic ignite the head of my sledgehammer in a blaze of red fire.

The warlock turned his featureless helmet toward me.

"Death is a temporary inconvenience in the Seventh Tier, mortal," he spoke. His voice lacked its former metallic whisper. Now, it sounded agonized, like he was being tortured within his armor, perhaps as a reminder of his earlier failure. "The Archlord demands your surrender, and I’m here to make it so."

"You're just a walking pile of scrap metal," I shot back, raising my weapons.

Alexandra stepped forward, breaking our defensive triangle. Planting her iron boots directly between me and the towering warlock, she dragged the tip of her broadsword across the floor. Friction sent a shower of orange sparks flying into the air.

"I wonder what it feels like to die twice in the span of twenty-four hours," Alexandra stated, her voice vibrating with unyielding authority. "Unfortunately for you, you’re going to know exactly how that feels."

Turning his helmet toward our Hell-Knight, the creature laughed.

"You're a relic, Lyra," the warlock mocked, weaponizing her mortal name. "You belong with Malphas just like the rest of us."

Alexandra’s eyes flashed with barely restrained fury. "My name is Alexandra!"

She didn't wait for my command. Launching herself directly at the mutated warlock, she closed the distance with surprising speed. She brought her broadsword down in a braced overhead strike.

The warlock raised his iron morningstar, blocking the blow.

The resulting impact was catastrophic. Sheer force from the colliding weapons shattered the floor beneath their boots. A shock wave of visible air ripped across the Sky Lobby, pushing me back a half-step. At first, I thought to help her, but I heard a voice right before I could engage the warlock.

"Let her work, Jack!" Victoria yelled over the clash of iron.

Grabbing my shoulder, she redirected my attention away from the duel happening in the center of the room.

The dampener pulsed rapidly. Its concrete core hummed with an alarming frequency, ripping open dozens of smaller portals across the ceiling of the atrium.

Malphas was sending reinforcements to protect his anchor point.

A swarm of feral ghouls and shadow assassins poured out of the freezing fog. Dropping from the ceiling like a rain of nightmare, they landed on the glass floor and scrambled toward us.

"Victoria, help me!" I ordered, abandoning the duel to focus on the immediate swarm.

Raising the ancient claymore in my left hand, I funneled a quick burst of magic into the hilt. The blade ignited in a roaring blaze of toxic green fire.

A leaping ghoul closed the distance quickly, its jaws unhinged and snapping at my face.

Stepping smoothly to the side, I brought the emerald claymore up in a tight slash. The abyssal iron cut cleanly through the creature's torso. Toxic fire incinerated its internal organs, dropping the smoking husk at my feet.

Two assassins charged me simultaneously. Moving with terrifying synchronization, they crossed their dark blades to trap my weapons.

I didn't try to out-finesse them. Relying on blunt force worked much better.

Slamming the red head of my sledgehammer directly into the floor right between their boots, the pyromancy detonated on impact. An explosive shock wave threw both attackers off their feet. It interrupted their synchronized attack pattern instantly.

Victoria was a blur of predatory perfection. Dancing through the melee, she ignored the feral ghouls to focus her attention on the armored assassins. She lashed her purple whip forward, wrapping the cord around a warlock's neck.

Twisting her hips, she yanked the warlock off his feet and threw him into a bubbling pool of acid. The armor hissed and melted instantly, filling the air with a toxic stench.

"The structure is weakening!" Victoria warned, backflipping away from a sweeping blade.

Risking a quick glance toward the center of the room, I checked our vanguard.

Alexandra and the mutated warlock were locked in a brutal duel of physical dominance.

Our Hell-Knight absorbed a glancing blow from the spiked morningstar. The iron weapon crushed the right pauldron of her armor, forcing her down onto one knee. Raising his weapon, the warlock prepared to deliver a finishing strike to her horned helmet.

Alexandra didn't retreat. Abandoning her defense, she drove the tip of her broadsword upward.

The blade bypassed the warlock's breastplate, sinking deeply into the unarmored flesh of his armpit. Roaring in agony, he stumbled backward and dropped his morningstar.

"Hold him, Alexandra!" I yelled, recognizing the opportunity she'd just created.

The concrete dampener stood unprotected behind the staggering warlock.

"Clear a path!" I called out to the succubus.

Victoria understood right away. Dropping her defensive posture, she threw her hands wide open. She unleashed a wave of blinding pink mist.

Dense pheromones flooded the immediate area. Charging ghouls and assassins faltered, their abyssal senses scrambled by the wave of carnal energy.

I didn't waste a single second of the distraction.

Ignoring the burning ache in my taped ribs, I funneled every remaining drop of crimson magic into my legs. Sprinting directly through the center of the pink mist, I pushed myself to the limit.

Bypassing the chaotic swarm, I ran straight toward the pulsing concrete core of the dampener.

Two assassins broke through Victoria's distraction. Stepping directly into my path, they raised their dark blades to block my advance.

I didn't slow down. Swinging the ancient claymore in an unyielding horizontal arc, the green fire connected with the first assassin's breastplate. It seared through the black armor and dropped him instantly.

Using the forward momentum of the swing, I pivoted my hips. I brought the crimson sledgehammer around in a devastating backhand strike.

Red steel connected perfectly with the second assassin's helmet. Explosive force shattered his skull, clearing my path forward.

Reaching the cylindrical concrete core, I stared up at the structure.

The dampener was thirty feet thick, covered in a glowing network of abyssal runes. Dark magic pulsed rapidly, vibrating the air with a deafening hum.

I needed to shatter its structural integrity.

My contractor instincts took over instantly. Ignoring the abyssal magic, I analyzed the concrete like a standard demolition job. Scanning the thick surface, I searched for the weakest point in the pouring process.

I found the seam.

A faint vertical line ran down the side of the core, indicating where the original wooden forms had met during construction. The abyssal runes clustered around the seam, actively trying to reinforce this natural weakness in the building's geometry.

"Right there," I muttered, locking my eyes on the target.

Dropping the claymore, the sword hit the obsidian floor with a loud clatter. I needed both of my hands for this final strike.

Gripping my sledgehammer, I pulled my arms back and opened my stance wide. When the time came, I didn't hold a single drop of magic back.

Draining the artifact, I flooded my nervous system with burning crimson fire.

Red flames engulfed my arms, creeping up my shoulders and singeing the collar of my shirt. The steel head of the hammer roared into a blinding inferno of pyromancy.

"Architect!"

The panicked voice of the mutated warlock echoed right behind me. I didn't turn around.

The warlock had recovered from Alexandra's strike. Charging across the obsidian floor, his boots cracked the glass with every step. He raised his jagged morningstar, intending to crush my spine before I could complete the swing.

"He's mine!" Alexandra roared.

Our Hell-Knight intercepted the warlock from the side. Throwing her armored body directly into his legs, she tackled him with precision.

The brutal tackle took the warlock off his feet. Crashing onto the floor, the warlock missed me entirely. He thrashed around, dropping his weapon as he tried desperately to throw my Hell-Knight off his chest.

Alexandra ignored his thrashing. Raising her iron gauntlets, she wrapped her fingers around his throat and pinned him to the glass.

"Finish the job, Jack!" she bellowed over the noise of the Sky Lobby.

I focused on the concrete seam in front of me.

I didn't think about the Archlord of Hell waiting at the top of the tower. Thinking about Mara locked in a basement miles away also wouldn't help me swing any harder right now. Focusing on the structural mechanics of breaking a load-bearing object was the only thing that mattered.

Swinging the sledgehammer with every ounce of my strength, I let the magic guide my hands. The blazing steel connected perfectly with the vertical seam in the concrete dampener.

The resulting impact was deafening.

It sounded like a thunderclap detonating inside the enclosed atrium. Magically enhanced force drove the steel head of the sledgehammer deeply into the corrupted concrete.

Explosive pyromancy detonated inside the core.

Brilliant red fire expanded aggressively, seeking the path of least resistance. Surging through the internal network of steel rebar, the flames superheated the metal infrastructure in a fraction of a second.

The abyssal runes painted on the outside of the core flickered rapidly. They sparked with a desperate flash of dark light before short-circuiting.

The dampener failed structurally.

The thirty-foot concrete core buckled outward. Jagged cracks exploded rapidly up the length of the cylindrical spine.

Ripping my sledgehammer backward, I yanked the steel head free from the crumbling concrete. Diving backward, I hit the obsidian floor and covered my head with my arms.

The dampener imploded.

