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    Sighing, Sam shook his head as he stared at the long burnt ruins of a home. Very little of it stood. The vast majority of it was blackened and collapsed in on itself. 
 
    “I don’t understand. What’re we doing here?” asked Irene as she waddled up to what had once been the front door. 
 
    Her dark copper hair was bound behind her head in a short ponytail at the moment. Halfway through those red locks, her hair shifted to black and remained that color all the way to the tips. 
 
    No matter how long or short her hair was, half was always red and the other half black. 
 
    She was the living amalgamation of what Caer the Lich had blended together between Irene’s original body and Caer’s own. 
 
    Many of her current features resembled Irene, but there was an alien beauty to her now. It was especially present in the cheekbones and eyes. 
 
    Turning her head, the lovely woman looked at him with raised eyebrows. Her odd mismatched eyes watched him, waiting for a response— one dark blue, one light blue. 
 
    Both gazed at him. 
 
    Her disembodied soul was swimming around through the ruins of the home behind her. The original Irene-head looked through the wreckage while the Caer-head looked at Sam. 
 
    It was almost as if Caer was the one who was interested in the conversation, not Irene. 
 
    I do wonder how much control Caer has. Or if she’s just a passenger with a voice and not much else. 
 
    “Just some furniture,” Sam explained vaguely, holding his hands out in a “what can I do?” gesture. “Should be in the bedroom. 
 
    “Even if I can just find a bit of it, I can restore the rest of it. That’s all.” 
 
    “We can get a bed anywhere,” argued Caer. “Why find a broken one just to restore it? 
 
    “Besides, I like the one we have right now. It holds our hips and back well. Especially for when you visit us, husband.” 
 
    Irene nodded her head, agreeing with Caer. 
 
    As of late, the Irene soul didn’t speak that much unless Irene wasn’t being honest. She seemed to enjoy letting Caer speak for both of them unless it was something she disagreed with. 
 
    Grinning, Sam shook his head. He didn’t want to explain himself quite yet. Since they’d fled Florida in a panic, away from Caer no less, he’d been patiently waiting for this opportunity. 
 
    “You didn’t have to come with me,” Sam said, stepping over the entry and into the burnt ruins of the home he’d briefly shared with Hillary and Decima. 
 
    “I wanted to,” Irene said simply, looking back into the mess that’d been a house. “Besides, it’s fun to go out and show off what you’ve done to me.” 
 
    Laying her hands on her rather large abdomen, Irene caressed her belly. 
 
    Looking at her from the side, she looked like a capital B. Her overwhelming figure and distended stomach made her profile quite different. 
 
    “I’m so excited to be a mom,” said Caer, then laughed. “You promised me you’d let me hold her.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know, I know,” Irene’s soul responded, reaching up with the arm she controlled on their two-headed soul to pat Caer’s cheek. “It’s your body and your baby, too. Of course, you can hold our precious child. 
 
    “Besides, you’re not who you used to be anymore. Your soul has definitely changed.” 
 
    “I know, right? Then again, as a Lich, I was never supposed to be able to have children,” said Caer, reaching up and taking Irene’s hand in her own. It looked odd, but they were effectively holding hands, but with only one body. “And how could I not change? Your soul is so blessedly light. It just… knocked all the darkness right out of me.” 
 
    Irene rolled her eyes as her soul seemed to be complimenting and talking to itself. In an odd way, it almost felt to Sam like flirting. 
 
    “Ignore them,” Irene said in a soft voice. “They get lovey-dovey like this and then they’re no good for anything.” 
 
    Snickering, Sam slowly walked through the broken, shattered frame. Thinking it over, he wasn’t quite sure what to say. 
 
    Irene had certainly gotten quite comfortable with herself in the eight months since they’d escaped Jenaphila’s facility. 
 
    “Do they make out with each other? Cause it feels like they should,” he murmured, trying to pick out where the hall that led to the bedroom would be. 
 
    “No, thankfully,” grumbled Irene. “Feels odd at times. As if I’m in love with myself.” 
 
    “I mean, there’s nothing wrong with that. Though, you trust Caer that much now?” Sam asked, turning once he’d found the exit from the hall. 
 
    “After what happened in the cage, everything changed,” Irene said, following him. “Caer helped me through it all even when my half of our soul wanted to just give up. 
 
    “That and it feels like our souls keep blending further and further. I’m not sure anymore where she begins and I end.” 
 
    Frowning, Sam didn’t like the sound of that. He didn’t like what it could possibly mean for who Irene once had been. 
 
    Maybe I should make that golem for Caer after all? 
 
    Something just like what I did for Decima. Protection from betrayal and everything. 
 
    “I could make Caer a body,” Sam offered as he found what he was pretty sure was the bedroom doorway. 
 
    “What?” asked Caer as their soul appeared, coming up from the ground below. As if it’d been in the basement. “A body? But… I’m going to be a mom. And what would happen to us?” 
 
    Caer’s hand reached up and grabbed Irene’s soul hand, clutching it within her own. To which the Irene soul responded by holding tight to Caer’s hand. 
 
    “I mean… I don’t know, actually,” said Sam, coming to a stop as he considered it. “It’s possible you’d just have one soul still, but two bodies. Though it’s also possible that you’d separate into two souls again. 
 
    “Regardless of that, I’m afraid I can’t change you back, Irene. You’re stuck like that unless you can figure out how to use your own magic to fix yourself up.” 
 
    “No,” murmured Caer in a pained voice. “We’d need to find bodies to use. Living bodies. Then carve them up and use pieces to build a new body. 
 
    “In the end… I destroyed both my body and Irene’s to make the one we have now. The original two bodies were destroyed.” 
 
    “Okay, make the golem,” Irene said with a nod of her head. “But maybe after the birth? Still too much going on. 
 
    “Besides, aren’t you busy bedding and impregnating Cambions? Would you even have time to make a body for Caer?” 
 
    Sam stood in front of what he was fairly certain was the bed he’d shared with Decima. There was the burnt lump of material with what appeared to be a spring sticking out of it. 
 
    It could only be a mattress in Sam’s mind. 
 
    “Only the Elders and up. Everyone else is responsible for themselves,” countered Sam. “With all those Incubi showing up though, that’s not that hard for them to manage for the Cambion girls. 
 
    “Besides, I’d feel weird about breeding soldiers who were my children just to die for my cause. I’m not as heartless as I used to be. 
 
    “As for time, yes. I have a great deal, actually.” 
 
    Ever since they’d mostly disconnected from the material plane, he’d spent the majority of his time feeding, or waiting to feed. 
 
    Right now, all he had was time. 
 
    There were no contracts for Inc-Suc to take or work on at the moment. All the work they took was out-of-country and far away from where Jenaphila operated. Most of the contracts they accepted were government work that had clear lines to who made the contract, as well. 
 
    They were doing their best to lay low and stay off Jena’s radar. After attacking the site, an unexpected chain reaction had occurred. 
 
    Thousands upon thousands of Imps became Essence starved, entire corporations imploded, the power grid of the United States nearly went completely dark, and Jena went on a murderous rampage. 
 
    Inese, the one who had once been known as the Amazon, brought news often. News and Imps she thought would be useful to their organization. Once Irma gave her approval on them, Sam bedded, branded, and contracted them into Inc-Suc. 
 
    The amount of control they were gaining throughout Jena’s empire was ever-increasing. Even as it all came crumbling down. 
 
    “Then… yes, please,” said Irene. “It would be nice for Caer to have a body to hold our baby with. Though… what… would she look like?” 
 
    “Whatever I want,” answered Sam as he got down on one knee. Laying his hand on the melted, burnt hunk of material, he started to call up his Essence. 
 
    “Could you make me look like how I used to?” asked Caer. “We could… that is, Irene and I could look like sisters if that were possible. Then I could be Aunt Caer. Or something.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Sam didn’t reply. Instead, he steadily poured Essence into what he believed was the mattress. Filling it up to determine if it was what he was looking for. 
 
    “Wait, if you made her a body like that, could she have children? Can Decima get pregnant? You said it’d be just like her body,” questioned Irene. 
 
    Ignoring her, Sam focused on his task. 
 
    A whole minute passed before he felt confident that he was indeed looking at Decima’s marital bed. It’d been burnt nearly to nothing given the firetrap that she’d created out of the house. 
 
    When it’d come time to flee with Mitch in tow, she’d set the trigger off. The entirety of the house went up in a flaming blaze. 
 
    He’d only heard her lament the loss of her marital bed once, but he’d heard it. It had remained stuck in his brain ever since. 
 
    Carving off a sizable chunk of Essence, Sam began to force the melted lump back into shape. Into shape and repaired, using whatever he could of the materials nearby to do it. 
 
    In the span of two minutes, a bed sat in the room. 
 
    Not wanting it to sit there, where it could pick up the smells of smoke and soot, Sam casually dropped it through a portal. 
 
    He’d clean it up, get sheets on it, and then stick it in the apartment Decima lived in. Her current bed could be removed at the same time and sent off to a warehouse. 
 
    “Whew. Yes, I could easily make Caer look like she had in life,” Sam said, getting up into a standing position. Turning to look at Irene, he smiled at her. “Wouldn’t be much of an issue. Though I do wonder if you’d lose your Lich powers, Irene. And you wouldn’t be able to cast Witch magic, Caer.” 
 
    “That’s okay. But… would you make love to me?” Caer asked, gliding up close to him. She stopped only a few inches away from him, staring hard into his face. “Because I’m in love with you. I’m not really sure how it happened but… I do. I love you. 
 
    “And… may-maybe give me a child, too? That way Irene and I can have two babies? One for each of us?” 
 
    “Oh! Yes. I want two children, too. If you had one, and I had one, that’d give us two,” Irene’s soul said, agreeing with Caer. 
 
    Grinning, Sam felt his tongue stick to the roof of his mouth. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, freeing it with a burst of effort. 
 
    He’d already put kids into a number of now-pregnant Cambion. On top of that, Abigail was also pregnant. 
 
    Knocking Caer up wouldn’t be an odious task either. 
 
    “For now, let’s head back,” Sam said. “I did what I wanted here. Beyond that… honestly I don’t want to be here. 
 
    “This whole place feels wrong, Caer. I can’t believe you did this.” 
 
    Wincing, Caer hunched her shoulders and moved away from Sam. She looked both ashamed and upset. 
 
    “I didn’t know any better. I’ve been alive for a long time, Sam. Nearly as long as you,” Caer said as an excuse. “I couldn’t do something like this again. Ever.” 
 
    Looking around at the neighborhood, Sam felt sad. He hadn’t lived here long but it hadn’t been unpleasant either. 
 
    Everything was destroyed. 
 
    Houses were burnt down, bowled over, or split apart. A few were intact and stood as if in direct counterpoint to what’d been done. 
 
    Those were few and far between, however. 
 
    For much of the city, this was the state of affairs. 
 
    There were also a great number of Elementals running around here. All had been released by Sam from the facility when they broke out. 
 
    Before the whole building had been flooded with high levels of radiation. 
 
    “Right. Time to go,” Sam said, then tore open a portal back to his own plane. He needed to get back to the warehouse and get to work on that bed. 
 
    Not to mention a body for Caer. 
 
    “Oh, that’s fair. I’m supposed to meet with Stacia and Irma anyway. Weekly meeting to figure out what Jena is up to,” said Irene with a soft sigh. Then she reached over and laid a hand on Sam’s back. “Did I mention I love you? And that I’m very excited that we’re having a baby?” 
 
    Forcing himself to smile at Irene, he met her eyes and nodded his head minutely. He found that even though he’d agreed to have kids, he wasn’t quite ready for it either. 
 
    To Sam, it felt as if he was rushing towards a cliff. Sprinting right at it. Without knowing whatever might be on the other side or how far the drop would be. 
 
    It didn’t matter though. 
 
    His choice had been removed from the equation after he’d gotten into the red cage with Irene, Abigail, and Aster. 
 
    Then he’d agreed to give the Cambion Elders their own pregnancies. He needed an army and that meant giving in to their demands. 
 
    “I love you, too. I’m excited, but also terrified,” confessed Sam. 
 
    Irene only smiled wider at that and patted him on the back. She clearly expected his answer, but it also didn’t bother her it would seem. 
 
    “Grab our core,” Irene’s soul demanded. 
 
    “Squeeze our core until we go, then have our body, too,” Caer added. 
 
    “But be careful of the baby!” said both heads of the soul at the same time. 
 
    Sure, why not. 
 
    That’d be fun. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Standing in front of the bed, Sam was very happy. It seemed like the Essence work he’d done to get it back to rights had also cleaned it. 
 
    Thankfully, it hadn’t taken on any weird smells for the brief period it’d sat there. He couldn’t detect anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    It was a bed with a faint echo of magic on it. 
 
    Grinning to himself, Sam couldn’t help an idle thought. 
 
    And is that magic from when Decima gave me her heart in this bed, or because I had the thing remade? 
 
    Nodding his head, he looked around. 
 
    The Fist of the Legion, an actual honest-to-god walking bipedal machine that Abigail called a “mech”, stood not far away. 
 
    Abigail had stopped going on active missions in person, just as she’d requested. Instead, she went in the Fist of the Legion on missions. As fire support, artillery, and their technician. 
 
    It worked out well that the Fist had just as many defensive capabilities to keep her safe as it did offensive ones. In the last eight months, Abigail had gone from rookie mercenary to hardened vet. 
 
    Really… not much has changed otherwise though, has it? 
 
    Just the Cambion pregnancies, Abigail and Irene look huge now, and we’ve been biding our time. Taking easy contracts and waiting. 
 
    Developing Imps inside of Jena’s empire and marking out the extent of her networks. 
 
    Nodding his head, he had to admit that it felt like much of the time from the point they escaped the red cage and on was all just a blur. Everyday things and situations that didn’t matter much at all. 
 
    Everyone had kept busy, but nothing of any real note had occurred. 
 
    Isn’t that usually when things go wrong? 
 
    Raising his eyebrows at the thought, Sam decided he should probably get the bed into Decima’s apartment. 
 
    He’d gone through all this effort just to make this moment happen. There was no reason to hesitate now. 
 
    Opening a portal to the jump point on his own plane, Sam stepped through. He left a trace of the portal open behind himself so he could call it open later to place the bed. 
 
    Several Cambion with rifles, two Imps, and an Elemental were there on guard duty. Technically, this part of the plane wasn’t inside his “home” which meant none of these women were part of his feed harem. 
 
    Raising a hand, Sam stood where he was and waited. 
 
    They had their duties to perform, and he wasn’t going to get in their way. The Cambion had lifted their rifles and trained them on him. 
 
    Once he’d gotten all his Cambion warriors brought up to speed, they’d adapted to modern gear and technology within days. Quickly adopting it and making it their own. 
 
    Their fondness for napalm was well documented at this point.  
 
    One of the Imps held up a hand and a spell flared to life in her palm. It flashed twice then winked out. 
 
    “Welcome home, Sameerixis,” said the Imp. 
 
    “Thank you. Have a pleasant day,” Sam said with a smile, leaving the portal jump point. 
 
    After crossing through a security zone that had several machine guns trained on it, past a security point with a large Earth Elemental, and through a checkpoint, Sam made it home. 
 
    He was at the backdoor to the apartment building they’d had made. It was a mirror image of the one they’d been inhabiting on the prime before they’d fled. 
 
    Opening the door, Sam got into the elevator without a concern. 
 
    He’d made it personally, which meant it was all alloys that wouldn’t cause him any problems. After all, there’d be no reason for him to make an elevator that would give himself anxiety. 
 
    Tapping the button for the home floor, the doors shut. 
 
    Seconds later, they opened again. 
 
    Standing in the hallway were Stacia the Vampire and her girlfriend, Tiffany the Were-Wolverine. 
 
    Looking up, both of them paused in their conversation as Sam exited the elevator. 
 
    Then they both smiled in a predatory way. 
 
    Ah… they were hoping to catch me. 
 
    Coming over to stand in front of him, Tiffany was a few inches taller than Irene, with short brown hair in a pixie-style cut. Her eyes were a dark brown that was borderline black. 
 
    She was pretty, lean, and had a feral edge to her. Her figure wasn’t very impressive when compared to some of his other women, but neither was she flat. 
 
    “Hello there, handsome,” Tiffany said in a low voice. Stacia came up to stand just behind her, one hand resting on the other woman’s back. 
 
    Stacia was medium height with an athletic figure. She had light-green eyes and her curly blond hair was cut short. 
 
    Beautiful and chosen for her looks, Stacia was the type of woman that could catch anyone’s attention. 
 
    Male or female. 
 
    On top of all that, she was one of the brains of the operation. Between herself, Irma, and Irene, they tended to keep up with everything between the three of them. 
 
    “Sam, Baby, would you be willing to let us take you out tonight?” asked Stacia. “I have to go on a little mission for a month or so and we were just planning our night out. 
 
    “We’d love it if we could split you between us before I go.” 
 
    Tiffany and Stacia hadn’t just started dating but were actually in love with one another now. It’d gone from him pairing them with one another, to them splitting him. 
 
    Except they refused to be paired with anyone else other than Jes now. They felt it’d be cheating on the other if it wasn’t Sam or Jes. 
 
    “Sure,” Sam said, realizing he wasn’t going to get to put the bed away. “What kind of mission are you going on, by the way?” 
 
    “Oh, Miles wants me to go take a peek at a possible location for Mitch,” Stacia said with a negligent wave of her hand. “He’s hoping to get him settled down in a new place by the end of the year.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Sam could only smile. 
 
    “Lead the way,” he said. 
 
    To which Tiffany grabbed him possessively and began dragging him down the hall. 
 
    “By the way,” said the Were. “You’re going to need to put a kid in me at some point. Stacia and I want a child. You’re the father; we’re the parents.” 
 
    I… what? 
 
    “And the reason you’re willing to do this for us is… well… because you love us. And we love you,” declared Tiffany, her hands squeezing tightly on his arm. “And… and I want a kid for us. Stacia and I, that is. We’d love it if you were active in their life but… we’d understand if you didn’t want to be.” 
 
    Sighing, Sam once again nodded his head. 
 
    Because I love them. Right. 
 
    I do. 
 
    Okay. 
 
    They’re right. Besides, I’d love to see us as parents together. 
 
    “Fine, but I get to be a parent, too,” he agreed, realizing with that last thought that he included himself. 
 
    “See? I told you. Who could resist you asking that, my beautiful Were?” Stacia said, wrapping an arm around Tiffany’s shoulders. Then she leaned over and laid a kiss on her cheek. “Now we just need to figure out the wedding, then get you pregnant.” 
 
    Hm. 
 
    Seems a time of change is coming. 
 
    I’m excited to see them wed. I’ll have to start thinking of a good present. 
 
    There was a beep on the building intercom. 
 
    “Everyone needs to report to the central meeting room,” Aster said over the speaker. “Shit just went south.” 
 
    Ah… yes. 
 
      
 
    Two - Winds of Change - 
 
      
 
    Sam, Tiffany, and Stacia were the first ones to make it to the meeting room. The three of them took up a small section of chairs at the side of the table. 
 
    “I’m so glad you agreed to parent with us,” Stacia said, reaching out to take Sam’s hand in her own. She gave it a squeeze then patted it gently. “I figured you’d let us catch a pregnancy, but I wasn’t sure about the parenting.” 
 
    Tiffany grunted at that, her hands still locked into Sam’s other one. She’d been holding onto it as if it were a lifeline since he agreed to her request. 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want kids, or to be a parent,” said Sam with a chuckle. “Not anymore, at least. I just find that I’m going to probably have far too many, too quickly. 
 
    “I mean, I’m already going to have two here any week now. Not to mention all the Cambion Elders that run their society. I’ve already impregnated a few, still working on the others.” 
 
    Growling at that, Tiffany shook her head. 
 
    “They shouldn’t have pushed for such a thing. It wasn’t their place,” she said in a low tone. 
 
    “Yes, it was. They’re my army. My Cambion. They were bred from their masters to be what they are,” Sam explained patiently. 
 
    In truth, it was the same argument the Cambion War Leader had given him. At the time it had persuaded him so he imagined that the same tactic would work on others.  
 
    “In the same way, the Elders wish for me to breed them. Putting children in them until they’re satisfied,” continued Sam. “The children will be marked and noted, of course. Can’t afford inbreeding down the road. 
 
    “Not to mention, that’s one thing I certainly couldn’t do. The very idea is… repulsive, to me. They’ll be treated just like anyone else and move through the ranks like regular Cambion.” 
 
    “Wait, you said Elders. All the Elders?” Tiffany asked, her mind changing gears rapidly. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” agreed Sam. He already knew where this was going. It’d come as a surprise as him as well when he’d walked into the room to discuss the situation with the ‘Cambion Council’ as he called it. 
 
    “Wren’s an Elder,” Stacia added. 
 
    “Yes. She is,” Sam agreed once more. 
 
    “Well. That’d explain why she started laughing when we told her our plan,” murmured Stacia, looking past Sam to Tiffany with a grin. 
 
    “She’s pregnant?” Tiffany asked in a surprised tone. 
 
    “Not yet. But we’re really trying,” Sam said, turning his head toward the door. He could hear people coming. 
 
    Stacia chuckled and then let out a soft amused noise. 
 
    “Let’s hope you and Wren are pregnant at the same time, hon. That’d be rather nice,” said the Vampire. “Wren could babysit and even feed the little one so we could go out with Sam, and vice versa.” 
 
    Smirking, Sam didn’t respond to that. He found it amusing that Wren ended up getting what she wanted eventually by becoming an Elder.  
 
    Because part of the recent agreement he made with the Cambion War Leader was that he’d ensure that he did all he could to get them pregnant. 
 
    She had leverage on Sam and wasn’t letting up. He needed an army if he wanted to stand against Jena. That meant he needed the Cambion. 
 
    Which led to him unlocking his seed entirely to the Elder Council of the War Leader. 
 
    What’d started out as an improbable pregnancy for Wren, now became a question of “when”. A guaranteed result, provided enough attempts. 
 
    The door that led into the hall opened and people began entering. 
 
    At the front was Lady Decima Vera Fidenis. Wearing a housedress that flattered and hugged her curves, she looked more like a magazine model than what she was. 
 
    A reborn Templar who had battled her entire life. She’d lost her life in that crusade and been sent to Hell. 
 
    Sam had pulled her out of that Hell and stuck her into a War Golem body, which gave her the same power and strength as a Were. 
 
    Bright-green eyes that were calm, though determined, scanned the room quickly. She was wearing a good bit of makeup today, which had raised her natural good looks to a higher level. 
 
    Given that she already had a pretty face, with black hair pulled back that made her look paler, Decima was extremely attractive today. 
 
    Directly behind her was Wren. 
 
    Tall, athletic, and built for war, she was everything a Cambion should be. Black hair that had grown out was pulled up in a tight bun behind her head. 
 
    She was dressed in casual wear and looked as though she had been out with Decima, if he had to guess. Her reddish-brown eyes had an eagerness to them, as well. 
 
    “We have some people joining in by conference,” Decima declared and moved to a seat directly across from Sam to the side. “Abigail, Irma, Carissa, and Irene are all out and about. 
 
    “We’re just waiting for Hillary, Aster, and Jes to join us. In the meantime, I’ll just dial us in.” 
 
    Leaning over the center of the table, Decima gave Sam a lovely view down the front of her dress. 
 
    She quickly tapped in the dial-in number, humming to herself. 
 
    Eight-six-seven-five-three-oh-nine. 
 
    Sam couldn’t help but hum the tune, or think it, whenever they used the conference line. The first three numbers being the room, the last four the pin. 
 
    “Still find that amusing,” Wren said, dropping into a seat on Decima’s left. “Who came up with it again?” 
 
    “What, the dial-in?” asked Stacia. “Carissa did. I mean… it’s hard to forget it so she was right.” 
 
    Decima chuckled and typed in the password at the same time. 
 
    “To be sure, it’s hard to forget,” she agreed, grinning. Then she looked up from the phone straight at Sam, catching him admiring her. 
 
    “I have a present for you later,” Sam said, moving his eyes up to her own. “And no, I’m not flirting with you. I do have a present.” 
 
    “You can fli—” 
 
    “I like you flirting with me,” Decima said, interrupting Wren before she could finish. “You can flirt with me all you like, Sammy. I’ll even flirt right back. And speaking of, like the view?” 
 
    Wren chuckled loudly, folding her arms in front of herself. Apparently, she thought this was funny. 
 
    “I do,” Stacia offered before Sam could respond. “You, Lady Decima Vera Fidenis, make a taken girl’s eyes wander.” 
 
    Beside him, he could feel Tiffany bristle for a fraction of a second, before she laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, I like the view, too,” she agreed. 
 
    Decima hadn’t been prepared for their commentary it seemed. Quickly seating herself back down, she adjusted her dress, all the while holding Sam’s eyes. 
 
    “You’re absolutely lovely today, dearest Deccy. I’m mildly envious of whoever got to see you before me,” said Sam, then held a hand out across the table to her. “Though, I do find today to be a great day to give you my present.” 
 
    Glancing away from his eyes for a second, Decima laid her hand in his, then pressed the dial button on the conference phone. 
 
    “We were shopping for a new ring for you,” Wren said helpfully. “Decima wanted to get you a ring she picked out personally. You two being lawfully wedded, after all.” 
 
    As far as Sam knew, he legally had two wives. Irma and Decima. Everyone else in his harem wouldn’t be recognized legally. 
 