Thousands of pounds of pulverized concrete, twisted rebar, and shattered magic exploded outward across the Sky Lobby. A brilliant shock wave ripped through the atrium, blowing out the remaining glass windows and exposing the fortieth floor to the freezing wind.

A cloud of gray dust and blinding fire consumed the center of the room.

The Blackgate Financial Tower let out a deep groan of structural agony. Without the central dampener, wind shear pressing against the upper forty floors shifted the building's center of gravity.

The floor beneath my boots tilted to the left.

Sliding across the slick glass, I grabbed the edge of a shattered desk to stop my momentum. The chaotic noise of the battle halted.

Gray dust slowly settled, pulled out of the shattered windows by the wind. Coughing to clear my lungs, I wiped the grit from my eyes and pushed myself up onto my knees.

The swarm of ghouls and assassins was gone.

Without the concrete core functioning as a geometric funnel, the abyssal slipstreams collapsed. The remaining demons were ripped backward into the black fog right before the portals sealed themselves shut.

The Sky Lobby was empty, save for my crew and the smoking remains of the dampener.

Climbing slowly to my feet, my muscles screamed in protest. The sledgehammer hung loosely in my right grip. I was covered in a layer of concrete dust, ichor, and my own sweat.

"Alexandra?" I rasped, my throat raw.

Looking toward the center of the room, I found her. Our Hell-Knight pushed herself up from the floor. Her abyssal armor was covered in dust. The right pauldron was crushed, and her chest plate was dented.

But she was standing. She had held the line exactly like she promised she would. Directly beneath her iron boots lay the motionless corpse of the mutated warlock before it could be sucked back to the underworld.

Without the steady influx of magic from the slipstream, the warlock's biomechanical armor had failed. Alexandra had crushed his throat, finishing the duel with unyielding iron.

"Another victory, Jack," Alexandra stated, her voice grinding with exhaustion. “Though, I’m sure that doesn’t surprise you by now!”

Reaching down, she ripped her broadsword free from the glass floor.

I chuckled when I heard that. “Not at all. I’d expect nothing less from you, Alexandra.”

She saluted me playfully before taking a moment to catch her breath.

Turning my head, I saw Victoria striding across the tilted floor. The succubus also looked exhausted. Her aura was extinguished, and she was barely holding herself together.

Stopping right beside me, she ignored the grime and leaned her horned head against my shoulder. I wrapped my free arm around her, relieved she was still in one piece.

"The geometric anchor is severed," Victoria said, her voice thick with relief. "You broke the summoning circle, Jack."

Looking up at the ceiling, I surveyed the damage.

The thirty-foot hole where the dampener used to connect to the forty-first floor was exposed, revealing a tangled mess of twisted steel beams and shattered concrete. The building was actively swaying in the high-altitude wind. It was an unnatural motion for a skyscraper.

"I broke the circle," I agreed, resting my hand securely on Victoria's waist. "But the Archlord is still up there."

Leaning over, I grabbed the leather-wrapped hilt of the claymore off the floor.

The structural integrity of the financial tower was compromised, but my crew was standing. We'd shattered his elite guards. We'd broken his geometric funnel.

Now, it was time to climb the final forty floors and finish the demolition job.
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The climb up the remaining forty floors was a grueling nightmare.

Without the concrete dampener acting as an abyssal funnel, the localized portals collapsed. Malphas couldn't pull fresh reinforcements from the Seventh Tier. The financial tower remained packed with the horrific remnants of his initial invasion force.

They were cornered animals, but then again, cornered animals usually fought with desperate savagery.

We climbed the stairwell in a rigid formation, waiting to see what other tricks Malphas would throw at us.

Alexandra took the point. Our Hell-Knight acted as an impenetrable ram. Her plate armor bore deep scars, and her exhaust vents wheezed with a ragged cadence. She never slowed her pace. Swinging her iron broadsword with methodical precision, she cleared the steps of feral ghouls and stranded hounds.

Taking the center, I acted as the primary executioner.

My taped ribs screamed in agony with every step. My lungs burned for oxygen in the smoke-filled stairwell. I leaned on the handle of my sledgehammer, using it as a crude crutch between floors. Whenever Alexandra broke a creature's momentum, I stepped around her armored frame to deliver the finishing blow.

I relied on the emerald claymore. Its toxic fire required less physical force than the sledgehammer, allowing me to conserve my dwindling stamina.

Victoria guarded our rear. The succubus shone with a glistening layer of sweat. Her leather harness clung to her chest, heaving with the exertion of the climb. I couldn't help but admire the confident sway of her hips as she lashed her purple whip to keep the lower steps clear.

We fought our way past floor fifty, leaving a trail of ash and broken bones in our wake. We slaughtered a pack of trapped Stitchers on floor sixty, using the narrow confines of the stairwell to funnel them into Alexandra's blade.

Kicking the steel door open on floor seventy-nine, my arms felt like dead lead.

We spilled out into the executive penthouse, collapsing against the plush carpeting. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered an unobstructed view of the ruined city below.

The Blackgate Financial Tower swayed noticeably.

A sickening groan of overstressed steel echoed through the walls. Without the lower dampener, the incredible wind shear of the incoming storm was tearing the building's foundation apart.

"We're running out of time," I rasped, wiping a mixture of sweat and ichor from my forehead.

I leaned my sledgehammer against an overturned desk. Its crimson fire died out, leaving the steel blackened.

Victoria rested against the shattered glass of an interior wall. She ignored the sharp edges pressing against her pale skin.

"The Archlord is on the roof," she said, her dark gaze locked onto the ceiling above us. "I can feel the crushing weight of his aura pressing down on my mind. He's waiting for us."

Alexandra stood still in the center of the executive suite.

Our Hell-Knight gripped her iron broadsword with both gauntlets. Platinum blonde hair clung to her damp neck. The orange fire in her chest plate pulsed with a slow, resolute rhythm.

"We can break him if we work together, Jack," she offered, her tone supportive and calm. "I'll absorb his initial strike. You use the pyromancy to shatter his guard. Victoria can mop up the remains."

Pushing myself up from the floor, I ignored the stabbing pain in my ribs.

I reached down to my chest. I gripped the silver cage of the Abyssal Anchor. The dark gemstone felt hot to the touch, thrumming with the residual magic I'd pumped through it.

"Okay, but let’s be vigilant for any traps," I warned them, grabbing the hilt of the claymore. "We don't know what kind of power he’s been holding until now. Stay fluid. Don't commit to a strike until we find his weak point."

"Understood, Jack," Victoria agreed, pulling her purple aura tightly against her skin.

Walking toward the final stairwell leading to the roof doors, I didn't bother using stealth. Funneling a surge of magic directly into my hands, the sledgehammer roared to life with blinding fire. The claymore erupted in a towering blaze of green pyromancy.

Kicking the metal roof doors off their hinges, I stepped outside.

We emerged onto the flat expanse of the skyscraper's helipad.

The weather at the pinnacle of the city was catastrophic. A swirling vortex of black clouds dominated the sky directly above the building. The wind howled with unnatural force, making my work jacket flap violently.

The second harmonic dampener sat in the center of the helipad. It was a concrete core, covered in pulsing abyssal script.

Standing directly in front of the dampener was the Archlord of the Seventh Tier.

Malphas was immense, a walking plague on our world. He didn't possess the chitinous armor of his assassins or the brutalist iron of a Hell-Knight. Instead, he was clad in overlapping plates of polished obsidian. The dark armor absorbed the ambient light, drawing the shadows of the storm directly into his frame.

Standing nearly ten feet tall, an uneven crown of floating ash circled his featureless helmet.

A long cloak hung from his broad shoulders. It wasn't woven from fabric. It was composed of writhing souls trapped in a state of endless agony.

He held the Codex Sanguinis casually in his left gauntlet. The skin-bound directory pulsed with crimson light.

"You're incredibly persistent, mortal," Malphas spoke. “I was wondering how long it would take you to reach me here.”

His voice didn't carry over the howling wind. It echoed directly inside the center of my skull. It sounded like a chorus of tectonic plates grinding together.

I didn't back away. Stepping aggressively forward, I placed myself between the Archlord and my crew.

"You destroyed my house," I shouted, my voice magically amplified by the pyromancy burning in my chest. "You stole my property. And you've overstayed your welcome in my city."

Malphas let out a deep laugh that vibrated the concrete helipad.

The Archlord lowered his horned helmet. He ignored me, focusing his ashen gaze on the two demons standing right behind my shoulders.