    Though Sam was fairly certain Irma had set him up with two different aliases. One for her, one for Decima, so he could legally be wed to two people. 
 
    Stacia clicked her tongue at that, putting her elbow on the table. Tilting her head, she gave Sam the side-eye. 
 
    At the same time, he felt Tiffany looking at him from the other side of the table, her hands still locked tight to his own. Apparently, she still wasn’t over the fact that he’d agreed to impregnate her. 
 
    “Sorry?” Sam said in an amused tone. “Marriage isn’t really a thing for Planar Lords. More of a soul-binding contract kind of guy, personally.” 
 
    Stacia quirked a brow at that but didn’t say anything. 
 
    As this was all being said, the empty line of the conference phone remained dead. No one but them had joined as of yet. 
 
    “Whatever,” Wren said dismissively. “That’s all nothing, anyway. I know how you feel, you know how I feel. That’s all I need, personally. 
 
    “Oh, I was wondering what you t—” 
 
    Wren paused mid-sentence as the door opened again. 
 
    Hillary, Aster, and Jes all came into the room in that order. Jes took a moment to close the door behind her. 
 
    The Planar Lady known as Jezebel Sameerixis Fidenis Mary-Ann Lee Prima was a rare lady. 
 
    Born nearly seventy years ago as an Imp, she had been remade into a Succubus by Jenaphila. 
 
    As a Succubus, she had a mythic level of control over the desires of others, was able to feed directly from Sam, and curbed her body’s wish to feed from anyone but him. 
 
    Outwardly, she was a prude regarding anything that didn’t concern Sam and his needs, and had a moral view of things that didn’t really match the world today. 
 
    She was also the single most beautiful woman he’d ever met. From her looks to her features, to her incredibly over-built figure, Jes had no equal. Her dark-brown hair was pulled back behind her head in a ponytail that dangled down to her rear end. Her dark blue eyes—which were almost purple—seemed to be pleading with him at all times. 
 
    Now, of course, he understood what she was pleading for. 
 
    To be bedded and fed. 
 
    Constantly. 
 
    Hillary walked over to the table’s head and paused for a second. Reaching up, she lightly brushed a hand through her bright-white hair. Hair which was so white that everything else looked dull in comparison. 
 
    Her pale-golden eyes moved to Sam, took in the hand held by Tiffany, the other by Decima, and then grinned. 
 
    It gave her high cheekbones and small mouth a more Human look when she did so. 
 
    Standing next to Aster, Hillary was a bit heftier than Aster in the chest, though more narrow in the waist. 
 
    Stepping up onto the conference table with one foot, Hillary morphed into a domestic shorthair cat. Moving quickly, she sauntered across the table and flopped down right in front of Sam. Resting against his forearm, her tail flicking up to tap his face. 
 
    “That’s not fair,” complained Aster. “I said I was going to be the pussy at the table. I was going to ride him as we took the call.” 
 
    Standing at the head of the table where Hillary had been but a moment ago was the Torment of Lightning. 
 
    Once again, she was wearing a tight shirt with an exposed midriff and a pair of jean shorts that were just barely long enough to cover her rear end. As of late, she liked to wander around the apartments wearing as little in the way of clothes as she could. 
 
    Her white hair was short, styled, and fit her face well. Her shimmering pupil-less eyes, which danced with a whirling electric-blue static, were steady as she gazed at Sam. 
 
    Her figure was athletic, but the shape and bust she was sporting fit her frame perfectly. Her muscles were toned, and her skin slightly tanned and blemish-free. 
 
    Hillary meowed in response and squirmed around on the table, rubbing her back against Sam’s arm. 
 
    Pouting, Aster kept looking at Sam. Then she decided to make an issue out of the situation by being who she was. 
 
    A nymphomaniac who had focused all of her attention on Sam, Jes, and Decima. 
 
    The latter of the three was a surprise to everyone, but apparently, they’d made an arrangement. Decima bartered three-ways with herself and Sam in exchange for knowledge and experience from Aster. 
 
    Dropping down out of sight, Aster clearly crawled underneath the table. 
 
    “I’ll show you, Hill,” grumbled Aster as she apparently made her way over to where Sam was sitting. “Think you can be all cutesy and meow. Well, we’ll see how that works.” 
 
    A second later and Sam felt Aster sit in front of him on the ground. Her hands moved to rest on his knees. 
 
    He sat there, not entirely sure what to do, as he felt the gaze of everyone in the room. 
 
    Before he could say anything, he caught Jes shaking her head once as she sat down on the other side of Decima. Warning him off from saying anything at all. 
 
    Or that’s how he interpreted it. 
 
    The sound of his fly being unzipped was incredibly loud in the quiet of the conference room. It was followed by the soft clack and clink of his belt buckle being undone. 
 
    “That’s right, listen to me do it,” Aster said loudly from under the table. “You’ll see. You’ll see!” 
 
    Before anyone could respond, there was a beep on the conference phone. The sudden noise of another room with several individuals in it was audible. 
 
    “Hello? Did we get in?” Irma asked. “Sounds like it, but I can’t tell. There’s like a humming noise.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, you’re in,” Stacia said in an odd tone. 
 
    Now that she’d mentioned it, Sam could hear a humming noise as well. It reminded him of static in a way and it was building in volume. 
 
    Then Aster scooped his manhood out through the front of his pants. The second she got her hands on him, the noise he’d heard vanished. 
 
    Though he did feel what could only be described as a great deal of static electricity around him now. Almost like he was standing in a heavy wind during the holidays while wearing wool or fur. 
 
    Tiffany let out a light grunt at the same time that Hillary the cat jumped to her feet. Her fur was sticking up in wild directions. 
 
    Across from Sam, Decima let go of his hand and retracted back into her seat quite quickly. 
 
    “See? It’s mine,” declared Aster from under the table a second before Sam felt her take his manhood into her mouth again. 
 
    The static shell around him continued to grow until it felt that if he touched anyone, it’d be akin to grounding a lightning bolt. 
 
    “Ahl mihn,” Aster said with her mouth completely full. She was slowly moving back and forth, working Sam’s length quite wonderfully. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” asked Abigail aloud. “The noise is gone now, but I missed that.” 
 
    “Uh, nothing,” Wren supplied helpfully. She seemed rather unperturbed by what was happening. “Anyway, what’s up?” 
 
    Closing his eyes, Sam leaned back into his chair and spread his legs a bit. He saw no reason to stop Aster. 
 
    She was very good at giving head, after all. 
 
    “Well, the biggest issue right now is we’ve got a massive shift in politics,” Irma began with a sigh. “With so many wars ongoing, we’ve had our pick of the litter, so to speak. Except there’s a rapid change going on right now. 
 
    “The microscope of public perception just got dialed in on PMCs. Someone got solid video of a group of mercs doing things they shouldn’t.” 
 
    Aster’s mouth tightened up and pulled harder on Sam’s shaft. Her tongue swirled and rolled all along the underside of him. Her lips glided over his flesh as she worked quietly under the table. 
 
    Unable to help himself, Sam reached down with his right hand and slid his fingers into Aster’s hair. 
 
    She made a little cooing noise at that, then slid her left hand into his boxers. Deftly, she guided his jewels out and then cradled them, giving them a gentle squeeze. 
 
    “We’re pulling our teams out of those theaters. The losses we were taking were incredibly minimal, but we can’t afford being lumped in,” Irene complained. “The soul binding runes are working, by the way. So we can start sending out the Cambion in teams and cut ties with all the third parties we were using.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Decima said in a tense tone. 
 
    Cracking open an eye, Sam found Decima and Hillary, once more in Human form, glaring at him. Hillary was standing just behind Decima with her hands resting on the back of her chair. 
 
    Wren looked bored and as if she wanted to be somewhere else. 
 
    Jes wasn’t there anymore. 
 
    The soft click of a camera from under the table answered his unasked question. Jes was taking pictures of Aster mid-action. 
 
    There were a massive number of photos that’d been taken of Aster and Sam by this point. Mostly by Jes, but quite a few by Hillary as well. 
 
    Pulling down on Aster’s head, he made her take him all the way down. His tip was nice and secure in the depths of her throat. 
 
    Aster groaned, swallowed, and went still. The click of the camera went off several more times. 
 
    Sam released Aster after she swallowed once more. The Elemental shifted into a quick pace, bouncing her head back and forth from hilt to tip as quickly as she could. She fondled and squeezed his jewels in her hand. 
 
    “—keep doing what we’ve been doing. We’ve also finally made some headway on providing commercial security jobs,” said Irma. Sam had missed some of what she’d been saying. “We have a few meetings that we need to have, but it seems really promising. 
 
    “We… we also were contacted by the Fed. They want us to weigh in on some things for them. I’m not really sure how I feel about that personally, but being a consultant for an agency isn’t terrible.” 
 
    “I’ve tentatively agreed to all the meeting requests for the time being,” added Irene. “I’ve pushed all the items over to your inbox, Stacia. I’d love your opinion on it.” 
 
    “Of course, not a problem. I haven’t been at my computer since this morning, so I haven’t seen it yet,” Stacia replied. “Without even looking, though, my response is the same as it always is. Accept, meet, listen, and decide.” 
 
    “I know, I know. I still want to hear more from you though,” countered Irene. 
 
    Sam was only hearing these things on the periphery of his thoughts now. Aster was working hard and fast to get him off. Her hand squeezed much more firmly on him even as her head continued to rocket back and forth. Her tongue, lips, and mouth pulled at him in a wonderful way. 
 
    Letting out a soft grunt—that Sam disguised as a cough—he shifted around in his seat. He was about to finish and he wasn’t sure what Aster’s plan was. 
 
    Patting her head with the fingers of his right hand, he waited. 
 
    Only for Aster to go faster. Pushing her face right up into him, only to yank herself all the way back to the tip. As if she could somehow manage to get more of his length down her throat. 
 
    Opening his eyes, Sam looked around the table to find everyone else was mostly concerned with taking notes now. Even Decima and Hillary, who were no longer glaring at him. 
 
    Jes was in her seat once again, though she was watching him. Her eyes practically glowed faintly. 
 
    Damnit. She’s going to spike the Hell out of me. 
 
    A wide grin spread across Jes’ face as if she had heard his complaint. Heard it, agreed with it, and admitted it. 
 
    Then the time for thinking was over. Sam felt his shaft expand and he hit his climax. Seed began to spurt out into Aster’s mouth, his manhood flexing wildly. 
 
    To her credit, Aster kept pumping her head back and forth, though not as deeply. Her hand squeezed his jewels nearly in time with the shooting pulses from his member. 
 
    She made a soft little moan that was practically beyond his hearing as she greedily sucked on him. 
 
    Sam managed to not flinch when Jes slammed a spike of Essence into him, sending his orgasm ever higher. 
 
    In turn, his manhood began to pump and continue to fire, dumping more and more seed into Aster’s mouth. 
 
    Who only kept going, sucking and pulling at him, never ceasing in her ministration of his shaft. 
 
    Before he’d even started to come down, Jes spiked him again, then a third time. All the while Irma, Irene, and everyone else talked about getting everyone ready for the upcoming meetings. 
 
    Finally, Jes let him come down from his climax. Right around the same time, Aster was only sucking on his tip now. Treating him more like a straw. 
 
    He felt incredibly drained, like she’d pulled every drop from his jewels. That if she were mortal she’d probably just drank enough of him that she wouldn’t need to eat her next meal. 
 
    “Alright, that makes sense,” Abigail said and then sighed. “That means that Irene and I really can’t participate. I feel like I’m smuggling a watermelon around everywhere and my lower back hurts.” 
 
    “Not much better for me,” offered Irene. 
 
    Currently, Aster was tucking Sam back into his pants and putting him back to rights. 
 
    For his own part, he felt quite warm and as if his bones were made of jello at the moment. Sam was enjoying his post-orgasm “the world has no worries” feeling. 
 
    “Right. That means… Carissa, myself, and Sam for the contract with Orange. The computer company,” Irma said. “Been a while since I’ve had to go to one of these in person but it is what it is.” 
 
    Aster gave Sam’s groin a gentle pat and then moved away from him. He knew because the static field around him simply fell away. 
 
    As if he’d touched something and grounded himself. All the power circling him dissipated. 
 
    “That’s fine,” Carissa said. 
 
    “No concerns,” added Sam in a drawl. Then he shifted around in his seat and put his elbow on the table. 
 
    On the other side, Aster slithered up from underneath and took the seat next to Jes. She had a wide smile on her face and looked like the cat who caught the canary. 
 
    “Great, then that’s what we’ll do. Our meeting is tomorrow, Sam, so we’ll have to get together in the morning and head out from there,” Irma explained. She paused and waited for a few beats. “Does anyone have anything to add?” 
 
    Everyone shook their heads. 
 
    “Nothing here,” Stacia said when it was obvious everyone had forgotten they couldn’t be seen. 
 
    “Great. Thanks, everyone,” Irma said, followed by the line beeping as they disconnected. 
 
    “Alright. I need to give Decima a present I’ve been working on,” said Sam, getting to his feet. 
 
    “Oh? Well… alright,” Decima said, giving him a smile and a curious look. “And where should I go to receive this present?” 
 
    “Your house,” Sam said. 
 
    “Right. Come over in five minutes. I just want to pick up real quick,” Decima said and then left the room. Hillary trailed along behind her, still looking frustrated at what Aster did. 
 
    Sam looked to his left and right at Tiffany and Stacia. 
 
    “I’ll catch up with you two after that. Say… five o’clock?” 
 
    “That’ll be fine. We can do dinner,” Stacia said. 
 
    “Yes, five. Until tomorrow morning,” growled Tiffany, standing up. She was always somewhat possessive of him, though she often showed it at odd times. 
 
    Sam only smiled and then nodded his head. 
 
    Tiffany and Stacia filed out of the room leaving him alone with Jes and Aster. 
 
    “Really, Aster?” Sam asked, looking at the Elemental with a grin. “And did you have to spike me so hard, Jes?” 
 
    He half-expected Aster to say something, so he was surprised that she’d only smiled at him. Then he noticed it looked like she was holding her breath or something akin to it. 
 
    “Of course, I did. And do forgive my pet, Baby. She can’t talk yet. 
 
    “Right now, she’s holding my after lunch dessert for me. She doesn’t deserve to have it, so I can’t give it to her, but she was a good girl and earned it for me so willingly. I’ll take it with a kiss as a reward,” Jes said. “Isn’t that right, my precious little Elemental? Who’s my good girl?” 
 
    Then Jes turned and kissed a very eager Aster with clear hunger, and leaned her head down. At the same time, she forced Aster to tilt her head. 
 
    Sam realized that Aster was feeding Jes all the seed she’d taken from him under the table. As well as clearly enjoying doing so. 
 
    To which Jes swallowed loudly, her fingers locked in Aster’s hair. Forcing her to give her every single possible drop. 
 
    Aster moaned, Jes swallowed, and they continued to kiss one another. The Torment of Lightning was indeed Jes’ pet and loved it when she treated her like it. 
 
    That’s my Jes. 
 
    My personal Semen Demon. 
 
      
 
    Three - Pride - 
 
      
 
    Standing in front of Decima’s door, Sam waited with his hands behind his back. He knew firsthand how highly tuned Decima’s senses were. 
 
    He’d made them, after all. 
 
    She was well aware of the fact that he was here. Knew that he was standing at her door waiting. 
 
    Pulling his hand around, Sam flipped his hand over and glanced at his wrist. He only had thirty seconds left or so before the time Decima requested. 
 
    Smirking to himself, he put his hands behind his back again. 
 
    If he was a betting man, he’d put quite a bit of money on Decima pulling the door open. In fact, his wager would be that she’d open the door right as the seconds ticked over to the time she’d specified. 
 
    Unable to help himself, Sam’s mind ticked back to a handful of minutes ago. Watching Jes and Aster’s heavy and sexually invigorating kiss. 
 
    Somehow, with a great deal of mental fortitude, Sam had pulled himself away from watching them and made his way here. If he had stayed, he’d likely have ended up having Aster, Jes, or both, on the table. 
 
    Likely for far longer than he had as far as time went. 
 
    Sam felt Decima’s presence on the other side of the door. Standing there, her hand on the door knob. 
 
    Is… she actually going to wait to open the door after all? 
 
    “Deccy, we both know each other is here,” Sam murmured softly, a wide grin on his face. “Do you really want to wait until the last second?” 
 
    “I’m… yes. I need those seconds to prepare myself,” Decima said through the door. “You make my heart run wild and my thoughts scatter. I have to prepare every time I see you.” 
 
    “Well. I love you, too,” said Sam with a nod. He knew he was completely lost to his emotions now. He cared deeply about the women in his harem. Even a number of women in his feed harem. 
 
    His stone-cold Planar Lord heart had cracked. Somewhere between Irma and Abigail, it had transformed into something far different. 
 
    The door thumped lightly, as if Decima had put her forehead against it. 
 
    “Sammy, you have no idea how you make me feel,” complained Decima. “It’s an almost sick feeling at times. A sick feeling that leaves me weak and sweaty.” 
 
    “Of course, I know how I make you feel,” he replied with a chuckle. Turning his shoulder, he leaned up against the door frame, speaking at the place where the door would open now. “Because I often feel the same way about you. Just not at the same time as you do. 
 
    “It’s more when I think about… about the possibility of losing you. Something happening to you, or you deciding that you want no part of me when your contract time runs out.” 
 
    “When my—wait, really?” she asked, sounding surprised. 
 
    “Of course. I worry in my own way. I’m not Human, after all,” explained Sam. “But I do wor—” 
 
    The door jerked open and he found he was nearly face to face with the beautiful ex-Templar. Now that he was much closer to her than earlier, he noticed that her make-up was very well done. 
 
    Somewhere along the line, she’d learned how to do it all on her own and well. 
 
    “I would never abandon you, Husband,” declared Decima. Her pretty eyes glared at him. He could feel the gorgeous housewife and Templar Witch-Hunter auras from her in equal measure. It was a very strange thing to experience. “When my contract with you expires, nothing would change. Nothing will change. 
 
    “As I am your wife and that supersedes all other obligations. There is nothing that could ever change that. Our bond is eternal.” 
 
    Sam felt his heart lurch to one side and then beat hard several times. He could feel the absolute conviction and weight in her words. 
 
    Snatching him at the shoulder, Decima pulled him into her home and then closed the door behind him. She threw the lock and then promptly kissed him. 
 
    Kissed him in a way that was similar to how Jes and Aster had been kissing. A demanding kiss that pushed him to devour her right here in her entryway. 
 
    Breaking her own kiss, Decima sighed and took a step back. 
 
    She shook her head minutely and then smiled at him. As if she’d cleared something away from her thoughts. 
 
    “Now, you said you wished to gift me something,” she said, her thoughts clearly in order once again. 
 
    “Indeed. I do have a gift for you. Though we’ll need to go to your bedroom,” said Sam with a smile. 
 
    “You said it wasn’t—” pausing mid-sentence, Decima huffed, grinned, and then held her arm out toward her bedroom. “After you, Husband.”  
 
    Taking the opportunity for what it was, Sam went ahead. Calling up the small fragment of the portal he’d left behind, he was already spiraling out the Essence and spellwork he’d need. 
 
    Entering her bedroom, Sam lifted his left hand and casually stripped Decima’s bed. He pulled off the pillows, comforter, sheet, fitted sheet, and topper. With a flick of his fingers, he cast them all to the corner. 
 
    “What— I just put all those on for us. I literally just got them out of the laundry,” growled Decima, coming into the bedroom behind him. 
 
    Considering she couldn’t even work a washing machine not long ago, that’s worth praising her for. 
 
    Just not right now. 
 
    “Well, it would be rather difficult to put those coverings on your marital bed, if I didn’t pull them off first,” Sam declared and promptly vanished the existing bed to the warehouse. At the same time, he pulled forth Decima’s marital bed. 
 
    As soon as he made the swap, he felt a completeness in his actions. From the moment the house in Miami had burned down, Sam had been keeping an eye on the home. 
 
    Watching the PID, the Fed, and the state government for the right moment when he’d get the chance to go back in there. 
 
    Turning, he looked to Decima. 
 
    She was looking at the bed with raised eyebrows and her mouth was slightly open. 
 
    Without a word, she got up on the bed and laid down. Right in the spot where she had slept. Rolling onto her side, she went still. 
 
    “It really is our bed,” she muttered. “The same damn spring is stabbing me in the hip. It’s—” 
 
    Decima grunted, shifted around, and then laid unmoving once again. A slow breath escaped her, her body relaxing into the bed. 
 
    “You actually got my marital bed back for me,” murmured Decima. 
 
    “Of course, I did. It was the single space in time and reality where you accepted your new life, and me into that life,” said Sam. “There was no way I was going to let that escape.” 
 
    Decima had gone through a radical transformation in a very short period of time. One that marked her as an entirely different person than she could ever actually link to her old name. 
 
    “First, I must say that in this brief period since I gained my new body, I feel as though I have lived more fully than I ever did in the past. 
 
    “Regardless of the short amount of time compared to my life before, my new existence is richer and more complete now than ever before. 
 
    “Second, I find you entirely far too romantic and caring for my poor heart to keep up with,” whispered Decima. It sounded almost as if she was speaking to herself. “Before this moment, I had only been contemplating wanting children and a full family with you. Now, my heart quivers at the idea of it. I cannot wait to hold Abby’s or Irene’s child in my arms. They will also be my family.” 
 
    Well, that’s certainly surprising. Especially given that Irene is a Witch. 
 
    “Lastly, Husband,” Decima said in a tight tone now. She lifted her head from the bed and stared hard at him. “You’re getting in the bed with me right now. I need you.” 
 
    Sam didn’t argue. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Standing in a small room with Carissa and Irma, Sam yawned. He hadn’t slept much in the last two or three weeks. 
 
    Most of his evenings were spent trying to turn Imps and Cambion inside out. From bed to bed he would go. 
 
    It was part of his duty as their Planar Lord and Essence provider. Doubly so now that Jena’s scheme had fallen apart. 
 
    Last night had been different, though, as he’d spent the entirety of it with Tiffany and Stacia. From the moment he joined Tiffany and Stacia in their home until he left it this morning, it had been a never-ending series of three-ways. 
 
    Except whatever they did, it always ended with him emptying himself into Tiffany with unlocked possibilities of impregnating her. 
 
    Now that I think about it, have I actually slept at all in six days? I don’t think I have. 
 
    “Are you not sleeping again?” asked Carissa. 
 
    Turning his head, Sam looked at the Cyclops. 
 
    She was an excellent specimen of her race. Dressed in business attire that was professional, while still complimenting her figure.  
 
    Her short raven-hued locks were styled and pulled up and back from her face. Her honey-colored eye was staring forward at the point where the portal would open for them. 
 
    She had a build similar to Tiffany though their dispositions were nothing alike. Where Tiffany was quick to talk about her feelings after a fleeting defense, Carissa was often silent. 
 
    Reaching up, she pulled at her waistline, adjusting the business wear she was in. She looked like she would be going to a corporate headquarters for an interview. 
 
    Apparently, she felt his eyes on her and glanced at him then quickly away. 
 
    She was often watching. 
 
    Especially people. 
 
    To see if others would watch her. Or more accurately, her eye. 
 
    She was particularly sensitive to the stare of others at her single eye. More so because those who could see her for what she truly was, often looked away when she looked back at them. 
 
    “Not really,” Sam admitted, not having looked away from her. “Busy. Always working in one way or another.” 
 
    On his other side, Irma let out a long sigh. 
 
    “I wish I could say I don’t wake up at night, realize he’s gone, and wonder who he’s sleeping with,” complained the Imp. “But that’s the life I signed up for when I agreed to being his wife. 
 
    “And before you apologize, Sammy. I’m not upset. Nor do I expect an apology.” 
 
    Looking over at Irma, his first Imp—the woman who had made his life possible and had given him the ability to love and care for others—he felt rather guilty. 
 
    Incredibly so. 
 
    Meeting his eyes, she gave him a grim smile and raised her eyebrows. 
 
    Her long red hair was held together with various clips, so that the whole thing draped behind her in a style that was her own. Something everyone had come to expect her to look like. 
 
    Her eyes were blue with long, thin, green strands of color radiating out from the pupil. Sam often found himself staring into her eyes and finding them incredibly beautiful. 
 
    Today she was wearing what he’d call a business suit, very similar one to what Carissa was dressed in. 
 
    Glancing down at himself, he couldn’t deny that they were all dressed in similar colors and style. Irma had set the clothes out for him, which meant she had likely done the same thing for Carissa. 
 
    I wonder if she would consider the clothes our battle uniforms for these events. 
 
    “Any questions? Meeting is set to begin any second now,” asked Irma. 
 
    “None. You’ve briefed us quite well,” Sam said honestly. 
 
    Without Irma, none of this would be possible. He’d likely still be going from contract to contract as he used to. Living on his plane, treating the mortals like a disposable currency, and never realizing how empty his life was. 
 
    “Thank you, Irma. For giving me this life,” said Sam as that sudden moment of clarity dawned on him. 
 
    “I… well, Sam, I never—” 
 
    Before she could finish speaking, a summoning portal opened up in front of them. It was keyed to Sam and his brand. 
 
    Reaching out with his Essence, he could feel that it was the summoning they expected. The one they sent to all would-be clients. 
 
    Everything was exactly as it should be, exactly as Sam had designed. 
 
    “Feels right,” Irma muttered, also looking toward the spell. “What is beyond feels correct too. Sam?” 
 
    “Yes. It does indeed feel correct. Nothing out of place and everything as it should be,” he agreed. 
 
    Regardless of how many times these opened up, they would never step through one without inspecting it. It would be asking for trouble if one didn’t look into it. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Carissa volunteered, even as she strode forward. Not waiting, she stepped through the summoning spell portal and appeared on the other side. 
 
    The Cyclops didn’t give Sam or Irma a chance to disagree with her or suggest something different. She acted deliberately and without waiting. 
 
    After entering the room, she looked around, clearly made eye contact with someone, and nodded her head toward them. Breaking her gaze away, she inspected the rest of the room. 
 
    Nothing seemed to be amiss. 
 
    Looking back to Sam, she gave him a subdued smile. 
 
    Waiting only a moment after that, Sam stepped through the summoning spell. Irma followed afterward. 
 
    The rest of the room was exactly what he’d expected it to be. Some kind of meeting room with a table, chairs, several decorative pieces, and a phone. 
 
    Light came in from a single window and Sam had the impression they were in a rather tall building in some type of downtown area. For the moment, he couldn’t actually remember if Irma had told him where they’d be going. 
 
    Looking to where Carissa had ducked her head in acknowledgment, Sam found a trio of people. They were all dressed in what appeared to be expensively-made suits. Hand-tailored to each person from what Sam would guess. 
 
    Staring at them now, Sam had a strange feeling. Like he was gazing into a fun house mirror. The longer he stared at the trio, the more the feeling intensified. 
 
    Building and growing, second by second. To the point that he felt like it’d become a rapidly spinning kaleidoscope. 
 
    It almost looked like one of the trio had just pulled something out of their jacket. But at the same time, it looked like they were standing absolutely still. 
 
    Neither Irma nor Carissa were reacting. In fact, they were having a casual conversation with the trio of people. 
 
    All the while, Sam felt as though sweat was beading up on his face and starting to roll down his skin. Even the shadows began to bend and shift wildly. 
 
    At the exact same time that everything came into focus for him, the summoning spell snapped shut. 
 
    It was a trio of golems. All without souls and powered by Essence alone. He hadn’t been able to see them because there were an incredible number of glamours on them. 
 
    Perhaps hundreds of them, in fact. Hundreds for each golem. 
 
    All stacked atop one another. With slightly different features, looks, poses, clothes, and expressions. Over and over and over and over. 
 
    The intense, dizzying sensation Sam had felt was from these glamours. His personal skill and natural ability had been tearing through it all. Breaking them down, ripping them apart, and casting them aside. 
 
    “It’s you,” said a voice. It appeared to come from the corner of the room, but there was no one there. He knew the voice after a second of thought. A voice he hadn’t heard directed at him in a long time. “Sameerixis Fidenis Xilin Fisch Elh.” 
 
    The use of a good portion of his true name confirmed who he believed it was. Who he knew it was. 
 
    Jenaphila. 
 
    Damn. We actually walked into a damn trap. 
 
    Thankfully, Sam’s countermeasures to being locked away from his plane were working. He could gather Essence from it, send Essence back, and even feel it. 
 
    His multitude of connections to his people were all still active, working, and there. 
 
    “My, my, my. You look as delicious as ever. You haven’t changed at all. I honestly expected you’d have died by now. Dead on your plane. 
 
    “Certainly not here. Certainly not… certainly not stealing my things. Breaking my toys. Hurting my empire!” 
 
    Sam lifted his hands and lashed out with a spellwork of Essence. Trying to attack before this went any further. 
 
    Except that had apparently been the wrong action to take. 
 
    Rather than be destroyed, the golems were rapidly sucked into themselves. Everything of themselves was withdrawn and buried into their cores. 
 
    It built up and then suddenly exploded. The Essence that had been held inside them detonated and blasted outward along with all the material that they’d been made out of. 
 
    The Essence explosion shot out fire, bits of their bodies, and what must have been literal pounds of ball bearings that’d been in their stomach. 
 
    Throwing out an Essence shield around Irma and Carissa, Sam reached out at the same time with his energy. Pushing himself into the world to feel what was built up around them. 
 
    “You stupid asshole! You’re triggering this too soon! I haven’t even had a chance to gloat over you yet!” screamed Jenaphila. 
 
    Endless numbers of intricate Essence spells had been scrawled onto the floor, ceiling, and walls all around them. Every direction, including upward and downward, were filled with Essence work. 
 
    There was nothing in any direction that bode any goodness for them. The only possible option that Sam could figure was the window. While they were likely quite far up, it was somewhere they could go, that would get them out. 
 
    Just gotta grab them both up and get my wings out! 
 
    Grabbing Irma, Sam threw her over his shoulder. Before he had to say anything, Carissa had already spun on her heel. Heading straight for the window, she dove through it.  
 
    Apparently, she’d come to a similar conclusion about the situation that Sam had. It didn’t matter that they could be on the upper floor somewhere. 
 
    Staying in the building was asking to be killed or captured. That left the window as the only plausible exit. 
 
    He followed her out the window, as even more of the spellwork laid into the building went up in fiery eruptions. 
 
    Through the explosions, he could hear Jenaphila shrieking at him all the while. Screaming, ranting, and raving at what he’d done to her, and how she was going to kill him. 
 
      
 
    Four - Velocity - 
 
      
 
    Falling through the air, Sam knew he didn’t have long. Seconds, really, considering they weren’t all that high up. There was almost no time at all for him to act, let alone think about how he wanted to act. 
 
    I need to get to Carissa as quickly as I can and then— 
 
    Apparently, the Cyclops didn’t need any help or input from him on what needed to be done. 
 
    She had seemingly assumed he would be diving after her long before he had realized he would be. 
 
    Even as she’d started to fall away, she’d already spun herself around. Then spread herself out, pushing her arms and legs out wide. She did what she could to slow her descent and give him a chance to catch up to her. 
 
    Which worked quite well. 
 
    Before he could actively go after her in a full dive, he literally slammed into her. The second they made contact with one another, the Cyclops wrapped herself tightly around him. She leveraged both her arms and her legs, acting more like a blanket. 
 
    Snapping his wings out at the same moment he materialized them, Sam suddenly felt the incredible weight he was carrying. Between himself, Irma, and Carissa, he was far and away overburdened. 
 
    There was no possibility of him actually gaining any altitude like this. Not to mention with what limited control over his Essence he had, there was no way he could empower his wings to propel them upward. There just wasn’t a possibility of escaping vertically. 
 
    Holding his wings out instead, Sam did his best to arrest their descent. With no hope of flying, that left only falling. 
 
    Or more accurately, falling with less than lethal force. Working his wings to the fullest, he did his best to stretch them out to their maximum surface area. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, he could feel the intense strain being put on those wings. It felt like they were going to be forcefully removed from his back. 
 
    Hitting the ground, Sam’s legs absorbed most of the impact. His ankles, knees, and hips shuddered. Slamming down, he felt his rear end smash into the asphalt of the road. 
 
    Carissa sprang away from him as Irma shimmied off his shoulder at the same time. Leaving Sam on his ass even as the two women looked around in each direction. 
 
    “This way,” declared Carissa, lifting her arm and pointing to a building not far away. “There’s a door at the back that leads into an alley. We can use that to get to the next street over. The hotel is there, right?” 
 
    “Yes!” Irma exclaimed. She and Carissa were running across the street now toward the building. “I have the credit card I booked it under on me.” 
 
    Smart! Love smart those smart women! 
 
    Need to reward them all and— 
 
    Even as Sam levered himself up to a standing position, he was slammed back down to the ground. It was as if he’d been swatted by a giant and his entire body felt weak. 
 
    Belatedly, he realized the thunderous cracking noises he was hearing were gunshots. That he was, in fact, being shot. 
 
    Carissa and Irma dove behind cover and kept moving. Though Irma’s hand was gripping her shoulder and he could already see blood welling up between her fingers. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Rolling to one side, Sam managed to get himself up under the side of a parked car. Looking up to the rooftops far above him, he couldn’t see anyone with weapons. 
 
    Which meant that whoever was shooting was across from the room where they’d been summoned. They’d likely been watching the windows with weapons. 
 
    I ended up kicking everything off earlier than expected. 
 
    Turning his head, Sam looked across the street toward where Irma and Carissa had been. He could just see them through the windows of a car on the other side of the street. 
 
    They were clearly trying to figure out how to get to him. 
 
    “Go!” Sam shouted at the top of his lungs. They needed to get out of here now. Neither woman had received the soul-binding runes yet, as they’d just barely finished testing them. 
 
    Sam wouldn’t be able to grab their ethereal selves if they died. It’d be up to their own strength to survive the pull of the afterlife. 
 
    And as of late, that pull was intensely strong. People died and were ripped free of their bodies before they even knew they were dead. 
 
    Irma and Carissa hesitated for a moment longer, then bolted off. They headed toward the escape route that they’d apparently worked out in advance. 
 
    I should have asked about it myself. I’m far, far too lazy. 
 
    Berating himself, Sam felt his power waning. His body was also getting heavier by the moment. 
 
    Looking down at himself, he saw that he’d indeed been shot. 
 
    Several times, in fact. 
 
    From the feel of it, he’d been shot with pure iron. His insides had a squirming sick feeling. One that Sam hadn’t felt in a very long time. 
 
    Hate iron. Hate it so much. 
 
    Grimacing, Sam put his hands over his abdomen and concentrated on trying to heal the wounds. To heal the damage caused. 
 
    His Essence responded sluggishly. Almost resistant to his need. 
 
    With his plane partially locked away and being shot with actual iron, he was having difficulty with his magic. He wasn’t lacking in power at the moment, as he could clearly draw on it. 
 
    But it just wasn’t responding to him very well. 
 
    Sam suddenly doubted if he’d be able to find his way back to his plane if he died. All of his backup plans from being cut off from his planes were working correctly. 
 
    However, being shot with actual iron while trapped in a plane-diminishing spell after being summoned, was outside of his expectations. 
 
    The only reason he was likely alive at all was the sheer number of precautions he’d taken to never be truly cut off from his plane again. All the plane-breaks, his bindings with Aster and Jes, and his contracts with mortals, were all working as intended. 
 
    Need to remind myself to kiss that pretty Deccy of mine. Her little saying of ‘it’s only paranoia, if it’s unreasonable’ most certainly came true. 
 
    Getting his thoughts in order, Sam realized he couldn’t just lay here. He needed to get up and get moving. Because there was no reason that the ones who’d shot at him couldn’t move. 
 
    They’d just shift location and start shooting again. 
 
    Or send someone down to street level to take care of him. 
 
    Because they clearly don’t give a damn about anyone else. 
 
    Turning his gaze up toward the building they’d come out of, he could hear explosions, as well as the sound of what could only be fire. The whole thing was going up faster and faster. 
 
    Add the gunmen to the situation and it meant they really didn’t care at all about who was watching. Or who might show up. 
 
    Rolling over onto his stomach, Sam looked ahead of himself. He could see a number of cars he could get behind, but that would still be temporary. He needed to get across the street and underneath the shooters. 
 
    Deciding on a course of action, Sam tucked his wings in tight, then rolled beneath the car he was hiding next to. Even as everything was happening, people were still driving along the street. Some were going much faster than they should, but traffic hadn’t stopped. 
 
    No one was getting out to look at what was going on. 
 
    Rolling out the other side of the car and into the street, Sam sprang to his feet. Or at least, he tried to. 
 
    It felt more like a stumble than a spring, but he did manage to get moving. Going forward at a lurching run, he played frogger with his life on the line. Dodging between passing cars, he wove in and out between them as they zipped by. 
 
    Getting to the center divider, Sam took a moment to glance upward. There were a number of likely places where the shooters could be, but he didn’t spot any of the people. They were most likely in the middle of displacing themselves now that they’d taken their shots. 
 
    Looking around at the cars flying past him, he went forward once again. Through the first lane and into the second, where he was promptly clipped by someone’s side-view mirror. The entire assembly snapped off against his hip and clattered to the ground. 
 
    Wincing in pain, Sam stumbled out of the street and onto the sidewalk. Whoever hit him didn’t stop or stick around. They raced ahead and didn’t even look back. 
 
    Suddenly, a massive wave of Essence came down on Sam from behind. It was so large that it couldn’t be mistaken as anything other than an attack. 
 
    Throwing up a shield, Sam spun around to face his attacker. 
 
    Standing on the other side of the street was a Fire Elemental. Or so Sam guessed from the fact that they were a giant bonfire. 
 
    Gold and red flames that shot up thirty feet into the air were burning in place on the sidewalk. It looked as if it would consume a substantial quantity of fuel, but it had no visible fuel source. 
 
    What was heading for him was a fireball the likes of which Sam had never seen before. It was filled to the brim with power and seeking his impending doom. 
 
    Sam barely had time to blink, before he was forced to create a flat plane of Essence in front of himself. A shield of sorts. 
 
    It was slanted like a ramp, with the base of it farther away from himself. The upper part of the slope pointed straight toward the side of the building behind him and away from his personal space. 
 
    The fireball hit the plane of Essence a second later. 
 
    As soon as it struck, the amount of Essence required to hold the shield rocketed upward, draining Sam of a good fifth of the Essence he was holding onto at the moment. 
 
    The ball of fire slid along that plane and eventually shot upward and away from Sam. It left behind a great deal of heat. Enough to give Sam the feeling of having been out in the sun for a bit too long. 
 
    Or as if he’d opened up an oven and was blasted by the heat inside. 
 
    With a boom, the Fireball struck the building. It detonated explosively, sending glass, insulation, wood framing, carpet, and office equipment into the street. 
 
    Holy fuck! I’m out of my league at the moment. 
 
    Normally, Sam would feel confident about dealing with an Elemental of this power. Even if he took on someone like Aster at the height of her Elemental power, before he’d exchanged brands with her, he would have felt relatively confident. 
 
    Right now, however, suffering from iron poisoning, he wasn’t certain of anything. Truth be told, he was feeling decidedly nervous about his odds. 
 
    Before he could contemplate a response to the Fire Elemental, he felt someone approaching him from the side. 
 
    Looking over, Sam spotted what was heading straight toward him. It was a group of Imps, male and female both. 
 
    Dressed in office clothes, they were wielding Essence magic. Forming the spells directly in front of themselves. 
 
    Well. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Unfolding his wings, Sam leapt off from the ground. Pumping them twice, he started to gain altitude. Knowing what was about to head his way, he angled his flight path instead of continuing to climb. 
 
    Using what little height he’d gained, Sam dove back to the street and then pulled up. He was rapidly moving away from the scene and the problem now. 
 
    Then a series of gunshots, followed by extreme pain in his wings, cut that plan short. Like a bird shot out of the sky, Sam felt one of his wings fold up and collapse. A second later, he slammed into the back of a car, bounced over the top of it, and hit the road. 
 
    After skidding across the blacktop for several seconds, Sam eventually came to a stop. Lying there in a heap, he didn’t move or twitch. 
 
    For the moment, he honestly couldn’t. 
 
    At some point during the fall, he’d knocked his head into something, and right now the world was swimming past him. Nothing felt entirely solid. 
 
    A second later, he no longer had anything to worry about. It was all over. 
 
    Standing above him were a handful of men and women in very tasteful suits.  
 
    “Federal agents! Put your hands up! Now!” shouted one of those in suits. The order was promptly followed by everyone else in their group opening fire. 
 
    Apparently, they weren’t playing around and considered whatever response the Imps or the Elemental gave as aggressive. They emptied the magazines on their pistols. 
 
    Collectively, they ejected the spent ones and reloaded, all the while taking cover in the street around Sam. Quite a few of them came back up to start firing again. 
 
    I’m… saved by the Fed. But is being saved by them going to get me jail time? We’ve kept ourselves as far from them as possible. Most of our work is all offshore when it comes to the PMC. 
 
    But security and the job finding stuff for contracts? That’s all stateside. 
 
    Damn. I don’t know if that’s better or worse. 
 
    Pretty sure I have all my paperwork in order. I just don’t have it on me. 
 
    Letting out a slow sigh, Sam watched as the Fed agents continued to battle with the Imps and the Elemental. Spells were flung from one side while the Feds returned gunfire, spells, and even Para abilities. 
 
    A moment later, a young woman got down on one knee right above Sam. She had soft-blue eyes, short blond hair, and a very pretty face. 
 
    A cool hand brushed against his throat as several fingers pressed down against his skin. It felt like she was trying to take his pulse. 
 
    Then she stared into his eyes and gave him an odd smile. 
 
    “Well, you’re a bit of a bag of broken bits, aren’t you,” she muttered a second before healing magic flooded into him. Magic that had been granted to a priestess and given the power to heal someone. Sam wasn’t familiar with the deity behind it. It felt new and unknown to him. “Nothing I can’t handle though.” 
 
    Unable to do much of anything else other than lay there, Sam let it happen. There was nothing he could do anyway and fighting against this would just cause him problems. 
 
    After all, the Fed were just doing their job. They showed up to the scene of a building blowing up, followed by gunfire, and then Para abilities. 
 
    Instead, Sam closed his eyes and focused on assisting the priestess to heal him. 
 
    “Iron poisoning,” he said after a second, realizing that she likely may not know what he was. 
 
    “Oh? Alright. Thanks for letting me know,” said the woman, her eyes scanning the area around them. The battle had died down and was little more than people shouting now. 
 
    In the next instant, Sam felt the healing power shift dynamically into something else. Instantly, he felt better. The iron poisoning was pulled out of him as if he’d been little better than a toilet that had just been flushed. 
 
    “Ahhh, there we are. Just as you said, iron poisoning,” said the priestess and looked back at him. She gave him a wide smile again. “Normally at this point, I’d ask you what type of Fae you are, but you haven’t been properly read your rights.” 
 
    Ah, yes. A very good point. 
 
    I really shouldn’t say much until they read me my rights. Then it’s a question of how much do I tell them, or do I just ask for a lawyer? 
 
    I’m not sure they have much on me, and I can claim self-defense. 
 
    Then again… how do I explain the bomb in the building and diving out the window? Irma runs everything aboveboard. 
 
    Nothing we do is actually illegal. 
 
    Well, outside of me using some glamours and making people do what I want. That’s most certainly illegal. 
 
    PMCs, security, and finding people work though? That’s all fine and dandy. 
 
    Well… we’ll just have to see how it plays out. 
 
    Sam could only smile back at the priestess as he finalized his thoughts. He decided to at least be honest about what he was. 
 
    They’d find out quickly enough anyway. 
 
    “Incubus. Readily volunteered information,” said Sam smoothly. Then he decided to lean into what people thought of an Incubus as well. “And might I say, priestess, you’re an awfully attractive woman. 
 
    “Could I take you to dinner tonight? I’d love to get to know you better. Unless your deity demands celibacy. At which point, I’d see if I couldn’t get you to break your vows anyway.” 
 
    The priestess’ smile grew even wider at his words. Her pupils slowly expanded as she stared down at him. 
 
    “My deity? Oh… well, they won’t be a problem. Don’t you worry about that,” she said in a husky murmur. “Before we get too wound up, or caught up, let’s focus on first things first, Mr. Incubus. You stay right where you are until we can formally begin asking you questions. 
 
    “Because honestly, there’s no way we’re not going to hold you for questioning regardless of anything else. So… I would doubt very much you’ll have any dinner plans this evening at all. If not for the next several days, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    Five - Cooling Off - 
 
      
 
    Sam quietly sat in the back seat of the black Fed sedan. They were driving him to the local Fed building after making sure he was stable. 
 
    The man behind the wheel wasn’t saying much, nor was the other one in the passenger’s seat. From what they did say, it was technical things involving what they were doing. 
 
    Like getting permission to bring Sam into an internal unloading bay specifically for situations like these. 
 
    Frowning, Sam glanced out the window and spotted the building where they were heading. It was a moderately large building when compared to everything else around it. Though it looked like nothing out of the ordinary to those who couldn’t see magic. 
 
    Sam could see that surrounding the structure was a massive shimmering and shifting shield of magical protections. One that was hardwired into the location and could halt just about anything he could imagine. 
 
    My goodness. They’ve certainly stepped up their security as of late. I had no idea they’d taken it so far. 
 
    Before he’d realized it, they pulled into a garage area. A number of Fed agents in suits were present, as well. There were even several with SMGs in their hands. 
 
    “Well. I didn’t realize I was such a concerning person,” Sam muttered, looking at the agents with weapons in hand. It was odd to him that they would have people on hand like that considering that they hadn’t even cuffed him. “As a victim of an attack, and since I’ve offered no resistance, that’s surprising.” 
 
    “You’re right and wrong,” said the passenger. “It isn’t for you. And thank you for offering no resistance. It’s appreciated.” 
 
    Oh? Not for me? 
 
    Hmm. 
 
    Maybe they were able to subdue that Fire Elemental after all. 
 
    Or it’s completely unrelated to me. Suppose we’ll never find out. There’s no way they’d let me remain here in the bay as they pulled up. 
 
    Sure enough, almost as soon as the sedan was stopped, someone opened the door for Sam. He was asked to step out, was hustled inside, and taken to a small room with a table, two chairs, a window, a mirrored wall, and a camera. 
 
    “Just have a seat, if you don’t mind,” said the man who’d been driving. He indicated the seat closer to the door and beside the window. “We’ll have someone in momentarily to continue this. You okay?” 
 
    Sam was mildly surprised. They seemed to be going out of their way to make him comfortable. 
 
    “I am, thank you,” Sam said and moved to take the seat. “Though my clothes have seen better days. I suppose I won’t be able to change any time soon, though, will I?” 
 
    Sam adjusted his jacket and then sighed, looking at the agent. 
 
    The man grinned at him and shook his head slightly. 
 
    “Don’t know. Not my call. But if everything is like I think it is, you’ll be out of here in as short as a few hours. Worst case, seventy-two hours. That’s all,” replied the agent, and then shut the door as he left. 
 
    With a nod of his head, that was actually what Sam had been expecting. That was more or less what one could assume would happen if the Fed took you in for an interview. 
 
    Especially someone of my caliber and considering the amount of firepower that was thrown at me. There’s no way I can say it was a simple misunderstanding. 
 
    One doesn’t lay out such an elaborate assassination scheme for a nobody. 
 
    A slow breath escaped him as he looked unhurriedly around the room. It was obvious that it was used for interrogations. 
 
    Or interviews, depending on your viewpoint. 
 
    Sam imagined there were already several people behind the mirrored glass, watching him. When he tried to reach out with his Essence to determine if there were, he found he couldn’t actually push out beyond the walls of the room. 
 
    The entirety of the walls were shielded. Both inside and outside. No one would be able to see or hear what happened in here through magical means. 
 
    That leaves the camera, which is likely set up to be viewed from the other side of that mirrored glass. If I don’t miss my guess, that room is likely shielded, as well. 
 
    Hm. Well. The Fed know their business at least. 
 
    A sharp, loud click preceded the door opening as the latch came out of its recess. Standing in the doorway was a young woman. 
 
    One who looked young enough to have barely graduated high school, let alone college. 
 
    She had short, curly brown hair and steel-gray eyes. She was dressed in the standard Fed suit. She was an incredibly beautiful woman who was also clearly not Human. 
 
    From the way she presented herself and her build, he imagined she could easily hold her own against most of the Paras of the world. 
 
    Ah! She’s a Siren. Or something akin to that. 
 
    At least, I think so. 
 
    That means she’s likely twenty-six or something. With looks like that, the world is certainly better off with her slower than normal aging. 
 
    “Hello, I’m Agent Dresch,” said the woman with a smile. “Can I get you any sort of refreshment? Water? A snack?” 
 
    Sam chuckled at that. He contemplated making a comment about her getting up on the table, but that seemed rude. She was only being courteous to him and clearly didn’t know what he was. 
 
    That didn’t mean he couldn’t ask for something, he just had to steer the conversation away from the Siren. 
 
    “There was a priestess who healed me after I was wounded,” said Sam with a wide smile. “If you could ask her to join me for five minutes, that’d be wonderful. 
 
    “Not to mention she seemed amenable to it, so it isn’t as if she wouldn’t be willing. I didn’t even flirt with her that much, which was rather nice.” 
 
    The Siren blinked several times as her cheeks blushed. Then she suddenly nodded her head. 
 
    “Ah, you’re an Incubus. My apologies, I didn’t realize,” said Agent Dresch. Then she smiled at him and shook her head. “And that was Ezzie. She’s still on duty but I’ll relay your message to her. 
 
    “Unfortunately, even if she was willing, we couldn’t let you feed on her at this time. Simply put, it wouldn’t be acceptable. Though I’ll see what I can do about it in the meantime. 
 
    “Was that all you needed?” 
 
    “Indeed. Thank you,” Sam said while still smiling. Her response had been amusing and yet still courteous. 
 
    The Siren stepped away from the doorway and a single man entered. He had brown hair, brown eyes, rather fashionable eyeglasses, a beard, and an average build. To Sam’s eye, he seemed somewhat of a mismatch for a Fed agent. 
 
    That didn’t mean much Sam had to admit, however. It was precisely people like this that tended to get the best results because they ran against your expectations. 
 
    “Hello, my name is Caleb Jamison. You can call me Caleb,” said the man with a warm smile. Clearly, the man was an agent with the Fed but he was definitely putting on a positive image and spin for Sam. 
 
    Sitting down in the seat across from Sam, he set his pad of paper and pen to the side. Then he leaned back in his chair and sighed with a tired smile. 
 