"You've amused me with your little rebellion," Malphas projected his booming voice directly at them. "You climbed eighty floors of slaughter. You shattered my minions. You broke my centurions. You possess a commendable level of brutal strength."

Extending his empty right gauntlet toward the demonesses in an arrogant gesture, he made them an offer.

"Return to the Seventh Tier," Malphas commanded, the weight of his authority pressing against the air. "Submit to my rule. Kneel before my throne, and I'll forgive this pathetic excursion. You'll lead my legions as my favored generals, where you will once again be bathed in demonic light."

Gripping the handle of my sledgehammer tight, I didn't say a single word. I trusted the relationships I'd built with my women.

Victoria stepped out from behind me.

The succubus stood tall in the freezing wind. She glared directly up at the Archlord with unadulterated disgust.

Turning her head to the side, she spat a wad of saliva directly onto the concrete helipad.

"I prefer Jack," Victoria replied, her eyes flashing with aggressive purple light. "He’s a loyal master, one who actually knows how to treat a woman. You, on the other hand, are pathetic."

Malphas’s face twisted into a cruel smirk as he digested those words.

Alexandra marched forward next, her iron boots cracking the concrete with every step.

The Hell-Knight stopped right beside the succubus, except she didn't spit. She simply raised her broadsword, pointing the dented tip directly at the Archlord's chest plate.

"I'm Jack’s shieldmaiden," Alexandra bellowed, her voice drowning out the howling storm. "I'm his protector and now his lover. And I'll burn your armor to ash before I ever kneel to a coward like you."

A warm surge of pride flooded my chest. Both women had rejected the archlord to stand beside a guy in a dirty jacket and scuffed boots. It proved everything I believed about loyalty and treating people right on a job site.

Malphas lowered his open gauntlet. The crown of burning ash circling his helmet sparked to a blinding intensity. The writhing souls trapped within his cloak wailed with fresh agony.

"You misunderstand the nature of ownership," Malphas hissed, his overlapping voice dripping with cold malice. “I’m not giving you a choice in the matter. You belong to me!”

Raising his left hand, the Archlord held the Codex Sanguinis high into the freezing air.

"A bloodline contract is an incredibly powerful foundation," Malphas continued, treating us like ignorant children. "But it can be undone. And I alone possess the power to undo whatever bonds you’ve forged together."

Pressing his thumb directly against the bone-and-gold latch of the grimoire, he sneered.

"I’m not a mortal man!" Malphas shouted. "I hold the master directory, as well as the root code of the Seventh Tier. And with this book, I’ll shatter any power that you can think to throw at me."

The Archlord ripped the Codex Sanguinis open.

A blinding pillar of dark magic erupted directly from the open pages of the book. The energy shot straight into the swirling clouds above the helipad, connecting the Archlord to the storm.

Malphas began to chant, speaking in the ancient tongue of the deepest pits of the underworld. Holding his arms up high, the morning air above the tower began to crackle with electricity.

Recognizing the threat instantly, I moved.

"Stop him!" I ordered, launching myself forward.

Sprinting across the wet concrete, I funneled the crimson magic into my arms. I swung the blazing sledgehammer in a braced arc, aiming directly for the arm holding the open grimoire.

I never reached him.

An invisible wall of raw force slammed into my chest. The abyssal shielding repelled my strike. The impact threw me backward, sending me skidding across the rough concrete.

Hitting the ground hard, my blazing weapons clattered loudly against the stone.

"Victoria!" I yelled, scrambling back to my feet. "Whip his arm!"

Victoria lashed her arm forward with terrifying speed, but the crackling energy whip failed to materialize.

The succubus gasped in shock. She stared down at her empty palm. The purple aura that usually surrounded her skin was gone.

"What's happening?" Victoria panicked, her voice cracking with terror.

Malphas continued his booming chant. He turned his helmet toward the Hell-Knight, giving her a smug look once he saw her confusion.

Alexandra ignored the magical interference. Letting out a loud war cry, she charged forward. She raised her iron broadsword high above her horned helmet, intending to cleave the Archlord in half with physical force.

She took three thundering steps. On the fourth step, the orange fire glowing within the cracks of her plate armor flickered.

The fire died.

The mechanical hum of her exhaust vents ceased. Without the magic animating the iron, the armor reverted to mundane steel.

Alexandra collapsed under the weight of her own body.

Thousands of pounds of iron plating crashed onto the helipad. The impact was deafening. The Hell-Knight hit the ground flat on her chest, pinned to the concrete by the dead weight of her armor.

"Alexandra!" I yelled, abandoning my weapons and sprinting toward her fallen form.

"Jack!" Victoria cried out from the edge of the helipad. “Wait!”

Spinning around, I saw the succubus drop to her knees. The leather straps of her combat harness dissolved into thin air, leaving her exposed in the freezing wind wearing nothing but my faded t-shirt. Her pale skin rapidly turned a sickly shade of gray.

Clutching her chest, she gasped for air as her abyssal lungs failed her.

Malphas slammed the crimson cover of the Codex shut.

The pillar of dark magic connecting him to the storm vanished. Lowering the grimoire, the Archlord let out a satisfied laugh.

"The old pacts are absolute," Malphas mocked, surveying the devastation he'd wrought with a single incantation. "I've stripped their abyssal connections, which has severed their localized tethers. They're powerless now. They are cut off from the Seventh Tier."

I froze in the center of the helipad.

Looking to my left, I saw Alexandra trapped beneath her dead armor. She strained against the metal, but she lacked the demonic strength to even lift her gauntlet.

Looking to my right, Victoria was curled into a tight ball on the concrete, suffocating without the ambient energy to sustain her physical manifestation.

The Archlord had played the ultimate trump card. He’d revoked their access to the magic that kept them alive.

"You rely on stolen power, Jack," Malphas boomed, taking a slow step toward me. "You’ve surrounded yourself with weapons and pretended to be a king, but without your demons, you're nothing."

Staring up at the ten-foot Archlord of Hell, my jaw clenched.

The freezing wind whipped my jacket around my bruised torso. My crew was down. The Codex was in enemy hands. If I didn’t come up with something, the city would soon be torn apart beneath us.

I was alone against an apocalyptic warlord.

Slowly turning my head, I looked at the blackened steel head of my sledgehammer resting on the concrete a few feet away. I looked at the leather-wrapped hilt of the ancient claymore.

Reaching deep into my chest, I grabbed the pool of latent crimson magic anchored to my own soul.

I didn't need their abyssal power to swing a hammer.

"I might be down," I growled into the freezing wind, stepping slowly toward my dropped weapons. "But I’m not out."
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Picking up the sledgehammer, I gripped the weapon tight.

The wooden handle felt solid in my exhausted grip. The moment my scarred fingers wrapped around it, raw magic resting in my chest surged forward.

I didn't need a localized tether to swing a tool. The crimson fire belonged to me. Bypassing the severed demonic contracts, it flooded my veins and erupted across the blackened steel head of the sledgehammer.

Grabbing the ancient claymore with my left hand, I watched it ignite. Emerald fire roared back to life, fueled by the residual heat I'd absorbed from Alexandra.

"You're a stubborn man," Malphas boomed. His overlapping voices vibrated against the wet concrete of the helipad.

The Archlord raised his right gauntlet. A long broadsword composed of screaming shadow materialized in his grip.

Before I could take a step forward, Victoria pushed herself off the freezing stone.

The succubus lacked her usual grace and leather armor. Her purple aura was gone. Barefoot and barely dressed, she looked pale and exposed in the high-altitude storm, but her pride remained intact.

Letting out a desperate scream, she charged the tall Archlord with bare hands. She leaped forward, swinging a wild punch at his dark breastplate.

Malphas didn't even raise his weapon. He casually backhanded her with his left gauntlet.

The sheer force threw Victoria across the helipad. Hitting the wet concrete hard, she rolled several times before coming to a motionless stop near the roof's edge.

"Victoria!" I yelled, a spike of genuine terror hitting my chest. I couldn't lose her now.

A loud screech of tearing iron echoed to my left.

Alexandra was trapped beneath the dead weight of her Vanguard armor. The Hell-Knight strained with agonizing desperation. Without magic to animate the steel plates, she was essentially entombed.

Reaching up with scarred mortal hands, she unlatched the iron clasps securing her breastplate.

With a ragged shout, Alexandra dragged her muscular, unarmored body out of the dead shell. She wore only a rough tunic and combat boots. Platinum blonde hair stuck to her sweaty neck, framing a face starkly lit by the dim storm.

Grabbing a large piece of shattered concrete from the ruined dampener, she stood up.

"I've still got your back, Jack," she rasped, offering a supportive, breathless nod before turning to the enemy.

Sprinting toward Malphas, she ignored her lack of magical shielding. She swung the rock in a sweeping arc aimed at the Archlord's knee.

Malphas sidestepped the crude attack with fluid speed. Bringing his dark boot up, he kicked the former shieldmaiden squarely in the ribs.

The impact sounded like a snapping tree branch. Thrown backward, Alexandra crashed into the base of the concrete core. She slumped against the stone, coughing as she clutched her shattered side.

"Pathetic," Malphas sneered, turning his featureless helmet back toward me. "They are broken toys. And you're out of time."

Seeing my fallen crew fueled a blinding rage. I locked my glowing eyes onto the Archlord. They were my team, and nobody touched them.

"You’ll pay for that," I growled, launching myself forward.

Funneling every ounce of raw magic into my legs, I crossed the open expanse in a blistering sprint. I avoided a complex feint. Leading with overwhelming blunt force felt much better.

I swung the blazing sledgehammer in a devastating overhead strike.

Raising his shadow blade, Malphas caught the handle right below the steel head. The resulting collision was catastrophic. A shock wave of displaced air emanated from our bodies in an expanding circle.

The Archlord's abyssal strength was overwhelming. Pushing back, he broke my guard.

Using his momentum against him, I let the sledgehammer fall back. I pivoted my hips instantly to bring the emerald claymore around in an upward slash.

Toxic fire hissed aggressively as the blade bit into his dark breastplate.

The glass armor sparked, rejecting the cut, but the heat scorched the surface. Malphas let out a grunt of surprise. Ripping his shadow blade backward, he brought the pommel crashing into my left shoulder.

My collarbone popped loudly. Vision flashed with bright white pain.

Stumbling backward, I slid across the wet concrete to maintain my balance. My chest heaved. Fighting outside my weight class meant my structural integrity was failing fast.

"You hit like a man who’s in over his head," Malphas mocked, raising his shadow blade high above his burning crown of ash.

Before he could step forward to deliver a finishing strike, the metal roof access door slammed open.

"Jack!"

Spinning my head around, I spotted her.

Mara stood in the doorway. She was out of breath, her chest heaving beneath her knit sweater. Her auburn hair was a tangled mess plastered to her face by the freezing rain, framing her thick glasses. Denim jeans clung to her legs as she clutched her cracked smartphone in her right hand.

"Mara! What the hell are you doing up here?" I yelled, panic flooding my chest at seeing her so close to the Archlord.

"The dampener broke!" Mara shouted back over the howling wind, stepping out onto the helipad. "The slipstreams collapsed. The service elevator rebooted. I couldn't stay at the shop while you fought an Archlord blind! I thought you might need me!"

Turning his featureless helmet toward the mortal scholar, Malphas paused.

Writhing souls composing his cloak wailed with fresh intensity.

"The scholar," Malphas boomed, a cold amusement dripping from his overlapping voices. "Another tether to the mortal world. And another weak point."

Abandoning me, the Archlord raised his left gauntlet directly toward Mara.

A sphere of dense, freezing abyssal energy rapidly condensed in his palm. Thrusting his hand forward, he hurled the bolt of dark magic across the helipad directly at Mara.

"No!" I roared.

Ignoring the burning agony in my shoulder, I funneled magic into my legs. I dove horizontally across the wet concrete.

Intercepting the abyssal blast exactly halfway between Malphas and Mara, I braced myself.

Bringing the silver cage of the Abyssal Anchor up, I exposed my chest to the strike. Dark magic slammed into the artifact. The gemstone pulsed with blinding light, actively fighting to filter the overwhelming energy.

The impact was absolute hell.

Thrown backward, I crashed onto the concrete and skidded directly to Mara's feet. Coughing up hot blood, I tasted copper in the back of my throat.

"Jack!" Mara dropped to her knees beside me, her small hands frantically checking my taped ribs. Her yellow aura spiked with intense terror. "Are you okay? Tell me you're okay!"

"I'm fine," I rasped, forcing myself back up onto one knee. Gripping the sledgehammer tight, I offered her a reassuring nod.

Looking past Mara, I noticed the Codex resting on the flat surface of the ruined dampener. Malphas had set it down to free his hands for combat, relying on his physical presence to guard the directory.

Once I saw it, I knew what I had to do.

"Mara, listen to me," I ordered, grabbing her shoulder firmly. "The book. It's sitting right on the dampener. Malphas is overconfident right now, and he’s not paying attention to it."

Her green eyes locked onto the crimson-bound grimoire resting thirty feet away.

"I need you to steal it," I commanded softly.

Swallowing hard, Mara looked at the ten-foot Archlord stalking slowly toward us. Then she looked back at my bruised face. She didn't argue or hesitate.

"Keep him distracted," she agreed, her voice trembling but her resolve rock solid. "I'll get the book back."

Forcing myself to my feet, I pushed the pain out of my conscious mind. I needed to be the ultimate, unbreakable distraction.

"Hey!" I bellowed, stepping forward and blocking Malphas's line of sight to Mara. "We aren't done yet, you oversized bastard!"

Letting out a gruff laugh, Malphas raised his shadow blade. “Are we not? Then, let’s end this once and for all.”

Once I heard that, I charged.

Abandoning any pretense of tactical defense, I went on the offensive. Dual-wielding the sledgehammer and the claymore resulted in a blistering flurry of raw violence.

Swinging the sledgehammer low, I aimed directly for his dark kneecap. Malphas parried the blow, but I followed up with a sweeping strike from the emerald claymore. Green fire washed over his featureless helmet.

Malphas grunted, taking a single step backward.

I didn't let up. Pressing the advantage, I hammered his shielding with explosive bursts of crimson fire and toxic green sparks. Every impact sent a jarring shock wave straight down my arms, threatening to shatter my bones.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a blur of faded denim and knit wool.

Mara sprinted across the freezing helipad. Moving with single-minded focus, she bypassed the Archlord while he was occupied with my chaotic barrage.

Reaching the concrete dampener, she grabbed the oilcloth bundle with both hands, snatching the Codex Sanguinis off the stone.

Malphas felt the shift in the magical resonance instantly.

Roaring in unadulterated fury, he ignored my next hammer strike. He took the blunt blow directly to his dark breastplate. The armor cracked loudly, but it held. Swinging his shadow blade in a horizontal arc, he swatted me aside.

Hitting the concrete hard, I dropped the claymore as I rolled to a stop.

Malphas turned his burning gaze toward Mara.

"You dare touch the directory, mortal?" the Archlord boomed, taking a thundering step toward the dampener. “Haven’t you learned your lesson yet?”

Mara didn't run. She stood her ground in the freezing rain.

Pressing her thumb against the bone-and-gold latch, the crimson cover groaned open in her hands. Balancing the grimoire on her knee, she grabbed her cracked smartphone from her pocket and turned on the high-intensity LED flashlight.

She shined the harsh white light directly onto the rough parchment.

"The magic isn't just a tether, Jack!" Mara screamed over the howling storm as her brilliant mind deciphered the ancient foundation of the magic. "It's a key! He severed your individual contracts with the demons, but the root code of the book is still anchored to your soul!"

"Give me the book, you worm!" Malphas roared, raising his left gauntlet to launch another blast of dark energy.

"It doesn’t belong to you anymore!" Mara yelled back with terrifying defiance.

She didn't read a standard warding sigil. Bypassing the normal linguistics, she read the core foundational incantation written centuries ago.

She spoke the words in perfect Latin.

The Codex erupted with blinding, pure white light.

The silver cage of the Abyssal Anchor reacted. The dark gemstone shattered its crimson hue, mirroring the pure white light pouring from the grimoire.

An invisible cable of unadulterated power snapped directly into my chest.

It felt like a lightning bolt struck my sternum. Crimson magic humming in my veins evolved instantly. The combined weight of all its magical power flooded my nervous system.

My bruised ribs healed. Agonizing pain in my popped collarbone vanished as the bone snapped back into place.

Pushing myself off the wet concrete, I stood tall.

I didn't feel weak anymore. I felt invincible.

A towering aura of white-hot fire erupted from my skin. It burned away the freezing rain before it could even touch my canvas jacket. Intense, radiating heat pushed back the dark static of Malphas's storm.

Reaching down, I grabbed my sledgehammer.