    “Sam, huh? Is that a shortened version or is it just Sam?” asked Caleb. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure you’ve already looked me up in the system,” Sam said. He knew for a fact that they’d already checked him. They had, after all, taken his driver’s license. “You have no idea how many times I had to spell it for that poor lady at the DMV.” 
 
    “I mean… just looking at it, it’s kinda hard to pronounce,” said Caleb with a chuckle. “Even if you say it aloud, I can’t imagine spelling it would be easy.” 
 
    “Alas, but it’s true. Sameerixis Fidenis for the mortal world,” confirmed Sam, stating his legal name. 
 
    “I won’t bother asking for your real name because that’d just be rude,” Caleb said and waved a hand in a negligent way. “Not sure about age, though. Is that rude for an Incubus?” 
 
    “It can be, depending on the person,” admitted Sam with a shrug of his shoulders. He didn’t volunteer any information beyond that. There was no reason for him to do anything other than answer directly. 
 
    The more information he provided, the more likely it was they’d discover something. Figure something out. 
 
    Or trap him with his own words. 
 
    On the drive over here, he’d been contemplating how to answer questions he knew they’d ask. Like how did he get here and why? 
 
    “Mm, mm, makes sense. The few individuals of your race I’ve met were quick to boast, or decline, about their age,” Caleb said with a sniff. 
 
    Sam smiled at that and nodded his head. 
 
    “Well, could you tell me what you’re doing here?” asked Caleb. Apparently, he’d realized Sam was going to be uncooperative when it came to information. 
 
    “Looking to make a few deals. Set up some contracts,” confessed Sam. It was actually the truth, just not quite in the way that Caleb would take it. “Same as ever.” 
 
    Caleb watched him for a second before smiling at that, then chuckled. 
 
    “I mean, that’s certainly what I’d be doing if I was an Incubus,” Caleb said with a full sigh. “Traveling, meeting young women, making contracts and deals. I think I’d never let that end. 
 
    “So, who’d you come here with? Or did you come alone?” 
 
    “I brought my wife, Irma, and one of her people,” Sam once again said honestly. There was the distinct possibility that someone had seen them running from the scene. Getting caught in any sort of lie here and now would only lead to trouble later. “Last I saw them, they were running away from the scene after I was opened up on. I assume you didn’t round them up or find them in the immediate area?” 
 
    “No, we didn’t. I see. Well. If possible, we’ll try to notify them that you’re safe, I’m sure they’re very worried,” offered Caleb. 
 
    “I imagine not. They know I’m pretty hearty, you know,” laughed Sam and then leaned back in his chair. He was feeling confident and comfortable. Likely where Caleb wanted him to be. 
 
    There was no reason to give him an impression of anything else. 
 
    “Right, right. Could you tell me about the contracts you were working on?” asked Caleb. 
 
    “Nope. Because I haven’t made any yet. I literally just arrived today,” Sam said. “Didn’t even have time to book a hotel. 
 
    “Speaking of, you wouldn’t happen to be able to recommend any, could you? Looking for one that has a number of bars nearby.” 
 
    “Ah, afraid not. I haven’t visited a bar in years,” apologized Caleb. “You know, you’re taking this rather easy for someone who just had an attempt made on their life.” 
 
    “It’s not the first time, and probably not the last,” explained Sam with a short and violent sigh. “Mortals take sex quite seriously, you know. Ex-husbands or ex-boyfriends always seem to cause problems despite no longer being in the picture.” 
 
    “Considering that, is there anyone you could think of who would want to try and harm you?” asked Caleb. 
 
    “Oh, of course. Quite a few, in fact. But I couldn’t give you their names. I’m afraid they’re not really part of mortal society,” Sam said sincerely. “Just mentioning them would cause me more problems, even if they weren’t involved. 
 
    “And please… don’t try the ‘we can protect you’ or ‘investigate it without them knowing’ lines. Because that isn’t the truth at all. I’m fairly certain the Fed can’t go to Hell nor would it want to.” 
 
    Caleb blinked at that. There was a clear pause in his thoughts as he rolled around what’d just been said. 
 
    “What, are you going to tell me that you can protect me from a Pit Demon? Or an Abyssal Overlord? Because I’d love to see how you’d manage that,” said Sam with a dark chuckle. “Or a Titanic Observer. Pick up this little Fed building and use it like a butt plug for the sheer pleasure of crushing mortals with its asshole. 
 
    “But hey, maybe I’m wrong. I’d love to hear I’m wrong. Where’s the Fed building in Hell, by the way?” 
 
    Chewing at the inside of his cheek, Caleb just stared at him. Saying nothing at all. The man was clearly experienced at this sort of thing. 
 
    “Honestly… I’m happy to answer what questions you have, but I’m starting to wonder if there’s anything else I can actually answer,” said Sam. “I don’t know who was behind the attack, I have no idea why they blew up a building on top of that, I didn’t recognize the Fire Elemental or the Imps, and I can’t even begin to think who would know I was coming here. 
 
    “It was a spur-of-the-moment decision. I decided to come here in the span of less than twenty-four hours.” 
 
    Still not saying anything, Caleb continued to watch Sam. 
 
    “Right. I’m just going to be going now unless you’re charging me with something,” said Sam with a gesture at the door. “Because let’s be honest here, I didn’t actually do anything other than get attacked. I didn’t even defend myself, I ran away.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Right,” Caleb said, contemplating the situation. “Right. Well. Let me go talk to a few people to make sure we have all the details down. Then we’ll let you go. 
 
    “In the meantime, you can just remain here. I’ll have your possessions brought to you.” 
 
    “Great, thanks. Hey, any possibility of you telling Ezzie I’m in here and would love to talk to her about going out to dinner?” asked Sam, leaning into what people would expect of an Incubus. 
 
    “Maybe she could be my contact for how the case goes? Because I’m clearly pressing charges against whoever tried to kill me. Definitely need to see them locked up.” 
 
    Smiling, Caleb nodded his head and left the room. Taking his things with him, he left Sam there alone. 
 
    Well. I think that went about as well as it could. There really wasn’t much that I told him in the end. 
 
    It probably wasn’t anything at all what he wanted, either. 
 
    They’ll clearly know I have things to hide, that while I do want them to find out who attacked me, I won’t be cooperating either. 
 
    That’s fine, they’ll probably dig into my organization from what they can see on the outside. But we don’t have anything to actually hide there. Everything really is on the up and up. 
 
    Only my own actions that interfered with the minds of mortals would be questionable. It’s been long enough though that they probably wouldn’t be able to even tell I did something. All my glamours are made to fade as quickly as possible, after all. 
 
    Drumming his fingers along the table, Sam leaned his head back and looked to the ceiling above him. 
 
    “Ezzie, huh?” he asked no one with a grin. He couldn’t deny he was somewhat interested in the priestess. She’d been rather fun and flirty. 
 
    Decima could use a priestess on her team, couldn’t she? I bet she could. 
 
    They wouldn’t fault me at all for recruiting her. They’d thank me. Thank me and tell me what a great job I did. 
 
    Letting his thoughts carry him away, Sam sat there and waited. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, Caleb hadn’t been quite right. They didn’t release Sam immediately. They kept him in that room for the better part of three hours. 
 
    Sitting there alone, he entertained himself as best as he could. Though at one point he did start to doze in the chair with his head leaning against the top of the headrest. 
 
    “Again, I’m really sorry about the wait,” said Agent Dresch. She was currently walking him toward the exit of the Fed building. 
 
    “Right. It isn’t that big a problem in the end. Though I’m curious, why the delay? Can you tell me?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Honestly, it wasn’t even related to you in the end,” the Siren said under her breath. “Other things were going on that were urgent. Everyone was more involved in that than trying to get everything ready for you.” 
 
    “That’s just silly,” Sam said with a chortle. “It wasn’t as if there was anything to get ready for me. Shouldn’t it have been as simple as doing what you are now? Walking me to the door?” 
 
    Agent Dresch said nothing to that, but it looked like she wanted to. For whatever reason, Sam got the impression the Siren didn’t find him amusing. 
 
    Or attractive. 
 
    Which was quite odd, if he was being honest with himself. There were very few women who didn’t have an interest in him. 
 
    “Anyway. Someone will be in touch with you about the case,” said the Siren. “Until then, be safe. It’s obvious someone meant you quite a great deal of harm.” 
 
    “Thank you, I’ll do that. Oh, and uh… Ezzie?” asked Sam, turning to look the Siren full in the eye. 
 
    He wanted an honest answer out of the woman. He wanted to make sure someone had at least told the priestess he was interested. 
 
    If the priestess didn’t want to be pursued, that was an entirely different issue, however. Sam would let it drop at that point. 
 
    “I… talked to her briefly,” said Agent Dresch. “She has the number that you listed in the report.” 
 
    “Great. Thanks for that. Have a nice day, agent,” Sam said, then turned and opened the front door. 
 
    Marching out of the Fed building, he felt rather good. They’d managed to dodge the situation entirely with the agency. 
 
    The last thing Sam needed was them getting overly involved with him. 
 
    Because right now, he had a big enough problem by the name of Jenaphila. The fact that she knew he was alive and around was something he really didn’t like. 
 
    Looking around, Sam found exactly what he expected. Carissa and Irma were not far off enjoying a cup of coffee together, while each also had a hot dog. 
 
    Unable to fight the smirk on his face, Sam started to walk over to them. 
 
    Hm. Rather hungry myself. 
 
    That little fake-Essence brick they gave me wasn’t really that filling. Though it did take the edge off. 
 
    I wonder if I could get a large order of those and start handing them out to all the Imps suffering from a lack of Essence. 
 
    Might help. 
 
    Then again… who made them to begin with? And why? 
 
    Probably a company owned or financed by Jenaphila. 
 
    Irma and Carissa were watching him now. Both were smiling and clearly curious about what was going on. 
 
    Coming to a stop next to them, Sam felt it too late. 
 
    There was a speck of Essence attached to Irma’s back. It was just enough that the person who put it there would know where she was at all times. 
 
    Which meant they were being watched right now. 
 
    Opening his mouth, he had a split second of realization as a portal slammed down over them. Casting them out into the Void of nothingness that was between the planes. 
 
      
 
    Six - Couch Cushions - 
 
      
 
    Struggling with the suddenness of it, Sam wasn’t sure what to do. He could feel his body rapidly begin to suffer from the Void. 
 
    His skin was instantly attacked. The extreme cold of the Void ripped the heat right out of him just from him simply being there. 
 
    The only heat he could feel was coming in from the closing portal that led back to the prime material plane. That included what little light shone into this space. 
 
    As soon as the portal was shut, it would eliminate any ability for them to get back home. Sam could likely survive here for ten or twenty minutes. 
 
    Irma and Carissa had about as much time as they could hold their breath for, he imagined. While it wasn’t a vacuum here, the air wasn’t breathable. 
 
    Sam could feel a very large spell forming. The magnitude of it was colossal. Something that Sam couldn’t even begin to believe was actually possible. 
 
    Then it shot forward through the closing portal exit and slammed down around him. Enveloping him in it completely. A second later and the portal slid shut, leaving Sam, Irma, and Carissa into utter darkness. 
 
    The absolute nothing of the Void. 
 
    It was where everything that was lost between planes ended up. Drifting endlessly. 
 
    In the dark emptiness. 
 
    Unfortunately, the spell that’d smothered him was one that prevented him from reaching out to the planes. Quite literally, it had removed his ability to sense any of the planes at all. They were all cut off from him. 
 
    There was no way for Sam to open a portal back to anywhere. 
 
    On top of that, he couldn’t feed from his plane anymore. With the portal to the prime material plane shut, he no longer could feel it. 
 
    In the Void that was nowhere and everywhere, Irma, Carissa, and Sam were lost. Having slipped away down between the couch cushions and vanished. 
 
    A few beats of his heart passed before he felt something else. Even as everything around him rapidly cooled and his skin became cold and rough, He could feel a speck of absolute heat. 
 
    Something that was always a part of him, regardless of him ever wanting to admit it. A place he could never truly fully escape. 
 
    Not hesitating, Sam reached out for that plane. That space. That end. 
 
    Clawing at it with the Essence he still had available, Sam tore open a portal to Hell. Dropping himself, Carissa, and Irma straight through it. 
 
    As soon as they passed through to the other side, the portal slammed shut, and Sam could breathe again. 
 
    They all hit the ground with a thump, the three of them sprawled out in a small space. The ground and the air around him were incredibly hot. As if he were sitting in the bright noonday sun in a desert. 
 
    He was also warming up by the very second which felt great compared to the cold where he’d just been. 
 
    “What— where—how— what’s going on?” asked Irma. 
 
    “We were attacked,” clarified Carissa. “Sam just pushed us somewhere else, after we were stranded there in… whatever that was.” 
 
    “The Void,” Sam replied and then coughed. Opening his eyes, he found he was staring up into the red sky of Hell. There was no sun, nor were there clouds. It was a sight he hadn’t seen since he became a Planar Lord, in truth. “We were in the Void. Now we’re in Hell. The actual plane of Hell, mind you. Not the afterlife belief of it. The material plane. 
 
    “This is where I was born and where I’m always connected to. Just as you’re permanently connected to the prime material plane. It was the only option available to me.” 
 
    “I’ll take Hell any day of the year over being dead,” Irma said, then coughed twice. “Though it’s about as dry as sand here.” 
 
    “Yes, well, water isn’t exactly a normally occurring thing here,” Sam said and sat himself up. “We’ll have to use Essence magic to get it. 
 
    “By the way, that spell Jena dumped on me at the end? Still there. It’s preventing me from tearing open a portal back to our own plane. She put so much power into the damn thing that I can’t really get beyond it right now.” 
 
    “That’s possible?” Irma asked, getting to a standing position not far off. “I can’t… I can’t feel any other planes, either. It’s like they’re behind a wall.” 
 
    “Yeah, welcome to Hell,” Sam grumbled, slowly getting to his feet as well. “Only a Planar Lord can leave Hell. Or if you’re summoned out of it. Same rules apply for the Void. 
 
    “Which is why she flung that spell on me, I suppose. With as much power as she put on it… it’s probably going to last a few months from what I can tell. It’ll bleed off eventually, though, even if I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “Oh? Does that mean you can counteract it?” asked Carissa. Her head was slowly turning as she scanned the surroundings and horizon. 
 
    “Up to a point, yes. Of course, the problem is that she used her own Essence, not my old brand. On top of that,” Sam said as he brushed his hands against his bottom to shake loose the red dirt. “I only have whatever Essence I have with me. We’ll need most of that to survive out here, I would think. Anything I generate will likely be used for survival as well. Whatever I have leftover, I could use to shave power off this ridiculous spell. 
 
    “Hope you two are ready to be Essence generators for me. Because there aren’t many Demons around who I would trust enough to feed on.” 
 
    “I imagine not,” drawled Irma. “Most of your kind would turn Carissa and I into a meal, wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “Indeed. Mortals are little better than cattle here. Most would eat you as you are,” agreed Sam. “Some would imprison you and feed off you until you died in a few years. 
 
    “I must confess that there are a number of mortals on this plane that are bred simply to be food. It’s just how it’s always been. No different than sheep or cows.” 
 
    “Delightful. I’d like to pass on that, thank you,” declared Irma. “Now, what do I need to know to survive here? Are there… cities in Hell? Villages? Mega-cities?” 
 
    “Ah, no. Think of it more like animals. Territories are divided up into groups and they just roam about them,” Sam said and then let his hold over his appearance drop. His skin turned red, black horns grew from his head, and his wings shot out. There was no reason to hide what he was here. He’d actually stand out more by hiding it all. “I have no idea where we are, before you ask. Most of Hell is either all plains or all forest. There isn’t much in between.” 
 
    Carissa clicked her tongue and then looked back at Sam. 
 
    “So… what do we do then? You grew up here,” she asked. “Because we’re going to need to find cover or shelter. This… we can’t stay out in this.” 
 
    At the same time that Carissa was speaking, Irma had already started shedding clothes. Her jacket came off, as well as her skirt, leaving her in her leggings, blouse, and heels. 
 
    “Figure out who owns this territory and figure out if we can even stay here. If we can stay here, can we barter with them, or just fight them?” Sam speculated with a sigh. “If we can barter, what can I actually trade with them? Should it come to fighting them, is it to the death, or until they surrender?” 
 
    Irma grunted at that and pulled off her heels. Snapping off the actual heel portions, she flicked them off to one side. 
 
    “Got your carry knife?” Irma asked, looking at Carissa. 
 
    Without saying anything, Carissa pulled out a knife from inside her coat and handed it over. Then she started to do the same thing Irma had done, stripping out of her extra clothing. 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense. So how do we do that?” Carissa asked. Next to her, Irma was using the knife to hack at her shoes. Apparently, she was adamant about turning them into some sort of flats. 
 
    “We find a place where you two can hunker down, then I take to the sky and see what I can see,” said Sam simply. There really wasn’t another way to go about it. 
 
    He could cover a lot of ground by himself. 
 
    “Right,” Irma said, then handed the knife back to Carissa. 
 
    Who promptly kicked off her heels and went about the same process Irma had. 
 
    Sam realized that they would do what they needed to do. He needed to use some Essence to get them set up in a shelter of sorts. 
 
    Given the area and what was available, that meant digging a hole into the earth. A literal gopher hole that would hide them away from the rest of the world. 
 
    “Let’s get to work then,” muttered Sam as he began pulling together his Essence. He didn’t want to think about the fact that he was fairly certain how any trade he made would go. 
 
    His race had a tendency to be able to make deals anywhere they went. All it took was sleeping with someone in the opposing party’s group and agreeing to split the Essence generated. 
 
    In this case, it was quite likely that they’d ask for a higher amount of the split to allow them to remain on the territory unhindered. Though they would still likely want to have sex with Sam to generate said Essence. 
 
    Instead, he focused on the task at hand. 
 
    An hour later, Sam felt more than a little spent. He’d done his best to limit how much Essence he used. They really only needed a single room where they could retreat. 
 
    With that in mind, it was a single room, a small adjoining chamber to relieve themselves into a pit at the center of, and a small hardened stone that would serve as a cover plate. 
 
    All this was done to hide from the denizens of Hell as well as the environment. Because while there was no real sunlight, there was a persistent heat that would flood across the plane of Hell. 
 
    One actually could seek relief by burrowing down into the earth. Many Demons did exactly that and lived beneath the surface, only to come above ground at night. 
 
    It was one of the reasons Sam felt quite sure about looking around for whoever might be the territory owner at night. 
 
    “Well, it’s certainly not what I would choose, but it’s infinitely better than being aboveground,” Irma said inside the small hole. The three of them were standing around in the dark. 
 
    Sam wasn’t about to spend any Essence to light the area, and Irma wasn’t either. They could stand in the dark and be perfectly fine. 
 
    Inconvenient, certainly. 
 
    An actual difficulty, not at all. 
 
    Doubly so because Sam could partially see in the dark due to his species. 
 
    “Okay. Uhm, Carissa, would you feed Sam? I’ll feed him tonight,” Irma asked in an odd tone. “I’m… I need a little time to get my head around what we’ll be doing here. 
 
    “I’m just not ready and I know you’ve— ah, you’ve been more adventurous than I.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Carissa said easily. Sam felt a soft hand touch his forearm. Then it traveled its way up to his shoulder. “What would feed you the best, Sammy?” 
 
    Feeling appreciative of the fact that he hadn’t needed to ask them, Sam took in a slow breath. If he was going for maximum feed, then all it really came down to was twisting Carissa’s orgasm up into the stratosphere. 
 
    “And, before it becomes a possibility,” Irma said before Sam could answer. “If you need to… to sleep with someone here in Hell, it’d be fine. One of the Demons, that is. Survival first. We don’t have the luxury for me to be jealous or even concerned about such a thing. 
 
    “That and you’re an Incubus. It kinda… it comes with the territory. It’d be like marrying a painter and being frustrated that they came home with paint all over their clothes all the time.” 
 
    Getting my paint all over, hm? 
 
    Nodding his head, Sam once again felt an immense sense of gratitude toward Irma. She was a strong-willed, flexible woman. One who always seemed to cut straight to the heart of any situation and provide him with an answer he needed. 
 
    Taking hold of Carissa, Sam knew she was already quite ready for him. As Irma had spoken, the Cyclops had gotten out of her leggings and underwear. 
 
    “Just… I only need you to peak out hard. To hit you orgasm with as much force and speed as we can manage,” Sam explained. “So whatever will make you hit your orgasm as hard as possible is my goal. Any suggestions on what would help that along?” 
 
    “Okay. Uhm, then… we should start with me on my hands and knees,” Carissa murmured. Her hands were slowly traveling back and forth across his chest. He could feel her sexual desire building up rapidly. “Normally you stare into me so hard that it would be hard if I couldn’t see it. It’d feel almost wrong and probably put me in a weird headspace. 
 
    “Facing away from you would… make that easier to deal with. So, hands and knees. 
 
    “Is that all you really need from me? Just to know what would do it for me?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s exactly what I needed,” Sam said in a low voice. Taking hold of Carissa’s shoulder, he slowly spun her around. Facing her away from himself. 
 
    What he was feeling from Carissa right now was that she wanted to be somewhat dominated. To be pushed into the desired position he wanted and used a bit. 
 
    Apparently, word had gotten back to her about what Aster had done, and Carissa was finally starting to feel somewhat experimental. 
 
    Because ten times out of ten, Carissa only ever wanted to be in the missionary position. That was what did it for her. 
 
    Keeping a firm hold on Carissa’s shoulder, he eased her down to the ground. Her shoulders and head rested directly on the hard-packed dirt. 
 
    As casually as removing a napkin from one’s lap, Sam dismissed his pants and boxers with a flick of his hand. Then he set his knees down just on the inside of Carissa’s. 
 
    With his left hand, he fit the tip of his fully-erect member against the smooth and moist lips of Carissa’s entry. 
 
    Taking hold of her hip, his other hand still pressed to her shoulder, Sam moved forward. Carissa’s insides were a bit dry as his head and member pushed into her. 
 
    Reaching the hilt, he drew back, pulling himself out of her. The dryness he’d felt was now gone. Her tight channel was wet and squeezing at him. At the same time, she moved away from him, causing him to reach the tip quickly. 
 
    Before he could plunge back into her, she was moving her rear towards him. Pushing herself back at him. 
 
    There was a new need that congealed in her thoughts. She wanted him to sink his fingers into her hair and pull back. To stretch her out and blast away at her hips at the same time. 
 
    Not one to disappoint his partner for such a simple need, Sam moved his hand from her shoulder into her hair. Taking a good grip of the hair at her scalp, he pulled gently. 
 
    Slowly, he kept increasing the pressure until Carissa was partially upright, holding herself up on her hands. Her back was arched and Sam continued to glide in and out of her. 
 
    “Ah…fuck,” groaned Carissa in the dark. Her voice was punctuated by his thrusts, making her voice sound partially interrupted. “Fuck me…that’s so…good, nnngh.” 
 
    With a grin, Sam continued to pump his hips against her rear end. Even as she struggled to push back against him, while he pulled at her hips, he did what he could to thrust through her. 
 
    At the same time, he was pulling her orgasm higher and higher. Dangling it at the edge of her senses then withdrawing it. 
 
    With Carissa, he’d found she could be edged nearly endlessly as long as he did it right. She had a sex drive that was more like a wave. Once it started, it couldn’t stop until it finished. 
 
    He could keep her going indefinitely. 
 
    “Please Sam… not this… time?” begged Carissa even as he plowed into her. Her voice came out in bursts. “Let me… go for…now?” 
 
    He could feel that Carissa was more than willing to let him go at her again and again. To even drag her out for quite a while after this. 
 
    But she desperately wanted to hit her peak right now. 
 
    The next time she approached her orgasm, he let her fall into it. Pulling back at her hair and hip, he buried his member deep inside her as her channel flexed and squeezed. 
 
    “Ah! Yeah! Ah, thank…you!” she groaned as he kept at her. The noise of his lap clapping against her rear end sounded almost more like a drum being thumped rapidly now. 
 
    Sam didn’t let himself finish right now. He wanted to, but he couldn’t afford it at this point. 
 
    He wanted to ride Carissa for a while. He rather enjoyed holding onto her like this, and if he let himself climax he’d at least need a few minutes to pause and recollect himself. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if that was the influence Hell had over him, or if he was just feeling somewhat dominant and possessive of Carissa at the moment. 
 
    For the time being, he wanted to keep going with her. 
 
    With that thought in his mind, Sam went after her aggressively. He had her for hours on end and pushed her through multiple positions, but never letting her lay back down or hit another orgasm. 
 
    Her first orgasm acted more like an appetizer for him as he worked at her as if it were his job. As though his existence was made only for trying to split Carissa in half from the inside out. 
 
    Feasting on the Essence of the never-ending build-up of her orgasm that was yet to come. As if he were slow roasting her over a fire and taking bites out of her as he went. 
 
    He planned to enjoy her to the fullest before he let her peak again. After all, Carissa was unique, just as all his women were. 
 
      
 
    Seven - Differences - 
 
      
 
    Sam banked around the small village below him for a third time. 
 
    As far as he could tell, it was a small family of Demons in charge of a village of Humans with a contingent of Demon guards. 
 
    Throughout the village, tired and worn-looking mortals moved about whatever their task was. Though, by and large, that appeared to be cultivating some sort of crop. 
 
    All of the fields surrounding the village in every direction contained endless stalks of some sort of ripening vegetable. Though even from this distance, Sam had the distinct impression that whatever it was, wasn’t “good”. 
 