Instead of red fire, white plasma engulfed the steel head. It roared with a blinding intensity.

Lowering his gauntlet, Malphas dropped his spell. He stared at me. Writhing souls in his cloak fell silent in the face of the overwhelming ancestral presence I now projected.

Stepping toward the Archlord, I left scorched, smoking footprints in the wet concrete of the helipad.

"You want to talk about power?" I growled. My voice cut through the storm with unyielding clarity. "I just inherited everything the Codex had to give."

Gripping his shadow blade tightly with both gauntlets, Malphas's molten ash crown sparked aggressively. He wasn't defeated yet. He was still an Archlord of the Seventh Tier, and he refused to back down from a mortal.

"You wield borrowed power," Malphas warned, locking his terrifying stance.

Raising the blazing, white-hot sledgehammer, I rested the handle against my shoulder. I looked at Mara clutching the glowing book, and then I looked directly into the featureless mask of the Archlord.

"It’s not borrowed," I said coldly. "It belongs to me."
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Malphas refused to hesitate. The Archlord possessed unyielding arrogance, and my defiance shattered his patience.

Lunging forward, he covered the distance between us with a single stride. He brought his dark broadsword down in a sweeping arc. He aimed for my skull, fully intending to end my life right here.

Dodging wasn't an option. Rolling away on the wet concrete would leave my crew exposed.

Planting my steel-toed boots shoulder-width apart, I established an unbreakable center of gravity. I brought the hickory handle of my sledgehammer up in a rigid block.

The shadow blade slammed into the wood.

The impact was catastrophic. All that displaced air exploded outward from the collision, blowing the freezing rain across the helipad. Concrete beneath my boots cracked, forming a deep crater.

But my knees didn't bend an inch.

White plasma roaring around the steel head of my hammer surged forward. The ancestral heat attacked his weapon. The dark blade hissed, boiling away into useless mist the second it touched the bright fire.

Malphas let out a booming grunt of genuine shock.

Giving him time to recover would be a fatal mistake.

"My turn," I growled.

Twisting my hips, I threw the Archlord's ruined weapon off my guard. Stepping inside his reach, I swung the blazing sledgehammer in a punishing uppercut aimed at his midsection.

The steel head connected squarely with the center of his dark breastplate.

Explosive pyromancy detonated on impact. The glass armor shattered, sending a shower of sharp shrapnel flying into the storm. Raw force from the enhanced strike lifted the tall Archlord off his feet.

Malphas crashed onto his back, sliding across the wet helipad.

Screaming souls trapped within his cloak wailed in sudden terror.

Keeping my momentum, I stalked forward. I rested the handle of the sledgehammer casually against my shoulder. The bright aura radiating from my skin pushed back the swirling clouds above us.

"You rely on intimidation, Malphas," I lectured, my voice cutting through the howling wind. "You hide behind your tall armor and your stolen souls. But underneath all that dark glass, you’re nothing."

Pushing himself up onto one knee, the demon lord glared at me.

Thick, boiling ichor poured from the glowing crater I had smashed into his chest plate. The burning crown of ash circling his helmet flickered wildly, trying to draw more power from the collapsing storm.

"I am the ruler of the Seventh Tier!" Malphas roared, abandoning his sophisticated tone. "I am eternal!"

Raising his right gauntlet, he didn't summon another blade. He channeled every remaining drop of his dark power directly into his palm, forming a dense sphere of freezing energy.

He hurled the black sphere directly at my chest.

Bothering to dodge seemed pointless now. I stepped squarely into the path of the projectile.

Swinging the blazing sledgehammer like an unstoppable bat, the white-hot steel connected with the sphere of magic. Plasma overwhelmed the dark energy, vaporizing the projectile into a harmless cloud of gray smoke.

Closing the final distance between us in two strides, I stared down at him.

"Consider this your eviction notice, Malphas," I announced coldly.

Bringing the sledgehammer down in an unyielding overhead strike, I aimed directly for the burning crown of ash resting on his helmet.

The blazing steel connected with apocalyptic force.

The strike shattered his featureless helmet. Dark glass imploded, revealing nothing beneath it but a swirling vortex of pure abyssal energy. The sledgehammer drove through the vortex, biting deeply into the collarbone of his armor.

Malphas froze.

The dark veins wrapping around the ruined dampener stopped pulsing. Freezing wind howling across the helipad died, stalling the storm overhead.

Dropping slowly to both knees, the Archlord remained pinned to the concrete by the steel head of my hammer.

"You think breaking this physical shell actually matters, mortal?" Malphas hissed. “This is only one of my forms! You might remove my connection to the mortal realm, but in the fires of Hell, I will live on!”

His voice didn't boom anymore. It was a harsh whisper echoing inside my mind. The overlapping chorus of souls disappeared, leaving only the concentrated malice of the demon lord.

"I broke your circle," I reminded him, staring into the swirling energy of his ruined helmet. "You're cut off from everything, Malphas."

Recognition dawned on him slowly about what I’d done. He looked defeated for a moment until he truly accepted his fate.

"I’m only a single being," Malphas whispered, his abyssal form rapidly losing structural cohesion. "The Seventh Tier is infinite. By breaking my tether, you have altered the hierarchy. You have claimed my position within the leadership of Hell."

The dark armor began to crack and dissolve into thick ash.

"You’re an Archlord now," Malphas said, a cruel amusement bleeding into his dying words. "You wanted the weight of the crown? Well, you have it, but you should know this. The other lords will hunt you. And one day, I will return to tear you apart limb from limb."

"I'll be waiting," I promised, unbothered by the threat. "Bring a better weapon next time."

Ripping the sledgehammer free from his armor, I stepped back.

Malphas’s physical form collapsed. The plates of dark armor shattered into a million pieces, dissolving into oily smoke. The cloak of screaming souls unraveled. The trapped spirits launched themselves into the predawn sky, freed from their eternal torment.

But the core essence of the Archlord didn't dissipate.

A dense sphere of writhing energy hovered over the ash. It was the raw power of a high-tier ruler. Pulsing with a magnetic resonance, it actively sought a new physical anchor.

My sixth sense screamed.

The dark energy shot forward, slamming into the center of my chest.

The impact knocked the breath out of my lungs. Raw Archlord essence attempted to bypass my skin and graft itself to my soul. It felt like swallowing liquid nitrogen and boiling acid simultaneously. The transition reshaped my cellular structure, forging my bones with ancient durability.

But my foundation was impenetrable. Catching the invasive energy, it aggressively stripped away the corrupting malice of the Seventh Tier.

The artifact processed the power, converting the raw demonic essence into pure magical fuel.

Filtered energy flooded into my bloodstream.

It collided with the awakened crimson magic of my bloodline. The two ancient forces wrestled for dominance for a terrifying fraction of a second before seamlessly merging.

My vision washed out in a blinding flash of pure power.

Throwing my head back, I let out a guttural roar as the newly formed magic settled permanently beneath my ribs. I felt incredibly dense, possessing a physical integrity that defied any human limitation.

Lowering my chin slowly, my chest heaved as I dragged oxygen into my lungs.

Opening my eyes, the world looked incredibly sharp.

The swirling clouds covering the city broke apart. Early morning sun pierced the gloom, casting a warm golden light across the ruined helipad.

Standing alone amidst the shattered glass and the smoking crater, I took a deep breath.

The sledgehammer resting in my hand stopped glowing. White plasma retreated into my skin, leaving the steel head perfectly intact.

Dropping the hammer, it hit the concrete with a ringing clatter.

"Jack!"

Mara sprinted across the wet concrete.

The bookworm ignored the smoking ash and the terrifying remnants of the abyssal battle. She didn't care about the danger or the supernatural fallout. She just wanted to know I was alive. Running directly to me, she held the Codex tightly against her chest.

She looked so damn beautiful. Her denim jeans were covered in soot, and her messy auburn hair was plastered to her face. Her yellow aura flooded with a pulsing wave of relief.

Crashing into me, she wrapped her free arm around my waist and buried her face in my shoulder.

I wrapped my arms securely around her small frame, pulling her incredibly tight against my chest. Burying my face in her damp hair, I took a deep breath of her intoxicating shampoo. It grounded me, washing away the suffocating scent of the underworld.

"You did it," Mara sobbed quietly against my chest. "Jack, the portal is closed. The storm is gone."

"We did it," I corrected, kissing the top of her head. "You’re so fucking crazy for leaving the vault under your shop, but I’m so glad you did. I couldn't have survived that hit without you."

Pulling back slightly, she looked up at me. Her stunning green eyes swept over my face, checking for serious injuries.

"You look different," Mara whispered, her academic curiosity piercing through her exhaustion. "There’s a different energy around you now. Something that didn’t exist until minutes ago. You absorbed his power."

"My magic filtered it," I explained, resting my hand gently against her pale cheek. "I don't feel corrupted like he was. I just feel... eternal."

Turning my attention away from Mara, I needed to check on my team. They were down, and they desperately needed their master.

"Stay right here," I instructed Mara gently.

Walking across the concrete helipad, I headed toward the edge of the roof.

Victoria was lying flat on her back. The succubus shivered violently, her arms wrapped around her chest. My oversized shirt offered no protection against the freezing wind. Her pale skin was a sickly shade of translucent gray.

Without ambient abyssal energy from the Codex to sustain her, she was actively suffocating in the mortal realm.

Dropping to my knees beside her, I leaned close.

"Victoria," I murmured, reaching out and brushing a wet strand of raven hair from her face.

Her eyelids fluttered. She looked up at me, her violet eyes dull and unfocused.

"Master," she gasped, her velvet voice nothing but a rattling wheeze. "The tether... it’s gone. He severed the root."

"He doesn't control the root anymore," I said. “Malphas is gone.”

I didn't need a knife to bleed on her lips this time. Bypassing the physical requirement of the contract, I relied on the newly integrated Archlord power currently burning in my veins.

Placing my warm hand flat against her bare chest, right over her failing heart, I pushed.

Funneling an overwhelming surge of upgraded magic directly into her physical manifestation, I actively rebuilt her severed foundation from the ground up.

The reaction was instantaneous.

Victoria gasped sharply, her back arching off the wet concrete.

The sickly pallor vanished, replaced by a rush of healthy alabaster color. Her dark eyes snapped wide open, glowing brighter and more dangerous than they ever had before.

Shadows clinging to the corners of the helipad detached themselves. Swarming over her body, they dissolved my wet t-shirt and reformed into the tight straps of her combat harness.

Her purple aura erupted from her skin, expanding into a towering inferno of concentrated energy.

Pulling my hand back, I watched the succubus revitalize.

Victoria pushed herself smoothly into a sitting position. The raw power I had pumped into her system refined her abyssal manifestation. Her sweeping onyx horns looked incredibly sharp, and the sheer shadows forming her skirt swirled with new density.

Staring down at her hands, she seemed overwhelmed by the volume of power humming in her veins.

Turning her stunning gaze directly toward me, she felt the Archlord resonance radiating from my soul.

Shifting her posture, she pressed her bare knees against the wet concrete. She bowed her horned head, pressing her palms flat against the helipad in a posture of worship.

"My Archlord," Victoria whispered reverently, her voice thick with devotion.

“Just Jack,” I said, taking her face between my hands. “Or master when we’re alone since I know you like that.”

Victoria grinned. She kissed me, which I returned just as eagerly.

"Hold that thought," I told her softly once the kiss was over.

Turning around, I walked toward the ruined pile of iron plating resting near the smoking dampener.

Alexandra was exhausted, her scarred arms failing to push the thick iron off her ribs. She looked up at me as I approached, the fire in her eyes dull and flickering. Platinum blonde hair framed her soot-stained face.

"Jack," Alexandra rumbled weakly, lacking her usual booming static. "I failed to hold the line. I let myself be defeated."

"Not at all. You bought me the time I needed," I corrected, crouching beside her.

Reaching down, I grabbed the thick edge of the dead iron breastplate with my right hand.

I pushed my new magical resonance directly into the cold steel. The abyssal iron roared to life instantly.

Molten orange fire ignited within the cracks of the plating, burning significantly hotter than it had before. The mechanical hum of the exhaust vents restarted.

Hauling the piece of armor off her chest, I tossed it casually onto the concrete.

Offering my hand to the unarmored demoness, she stared at it for a second. She felt the shift in my magical foundation, recognizing the terrifying weight of an Archlord currently standing in front of her.

Reaching up, her fingers wrapped securely around my hand.

Pulling her effortlessly to her feet, the remaining pieces of her dead armor re-engaged. The iron gauntlets and spiked pauldrons snapped back onto her muscular frame, animated by the surge of power I had provided.

Alexandra stood incredibly tall, her armor fully restored and glowing with renewed molten fury.

She looked directly at me.

Dropping heavily onto her right knee, the iron plates cracked the concrete beneath her. She bowed her aristocratic face, pressing her right fist securely over her heart in a gesture of military fealty.

"I swear my iron to the new Archlord," Alexandra declared, her voice vibrating across the rooftop. "This Hell-Knight is yours to command."

Standing between the kneeling succubus and the bowing Hell-Knight, I took a moment to process the shift.

A few days ago, my biggest headache was ordering drywall and dodging city inspectors. Now, I possessed the raw power of a demonic warlord, and two of the most dangerous creatures in existence were kneeling at my boots.

It was a staggering power trip.

But I remembered exactly who I was. I remembered the sledgehammer resting on the concrete and the brilliant academic standing a few feet away holding the ancient Codex. I wasn't an arrogant tyrant just because I absorbed the power of one.

"Stand up," I told her, my voice lacking the cruel arrogance Malphas had used.

Victoria and Alexandra hesitated. They expected a ruler who demanded groveling submission.

"I said stand up," I repeated, reaching down and grabbing Victoria by the elbow.

Pulling the succubus firmly to her feet, I turned to the Hell-Knight and offered my hand again, hauling the juggernaut upright.

"I’m not Malphas," I told them both, looking between their glowing eyes. "I don't need you to kneel in the dirt to prove your loyalty. You proved it when you stood in front of that bastard and told him to go to hell. You fought for this team just as hard as I did."

Victoria’s dark eyes softened. A beautiful smile stretched across her ruby lips.

"You are an unconventional Archlord, Jack," Victoria replied, stepping into my personal space once more.

"I'm still an independent contractor," I replied, wrapping my arm securely around her narrow waist. "Just one with a few extra powers."

Leaning forward, I captured her lips in another deeply aggressive kiss.

Victoria melted against me. Wrapping her arms tightly around my neck, she poured a wave of intoxicating heat directly into my mouth. Kissing her fiercely, I confirmed the new tether binding our souls together.

Breaking the kiss slowly, I rested my forehead gently against her sweeping onyx horns.

Turning my head, I glanced at the towering Hell-Knight.

Alexandra was watching me with unyielding devotion burning in her orange eyes.

Reaching over, I grabbed the cold iron of her pauldron. Pulling her down slightly, I didn't hesitate. I pressed my lips against her mouth.

Alexandra let out a deep groan that vibrated through her chest plate. The kiss tasted like thick smoke, dark cloves, and intense passion. Kissing me back with desperate fervor, she solidified her position as my dedicated shieldmaiden.

Pulling away, I looked past my two demons.

Mara was standing near the edge of the ruined dampener. Bright morning sun illuminated her messy auburn hair and the Codex resting safely in her arms. She was watching us with a soft, knowing smile. She didn't look jealous as much as she looked proud.

We had survived the apocalypse.

The Blackgate Financial Tower was damaged, the city was waking up from a magically induced coma, and I had inherited an abyssal power that I barely understood.

But in a strange way, it felt like just the beginning.

Whatever the Seventh Tier decided to send next, I was ready to build my empire right over their broken bones.
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My battered truck limped into the quiet streets of Mara’s neighborhood.

The morning sun hung low in the eastern sky, casting a warm light across the quiet bungalows. The unnatural storm of Malphas’s making was gone, replaced by a normal suburban morning.

Pulling against the curb right in front of Mara’s house, I let the engine idle.

We had abandoned the ruined financial tower. Leaving the smoking crater and the ash of the Archlord behind us, we slipped out of the downtown district before the emergency sirens even began to wail.

In the resulting chaos, we managed to slip out unnoticed. I don’t think the police or the rest of the city even knew what happened at the top of the tower. So far, those on the radio on the ride home thought the building had been impacted by a severe electrical storm.

Which sounded mundane compared to what had actually happened.

Turning the ignition off, the sudden silence inside the cab felt deafening.

"We're clear," I announced, my voice a rough gravel.

Mara sat in the middle of the bench seat, the crimson-bound Codex resting securely on her lap. She let out a shuddering sigh of relief, leaning her head against my shoulder.

"Let's get inside before the neighborhood watch starts asking questions about the armored knight in my truck bed," I suggested, popping my door open.