    If he had to guess, it was most likely some horrible thing that originally grew in a negative energy plane. It probably came from a place that was as bad as Hell. 
 
    Given that Hell was uninhabited by anything other than Demons and a few Devils, most of the flora and fauna were not native, so there was no other real possibility. That also meant that they’d spent quite a bit of time bringing in soil from somewhere else. 
 
    The operation must have taken a great deal of effort to construct. 
 
    Except the lax way the guards moved about, the gear they wore, and how they conducted themselves, countered that idea. In fact, when he looked at the manor house at the “top” of the village, it looked rather shabby. 
 
    Run down, even. 
 
    Hell has certainly changed since I lived in it. I’d heard some stories, but this is well beyond that. 
 
    Wouldn’t that also mean that there really are Demon kingdoms? Demon kingdoms similar to the medieval period of the prime material plane? 
 
    How curious. 
 
    It might be fun to go see it. See if my memories line up at all or if it’s all nostalgia in my mind. 
 
    Smirking, Sam curled in one of his wings and began diving toward the settlement. He aimed himself for the outskirts of it so that people would see him arriving at the edge of the village. 
 
    It would give their guards a chance to respond, as well as the leading Demon family. 
 
    Sam hadn’t seen any of them yet, but he got the impression they were simple Demons. Little different from mortals except for being Demons with a longer lifespan. 
 
    Pulling his wings up just before he touched down, Sam turned to face the village. As soon as his feet hit the ground, he folded his arms behind himself and spread his feet. 
 
    Hell was a place that actually was eat or be eaten. 
 
    There was no room for heroes, morals, or do-gooders. This was a physical manifestation of the infinite and unending torture that was the negative aspect of the afterlife. 
 
    Every Demon that lived, fed, and worked in that afterlife originated here. This was the source of all the punishments suffered by those who had done wrong and were sentenced to the negative afterlife.  
 
    Softness did not exist here. It was one of the very reasons Sam had begun to crave either remaining on the material plane or forming his own plane. 
 
    Guards began to pour out of the village, one after the other. They rushed towards Sam at a full sprint with their weapons ready. Each one bearing the arms and armor that was indeed akin to a medieval era. 
 
    Almost immediately, they began screaming at him. 
 
    Unfortunately, Sam didn’t understand a word of it. 
 
    At least, not at first. 
 
    To his ear, it had the ring of familiarity but not quite. There was something in the words and the way they were spoken that made him feel like he should understand them. 
 
    Shaking his head, Sam held up a hand and then cleared his throat. 
 
    He hadn’t spoken the Demonic tongue in longer than he could actually remember. Even when he’d battled Demons, they’d often just spoken in whatever dialect of Humanity had summoned them. 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me, my Demonic is incredibly rusty,” Sam tried, his hand held up in front of him still. At the same time, he was using as little Essence as he could get away with to try and absorb whatever language they were speaking, while blending it with his own memories. 
 
    To him, it honestly felt like a derivative of his memory of Demonic. Which is what he based the entire spell on. 
 
    Sam felt like he was a citizen of the first Roman Republic who only knew Classical and Vulgar Latin trying to converse with someone from Italy speaking modern Italian. 
 
    A number of the guards stood up considerably straighter at Sam’s words. Their hands gripped their weapons with a great deal more force. 
 
    For whatever reason, the way in which he’d spoken had created a collective change in them. They’d all gone from angry and concerned to anxious and terrified. 
 
    “Could someone please keep speaking?” asked Sam, trying out a smile on them. “The spell doesn’t work unless someone is speaking.” 
 
    Someone in the crowd of helmeted heads said something to that, to which another person responded. A quiet chattering began to fill the silence as the guards began to speak to one another. 
 
    Perfect. Perfect. We’ll just… hope… this works. 
 
    No such thing as a universal translator after all. 
 
    “In the meantime, could someone go get the leader of this… place?” asked Sam. Regardless of anything else, he still needed to get food and water for Carissa and Irma. 
 
    Beyond that, he needed to find a way to get his hands on a large amount of Essence. He was eager to return home. 
 
    Jena knew that he was connected to Inc-Suc and would be actively hunting it. Even now, she was probably going after his people. Every second he spent here was a waste of time. 
 
    Apparently, regardless of him only partially understanding them, the guards understood him. Quite a few of them nodded their heads at his statement. A few replied in the same language that they’d been using. 
 
    “Already done, my lord,” someone said in a halting voice. It was in the same form of Demonic that Sam had spoken in. 
 
    As if the spell he’d formed needed something to latch onto, or that perhaps the same thing had been said in both languages, Sam could suddenly understand quite a bit of what was being said. 
 
    Having found success with his spellwork, Sam fed more Essence into it. He wanted to be able to speak to the current denizens of Hell. Right now, he was more of an outsider than he’d ever been on the material plane itself. 
 
    He hated spending the Essence on something like this, but he didn’t feel like he had a choice. 
 
    Sam nodded his head and ran his tongue over his molars. He decided to try speaking in their own tongue. Maybe it would help his spell decipher it. 
 
    “Lord?” he asked in their tongue. 
 
    Once again there were a number of responses to his question. 
 
    “Forgive me, my lord, we know not your name,” said the same individual who’d spoken earlier. 
 
    Sam felt his spell expand rapidly again. It was taking in their responses it seemed and was actively working to build him a lexicon. 
 
    Well. This is why I’m a Planar Lord. Essence sorcery contains a great deal of personal ability. 
 
    “My name is irrelevant,” said Sam, still in their own tongue. A young Demon hurried his way toward Sam from the village. He was wearing expensive clothes compared to everyone else around. “Is that your lord?” 
 
    Every guard turned their head to look back at the Demon approaching them. 
 
    “Yes, my lord. That is our lord, Adam Billingham,” said the same guard. 
 
    Adam Billingham? Well. That’s a rather curious name for a Demon. 
 
    In fact, I’d say it’s downright mortal. 
 
    The Demon rushed right up to Sam. As they got closer, Sam realized that the man must indeed be the local lord. 
 
    He wasn’t of the same species of Demon as the guards. He appeared to be descended from a Demon-Knight or an Infernal Imp. 
 
    Sam was betting on the latter given that the male had a build that a Demon-Knight wasn’t likely to get. 
 
    He was of average height and slightly overweight with black hair that was swept back across his head. His eye color ran closer to hazel than what most Cambion had. There was a single dark spot or freckle in one of his eyes that lent itself toward a mixed family heritage. 
 
    Hell is… very different. 
 
    “Greetings, my lord!” said Adam, coming to a stop in front of Sam. He was speaking in what Sam knew as his own tongue though it had a curious British accent to it. It was very likely that his own manner of speech would indeed be “Classical Latin”. His early mental metaphor might be spot on. “To what do I owe the pleasure? Are you from… from the tower?” 
 
    “No,” Sam said, then lifted a hand and pointed toward the manor home. “Would it be alright if we spoke in your home? There are quite a few ears here. Mortal and otherwise.” 
 
    As if realizing the situation, Adam glanced behind himself. There was a crowd of Humans gathering behind the Demon guards. They were clearly trying to get a peek at what was going on. 
 
    “Yes! Ah, yes, my lord. I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize—I—yes, yes,” Adam said, then bowed his head to Sam. Then he began scurrying back to his home. 
 
    Sam quietly followed along behind. He wasn’t quite sure what to think about all this. Hell was very different than he remembered. 
 
    Far different than even the stories he’d heard from those who’d left after him. Though even that had occurred before he’d been imprisoned. 
 
    Nothing seemed to be what he’d expected at all. 
 
    Looking critically at the village as they passed through it, Sam tried to learn all he could. From the material used to construct the homes to the clothes they wore, everything appeared to be imported from elsewhere. 
 
    Much of it seemed as if it came from a material plane similar in nature to the prime. 
 
    Beyond that, he had to confess that it was obvious that these mortals—these Humans—were indeed little better than indentured servants. One and all, they had the look of being born and bred into servitude. 
 
    They all lacked the spark of life that he’d come to expect and love about mortals. There was nothing behind these poor people’s eyes. 
 
    Whatever had been there had been beaten, bred, or broken out of them. Likely centuries ago. 
 
    From what he could see, they all shared a root genetic stock. They all had dark-brown hair, dark-brown eyes, and very fair skin. 
 
    “May I ask which Lord of Hell you serve?” asked Adam after closing the door to the manse behind Sam. 
 
    “I serve no one,” Sam replied smoothly. He had never been part of the politics of Hell. His goal truly had only ever been becoming a Planar Lord. “Nor do I know the current situation in Hell.” 
 
    While Irma had cautioned him against telling people who he was, Sam felt differently. Hell would always be Hell. 
 
    Making sure people knew who you were, what you were capable of, was key. After all, just because he couldn’t open a portal to another plane, that didn’t stop him from being a Planar Lord. 
 
    Because I became a Planar Lord. 
 
    Before that, I was an Incubus with a gift, ability, and deep knowledge of Essence sorcery. Someone who could hold his own in a fight against a great number of Demons. 
 
    Turning on his heel, Sam met the man’s eyes directly. 
 
    “My name is Sameerixis Fidenis. You may address me as Sam,” he said neutrally. “I was a Lord of Hell before I became a Planar Lord and left. This was millennia ago, though, so I would very much doubt you know me at all. 
 
    “This is my first time back since I became a Planar Lord. I require information from you. For that, I can repay you in Essence at this time, or in favors in the future.” 
 
    Adam didn’t look convinced of what he’d been told. In fact, if anything, he looked like he wanted to attack Sam. If he didn’t serve a Lord of Hell, that meant he was an intruder. 
 
    An interloper. 
 
    “Don’t,” Sam warned, lifting a hand up with a single finger pointed to the sky. “I will end you very quickly. It wouldn’t even be very difficult. It would take, at the very least, a Duke to stand up to me. Though even a Duke probably couldn’t actually defeat me. They’d just be able to escape without me murdering them outright. 
 
    “I have no interest in your lands and am just passing through, Adam. You shouldn’t make this worse.” 
 
    That was the absolute truth. 
 
    Even in his weakened state right now, Sam could battle it out with a Duke of Hell and have a very good chance of winning. 
 
    “A… Duke?” asked Adam, his desire to fight vanishing in a second. 
 
    “Well, that’s what they were called in my time,” apologized Sam. “I’m not quite sure what they would be referred to as now. A Duke had the power and knowledge to open a plane to elsewhere.” 
 
    Adam shook his head slowly. He looked incredibly lost and equally shocked. 
 
    “No one can open a plane out of Hell anymore,” he said quietly. “No one has for the last one or two hundred years. Not since the Church of One and All sealed the plane itself.” 
 
    I… what? 
 
    Sealed the plane? 
 
    Sam didn’t know how to respond to that. 
 
    “Explain it to me,” he demanded. “In detail.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From what Adam explained to Sam, it was extremely common knowledge that Hell was sealed to itself. Everyone believed it was all due to the Church of One and All. 
 
    The enemies of Hell had finally succeeded in closing it off from everywhere else. The only ones who were fortunate enough to leave the plane were those who were summoned off-plane. 
 
    It did explain why he hadn’t actually met anyone from Hell since he’d escaped his own prison, with the exception of the summoned Pit Demon who killed Wren and Tiffany. The reason that no one had come from it at all was that it was completely isolated. 
 
    Having collected the information, food, and water, Sam had paid Adam in Essence. To which, the young lord was rather grateful. 
 
    Essence generation hadn’t been very common in Hell to begin with when Sam had been around. Now it was incredibly rare, as those who had left Hell, did their best to stay away. 
 
    Though with no planes opening, that meant that only those who could be summoned before the closure, had a chance to be summoned after. There would be no infernal knowledge gleaned by new Warlocks, Witches, or Necromancers who weren’t given planar summoning diagrams by others. 
 
    “And that’s the situation,” Sam finished, explaining everything to Irma and Carissa. 
 
    The two women had spent most of the conversation eating, drinking, and then asking questions. They were now in the process of turning their jackets into sacks to carry the rest of their provisions. 
 
    Sam, of course, didn’t need anything but sex and his body was well suited for Hell. It also meant he’d be the one carrying everything. It would be far less taxing for him to do so. 
 
    “In other words,” Irma began, looking up from the knap-sack made out of her jacket, “we have to wait for Aster and Jes to summon you back, but only after this… spell… fades from around you.” 
 
    “Exactly right,” said Sam. “But that assumes that they can summon me back. Jena’s spell which was blocking me from opening portals to other locations felt like it would prevent summoning as well. 
 
    “From the feel of that spell, it seemed as if it covered the entirety of the country. Resonating out from set points almost like radio towers.” 
 
    Carissa sighed and then growled. She seemed rather perturbed by their situation. 
 
    “I need a weapon,” she said finally. “If we’re going to be stuck here, I need a weapon. Irma has Essence sorcery, you are yourself, and I am unarmed. 
 
    “I must have a weapon so that I do not drag our group down. We’ll be dependent on one another until we figure a way out of Hell.” 
 
    Sam couldn’t argue that point. She was right. 
 
    “I’ll barter with Adam for equipment. He seemed rather keen on receiving Essence as payment,” Sam said. “I’ll ask him for more information and what’s nearby. 
 
    “Honestly, Hell isn’t what it used to be at all. It seems more like feudal Europe now. I don’t think my earlier explanation would be very useful. At least, in regards to territories dominated in an animalistic fashion. 
 
    “I think everyone is just hunkering down and trying to live as if Hell were a crap-sack version of the prime plane. They were even growing crops.” 
 
    Irma nodded her head, squared her shoulders, and then clapped her hands together once. The pop of her palms together seemed to break a tension he hadn’t realized was building. 
 
    “So be it. Then we’ll just have to survive, adapt, and overcome,” she said definitively. “That means we need to gather resources and information. 
 
    “From there, we can make our first move. Which is clearly finding a large settlement and doing what we must. 
 
    “I think we’re more at risk being out here where we are than we would be in a city or large village. Thoughts?” 
 
    Thinking about it, Sam couldn’t help but agree with her. They would very likely do better in a village or a city. If they could get a property or a home purchased, he could secure the two of them inside. 
 
    Then work at trying to figure out a way for them to get out of Hell. Which meant talking or dealing with the Lords of Hell directly. 
 
    “Alright, since no one has anything to add, I’ll go first,” said Irma, who then leaned back and began to shimmy out of her leggings. “I need you to gorge yourself on me, Sammy. Then on Carissa, then on me again, and back to her. Until you’re all full, or we can’t handle you anymore. We’ll do that for a few days until the supplies you brought back run out. 
 
    “Because if Essence is our coin, we need to fill your purse, and that means filling up my and Carissa’s purse. As much as we can.” 
 
    Irma spread her legs apart, put her hands on her knees and smiled at him in the dark. He didn’t think she could see anything, but that didn’t seem to stop her from clearly finding what enjoyment in the situation she could. 
 
    “Well?” she asked after a few seconds passed. “I’m waiting.” 
 
      
 
    Eight - Brave New World - 
 
      
 
    The four-wheeled cart trundled onward. In front of the cart was the ox-shaped automaton Sam had made to pull it. 
 
    It was filled with a smidgen of Essence so it would eternally pull the cart that held him, Carissa, and Irma. All he had to do was put a bit more into it whenever it got low. 
 
    Moving ever toward the horizon on the strange road that they traveled, the mindless golem trudged on. Traveling away from Adam’s little hamlet and toward the city. 
 
    They’d come to a very amicable arrangement with the Demon and had left, heading out as rapidly as they arrived. 
 
    They’d quickly come to the realization that using an Essence-driven golem was the best way for them to travel. It would use the least amount of resources, and the resource it did use was refillable. 
 
    Making Carissa or Irma walk would drain their energy, causing them to have to eat more food. There was no telling how often they could restock on food that was consumable by mortals. 
 
    Essence, though, was as easy as having sex. Sam could use it to replenish their energy, power the automaton, and trade with others. 
 
    Using a cart like this was indeed ideal, as Sam could even generate additional Essence as they traveled. 
 
    Which he was currently doing. 
 
    Thrusting into Irma twice more, Sam let out a slow breath as his seed filled her up. The lovely Imp was pinned to the floorboard of the cart beneath him. 
 
    Using a speck of the Essence they generated between them, he cleaned her up and refreshed her. The rest of the Essence generated was socked away for later. 
 
    “Should I take a turn?” Carissa asked from the bench. 
 
    Groaning, Irma’s hands clung to Sam’s shoulders. Then she shook her head. 
 
    “No, I can handle another round, I think. I’m going a little numb down there but it isn’t painful yet,” Irma said, her ankles resting against Sam’s thighs. “I just need a five minute breather, I think.” 
 
    “Okay,” Carissa replied as if this were nothing out of the ordinary anymore. 
 
    Considering they’d spent the last six or seven hours having sex like this, alternating between the two women, it really wasn’t out of the ordinary. 
 
    Irma’s eyes slowly opened and she gazed up at Sam, even while he was still deep inside her. 
 
    Giving him a shy smile, she seemed to search his face. Then she laughed and reached up with one hand to pat his cheek. 
 
    “I didn’t realize I’d go to Hell and spend the whole time on my back,” she said, laughing. She let out another sigh, still stroking Sam’s cheek. Then her face took on a curious expression. “It really was weird wasn’t it?” 
 
    “What, Adam?” Sam asked, settling himself down between Irma’s thighs. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean… he didn’t even look at Carissa or I. Didn’t even bat an eye that we were there, in fact,” said Irma, her fingertips moving across Sam’s cheek. “Just answered every question you asked, didn’t bother bartering for the price of any of it, and sold you the cart and supplies without a fuss.” 
 
    “My opinion remains the same. He wanted us gone,” Carissa remarked. “That’s the only answer I can come up with, anyway. 
 
    “Clearly, he was afraid of Sam, was more than willing to give him anything he asked if it meant he would leave, and wanted us gone. Reminded me of when we had a few firebrands back when I was a— when I fought against the government. 
 
    “Good to have in a pinch, terrible to deal with when you’re trying to win over a population. Just as likely to hurt friendlies as our targets. 
 
    “We let them go start their own group so long as it had a different name and had nothing to do with us.” 
 
    Sam couldn’t disagree with Carissa. 
 
    The more he thought about it, the more he’d found himself agreeing with Carissa’s opinion. Adam had just wanted them gone. 
 
    “There’s no reason for him to have feared us though, is there?” Irma asked, still looking up at Sam. 
 
    Is there? I didn’t really do anything that would have set him on edge. 
 
    Nor had I threatened him or told him I planned to take anything from force. In fact, I was pretty sure I told him I had no interest in his lands. 
 
    I did tell him that I had the power of a Duke, though. But that shouldn’t have been that terrifying. Dukes are certainly rare but not that rare. 
 
     “I did tell him I was at least as powerful as a Duke. I honestly didn’t think much of it at the time, but I suppose that could be it,” Sam murmured. “It isn’t like there are only a handful of Duke’s, though. 
 
    “There were literally at least forty in the area I inhabited when I left. Rare, certainly, but not unheard of. That and I needed to make him aware of the fact that attacking me would have just caused him misfortune. I’m fairly certain he was planning it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect it to be that then,” Carissa replied. “It’d have to have been something else ent— what’s that?” 
 
    Lifting his head and breaking the lingering gaze with Irma, Sam looked at Carissa. Following her gaze, he looked out in the same direction she was. 
 
    Distantly, he could see what looked like the spark and flash of lightning. Though it obviously wasn’t lightning as it was a clear sky. 
 
    There were no clouds, nor would there ever be in Hell. 
 
    “Essence battle,” said Sam after a moment of processing. “Large one. But… it doesn’t feel right. Rather than two individuals it seems more like… like two armies battling. 
 
    “That’s why there’s so many pulses, rather than just two large ones. It could be a battle between Demon lords.” 
 
    “Best we avoid it then,” Carissa muttered. “Though I think it’s right in our way to the city Adam mentioned. Could it be the city lord itself?” 
 
    “Possible,” murmured Sam. 
 
    “Could we use this to our advantage?” asked Irma. “Just how strong are you, Sammy? I know you have some martial skill but how does that translate to this plane? 
 
    “Are you able to assist the city lord and earn us a few favors from them? It’d be a good way to start in this city. We are, after all, quite good at making deals and brokering exchanges as a company.” 
 
    “I mean… I haven’t gone all-out in a very long time,” Sam said with some hesitation. Being on his home plane had most certainly woken up some long-dormant memories. Memories of being a Lord of Hell before becoming a Planar Lord. 
 
    Of storming across battlefields and ripping the life force out of his enemies. Tearing through their ranks with sword and spell. Drinking down their souls as only a Spirit of Gluttony could. 
 
    The memories he experienced felt hollow and oily. No matter how much water he might run over it, he could never quite clean it. 
 
    “Sammy,” Irma said firmly, catching his attention. Looking back down into her face, he realized they were still in the missionary position. He was actually still inside of her. “Regardless of who you were before, or what you did, you’re not who you once were. 
 
    “Even if you repeated your previous actions, you’re not the same person now. You’d feel differently and alter your course. 
 
    “You’re a Demon, Sam. An Incubus. But you’re also the man I love and soon to be a father. It’s all one in the same. 
 
    “Your previous actions no longer define you. They only give you the experience to make better choices.” 
 
    The words were spoken softly but they left a deep mark upon Sam’s mind and psyche. Regardless of anything else, she clearly believed in him. 
 
    Her faith in him would continue, even if he were to give in to his past and be the Warlord he once was before he gained his Planar abilities. To become that Demon amongst Demons again. 
 
    “So… maybe it’s time to be Sameerixis Fidenis Xilin Fisch Elh Caerwin Aderin Telis, the married Demon who escaped Hell. Who battled forces good and evil to carve out his own path,” Irma whispered, tilting her head to one side as she gazed up at him. There was a teasing look to her at the moment. “And maybe, just maybe, I want to see the man I tamed really let loose and make that city lord owe us. Because I’d feel awfully powerful if I managed to tame such a Demon lord. 
 
    “Show your little Imp wife what a Demon you were?” 
 
    Of all the mortals across his incredible life span so far, only Irma had found ways to provoke his desires. To poke at his inner needs and demons. 
 
    Only Jes, who had magical abilities to see what he wanted, could do better than her. 
 
    “I’ll set off and find the battlefield,” Sam said gruffly. Her words had hit the mark and were correct. 
 
    Hell was Hell. 
 
    If he could slaughter an army to curry favor with the city lord, that would be a good use of his Essence. 
 
    First though, he had to confirm that’s what this was. 
 
    “If it’s the city lord, do what you must,” Carissa murmured. “We can always recharge you after. 
 
    “If it isn’t, assess, then address. We’ll support whatever you decide.” 
 
    Irma nodded her head, grinning at him. Her ankles pulled at his thighs, as if inviting him to pummel her insides again. 
 
    I mean… do I have two minutes? 
 
    I have two minutes. Right? 
 
    “Have your favorite snack, then go, my love,” Irma whispered to him huskily. 
 
    I definitely have two minutes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sam was flying on the outskirts of the battle. 
 
    From what he could tell, they’d witnessed the very first touch of combat from the wagon. The moment when both sides had launched some lean skirmishing blows. Each side had committed only their weakest Essence Sorcerers and combatants. 
 
    From what he could see, the field was littered with mortals, Cambion, and Demons. They were all intermixed, fighting with and against one another. 
 
    There were no differences between any of them as they all fought in the field. They all bled into the ground in the same way. 
 
    Sam also noticed that one side was wearing a uniform, and the other seemed to be a hodge-podge collection of everything. No two people were dressed the same. 
 
    Well. 
 
    That certainly means one side is the government, isn’t it? That’d be the city lord. Which means I have a chance to earn favors, just as Irma suggested. 
 
    Turning his attention to the rearward units of the uniformed soldiers, Sam found what he was looking for. Or at least, what he suspected he was looking for. 
 
    A command group of officers and likely the leader of the army. 
 
    Arranged behind the mass of soldiers, they were in a clump and watching the battle through telescopic eye-pieces, spells, or just with their eyes. They clustered around a larger Demon who stood at the center with what appeared to be a two-handed sword braced on one shoulder. 
 
    Folding in his wings, Sam began to dive toward that group. He was planning on landing perhaps thirty feet in front of them. 
 
    Landing any closer than that would likely get him a few spells tossed at him. As it was, it was fairly likely they’d attack him just for landing where he planned. 
 
    With little more than a quiet bump, Sam landed gracefully. He folded his arms behind his back and stood up straight. His wings flexed outward for several seconds, then laid across his back. 
 
    Taking a step to the side, he angled himself partially away from them. This also happened to be an easy position to step into a defensive stance with a sword if he was attacked. 
 
    It was a position he’d learned to cherish. He wasn’t sure how others saw it, but he felt it was rather dignified but also imposing. 
 
    “Greetings, city lord,” Sam called a second after he’d landed. “I’ve come to offer my services. For a fee, of course.” 
 
    The large Demon in heavy plate armor was already moving towards him. He gave off a feeling of someone who wanted to rush off to join the fight rather than be at the rear of the battle. 
 
    “And what is it you’re offering, little Demon?” growled the city lord. 
 
    “To dispose of the enemy, of course,” Sam replied in a good natured way. “Providing that you absolve me of any crime I might commit while doing it, protection of my wives for the period of one year, and that I keep any Essence I steal from the enemy.” 
 
    Stopping ten feet away, the imposing city lord peered at Sam through his helmet. Then the Demon made a swatting motion with his hand. 
 
    “Easy enough to promise,” they grumbled. “That’s all you want? You lay no claim to their general? I want their general for myself. Alive.” 
 