Stepping onto the concrete sidewalk, every muscle in my body felt dense. The newly absorbed Archlord essence humming beneath my ribs eradicated my physical injuries, but the mental exhaustion of fighting a literal war still lingered. I just wanted a solid mattress and a quiet room.

We hurried up the cracked walkway.

Mara unlocked her oak door, pushing it open and ushering us inside. The cozy scent of old paper washed over me, grounding my fractured nerves. Her living room was still a fire hazard of stacked books and leaning towers of ancient encyclopedias.

"The perimeter is secure," Victoria announced, strolling past the coffee table and peering through the window blinds. "There are no abyssal signatures tracking us."

Alexandra ducked her helmet, stepping carefully into the entryway. She planted her iron broadsword against the hardwood floor, standing like an unyielding sentinel.

Mara dropped the Codex onto the center of her coffee table. She turned around, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose. Her yellow aura spiked with analytical focus. She looked at the three of us, recognizing the charged tension radiating from my new magical foundation.

"You absorbed a lot of powerful magic, Jack," said Mara, her green eyes sweeping over my body. "I need to run a diagnostic on the grimoire to understand exactly what kind of Archlord jurisdiction you just inherited."

"Take your time," I replied, rolling my aching shoulders. "I doubt any new enemies are going to manifest until word gets out that Malphas is no longer an Archlord."

"You three need to recharge," Mara suggested, pointing toward the wooden staircase leading to the second floor. "My bedroom is the door on the right. The mattress is a king. Go get some sleep. I have a lot of reading to catch up on."

Offering her a tired grin, I nodded. "You're the boss."

I headed up the wooden stairs.

Victoria and Alexandra followed right behind me. The thud of the Hell-Knight's boots and the silent grace of the succubus created a fascinating harmony. They were apex predators, but they moved through the small mortal house with surprising care.

Pushing the bedroom door open, I stepped inside.

Mara's room was surprisingly neat, a stark contrast to the library downstairs. A plush bed sat in the center of the space, covered in a white duvet. Morning sunlight filtered through the sheer curtains.

I pulled the wooden door shut. The latch clicked loudly, sealing us in our own private world.

Dropping my tool belt onto the floor, I let out a breath. I shrugged off my singed jacket, tossing it onto a nearby chair. Pulling the hem of my torn t-shirt over my head, I stood wearing nothing but my denim jeans and the silver amulet.

Victoria sauntered directly in front of me.

"You fought like a god today, Jack," Victoria whispered, her voice thick with undeniable lust.

Reaching up, her pale hands gripped the leather straps of her combat harness. With a slow pull, she undid the abyssal clasps. The shadows forming her skirt dissolved into thin air. The leather straps fell away, dropping silently to the floor.

It was a sight I wanted to burn into my memory for all time.

She was stunning. Her breasts looked just as full as they did when pressed against the tight leather. They were symmetrical, sitting high and proud on her chest, with a trace of a flush spreading across the upper expanse. Her nipples were prominent, hard against the cool air of the bedroom, set against the backdrop of small areolas.

My gaze traveled lower, tracking the dip of her waist to the generous flare of her hips. A neat strip of raven hair rested directly over her clit. Spreading her thighs slightly, she showed me her pale labia, which already looked visually wet.

I was definitely staring, taking in every single anatomical detail.

Victoria giggled softly, a rich sound. "I'm going to assume by all that staring that you approve of your new domain, my Archlord?"

Cupping her breasts with both of her hands, she pushed them together and offered me a spectacular view.

I could barely manage coherent words. Nodding slowly, the crimson magic in my blood roared to life in response to her teasing.

A metallic screech echoed from the corner of the room.

Alexandra was disengaging her Vanguard armor. The iron plates fell to the hardwood floor. She pulled the rough tunic over her head, tossing it aside. Unbuckling her leather pants, she pushed them down her muscular thighs and kicked her combat boots off.

The Hell-Knight stepped into the morning sunlight, standing beside the succubus.

The physical contrast between them was staggering and captivating.

Alexandra was a breathtaking Amazon. Her broad shoulders and taut abdomen were corded with functional strength. Her breasts were firm, standing out proudly against her scarred chest. Her areolas were dark, her nipples erect. Platinum blonde hair fell around her face. A neat landing strip of blonde hair resting above her clit offered a stark contrast to Victoria's raven coloring.

Alexandra's labia were dripping with wetness. The intense heat radiating from her core warmed the room.

"I’m ready for inspection, Jack," Alexandra said, her voice dropping into a soft cadence.

"You’re both gorgeous," I replied, my voice devoid of any teasing. It was just brutal honesty. Rarely had I ever seen two women so magnificently put together.

The honest praise caused an immediate response.

Victoria stepped forward, her dark eyes flashing. Reaching out, she hooked her fingers into the waistband of my denim jeans. With a swift motion, she unbuttoned the denim and pushed the pants down my hips. Kicking them aside, I stood naked before my two demons.

"Mmm," Victoria murmured, dropping gracefully to her knees.

Reaching out with both hands, she wrapped her fingers firmly around the base of my rigid shaft. She looked up at me through her dark eyelashes, parting her ruby lips.

Victoria leaned forward and took the head of my cock into her mouth.

"Oh my god," I groaned loudly, my hands diving into her wavy hair.

The sensation was exquisite. Her mouth possessed a searing heat combined with ultimate suction. Swirling her soft tongue around the sensitive tip, she drew a pleased hum from my throat. She swallowed me, pulling back up with a slow rhythm.

Alexandra didn't stay on the sidelines.

The tall Hell-Knight stepped right behind me. She wrapped her strong arms around my torso, pressing her firm breasts flush against my back. Sliding her hands down my stomach, her scarred fingers found the silver cage of the Abyssal Anchor.

She pressed open-mouthed kisses across my shoulder blades. The molten heat of her body felt incredible against my skin. It fueled the adrenaline still pumping through my veins from the battle.

"You are so hard for us, Master," Victoria mumbled around my shaft, her suction increasing to a breakneck pace.

I loved the way she sucked me, but being buried inside them was the ultimate goal.

Gripping Victoria’s shoulders, I pulled her gently away from my cock. A thin string of saliva connected her lips to the tip of my shaft. She let out a disappointed pout.

"Bed," I ordered, my voice a harsh baritone.

Victoria’s pout vanished, replaced by a look of ravenous anticipation. Pushing herself up from the floor, she walked backward toward the plush mattress with a mesmerizing sway of her hips. She fell onto the white duvet, spreading her legs wide to offer me access.

Climbing onto the mattress, I knelt between her thighs.

Alexandra followed me onto the bed, crawling on her hands and knees to position herself beside my hip. Reaching out, she traced a finger down my thigh, eager to watch me work.

Grabbing my rigid cock, I aligned the tip perfectly with Victoria’s dripping entrance. I watched her stunning face as I deliberately drove my hips forward.

The exquisite sensation of ultimate warmth and extreme tightness wrapped around my shaft.

"Mmm," Victoria moaned loudly, her eyes rolling to the back of her head. "Fuck me, Jack. That feels so fucking good."

"Yes, it fucking does," I agreed, reaching my hands down to grip the soft curves of her ass.

Pulling her firmly against me, I went slow enough to let her adjust to the stretch. She lifted her hips to meet me, not stopping until her pelvis met mine with a wet slap.

Once she was full, she smiled up at me. We kissed chaotically, our lips locking together in a desperate rhythm. I tasted my own arousal and the sweet cherry blossom of her magic.

Setting a steady pace, I started to move.

Pulling my hips almost all the way back before slamming home, I buried my shaft to the hilt over and over again. Her pussy felt like it was specifically engineered for my cock, possessing the perfect amount of searing warmth and muscular tightness.

She was gushing in no time. I could hear the wet sounds of our bodies joining together, the flesh squishing loudly with every powerful thrust I took.

Soon enough, she was mewling and panting as my speed became significantly more intense.

"You feel so fucking good," Victoria gasped between messy kisses. "Oh yes. Oh, fuck yes. Right there. How good it feels. Jack, you’re so hard. So hard for me."

My hands on her ass actively helped our breakneck pace. I was slamming her down onto my shaft, my upgraded Archlord stamina banishing any physical fatigue. I was a tireless machine, my only thought focused on giving her as much raw pleasure as I could.

She was getting there fast.