    Sam blinked slowly as he considered how to respond. 
 
    The request was simple enough and he didn’t see an issue with it. 
 
    “Mm. I’d want a few favors from you in the future as well, of course. But I have no idea what they would be yet. Though they wouldn’t be too terrible. Resources, more than likely. 
 
    “As to the general… I would only ask why? It would be quite easy for me to eliminate them for you,” said Sam. “Harder to capture them.” 
 
    “She had my favorite mistress raped by a great many of her soldiers, then killed. So I’m going to fuck her until I put a kid in her,” spat the Demon. “After she gives birth, I’ll give the baby to my wife, then put another kid in her. Maybe after five or six, what my mistress would have given me, I might kill her.” 
 
    Ah… yes. Hell. 
 
    Hell is… Hell. 
 
    Disgusting and despicable. But that’s why we escaped. 
 
    Evil fighting Evil. 
 
    Clicking his tongue disdainfully, Sam barely kept himself from rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Fine, fine. I can certainly swear to the idea that I personally will not kill the opposing general,” offered Sam. “I’m not responsible for her well-being, however. 
 
    “The rest is as stated. I keep the Essence of what I take, you absolve me of crimes, and protection for my wives for one year. Are we in accord?” 
 
    Sam pulled his left hand from behind his back and held it up. 
 
    Channeling a trickle of Essence into a spell-construct, he called up a two-dimensional version of his brand. It wouldn’t be enough for anyone to gain any insights into it, but it would serve quite well as a binding of a contract. 
 
    Enforcing the whole thing with their agreement that’d been spoken, Sam worked to bring it forth. A second later and the binding flared to life above his palm. 
 
    The command group, including the city lord, didn’t respond. They were all contemplating Sam’s offer, he imagined. 
 
    “I… accept,” said the city lord in a halting tone. Then held his palm out toward Sam’s binding construct. 
 
    A thin trickle of weak Essence met the binding as the city lord’s agreement met the contract. 
 
    “Agreed, bound, and settled,” Sam said, closing his hand and concluding the contract. “Do forgive me if I leave the contract concluded as it is. I only seal with sex for female clients. I’ll need a tunic or tabard so I don’t stand out.” 
 
    The city lord nodded their head slowly. Turning their helmeted head to the person at their side, they held out their hand. 
 
    In a matter of seconds, that individual had pulled off their own tunic and given it to the city lord, who in turn gave it to Sam. 
 
    “Now, I have some work to do, don’t I?” Sam asked and turned to look toward the battle after pulling the ill-fitting fabric down over his head. 
 
    Lifting a finger, he bled some Essence into the material so that it would fit him better. 
 
    That done, he turned toward the battle. Sam contemplated how he wanted to do this. If he was looking to maximize his gains from this, he would be best served heading to the right flank of the city lord’s army. 
 
    If he engaged in physical combat there, he could drain his enemies of their life force directly. All it would take was a touch. 
 
   
  
 

 But will I become the addict that I was previously? 
 
    I might… but… Irma is here now. She’ll be able to help me through it. 
 
    Not to mention, all the Essence I gain from this I can use to hopefully bring us back to the prime. 
 
    Mentally sighing, Sam realized that this had been exactly what she was talking about. He would be who he was and learn to direct himself based on his previous experiences. 
 
    With any luck, he wouldn’t become a drain-addict, and they’d be gone from Hell soon enough. 
 
    Creating a rapier of Essence, Sam swung his right arm out. The weapon materialized in his hand. He could use it as a way to drain his opponent so long as he was able to stick them with it. 
 
    Expanding his wings, Sam launched forward toward the flank with a single pump. Flexing them again as soon as his feet hit the ground, he popped back up into the air. 
 
    He was literally bounding across the field with each beat of his wings. Each one bringing him closer and closer to the fight as a whole. 
 
    Well. This’ll be interesting. I haven’t taken the field like this in a while. 
 
    I didn’t even try to drain that Archangel. I could have curtailed that fight pretty early if I’d been willing to do that. 
 
    Then again, nothing good comes of draining an Archangel. I would have been sick for weeks. 
 
    I didn’t try on Seville either for that matter. I wonder if that would have even worked on him. 
 
    Ah well, laments and regrets for another time. 
 
    For now, it’s time to become a Lord of Hell once again. 
 
    Sam reached the front lines. 
 
      
 
    Nine - Not the Same - 
 
      
 
    In front of Sam was a collection of soldiers in equipment that looked like they were just before the time of pike and shot. Kitted out in arms and armor that one could easily find in documentaries, history books, or museums. 
 
    Though it all had a “Hellish” flair to it— spikes, horns, rust, red paint. It had a strange look to it all. Sam assumed it had to do with the fact that there wasn’t much in the way of material in Hell. Everything here would be scrounged from the earth, or likely brought in from other planes. 
 
    Moving out past the fighting on the fringes, Sam was immediately intercepted by several soldiers. All of them were wielding short spears with shields. 
 
    Sam lifted his left hand and grabbed the two soldiers approaching from his left. Wrapping them up in a spell of force, he locked away their movement. 
 
    Lunging forward with his right hand, his sword tip out in front, he caught the third soldier in the arm. No sooner than the Essence-constructed weapon sunk into the soldier’s flesh, Sam acted. 
 
    Using his sword as if it were a straw, he began to greedily devour their Life Essence. In less than three seconds of pulling at them with the utmost force, they were drained. 
 
    There was nothing left but to take their soul and end their existence completely. It would leave nothing behind at all, as if he were cleaning his plate of every speck. Except that wasn’t what Sam was going to do. 
 
    No! 
 
    No… never again. That’s where I draw the line. 
 
    Just like Irma said. I’m me, but I’m also not me. 
 
    He wasn’t quite the same old Sam as he used to be. He’d grown incredibly, just as Irma had said. 
 
    Stopping just shy of destroying the soldier’s soul, Sam ceased his attack and then removed the sword. 
 
    Slumping to the ground, the soldier was already dead. Their soul would leave the body shortly and move to the actual afterlife. 
 
    Filled with the fresh Life Essence of a Cambion, Sam felt much better. It wasn’t anywhere near the strength he would have gotten had he taken the soul along with it—especially since most of the Life Essence came from the soul—but he was satisfied. 
 
    If he was able to convert most of the enemies on the field into Life Essence, he imagined he might have a chance of shaving off an entire month or two from the spell that lingered around him. Perhaps even more if he didn’t have to save any Essence in reserve. 
 
    Pulling with his left hand, Sam jerked the two soldiers he’d bound forward. With two neat lunges, one after the other, he drained and dropped both of those combatants as well. 
 
    One of the reasons Sam had grown in power was that he wasn’t a common Incubus. He was different, though it was by choice. 
 
    Where most of his kind lived only for pleasure and what they could get easily, Sam had invested back into himself. He’d taken his Incubus abilities and expanded the control and power of them. 
 
    He augmented them in terrifying ways with his Essence sorcery and then practiced upon thousands of Demons. Without guilt or a care for them because Hell was, of course, Hell. 
 
    Training what he could do to the point that he could actually drain someone in seconds. Which was unimaginably faster compared to his own kind. A normal Incubus or Succubus could do it in thirty minutes if they tried. 
 
    It was the same reason he’d survived on his own plane by himself for so long. Mental control and the willingness to do what he had to do. 
 
    Moving forward again, Sam stabbed his blade into another soldier. Then another, and another, and another. 
 
    If he pushed any further, or faster, the flank would collapse next and start to get rolled up. Which honestly wasn’t what Sam wanted at the moment. 
 
    That wouldn’t actually serve his goals. 
 
    He needed to drain a great many more soldiers. To work his way down the line and take out as many as he could. 
 
    Rather morbid but… this is a battle and they’re my enemy. 
 
    I’m taking their lives, just as if I had a weapon, and sending their souls onward. I’m not… I’m not doing anything terrible here. 
 
    This is a war in Hell. 
 
    I’m not harming their afterlife, just sending them there. I’m also responsible for a Judge being there to send them on. 
 
    This… this is fine. 
 
    Sam suddenly felt much more at ease with what he was doing. All he was doing was actively playing the part of a soldier. 
 
    Sending his enemies into the afterlife. He certainly was using an unusual means to do it, but it was no different than if he’d cut off their head. 
 
    Discarding the tabard he was wearing with a small twitch of Essence sorcery, Sam infiltrated the enemy lines. He passed right through a small group of people after spinning around and putting his back to them. 
 
    He moved backward into their number as if he were facing down their same enemies. Just as though he was returning to the line or needed to step out of it. 
 
    People made room for him to do so, the enemy’s numbers enveloping him fully. 
 
    The soldiers hadn’t been paying attention to what Sam was doing as he dropped their comrades. Being involved in their own skirmishes, they had more pressing concerns at the time. 
 
    Elbowing and shoving his way backward, Sam managed to brute force his way through soldiers who didn’t want to be at the front. Making them give way for him. 
 
    Popping out the back of the line, Sam looked to the side, or down the battle-line as it were. He could see there were several points where the line was bulging both toward the city lord and also toward his opponent. Ground was being made on both sides. 
 
    Sam decided he’d just eat as much as he could, as fast as he could, before he went after larger targets. 
 
    Moving along the back of the line, Sam laid his left hand on the backs of soldiers. He would drain them of most of their life force, leaving them with just enough to stay standing, and move on. 
 
    The difference in taking their life versus simply knocking them to a nearly unconscious state, was infinitesimal. To Sam, though, that was the difference between creating a visible issue with people falling over, and nothing looking out of the ordinary. 
 
    In other words, he imagined he could drain far more soldiers if he left them with enough energy to stay upright. Which, considering he was now working on perhaps the thirtieth soldier, he couldn’t fault his logic. 
 
    Grabbing onto the soldier he was targeting, Sam had only taken part of their life force when a hand clamped down on his shoulder. In the same moment, the hand spun him around. 
 
    Sam was now face to face with what appeared to be a Demon of higher-than-normal standing. The Essence flowing around them indicated they actually knew how to use it correctly. 
 
    It also meant he wouldn’t be able to simply drain this person and leave them on the ground as a husk. 
 
    “What are you doing!?” shouted the Demon. They had a masculine voice but Sam couldn’t see any of their features. Not to mention, the armor left everyone looking relatively the same regardless of gender. 
 
    Unable to help himself, Sam smirked at the person across from him, then went to skewer them with his weapon. If he could connect with the strike, he’d be able to drain them rather quickly. 
 
    A second before his blade pierced the person’s side, they stumbled backward. Tumbling away from Sam and scrambling away on all fours.  
 
    Oh. They dodged. 
 
    Surprising. 
 
    They’re worth a little respect. 
 
    Lifting his blade up, Sam held it vertically with the tip pointing to the sky. Tilting his head toward his opponent, he waited for them to stand. 
 
    Last time I was in a sword fight, I was running low on power and couldn’t really let myself go. This time… it’s different. 
 
    Because I can just go back to draining soldiers afterward. 
 
    Once the officer—or so Sam figured since they were in an actual suit of armor that included a colored tabard—had their weapon drawn, he closed in on them. 
 
    Bleeding some Essence off, he empowered his body to move faster. Beyond its normal limits, in fact. To the point that his muscles were tearing with the speed he was putting on. 
 
    Blurring forward with what he liked to think of as his flashing lunge, Sam aimed for the officer’s heart. 
 
    Their blade came up and barely intercepted Sam’s. Knocking it to the side just enough that the tip scraped along their metal pauldron then away. 
 
    Moving with the lunge, Sam shuffle-stepped to the left and whipped his sword down and to the right. The slash caught the upper arm of the officer and neatly sheared off a number of rings from their chain mail. 
 
    The metal links clattered and pinged off the rest of the armor as they fell into the grass below. They’d done their job and had redirected his strike, however. Sam hadn’t actually made contact with the officer’s skin. 
 
    Rather than let him keep the advantage, the officer used their shield as a weapon. They tried to slam the edge of it against Sam’s leading leg. 
 
    If I accept the blow, I can get my sword up and under their armor. 
 
    Once that happens, I can drain him. 
 
    Not moving his leg, Sam instead tried to reinforce it with Essence. At the same time, he transferred his sword to his left hand. The weapon vanished and reappeared in a fraction of a second. 
 
    Striking forward with it, Sam managed to slam it into the officer’s midsection. The blow of the shield on Sam’s leg was enough to shatter the bone despite having reinforced it. 
 
    It didn’t matter now though. He’d gotten his “straw” into the officer. Pulling hard through his sword, Essence began to flow rapidly into Sam. Far more than he had been expecting, in truth. 
 
    The flavor of the Essence gave him an answer after a second of thought. This happened to be an actual Demon-Knight. They weren’t rare, but they were uncommon as a race. 
 
    Sam didn’t stop until there was little more than a few drops of Essence left in the knight. To the point that they collapsed to the ground, their hands coming up to cover the wound in their abdomen. 
 
    Groaning, they laid there, nearly unmoving. 
 
    “I didn’t hit anything vital,” Sam offered to the Demon-Knight. “You’ll live, providing no one else takes your life.” 
 
    Sam made a dismissive hand gesture and glanced at the area surrounding him. 
 
    All around him were officers with raised weapons, looking directly at him. They were likely all Demon-Knights as well. 
 
    Sam could easily dispatch them one by one, but if they grouped up on him, he’d have issues. His superiority over others came mostly from his combat ability in a one-on-one fight. 
 
    This would be too much without anyone to fight at his side. At this moment, he suddenly lamented that he didn’t have Jes or Aster with him. 
 
    Or even Wren, if he thought about it. 
 
    Any of those three would be quite at home in a situation like this. 
 
    Sighing, Sam realized that his little buffet was over. He needed to move on the city lord’s opponent now. This general who had cost him his “favorite mistress”. 
 
    Snapping his wings out, Sam leapt into the air with several beats of his wings. Rapidly sailing up into the air and clearing the encirclement, he unfortunately put himself into a different frame of danger. 
 
    The Essence-Sorcerers and missile weapons of the army were now targeting him. Several lightning bolts, fireballs, and rods of ice shot out from various points. On top of that were a number of crossbow bolts and arrows, as well. 
 
    Mm. Yes. 
 
    That’s fine, though. I’m not actually trying to escape. 
 
    I just needed enough height so that I can dive. 
 
    Folding his wings and angling them, Sam put himself into a shallow dive. Holding his hands out at his sides, he dismissed his weapon. Right now, it would be more of a hindrance considering his plan. 
 
    Sam searched for a second and then locked his vision on the point where he was planning to land. 
 
    Right atop the enemy general. 
 
    This army was established through the strength of character and arms of one person. Sam would just swing through, pick up the general, and take her with him. 
 
    As if his attention attracted hers, the general’s uncovered head swung towards him. She was a fairly normal looking Demon-Knight. 
 
    Even from this distance, he could tell that was her species due to the horns, skin color, eyes, and aura of Essence bleeding off around her. 
 
    She had short black hair that was pulled back from her face. Her features and expression were hard with steep lines that made her look grim, though not unattractive. 
 
    Her eyes were a glowing red that were a few shades lighter than her crimson-colored skin. Black horns swept backward from her brow for six or seven inches in an elegant curve. She was attractive in general, let alone for her species. 
 
    Quite a few Demon-Knights. They seem to be filling out the upper ranks of this army, as well. 
 
    Hm. 
 
    That’s rather curious. I honestly expected a lesser Pit Demon or some such to be in charge. Or just a Hellfiend, perhaps. 
 
    This is all so strange. Hell is considerably different than I remember it and continues to be strange. 
 
    A second after he finished that thought, Sam blasted by the general. His hands latched onto her shoulders and pulled her clean off the ground. 
 
    “Good morning,” Sam said casually as he held onto the general. “Try not to kill yourself in the landing.” 
 
    “Wh—” 
 
    Before the general could finish a word, Sam let go and followed along behind the falling Demon-Knight. 
 
    Hitting the turf with a thump, she bounced and then tumbled through the grass. She left an impressive channel in the ground where she had struck and slid along. 
 
    Landing within a foot of where the general came to a stop, Sam spread his wings out. Holding his hand out, he summoned his Essence-wrought blade once more and placed the tip at the Demon-Knight’s throat. 
 
    Where he had it right now was all muscle and flesh. There was nothing ultimately important directly beneath his blade. 
 
    But most people didn’t know anatomy that well. 
 
    It’d been critical for him when he was constructing avatars and golems to know all the bits and pieces that went into a body. 
 
    “You may consider your war over,” Sam said while giving her a wide smile. Then he showed her his teeth and pushed further. 
 
    The tip of his blade broke the skin and sank a full inch into her neck. 
 
    The muscles that’d started to tense in the general went slack, her eyes flying wide open in pain. Her whole body froze up as she clearly fought the instinctive nature to jerk away from what was causing her harm. 
 
    “As I said, you may consider your war over. If I were you… I’d probably send them the signal through your brand,” said Sam. Doing such a thing would be the quickest and easiest way to get word to her army that this was done. 
 
    Looking like a mask of pain and rage, the general’s face was stretched taut over a grimace. One that displayed her full set of teeth. Each and every one was serrated and rather pointed. 
 
    “Lovely smile, by the way,” Sam said, tilting his head to one side. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the command group of the general all locked in place. They weren’t going to risk her life by rushing him, but they were also ready to attack if he took her life. “Did you do the work yourself?” 
 
    Wheezing, the general was staring up at him without saying anything. 
 
    Pulling his arm back, Sam let the inch of his blade stuck in her slide free. Blood began to immediately well up from the puncture he’d left behind. 
 
    Lifting her arm, the Demon-Knight pressed a hand to her neck, her leather-gloved hand covering the hole. 
 
    “Yes, I surrender to you, my lord,” muttered the general. “Though… I… my army doesn’t serve under my brand. None of them are bound to me in such a way.” 
 
    Sam raised his eyebrows at that. 
 
    She didn’t bind them? How odd. 
 
    Adam had all of his people subjected to his brand. 
 
    Though he’d said it was a familial one, and not his own personal one. Which made sense at the time considering it was a family-run business. 
 
    Is there something more here? 
 
    “May I cast a spell to declare surrender?” asked the general. 
 
    “I suppose there’s no alternative,” said Sam. “Though I’ll warn you now, if it’s anything I dislike—the spell that is—I’ll just cut the Essence free and you can suffer the backlash. I promised I’d deliver you alive, but not in one piece.” 
 
    “As I said, I surrender myself to you, my lord,” repeated the general. “Will you accept that?” 
 
    “Of course,” Sam said. “How else would I take you captive if you didn’t surrender? Now… on with the spell.” 
 
    Nodding her head, the general lifted her free hand and pointed it palm up towards the sky. 
 
    Between her fingers, she began to form a spell. 
 
    Made from Essence and looking far more like a Human mage construction, Sam felt rather unsure at the moment. 
 
    It didn’t look anything like Essence sorcery to him. 
 
    There was no well of her personal self in it. No brand. A connection to what she wished to happen wasn’t there, nor her visualization of it. 
 
    This truly was some type of bastardized version of Essence sorcery mixed with Human magic.  
 
    Watching, he waited. 
 
    What should have taken her a handful of seconds stretched out to an entire half a minute. The general was also forming Human-made runes into her spellwork. 
 
    “Your Essence sorcery is terrible,” Sam finally said in an irritable tone. He also wanted to prod at this to learn if she even had a brand. He was beginning to suspect she didn’t. “Do you even know what you’re doing?” 
 
    Losing focus, the general’s eyes snapped to Sam’s, her brows drawing down at the center. She was practically glaring at him. 
 
    “Are you just trying to signal surrender?” asked Sam. “Because if you are, just tie the construct to your brand, push your desire through the Essence, channel it into the form, and let it rip. Then control it directly with your brand.” 
 
    “I… don’t have a brand. My family dismissed me,” said the general, the magic in her hand fading away entirely. 
 
    “Your personal brand, fool. Not a familial one,” offered Sam. This was the question he’d been wanting to ask. Except he didn’t know how to ask it without admitting his ignorance to the situation. 
 
    “Personal brand?” asked the Demon-Knight. “Personal brands don’t work anymore. Only familial brands work.” 
 
    Sam raised his eyebrows at that. He knew for a fact that his own brand worked perfectly fine given that he’d just used it to seal a pact. 
 
    Holding his left hand open, Sam summoned his brand. A fully formed two-dimensional version of it appeared then and there. 
 
    “You lie. As you can see, my personal brand is quite functional,” turning his hand over, he held it palm down in front of the general’s face. “You will cast your spell through my brand now and we will end this.” 
 
    “I—yes, my lord. Of course, my lord. Immediately,” stammered the general. Putting her hand up against his own, she rapidly threw out a proper Essence sorcery spell. 
 
    It lacked determination and definition, as well as being incredibly crude, but it was at least the correct magic type. 
 
    There was no Human magic involved whatsoever. 
 
    A few seconds later and a spell was launched up into the air. 
 
    Detonating a few hundred feet in the sky, it let out a vast feeling of despair and defeat. That those who served her should surrender and lay down their arms. 
 
    “There,” Sam said, standing upright. Dismissing his sword, he put his hands behind his back. “Now, let’s deliver you to the city lord.” 
 
      
 
    Ten - Truth of One’s Self - 
 
      
 
    The general kept one hand pressed to her neck as they walked back to the city lord. Throughout the field they crossed were countless people. 
 
    Wounded, dead, surrendering, taking prisoners, and everything in between. None of these individuals got near Sam and his captive. 
 
    In fact, they all kept a great deal of distance from him. Creating an odd bubble around them that had no one in it. 
 
    It was obvious to Sam that they weren’t sure what to do with him, but they also wanted nothing to do with him. Though quite a few of them noticed and recognized the general at his side. 
 
    “My lord, may I ask your name? In giving you my surrender, it would be impolite to simply address you informally or by title alone,” asked the general. She was actually keeping pace with him quite well. For all intents and purposes, she seemed perfectly fine. 
 
    The wound he’d given her wasn’t life threatening nor was it even that terrible, but it was still something that would bleed considerably. Not to mention, it would be incredibly painful. Sam had suffered similar wounds in the past. 
 
    Then again, Demon-Knights had better than normal constitution to begin with. Even compared to other Demons, they ranked above and beyond. There was a reason Demon-Knights tended to lead armies of other Demons or Cambion. 
 
    At first, Sam considered not telling her his name. It was of no matter to her and she didn’t need to know it. 
 
    Then he realized it didn’t actually matter. 
 
    She was going to end up a prisoner of the city lord and that meant she wouldn’t be out in public. More than likely, she’d end up locked away in a cell somewhere and to be the lord’s play thing. 
 
    Even if she did manage to somehow not become a prisoner and never knew his name, there was no way Sam could deal with the city lord as a nameless Demon. 
 
    There was no way that he couldn’t give his name. Anonymity wasn’t a luxury Sam would enjoy. 
 
    On top of that, since Sam had used his binding to seal their contract, the city lord likely already knew the first one or two pieces of his name. That was what Sam could at least determine from someone else’s binding, two-dimensional or not. 
 
    “Sameerixis,” said Sam, deciding on the first name only. There was no need to provide her with more than that. 
 
    “Thank you for the gift of a fragment of your name, my Lord Sameerixis,” said the Demon-Knight in a very serious tone. 
 
    Sam didn’t bother to reply to her. Regardless of her respectful response, it didn’t really matter to him in the end. She was a means to an end. 
 
    He just wanted to turn her over to the city lord, collect the promise on his future favors, and go on his way. The sooner he could get into the city, the sooner he could start working on shaking off the damned spell that clung to him. 
 
    Once that was gone, he could see about tearing open a portal back home. Because as much as he was curious about going back to the place he grew up to see the common sights, this wasn’t his home at all. 
 
    He’d grown out of everything he’d left behind here and wanted none of it at all. His old plane held nothing of value for him. 
 
    The city lord was up ahead now, standing with his retinue, and waiting for Sam to arrive. 
 
    This time, his helmet was no longer on his head, but held at his side in the crook of his arm. His other hand was behind his back and his feet were evenly spaced. 
 
    It gave him a look as someone would when they were waiting. Sam imagined the man was quite eager to take possession of his captive. 
 
    Coming to a stop in front of the city lord, Sam turned and held a hand out to the Demon-Knight. 
 
    “One captive, per the agreement,” Sam said with a glance to the general. Then he looked back at the city lord. 
 
    Without his helmet, he looked to be just shy of being middle-aged. With dark-black hair, dark eyes, polished black horns, and a goatee. 
 
    “I—ah, thank you, my Lord Sameerixis. My name is Timithy Klesick,” said the city lord. He sounded incredibly unsure of himself at the moment. “Also, I must inform you that my scouts found your wives on the road to-to my city. 
 
    “I sent a contingent of Demon-Knights to provide them with an escort. They’re being brought here per their request and I’m already preparing refreshment for them. 
 
    “I promise, no harm befell them at all. You will most likely hear that one of my scouts was unkind to them with his speech and-and I swear that the individual who spoke out of turn to them has already been put to death.” 
 
    Sam blinked several times. 
 
    The city lord turned and held a hand out toward a bloody pile of meat that had clearly at one point been a Cambion. They’d been quartered and then chopped down to little better than what might be sold at a butcher. 
 
    They’re deferring to me in an incredible way. 
 
    I’m definitely underestimating how highly they’re treating my ability to use my brand. That’s the only thing that I’ve shown them or spoken of that would go above and beyond what I’ve seen. 
 
    I’ll have to be careful about this until I can figure out everything in more detail. But to do that, I’ll have to trust someone. 
 
    And one doesn’t do oneself any favors to trust in Hell. 
 
    “Yes, well, thank you, Lord Klesick,” Sam said, going with a simple acceptance. 
 
    “Of course, my Lord Lust, it is this humble city lord’s pleasure to serve,” said the city lord, bowing his head to Sam. “And please, you may address me as Timithy, Lord Lust.” 
 
    Hm. 
 
    Lord Lust. 
 
    That certainly isn’t a name I’ve heard in a very long time. The only reason they labeled me as the Torment of Lust on the prime was because those the church worked with from Hell called me Lord Lust. 
 
    Klesick either inferred who I was from my brand… or something else entirely. 
 
    “And how do you know that name?” Sam asked, turning fully toward Timithy. Behind his back, he began to put together the needed Essence to summon his blade. 
 
    Sam was very aware of the fact that he might need to kill Klesick here and now. Depending on the man’s answer, Sam was going to have to eliminate everyone nearby. 
 
    From the captive general to the city lord, to his retinue. The last thing Sam needed was old enemies or rivals to come looking for him. 
 
    He was not at his peak power at the moment. Even when he’d left Hell, he’d been considerably more powerful than he was at this moment. 
 
    Individual strength only counted for so much and Sam wasn’t even up to that level. Nowhere near close, in fact. 
 
    Having the rank and file to assist you in kicking over an enemy was also necessary. If Sam had tried to fight all those Demon-Knights fairly, or at the same time, he’d have had problems. 
 
    That meant making sure he understood how someone knew who he had once been. Then shoring up a problem if it was one. 
 
    “Ah! My cousin sent a note to me, my Lord Lust. Of a powerful visitor he’d had,” said Timithy in a rush. “I only-I only got the information back this morning on who that visitor might be, Lord Lust. 
 
    “I didn’t even think you were the one and the same who had met my cousin. Adam, that is. I really thought you were just a Demon looking to prove himself to me here. I didn’t think for an instant that such a lord as yourself deigned to assist me. 
 
    “Until you showed me your magnificent brand, Lord Lust, I truly didn’t make the connection at all.” 
 
    In other words… there’s no point in killing him. There are people back in the city who already know. Well, that’s not very helpful. 
 
    I underestimated Adam. 
 
    “Keep my identity a secret,” Sam said quietly. “I didn’t stay away as long as I did just to announce my presence. I just want to live in your city. Quietly.” 
 
    “Of course, Lord Lust, that isn’t an issue,” promised the city lord. 
 
    “Fine. Take your captive then and I’ll be leaving,” Sam said, gesturing to the general. 
 
    “Ah, Lord Lust, please. Remain with us? Your wives will be here shortly and I’ve already set up a meal and refreshments for them. We can go back to Klesick quite quickly with my entourage,” asked the city lord. Now that Sam thought about that, he could see a large tent had been set up not far away. There were quite a few people going in and out of it, as well. “As to the general, of course, I relinquish her over to you. Please. Consider her a present from me to you. I only ask that if you decide to end her life, please send me the head. It would be a fine addition to my collection.” 
 
    Sam stared hard at Klesick. 
 
    He didn’t want anything to do with the Demon-Knight and had no use for her. In fact, he believed that Timithy was likely giving her to him somehow thinking that was what he wanted to begin with. That he was only here to take the general, or to get hooks into Timithy. 
 
    As soon as he made the decision to reject the offer, Sam realized that he actually did have a use for her. She would be quite easy to pump for information while keeping her cowed and in service to him. 
 
    All it would take is branding her later. 
 
    We could question her for information. 
 
    “Fine,” Sam said with a shake of his head. He might have to lean into the “Lord Lust” personality a bit. If only for the safety of himself and his people.  
 
    Even if he didn’t want to. 
 
    That’d be a last resort however. Once he opened up that can of worms, there was no telling who might come calling on him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I would say you did the right thing,” Irma said softly, her fingers trailing up and down Sam’s back. “Though, not waiting for the city lord, and simply going to his city by ourselves, was probably rude. Especially declining his offer of an escort. 
 
    “But that’s using a Human’s sense of decorum. I’m not sure if that applies in… well… Hell.” 
 
    Since completing the battle, Sam hadn’t had a moment alone to himself. The city lord had hovered around him until they’d left for Klesick. 
 
    Once more, they were sitting in the automaton-pulled wagon. Though this time it was with the inclusion of the once general Demon-Knight. The camp of the city lord was still visible behind them. 
 
    The general’s armor had been dumped in a pile in the corner of the wagon and she now only wore the clothes that were under it. 
 
    “Hell is—or at least in my time was—more a place of deadly intrigue and betrayal. Declining something like that wouldn’t be abnormal,” said Sam, then he turned and looked at the Demon-Knight. “Is it still normal to expect to be betrayed?” 
 
    The Demon-Knight hadn’t really left Sam’s side. Her eyes were always stuck to him and she seemed perfectly happy to just listen. 
 
    “Yes,” she said after a few seconds. “I doubt Hell has changed much at all since your time, Lord Lust. Perhaps for the worse, even, since brands no longer work. 
 
    “Those without a familial brand are untrusted to families, and only those at the top trust those below them through that very brand.” 
 
    “Suppose that answers that,” Irma said with a small nod of her head. 
 
    “Did we ever get your name?” Carissa asked, looking up from cleaning the sword that rested across her knees. She’d acquired it at some point while in the city lord’s camp. Though, Sam wasn’t sure where or how. 
 
    “Abrah Zaelis,” said the Demon-Knight. “House… house Deril, originally, though no more.” 
 
    “Your true name,” Carissa said, looking up from the weapon in her lap. “Lord Lust is your owner, is he not? He should know your true name. Or would you rather he returned you to Timithy?” 
 
    Sam blinked and then looked at Abrah. 
 
    He was curious to see what she’d do. She had indeed sworn her life over to him. That included the ability for him to force her true name out of her. 
 
    Abrah looked more than a little disturbed at the idea of being given to the city lord. 
 
    “I didn’t take his mistress. He sent her to kill me. She was an assassin,” replied Abrah. “I didn’t order her rape, though I did order her to be tortured. Klesick and I were fighting over ownership of the city.” 
 
    “True name?” Carissa prompted again, unswayed by Abrah’s words. 
 
    “A-Abrah Zaelis Bella Catara Deril,” muttered the Demon-Knight, her gaze sinking to the bed of the wagon they were in. 
 
    Sam said the name several times in his head, committing it to memory. It felt like a true name to him, but he’d need to test that. 
 
    “Abrah Zaelis Bella Catara Deril, I command you to speak the truth to me,” said Sam. He felt the appropriate thrum of power over the Demon-Knight for invoking her true name to her. The control over her he gained in knowing it. “Were you fighting Timithy for your own benefit or something else?” 
 
    “My own benefit. I just wanted to be rich,” confessed Abrah while staring at Sam. 
 
    Snorting at that, Sam nodded his head. It was a realistic answer that he couldn’t fault her for. 
 
    “Do you have a home in the city?” he inquired. 
 
    “I do,” she confirmed. 
 
    “Anyone we need to worry about if we stayed there? Husband? Sister? Roommate?” asked Sam. 
 
    “I’m unattached and have no family. Nor do I have friends. I led by virtue of strength and my ability with a weapon,” said Abrah. 
 
    “Great. We’ll use your house to work out of,” Sam said with a bit of satisfaction. At least they’d have somewhere to call home for a time. “Now, when did brands fail? Was it at the same time as the planes?” 
 
    “No,” Abrah said and shook her head quickly. “The bindings failed years before the planes did. Very separate events, but both… equally terrible in effect to Hell.” 
 
    I imagine. 
 
    Bindings were the only semblance of trust anyone in Hell ever had. 
 
    “How’d the bindings fail, exactly?” Irma asked. 
 
    “The Demon Queen did it. We hoped that after the planes failed and she was locked out that the bindings would return, but they didn’t,” Abrah explained. 
 
    “Demon Queen. That’s new,” said Sam, curious now. “And what was this royal majesty’s name?” 
 
    “Jenaphila,” Abrah said with a scowl. “She invaded Hell, captured thousands of Cambion, Demons, and wiped out entire races. There’s nothing left of her or her empire, though. After the planes shut, she never came back.” 
 
    Jenaphila…? Well. That explains why she had so many of my kind. 
 
    As well as all the bound Demons and traps she utilizes them for. Though… it doesn’t explain how she’s been able to convert an Imp into a Succubus. 
 
    Certainly does explain a lot. I had no idea her grasp had extended into the planes themselves. I wonder if the planes being sealed are related to that. 
 
    “Well. That answers a few things I suppose,” Carissa said and slid the now polished and oiled sword into its scabbard. “She’s gone ahead and screwed up Hell almost as badly as she was messing with the prime. 
 
    “I wonder how many other planes she’s gone ahead and wrecked. Is that her plan? Go around and ruin everything one plane at a time? From what we saw happening with… with our little escapade in the south, she’s definitely trying to break things. Right?” 
 
    “Abrah, you’re sworn to silence on all secrets you might hear in my presence,” Sam commanded and then held his brand up in front of her. “Later, I’ll have you take this and put it into yourself. You are now my creature, and you will be branded as such.” 
 
    “Of… course, Lord Lust,” murmured the Demon-Knight. “That’ll not be a problem in the least. I’ll be happy to wear your brand.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sam said, looking back to Carissa. “Mitch is clearly operating either as a reincarnation of Retribution, or as the portfolio holder. That’s why Miles had us save him. 
 
    “And if Jenaphila had gotten hold of him, it’s very likely she could have destroyed Retribution and the scales of justice.” 
 
    “The scales of justice?” Irma asked. “That’s an actual thing?” 
 
    “Yes. And they fall under the purview of Retribution. Mitch is now Retribution,” confirmed Sam. “The original Angel of Retribution likely passed on from the world since Mitch now has the powers inside him. Dormant, but inside him. 
 
    “Those who were the Fates are blind to the world. The planes of Hell are shut. Retribution’s mantle was passed on. No one lives in the High Heavens anymore. Those who ferry the dead gave up on their job. Even the Judge no longer sat upon her throne. 
 
    “The world truly is rapidly falling apart. Now we know why and who’s behind it. Though I have no idea why Jena would want to do such a thing. She’d only destroy herself as well.” 
 
    “I’ve met people who would rather destroy something than let another have it,” murmured Irma. 
 
    “Agreed,” Abrah added, nodding her head. “I’m surprised to find the Demon Queen has a further reach than I thought. 
 
    “Though I’m also gladdened to hear, or at least I assume this to be so, that we are on the opposing side to her. I would be honored to fight against her and her minions. 
 
    “Few of her people exist in Hell now. All who were found were purged. One is found perhaps every few years, but there is talk that even those who are found aren’t actually from her. Just someone that the city lords wished to get rid of.” 
 
    “Yes, we’ve had our fill of her and then some,” offered Irma. “Now, I have questions. Let’s start with everything Jena did and work our way backward. 
 
    “You said she wiped out races. I’d like to know more about that. As well as the Cambion. After that, we can start talking about the current powers in Klesick city. We’ll need to make deals with people.” 
 
    “I— of course, not a problem. Ah… first, many Demons lost their powers and abilities. Without ever realizing it,” Abrah said. “It made it all the easier for her to take over, since they were dependent on abilities they didn’t know were no longer available to them.” 
 
    Sam looked away from Abrah and down the road in front of them. 
 
    He didn’t really care about the history of the plane. Nor how badly Jena had destroyed it. 
 
    To him, it all added up to the fact that he had created this disaster. He allowed it to occur and now it had run rampant throughout the planes. 
 
    Jena was his responsibility. 
 
    Grimacing, Sam shook his hand and clenched his hands. 
 
    He really wanted to kill Jena now and put the world back to rights. 
 
    Really, really badly. 
 
      
 
    Eleven - Substitute - 
 
      
 
    When they finally entered the Klesick, Sam found it was and wasn’t what he expected at the same time. It reminded him of time he’d spent in the Holy Roman Empire, though not completely. 
 
    There were quite a few people on the streets doing things that would have made hardened criminals turn their heads. From gambling out in the open, people being robbed by what looked to be soldiers, to prostitutes plying their trade in the road itself. 
 
    Clean, dirty, muddy, wet, or not. There were quite a few in the middle of a transaction— nor did it seem to bother their clients. 
 
    “Well,” Irma said, eyeing a particularly large bull-headed Demon plowing what appeared to be a Cambion into the ground. Watching for several seconds, she turned her face forward again as the automaton passed by the pair. “It’s certainly not what I was expecting.” 
 
    Rolling past a large, fat, bored-looking Pig-Man, Sam realized that he was probably the pimp for the nearby working girls. The soldiers who’d just finished shaking down someone steered clear of the Pig-Man and the working girls as well. 
 
    Dressed in odd looking leather armor, they were Cambion, one and all. Both male and female. 
 
    They eyed Sam and his odd wagon, then looked at Irma and Carissa. It was obvious they were considering shaking him down next. 
 
    Sam turned toward the group and gave them a flat stare. Inviting them to try. 
 
    He would be more than happy to drain them of their Life Essence and leave them on the street. There was no doubt in his mind that Timithy wouldn’t even bat an eye at it. 
 
    “You, st—” 
 
    Before the soldier could finish speaking, Sam’s weapon appeared in his hand. The tip was pointed straight at the man’s nose. 
 
    Sam said nothing as the little wagon rolled along. He only kept the weapon pointed at the Cambion as they passed. 
 
    None of the soldiers moved or spoke. They seemed entirely concerned with doing nothing at the moment. 
 
    As soon as they started to gain some distance between themselves and the soldiers, Sam unsummoned his weapon and looked ahead once more. 
 
    Abrah was directly across from him and watching him. She looked unnerved and curious at the same time. 
 
    “Do… I owe my life to the fact that Timithy wanted me alive?” Abrah asked suddenly. She looked as if she’d just realized something. 
 
    “Probably,” Carissa answered. “Sammy gets a bit of a one-track mind when he’s feeling cornered.” 
 
    Irma only nodded her head, looking away from two more street girls plying their trade next to a building nearby. It seemed that there were a lot of sex workers in Klesick. 
 
    Abrah let out a slow breath and then held a hand out, pointing to one side. “Turn up ahead. Mine will be the third house on the right. There’s only two bedrooms but it should be enough, my lord.” 
 
    “Indeed. It’ll be more than plenty,” said Sam. His only real goal was to hunker down and play sex monster with Carissa and Irma until their hips gave out. He would spend a portion of the Essence he’d gained on supplies, and then use the rest to attack the spell that hung around him. 
 
    Directing the golem, Sam had it turn as indicated. Slowly, they rolled onward until he then had it stop in front of the third house. 
 
    It was a stone-made home with a straw roof. It looked much like any of the other homes nearby and stood out not at all. Nothing gave it any type of uniqueness. 
 
    Which suited Sam perfectly. The less attention they got, the better. He was already sure that as soon as Timithy got back, or perhaps even before he did, then people would come looking for him.  
 
    Carissa and Irma were talking with Abrah, all three having already dismounted while Sam was lost in his thoughts, leaving him alone in the wagon. 
 
    Smirking to himself, Sam hopped out of it and then dismissed the automaton and its artificial harness. The Essence that was left in it returned to him, leaving only the wagon. 
 
    Grabbing the front of it, Sam started to turn towards the side of the house. He figured he could just put it in the backyard of her home. From what he’d seen of other homes, they all had small fenced-in areas. 
 
    “Just leave it out, someone will steal it, regardless. We can get another one if we really need to,” Abrah called back to him as she opened the door. Irma and Carissa entered without a word. “This year’s harvest of lumber was quite good and prices are dropping.” 
 
    Hm. I suppose I’ve really gone completely native on the prime with mortals. Not even safe in the backyard. 
 
    Though… how are they managing to grow trees? Is this more of the importing from other planes? 
 
    Dismissing the wagon from his thoughts, Sam went into the home. 
 
    Inside was a very spartan interior. 
 
    A single table and chair, several chests, a shelf, and a door in the floor that likely led to a root cellar. There were two inner doors that probably led to the bedrooms Abrah mentioned. 
 
    Everything looked semi-maintained. There was no dust anywhere that he could see, but there was a feeling of disuse. 
 
    Of being old without looking so. 
 
    “Go ahead and work at that spell, Sam,” Irma said, walking over to one of the doors. “Carissa and I have enough food for a day or so. We can generate Essence after that to get more. 
 
    “Do what you have to. Our first priority is getting out of here. Nothing else really matters as long as we’re safe in doing it.” 
 
    Sam nodded his head. 
 
    He didn’t disagree with her in the least. She was speaking his own thoughts back to him. 
 
    Taking up the single chair in the room, Sam closed his eyes, and dropped into his Essence pool. There was no way he was going to waste what Essence he had. 
 
    Slowly, he began to direct the Essence to chip and peel away at the sloppy, overpowered spell that laid over him. 
 
    She never really got any better at spellcasting. 
 
    Working steadily, it felt a lot like running a chisel over wood. Scraping off thin slices at a time, only to bring the chisel back and run it along the same path again and again. 
 
    After a time, Sam hit the point where he only had about ten percent of his Essence left. That was the limit that he was willing to reach, but he would go no further. 
 
    After all, Essence was his own life on top of everything else. 
 
    Opening his eyes, Sam blinked several times. The light was long gone and the interior of the home was quite dark. The sounds of people moving in a rush about the city streets had already quieted. 
 
    Though there was no night in Hell, even the cities held mortal hours. 
 
    Clearing his throat, Sam turned his head and looked around. 
 
    No one was around that he could tell. He couldn’t hear anything either. 
 
    “Your wives are sleeping,” murmured Abrah as she stood up. She’d been squatting low in the corner of the room. Next to her feet laid a sword that she’d apparently kept close. “I stayed so I could watch over you, Lord Lust.” 
 
    Taking in a short breath, Sam then let it out. 
 
    He was hungry. Very hungry. 
 
    After spending so much Essence, he’d been looking forward to turning Irma inside out. Then Carissa. 
 
    Using so much Essence always made his appetite run wild. 
 
    “I’m your lord, am I?” Sam asked, turning to look at Abrah. Irma had told him to do what he had to. 
 
    Right now, he was contemplating taking Abrah to the bedroom and running wild on her. A Demon-Knight always had a great deal of stamina. 
 
    Not to mention, that as a Demon-Knight she’d start with a very high compatibility with an Incubus. She’d likely be able to put out a great deal of Essence. 
 
    “You are my lord, Lord Lust, and command my true name,” Abrah confirmed. She lifted her chin up partially, her mouth a flat line. “For no one else would I have surrendered. I can easily best Timithy in single combat and my army was superior. 
 
    “I should be the city lord by virtue of my strength alone. Only to you, would I bow.” 
 
    “Would you bend for me?” Sam asked with a growl in his tone, jumping straight to the point. He was hungrier than he’d realized. “Is your body mine?” 
 
    “Of-of course, I would bend for you, Lord Lust. My body and I are yours to be used,” Abrah confirmed. A slight tremor had been in her voice when she first started to speak, but it had firmed up quickly. “Would you care for me to take you to my bedroom? I’m sure I can accommodate your needs.” 
 
    Brave, proud, violent, and strong. 
 
    An evil Decima? Demon-Knight Decima? 
 
    Could use her. She could work well with Decima and Irene. 
 
    “Yes. You’ll be suitable,” Sam said. He was already unintentionally bleeding out wanton sexual need. He could feel his desire saturating the room rapidly. Popping his control into place, Sam had to mentally slam the brakes. “You can say no, Abrah. I’ll not rape you.” 
 
    Hungry or not, Sam still had standards. 
 
    “No. I’m more than willing to serve you, Lord Lust. I knew what I was doing when I surrendered myself to you,” argued Abrah. “More so when I gave you my true name.” 
 
    Standing straight and proud, Abrah looked like she was doing her best to project self-confidence. Whether or not it was real, he wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Fine. Go to the bed,” commanded Sam, getting to his feet. He wasn’t going to say no or hesitate now. He had offered her a clean exit, and she’d declined. 
 
    Releasing his sharp control over his need to feed, he instead focused it on Abrah. Immediately, he sunk hooks into her psyche and began to rapidly draw on her desires. 
 
    He peeled out what she wanted sexually in less than a handful of seconds. Before she’d even managed to take a step toward the bedroom, in fact. 
 
    “Fuck,” groaned Abrah, just barely able to take a step forward as the wave of absolute sexual desire slammed through her. Her knees pressed together for a second before she forced herself to take another step. 
 
    Her left hand dropped down to rest on her lower abdomen as she sluggishly staggered to the doorway. 
 
    Abrah wasn’t a young Demon and was, in fact, fully mature. Even though she looked as if she were only nineteen, she was actually closer to forty years old. Her physical appearance was now firmly locked in place and she wouldn’t age any further. 
 
    Provided she kept her Essence intake at a healthy level, she would live eternally. Just as many Demons would. 
 
    That being said, she’d only had a small number of sexual partners. Each and every one of them had attempted to manhandle her in the bedroom, or had manhandled her. All she knew was brute force and rough play. 
 
    He also got the impression she hadn’t been sexually active in a number of years. Not since she’d started her campaign to take over the city. 
 
    I’ll lean into what she knows, then shift toward what she actually wants. When she actually knows it herself. 
 
    Abrah only knew she wanted Sam, but not what she exactly wanted him to do, it seemed. 
 
    By the time the two of them had made it into her bedroom, she’d already disrobed. Ditching her clothes as she went. 
 
    She had a very athletic, muscular form, though she did have a little curve to her hip and waist. Up top, she was just a little more than he could hold with his hand, but she wasn’t unattractive at all. 
 
    “Sit on the bed,” Sam commanded, working at undressing himself now. 
 
    Quickly, Abrah sat down on the bed, her left hand pressing once more against her abdomen. He could feel her desire building like a fire. She wanted to be mounted by Lord Lust himself. 
 
    “You want me to fill you up like an empty bottle?” asked Sam in a playful and curious tone. “Does Demon-Knight Abrah want her body conquered fully?” 
 
    Swallowing hard, Abrah nodded her head slightly, staring up at him with slowly-widening eyes. Only for her eyes to shift back to his manhood which was dangling just above her nose. 
 
    Her bed was just the right height for what he had been contemplating. 
 
    “Show me how bad you want this, Abrah. I want to see my cock in that pretty mouth of yours,” Sam said, reaching out to lay his right hand on Abrah’s cheek. “I’d love to see those lovely lips stretch around me. Can you do that for me, my pretty Abrah?” 
 
    Once again, Abrah nodded her head, her eyes now glued to his member. Leaning forward, she angled her head to catch his tip with her lips. Then she moved in to start passing him into her mouth. 
 
    “Use those long and delicate fingers of yours, my Demon-Knight. Cradle that manhood you crave. Hold my jewels tenderly,” said Sam in a firm voice. “Those’ll be what give you motherhood later, so you’ll need to treasure them. That is, when I tell you to have kids. When I’m ready for you to have them.” 
 
    A small grunt escaped from Abrah as her hands reached up to do as he’d stated. Cupping and holding him in a gentle, careful way. 
 
    Then her eyes slowly closed after glancing up at him, her head moving forward. She managed to get him fully in her mouth to the hilt. Her throat bulged slightly as his tip blocked up her airway. 
 
    “That’s a good girl,” said Sam, smoothing her hair back and then lightly stroking her horns. “Now start moving back and forth. Let’s see how beautiful you are as you service me. I think you’ll be incredibly pretty. Don’t you think?” 
 
    Abrah made a little grunting noise at that, followed by a low moan as she moved her head back. 
 
    Sam merely watched while Abrah smoothly worked her head back and forth. Her eyes remained closed as she diligently blew him. Her hands caressed and stroked him all the while. 
 
    “Such a beautiful Demon-Knight. You should have been a Succubus,” Sam said, curling his fingers around her left horn. “I’ll just have to make you into one, without being one. And you know what any good Succubus is?” 
 
    Pushing gently, Sam eased Abrah off his manhood. 
 
    As she came off him, she licked her lips, swallowed nervously, and looked up at him. Her hands were still cradling his privates. 
 
    “What, Lord Lust?” asked Abrah in a warm, smooth voice. 
 
    “Wet and ready. Are you wet and ready, my Succubus-Knight?” asked Sam. Pushing with his hand, he moved her backward toward the bed. 
 
    Going with the motion, Abrah laid down on the bed, gazing up at him. Then she slowly spread her legs apart. There was a very visible wetness on her inner thighs and across her nethers. 
 
    “I’m very wet and ready, Lord Lust,” she said in a throaty whisper. “Make me your Succubus-Knight?” 
 
    “Maybe if you’re lucky. For now, you’re just my cum-dumpster, aren’t you?” asked Sam, moving onto the bed. He knew she wanted to be spoken to like this, though she was rapidly moving away from wanting to be manhandled. 
 
    She was enjoying being verbally degraded and spoken dirty to. Abrah wanted a lot more of that while also being used in a gentle but firm manner. 
 
    “I’m your cum-dumpster, my lord,” purred Abrah. He could see her letting go of herself. Her heart rate speeding up to near drum-roll speed. He could see the vein in her neck throbbing wildly. 
 
    “Yes, you most certainly are,” Sam declared, pressing his knees to her hips. Leaning down and inward, he caught her entrance with his tip and then just pushed forward. Entering her straight away and right to the hilt. 
 