Victoria’s hips suddenly went slack. Her abyssal control failed, her words devolving into breathless whimpers. Taking over all the work, I drove my hips upward like a piston, wanting to drive her through that first orgasm until she was a dripping mess.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck! Fuck me right there, Master!" Victoria screamed, her fingers digging deeply into the mattress. "Uh huh. Yessss, I love that. Oh, fuck, I’m gonna cum. I’m going to cum already on your cock, Jack!"

Her head snapped back against the pillows.

I watched in awe as her chest flushed a brilliant shade of crimson. Her dark horns seemed to vibrate. Her inner walls clamped down on my shaft with crushing force. She pulsed around me, milking my cock with agonizing pleasure.

My shaft was awash with a wave of extra wetness as she soaked the sheets beneath us.

It was a beautiful sight, but I wanted everything my new crew had to give me.

Pulling out of Victoria right as her orgasm began to subside, I listened to her let out a soft whine. Her chest heaved.

I turned my attention to the Hell-Knight.

Alexandra was panting, watching us with hungry fascination. Grabbing her muscular waist, I pulled her directly to the center of the bed. I pushed her flat onto her back, grabbing her strong thighs and pushing her knees wide open.

I didn't hesitate. I fed myself back into her dripping pussy in one smooth thrust.

"FUCK!" Alexandra shrieked, her voice booming across the bedroom.

The heat was staggering. Her core was a literal furnace. The silver cage of the amulet resting against my chest flared with white light, actively filtering the abyssal heat and converting it into manageable pleasure.

Alexandra pulled back on her hips, giving me the perfect angle for deep thrusting.

Now was the time to unleash my true strength. I didn't just thrust into her as much as I started to hammer into her.

"Break me, Jack!" Alexandra begged, her scarred hands grabbing the sheets. "Pound my pussy!"

Establishing a brutal cadence, the slapping of my pelvis against hers sounded like a drumbeat. The orange fire glowing in her eyes flared to brilliance as her internal muscles squeezed my shaft like a vise.

Victoria crawled up beside us. Leaning over, she pressed her soft breasts against my shoulder. She reached down, circling Alexandra’s engorged clit with her wet thumb.

The dual stimulation broke the Hell-Knight's mind.

"Pound me, Jack," Alexandra begged as she held on to my body. Pulling me down for a desperate kiss, her taste drove me wild. "I need you in me always. Always fucking me with hard strokes just like that. Fuck, that’s perfect. Fuck my pussy, Jack."

She knew exactly the right filthy words to make it difficult to hold back.

I was standing on the razor's edge of my own climax, walking a careful balancing act between pounding her as fast as I wanted and trying not to cum too quickly.

When Alexandra came, it hit her with the full force of an artillery shell.

Her body locked rigid against the mattress. Her inner walls crushed my shaft so tightly I actually saw stars. Letting out a deafening shriek, her fingernails bit deeply into my back. A wave of boiling wetness flooded my cock.

I nearly lost it, but somehow, I kept my nerve. I possessed an Archlord's discipline now.

After her intense orgasm subsided, I shifted our positions. Staying between Alexandra's legs, I grabbed her ankles and lifted her muscular legs straight up, resting her calves against my broad shoulders.

I could tell she was enjoying it this way too. Alexandra’s orange eyes glazed over as I battered her pussy repeatedly. Her mouth hung open in a silent scream of pure ecstasy. She looked like she was about to go into physiological shock when her next orgasm hit her not even a minute after we switched positions.

"Oh, fuckkkk me," Alexandra moaned loudly, her scarred head thrashing against the pillows. Struggling to breathe, she panted as she gripped the duvet tightly.

When I tried to let up on the pressure to give her a second, she made it clear she didn't want that. She thrust her hips aggressively back up at me, wanting to keep the exact same cadence.

So, I did. I was a machine.

In the next ten minutes, Alexandra came three more times, her body thrashing beneath me. Victoria crawled behind me, wrapping her arms around my chest and pressing open-mouthed kisses down my spine, feeding on the waves of carnal energy we were generating in the room.

By the time the hammering was over, the Hell-Knight was nearly comatose.

"Oh, right there," Alexandra panted, awe bleeding into her voice. "Holy shit. I can't take it. How are you doing this?"

Smirking as a drop of sweat dripped off my brow and landed on her scarred collarbone, I replied. "I know how to treat my harem."

Shaking her head side to side, she moaned. "Yes! You're going to make me cum again. Uh huh. I can't take it anymore. I need it. I need your seed. Don't ever stop. Fill me, Jack! Make me yours forever!"

I didn't plan to hold back any longer.

Pulling out of Alexandra right as she went over the physical cliff again, I grabbed Victoria by the hips.

I pulled the succubus directly underneath me. She didn't hesitate. Wrapping her long legs around my waist, she was eager to take the final payload.

Pushing my hips forward one last time, I buried myself to the root inside Victoria's slick heat.

I finally let go, unloading everything I had to give into the gorgeous demoness.

Throwing my head back, a primal groan ripped from my throat. I just kept pumping my hips, shooting thick spurts of cum inside her.

Saving the remains for Alexandra, I repositioned myself so the last bursts of cum could enter her body too. I roared once I was finished, the last jets exploding inside my gorgeous Hell-Knight.

There were no words for how incredible that feeling was. Even when I came down from my Archlord high, I was still on top of the world.

Collapsing to the side, I pulled Victoria and Alexandra against my chest. My heart was on fire right now, and I desperately needed a minute to cool down.

Both demons looked ruined. They looked as if they had literally been run over by a city bus.

But, in a very, very good way.

It took them a few minutes to form actual words. When Victoria finally spoke, her voice was a raspy whisper.

"Holy shit," Victoria breathed, staring blindly up at the ceiling.

I chuckled, wrapping my arm tighter around her bare shoulder. "Yeah, that was really amazing."

Alexandra pressed her scarred cheek against my chest, her muscular arm draped lazily over my waist. The molten heat of her body was banked, replaced by a warm glow.

We lay there in satisfied silence for twenty minutes. The adrenaline and the magic settled, leaving us in a perfect state of physical bliss. We had survived an apocalyptic warlord, and we had earned this quiet morning.

Then, my cell phone buzzed from the pocket of my discarded jeans.

Groaning, I reluctantly untangled myself from the two women. I reached down, pulling the cracked phone from the denim. Accepting the call, I pressed it to my ear.

"Hey," I said quietly.

"You survived the demons?" Mara's voice came through the speaker. She was clearly sitting downstairs in the living room, aware of the chaotic activities that had just occurred above her head.

"Barely," I teased, looking back at the two exhausted women smiling lazily at me from the mattress. "You know it’s considered weird to call when we’re in the same house, right?

Mara laughed softly. “I figured it was safer this way. I didn’t want to interrupt whatever you were doing up there.”

“I see. So, what are you working on down there?"

Mara’s tone shifted immediately into her professional academic mindset.

"I've been translating the root code you absorbed," Mara explained, the sound of rustling parchment echoing through the phone. "Jack, Malphas wasn't lying. You didn't just steal his power. You inherited his throne. You are a recognized Archlord of the Seventh Tier now."

"I figured," I replied, leaning my back against the headboard. "Does it come with a dental plan?"

"It comes with a large target on your back," Mara corrected seriously. "Malphas will regenerate his physical form eventually. And the other Archlords are going to sense the shift in the power dynamic. They will not take your victory lying down. They will test your domain."

"Let them test it," I growled, my protective instincts flaring. "After what we’ve been through, I’m not afraid of anything they might throw at us. We'll break them."

"You have a solid team," Mara agreed softly. "But you need an army, Jack. You need to expand the team to truly secure your new domain. If you're going to hold the throne, you need strategic alliances. You need more high-tier muscle anchored to your bloodline."

Rubbing my tired eyes, I sighed. "Are you suggesting I summon more demons into your living room?"

"I'm suggesting we expand the harem," Mara corrected, a hint of casual detachment masking her words. "The Codex is vast. And I've already found the perfect candidate for our next acquisition."

Raising an eyebrow, I was surprised by her proactive plotting. "Who?"

"I found a specific, protected contract buried deep in the back pages," Mara revealed, the sound of her turning a skin-bound page echoing loudly. "She isn't a Hell-Knight or a succubus. She is true abyssal royalty. I found the binding sigils for a Demonic Princess of the Fourth Tier."

Looking at Victoria and Alexandra, I saw them watching me with intense eyes. They were ready to follow me into whatever fresh hell I decided to build next. Our bond was stronger than iron.

I let out a slow breath. A confident grin stretched across my face.

"Start measuring the grid, Mara," I told the beautiful scholar. "We have another summoning to perform."
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