    Groaning, Abrah’s hands came to rest on Sam’s shoulders. Her fingers dug in and her knees rose up, her ankles dangling in the air. 
 
    “I’m yours, Lord Lust,” moaned Abrah as Sam settled atop her. 
 
    “That you are, my sweet Knight. Now… you just lay there and tell me when you’re ready to have me use your true name. Because I’m going to,” Sam said, leaning his head down next to her ear. Nibbling at her earlobe, Sam began to rock back and forth atop her. Using long, deep thrusts without any force. Riding her from hilt to tip and back again while grinding himself down into her pubic mound. 
 
    Abrah was panting now, letting out shuddering breathy moans as he rolled through her. His hands pressed down at her sides to keep her still as he moved. 
 
    He could feel Abrah’s orgasm rising up from deep inside her. Slowly, roiling upward like a pot of water coming to a very slow boil. 
 
    As he plumbed her depths, he also kept combing through her psyche and thoughts. He knew now she had indeed given him her full true name. On top of that, he knew that she’d never truly had an orgasm. 
 
    Every man she’d been with so far had only been concerned with themselves. Each and every one of them thought that all they had to do was rut away on top of her. 
 
    Grinning, Sam leaned in closer to her side and sped up partially. Pushing faster against her, but creating some room. 
 
    Reaching down with his free hand, he got it down above her privates. Laying his fingers to her pubic mound he slowly wormed his thumb up and into the hood of her clit. 
 
    “Ah!” squeaked Abrah, her eyes flying open as soon as his fingers met her skin. 
 
    “My poor Succubus-Knight. I’ll show you true pleasure,” promised Sam. “Such a beautiful Succubus-Knight. So sweet and warm. Squeeze me tightly with those lovely walls of yours. Roll those wonderfully liquid hips in time.” 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah, yes!” she replied, timed with each thrust. His thumb continued to work and pull at her hood before pulling it away. Then his thumb made direct contact with the clit. 
 
    “Pop for me, Abrah Zaelis Bella Catara Deril. Cum for me and scream out how you feel, my sweet Knight. I want to hear it,” demanded Sam as she finally reached her orgasm. As soon as he spoke, he skewered her with an Essence spike tuned to her needs. One that would send her into a screaming, soul-shaking climax. 
 
    Abrah shuddered and went absolutely rigid under him. Her legs coiled up around his waist as he continued to pump into her. Her hands clutched tightly to his shoulders. 
 
    “Ahhhnnn!” shrieked Abrah at what Sam could only call maximum volume. “Fill me up… use me! Take… me! Claim me… make me feel like… this forever!” 
 
    Her words were, of course, punctuated by his thrusts, making it sound like she was jumping in between. 
 
    “Treasure me!” squealed Abrah in a mortified and horrified tone as she pulled at him. Clearly she had not wanted to actually say what she had just screamed. 
 
    Sam only smiled and then let go of his control over his own climax. Pushing himself into her deeply, he felt his manhood flex and swell. Seed spilled down into her depths and rapidly filled her up. 
 
    Continuing to thrust, Abrah let out wordless screeches with each thrust, her orgasm wracking her and sending her clear out of her mind. 
 
    Even as he continued to dump inside her, Sam devoured all the Essence she was generating. It was delicious, thick, and there was quite a bit of it. 
 
    I’ll ride her all night long. She’s wonderful. 
 
    Sam kept thrusting into the screaming and squirming Abrah. 
 
      
 
    Twelve - Taking Control - 
 
      
 
    Abrah bounced up and down determinedly. Her thighs flexed as she rode Sam’s member, her back arched and her whole body tensed. 
 
    Coming to a shuddering stop, Abrah rolled her hips from one side to the other, settling his tip deep inside her. Then she let out a slow breath. 
 
    “I don’t think I can go anymore. My thighs are burning,” Abrah said, opening her eyes and looking down at Sam. “Lord Lust, I’m… I’m done. I can’t do anymore.” 
 
    Sam grinned up at the Demon-Knight. He’d been going at her unendingly for hours. More so than he’d ever attempted with anyone else. Even Wren couldn’t take the amount of attention he had given Abrah. 
 
    Rolling over without a word, Sam pinned Abrah to the bed on her back. In a single fluid motion, Sam had re-entered the Demon-Knight and was buried inside her very slick, seed-filled channel. 
 
    Thrusting in and out of her smoothly but with force, he began pulling at her sexually once again. At this point, he’d fine-tuned her physically to be a counterpart to him. 
 
    Her being a Demon had put her into a category similar to Jes. Where she literally was a perfect mirror to him who responded in ways no mortal ever could. 
 
    Abrah’s voice started out as a moan and rose to a high-pitched whine in seconds. Her body tripped right past an orgasm and into the deeper overstimulated orgasm she’d been experiencing since he got his hands on her. 
 
    “Ahhnn!” shrieked Abrah, her hands grabbing at Sam’s forearms. Sam feasted on her as Essence flew out of her. 
 
    As soon as she hit her peak, Sam spiked her, not bothering to wait for her to come down. Then spiked her again once she hit the maximum again. 
 
    Then again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    Over and over, until he found where Abrah physically couldn’t handle anymore. Only then did he ease off on her, his hips pumping into her over and over more slowly until she finally came down. 
 
    Sam had hit his own peak during that, once more unloading into her. Though at this point, there was more of his genetic material dribbling down her thighs and across her privates than inside her. 
 
    There was only so much room inside her, of course. 
 
    Panting, Sam came to a stop on top of Abrah. Her eyes were closed and she was lying limp in the bed beneath him. 
 
    “You didn’t kill her, did you?” Irma asked quietly from the doorway. 
 
    “No,” Sam said quickly. 
 
    “Not… dead,” Abrah said in two different gasps. “Very… well… sexed.” 
 
    “Yes, he does tend to do that to us,” murmured Irma. Coming into the bedroom, she looked much better rested. She was also dressed in clothes that were unfamiliar to him. Likely owned by Abrah. 
 
    They didn’t fit her around the chest and shoulders very well, but they’d do for now. 
 
    “Noticed,” replied Abrah, her hands still holding to Sam’s forearms. “I’m… done.” 
 
    Smirking, Sam rolled off of Abrah and down to her side. Putting his elbow down next to her head, he looked fully at Irma. 
 
    “She lasted longer than Wren, didn’t she?” Irma asked, coming over to sit on the edge of the bed. She reached over and patted Abrah’s bare shoulder. “That means the only person who lasts longer is Jes and that’s because she’s… well… a female you.” 
 
    “You have… Succubus?” Abrah asked, still panting. Her eyes opened partially and she glanced at Irma and then to Sam. 
 
    “Indeed. I’m branded to her, as well as with an Elemental,” Sam answered. He reached over and laid a hand to Abrah’s sternum. “And speaking of brands, it’s time for you to accept mine.” 
 
    “Surprising. There aren’t… any of your… kind in Hell anymore. Of course… I’m yours…brand me,” Abrah agreed and laid a hand atop Sam’s. The moment his brand formed, it entered her. Much like an Imp, Abrah wore his brand now. She wouldn’t be able to ever truly escape him. 
 
    Not without taking the brand for herself as Jena did, but that wouldn’t ever happen again. The only person who could do that would be Irma and he trusted her implicitly. 
 
    “She really did have it out for your race, didn’t she?” Irma asked, watching the branding curiously. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s that. I think it’s just that my race has the easiest time generating Essence,” argued Sam. “Especially considering that it’s an enjoyable way to generate it.” 
 
    Abrah nodded her head fractionally at that, her eyes closing again. 
 
    The sound of bells could be heard outside. Sam had no idea where they were coming from but they were certainly loud. 
 
    “Daylight hours,” Abrah murmured, her breathing finally coming under partial control. “Everything will start opening up again.” 
 
    “It’s very curious that Hell goes by a day and night cycle,” said Irma. “But given the sheer number of mortals, I suppose something had to be done. 
 
    “Though I do wonder how the lack of sunlight would affect Humans. Pretty sure there’s a response in the body that needs sunlight. Right?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Sam admitted. He did know that Humans needed sunlight but not for what purpose or reason. 
 
    “Humans are all dead,” Abrah muttered. “Every mortal you see is a Cambion descendant. They’re not really Cambion, but their bloodline isn’t Human, either. We call them lesser Cambion. Since they’re neither Human nor Cambion.” 
 
    “Ah, anyway,” Irma said, patting Abrah gently once again. Then she rested her hands in her lap and put her full attention on Sam. “That means we need to figure out how to get that spell off you immediately. Otherwise, we’ll end up burying Carissa and possibly myself. 
 
    “I’m not Human, but I have no idea if I can survive here. Given how much I share with the Human race… it’s not something I’d want to bet on.” 
 
    Blinking, Sam realized Irma was absolutely correct. He needed to act. 
 
    And swiftly. 
 
    “Abrah, does the city of Klesick collect taxes? Is it done in Essence?” Sam asked, his mind turning to the swiftest way he imagined he could get Essence. 
 
    “Yes. On every sale, property tax, and import/export,” confirmed Abrah. She hadn’t released her grip on his hand. She was still holding it quite tightly. “There’s also a yearly tax on income. We’ve learned a lot from the mortal world. Or… we had. Before we were trapped here.” 
 
    Impressive. I wonder who sits at the top of this. 
 
    There has to be someone, right? 
 
    “Abrah, you were fighting to own the city of Klesick. Did you have a valid claim on it? If you had won, who would have been your lord?” Sam asked. 
 
    “I had a valid claim on it, yes. From my family. They may have disowned me, but I still have the right to the claim,” Abrah said. “And… no lord. Klesick has no lord other than the city lord. It bribes its neighbors with Essence to not attack them.” 
 
    Smiling, Sam was suddenly quite thankful that Timithy had given him Abrah. He was going to use her as a lever to get what he wanted and quickly. 
 
    “We’ll install you as the city lord,” Irma said with a shrug of her shoulders. “Then we’ll use part of the tax to do what we need to. We’ll be on our way, leave Abrah here, and that’s that.” 
 
    Sam nodded his head. It was exactly what he was about to suggest, Irma had just thought of it more quickly and gotten to the end. 
 
    Always good to keep people around you that are smarter than yourself. Makes everything easier. 
 
    “Solid plan,” Sam agreed. “Shouldn’t be that hard either. I’m rather charged right now.” 
 
    Irma had an odd look on her face for a second at that, then sighed and nodded her head. Whatever the thought had been that’d caused her distress, it’d been fleeting. 
 
    “Indeed. You and Abrah should go see the city lord then,” Irma stated. “I’ll remain here with Carissa and wait. If a fight broke out, we’d only be in the way. 
 
    “If this were the prime, I’d be more than willing to fight with my sorcery. Being where we are though… I think it’s better that I don’t try.” 
 
    “Wise idea,” Abrah said quietly between the two of them. “Essence sorcery is very strong but it is literally burning currency.” 
 
    Fair way to look at it. Everything in Hell runs off Essence. 
 
    That’d make Essence sorcery very… expensive. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sam and Abrah were admitted into the castle very quickly. To the point that Sam had to wonder if Timithy didn’t already contemplate the possibility of what Sam was planning. 
 
    Though, to be fair, he’s likely thinking that if I had wanted control, I would have taken it earlier. Coming to do it now… isn’t exactly the expected course of action. 
 
    “His security is very lax,” complained Abrah, turning to look at Sam across the table. Her hair was styled and her clothes were clean and fit her very well. 
 
    Sam had cleaned her up with a flick of a finger. She’d gone from looking like someone who’d starred in sixteen adult films back to back, to being fresh as a daisy. 
 
    He’d even gone as far as to give her some Essence. It wouldn’t do not to reward her for her efforts in the bedroom. She’d be that much more willing to assist him in the future for a repeat, he imagined. 
 
    “To be fair, I’m sure he had people watching your home,” countered Sam. He was fairly certain it was true, too. “I doubt anyone could have missed our fun. You were quite loud.” 
 
    Abrah shrugged her shoulders to that, looking somewhat unsure. 
 
    “I mean, you bedding me was a given considering I was your prize. I don’t see how that would affect his security,” argued Abrah. “Whether or not they could hear me is irrelevant. Isn’t it?” 
 
    Apparently, she had as little shame as the women plying their trade in the streets. Hell certainly had no qualms about sex. 
 
    Sam realized his thoughts about why Timithy might not worry over Sam was null. Abrah had just reminded him inadvertently that Hell was a very different place. 
 
    There must be a different reason Timithy was confident in Sam’s being here. That or he was just accepting of the situation. 
 
    Nodding his head, Sam didn’t argue the point any further. Instead, he continued to slowly build the entrapment spell he was creating. He didn’t want Timithy getting away once he got him alone. 
 
    With a pop, the door opened to the side and Timithy Klesick, the city lord, came into the meeting room. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about that. I was in the middle of my mistress and I really wanted to finish,” apologized the Demon. Coming over to the table where Abrah and Sam sat, he pulled out a chair and dropped into it. “So, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “I need your city,” Sam said simply. “You can give it over to Abrah and walk away, or I can drain you of your Life Essence and speed you on to the afterlife.” 
 
    Timithy blinked slowly then shook his head. 
 
    “I won’t be doing that. This is a title I earned on my own. I brought the city of Klesick into existence. 
 
    “I did it with my own two hands and my determination. No one can take that from me. It’s mine. I’ll not just hand it over. 
 
    “You may or may not be Lord Lust, but that doesn’t mean you can just—” 
 
    Timithy’s voice trailed off to nothing as Sam clamped down on the Demon with the spell he’d set up. No longer was the city lord able to speak or even breathe. 
 
    “That’s a pity,” Sam said and then looked to Abrah. “You can take over once he’s eliminated, right? You don’t need him at all?” 
 
    “I… no. I do not,” Abrah said in a subdued voice. Apparently, the fact that Sam had just completely neutralized Timithy was humbling to her. “Thank you for sparing me, Timithy, by giving me to Lord Lust. It seems you sealed your own fate in doing so.” 
 
    Sam looked back at Timithy who was now well on his way to expiring from asphyxiation. There was nothing the city lord could do to stop Sam. 
 
    His defiance really only cost him his own life and nothing else. 
 
    “Dying for a moral that no one would begrudge him for… what a waste,” muttered Sam, and then summoned his Essence blade into his hand. Reaching across the table, he casually stuck it into Timithy’s guts. 
 
    If Sam was asked to die for the sake of a belief or a moral, he’d most certainly back down. Being alive was always preferable as one could easily pick that moral or belief back up afterward. 
 
    Dying for a moral seemed like the ultimate waste to Sam. Especially in a situation like this one. No one would even know Timithy died in defense of his title. 
 
    In the span of ten seconds, the city lord of Klesick was drained of all his Life Essence. There wasn’t a drop left in his body when Sam finished. 
 
    Releasing the soul to the afterlife, Sam felt no guilt at killing the man whatsoever. Much as he’d reasoned with himself during the battle, all he’d done was kill his foe. 
 
    “Hmph. That’s that,” Sam said and then pulled his sword out of Timithy. With his free hand, he made a squeezing gesture. 
 
    The body of the city lord was compacted into itself with a sickening squelch that was followed by the crack and pop of bones. 
 
    Slowly, Timithy was turned into a small lump of dark-brown mud. Little larger than a closed fist and looking not at all like a corpse. 
 
    Getting out of his seat, Sam picked up the squishy, wet ball then walked over to a window. Casually as could be, he tossed it out and then looked at Abrah. 
 
    “Well, that’s done. What’s next?” Sam asked. His goal was very simple and he wasn’t going to let much stand in his way. 
 
    Getting home. 
 
    “I need to get a hold of the leaders of Klesick. Especially the generals,” Abrah said and stood up from her seat. “Would you accompany me, Lord Lust?” 
 
    “Please, call me Sam. Or at least, when we’re in private. There’s really no reason to address me as such when no one’s around.” 
 
    Coming to stand just to the side of Abrah, Sam tilted his head and grinned at her. 
 
    “Besides, you screamed ‘Lord Lust’ enough earlier. I look forward to this evening when I get you back in bed,” Sam said with a promise. Irma and Carissa were willing participants, but the simple reality was he’d generate more Essence using Abrah. 
 
    Not to mention, she responded better physically to the abuse. 
 
    This wasn’t about love making at the moment, it was about wild hot Essence-generating sex. 
 
    “I— yes. I look forward to it as well,” Abrah said, though she looked somewhat pained. Concerned even. “Though, I haven’t been able to—” 
 
    There was a loud clang at the main door. The one where Abrah and Sam had entered. 
 
    It was followed by another bang, then the door flew open. 
 
    A host of guards holding weapons flooded into the room. There were Cambion, Demon, and lesser Cambion throughout. 
 
    Both men and women, surprisingly. 
 
    “I’ve slain the city lord,” Abrah declared as a Cambion with a sword came straight at her. “I therefore claim the position of—” 
 
    The Cambion swung out at Abrah, not waiting for her to even finish speaking. Their sword whistled through the air. 
 
    Sam didn’t have a chance to even act. 
 
    Abrah blocked the strike, yanked the weapon from the Cambion’s hands, and then put it through their face. The blade of the sword came out the back of their skull. The helmet and its attached visor were crumpled around the weapon. 
 
    Yanking the weapon out of the now brain-dead Cambion, Abrah brought the sword closer to herself. Sniffing once, she looked bored and annoyed. 
 
    “Would anyone else like to test me?” asked Abrah. “There’s a reason Timithy didn’t fight me directly, you know. Why he forced it to be a pitched battle. No one is my equal in combat. 
 
    “Well… except Lord Lust. I am not his equal in any way. Nor is anyone.” 
 
    Abrah gestured to Sam at her side with her left hand. 
 
    Her speech had the desired effect. Everyone apparently remembered that he was there, and who he was. On top of that, it was obvious the words about her martial prowess were true. 
 
    “Wonderful. With that being done, someone go fetch me whoever was serving Timithy as his advisers and whatever heads of state he had,” commanded Abrah. “I’m afraid I haven’t been back to the city in so long that I have no news of who serves what positions.” 
 
    Ah. That’d explain why most of her possessions at her home seemed to be old or unused. She wasn’t actively living there. 
 
    Though… someone was taking care of it. There wasn’t any dust at all. 
 
    Abrah stared at the guards and soldiers who were spread throughout the area. No one was moving. 
 
    “Get moving or I start killing,” Abrah promised. She lifted up the blade at her side as if to emphasize the point. “Or I let Lord Lust relieve you of your soul. I’m sure you’ve all heard the rumors by this point. 
 
    “Lord Lust of the third tower, a Lord of Hell has returned. He’s starting with Klesick and is very hungry.” 
 
    A number of guards in slightly different uniforms rushed to the front of the group, while a few others left the room at a trot. 
 
    They all began apologizing and offering their well wishes to Abrah. Hoping that they would be able to serve her in the same capacity and high standards that they’d offered to Klesick. 
 
    Each and every one of them kept their distance from Sam. They did their best to stay as far away from him as possible. 
 
    All while avoiding eye contact with him and pretending that he didn’t exist, but without doing anything to offend him. 
 
    Hm. 
 
    I wonder whatever happened to my tower. I did open my first plane directly from there. Didn’t end up taking anything from there in the end. 
 
    Just walked on through and started over, leaving it under the control of those I left behind 
 
    Reaching up with one hand, Sam began to lightly stroke his jaw and chin with several fingers. If he had the time, it would be enjoyable to go take a look at his tower. 
 
    Though… it’s somewhat concerning that rumors are spreading about me. Rumors that actually identify exactly who I am. 
 
    I’ll have to ask Abrah and others about it. See what they really know. 
 
    On top of that, I’ll have to figure out something to do with Carissa and Irma. They’ll be targeted after this. There’s no telling what old friends of mine might come calling. 
 
    Grimacing, Sam let his mind wander to the ever-building problems. He’d solved one, only for a great many more to pop up. 
 
      
 
    Thirteen - Taking Control - 
 
      
 
    Abrah was led into what Sam would consider a throne room. 
 
    It was over-decorated, carved, and loaded with furniture that would clearly have taken an excessive amount of materials to make. 
 
    Given the situation in Hell was one of extreme scarcity, this was a vast amount of wealth on display. 
 
    None of it mattered at all to Sam, of course. The trappings of wealth had long since lost their luster to him. 
 
    Trailing along quietly behind the group, Sam couldn’t help but smile as the group of people got Abrah to sit down on the throne. Once more, they all clustered around her and continued to offer their congratulations. 
 
    Sam wandered off to the side of the room and took a seat in one of the chairs there. He didn’t need to be directly involved in this. Right now, he really just needed to focus on shaving what he could off of the imprisonment spell. 
 
    He had the resources, ability, and the luxury of free time that he couldn’t spend on much else. This was a perfect opportunity to work on it. 
 
    Making himself comfortable, Sam adjusted his clothes and inspected the room one more time. The last thing he wanted to do was to delve into something as dangerous as this without being assured of the safety to do so. 
 
    Abrah was sitting on the throne, listening to all the newly-minted sycophants who were bleating at her. She looked over at him once and gave him a wry smirk before turning back to the gathering. 
 
    Well. Seems like she knew it would be like this. That certainly helps ease my concerns. 
 
    We’ll just not go as deeply into this carving session. Keep some awareness above water, so to speak. 
 
    Turning his awareness toward the spell that hung on him, Sam grabbed hold of his Essence. Molding it into a thin frame, he began to scrape at Jena’s spell. 
 
    Mindlessly, with a maddeningly slow pace, Sam worked. Picking and chipping at the spell with his Essence. Almost like one might work at peeling off the remains of a sticker from a cup with a fingernail. 
 
    As he worked, though, something he hadn’t expected was coming to light for Sam. The longer he clawed at the spell, the more it resisted his efforts. 
 
    In an almost active way. 
 
    Like it has a mind of its own. 
 
    Sam paused in his work to consider what was happening. He’d dismissed it for quite a while as he was fairly certain he was overthinking it. But now, he was positive of it. There was really no other explanation. 
 
    Laying his magic-worked Essence frame to the spell, he slid it along. Finding an edge he could pry up, he wiggled the Essence into it. 
 
    Instead of working to pop it free, which is what he’d done every time up to this point, he waited. He wanted to see what would happen if he did nothing. 
 
    In a clear and obvious response to his finding a point to work at, it was suddenly reinforced. Fresh Essence was being applied to the spell from an external source. 
 
    It wasn’t increasing the size of the spell at all, but it was certainly trying to keep Sam from breaking more of it away. 
 
    Did… Jena… leave behind a pin in it? Can she track me with this spell? 
 
    I imagine the moment I began working at it, she not only knew I was alive, but unwinding the work she’d done. 
 
    Though… doesn’t that mean… that I could trace it back to her? 
 
    In fact…in fact, if I took this spell as a whole, couldn’t I reverse it? There’s a lot of power here. Rather than work to eliminate it, I could use it against her, couldn’t I? 
 
    I can use her active reinforcement as a way to follow it back to her. Back to her and then… attack her? Locate her? 
 
    What all can I do? 
 
    Hm. 
 
    Easing up from his work, Sam set it aside. It was something to consider. If he could get it to work in the way he wished, he might be able to not just free himself from the spell, but attack Jena. 
 
    Blinking several times, Sam looked up from his lap to the throne. 
 
    Off to one side was a large pile of bodies. Many of them appeared to have been broken in multiple places. In fact, some of the people in that mound were still alive, moaning and wriggling amongst the bodies. 
 
    “That’s certainly unexpected,” Sam murmured, looking from the pile to the room itself. It was otherwise unchanged except for a few pools of blood here and there. 
 
    Turning to gaze at the throne, Sam found Abrah sitting there with a sword across her knees. She was looking back at him. 
 
    “Family, friends, and loyal retainers to Timithy,” Abrah declared. “In fighting for his title, he had doomed not just himself. I can’t leave such a weapon unbroken. 
 
    “Otherwise, others will pick it up to use it against me. Fight me based on the remains of a claim from another. 
 
    “After all, it’s how I myself had a valid right to the city. A remainder from a previous claimant that wasn’t completely wiped out. I’ll not let the same happen to me.” 
 
    “That certainly seems fair, though, there are those still alive,” Sam said in a dull tone. He pointed toward the mound in question. “That’s just distasteful. Rude, even, if you give it a thought at all. Be a Demon-Knight, not a Demon-Thug. They might need to die, but we can do it efficiently.” 
 
    Abrah slowly looked away from Sam, apparently unable to meet his gaze. She likely wasn’t quite sure how his views would fit into the world of Hell, but she didn’t wish to naysay him. 
 
    Sam was of the belief that if people needed to be slain, then they would be slain. In this case, there was no reason at all to torture them in their final hours. 
 
    There was no point in it other than for the sake of cruelty.  
 
    “Yes, my lord. My apologies,” Abrah said, getting up from her throne. “That’s unbecoming of me as your Demon-Knight. You’re absolutely correct.” 
 
    Moving over to the bodies, she began to systematically pull each one free, slit its throat, and then set it aside. 
 
    Even the unmoving bodies were given the same treatment. Just to ensure there was no one lingering with the vestiges of life. 
 
    “Good,” Sam said, getting up out of his chair. He slowly began to walk in her direction, putting his hands behind his back as he did so. “Did I miss anything?” 
 
    “No. Just taking over,” Abrah said with a grunt as she pulled a body out of the mess. Dropping it to the ground, she pulled the dagger over and then slit its throat. There was no response at all from the corpse. 
 
    Picking it up, she tossed it onto the new pile, set the dagger down, and grabbed another. She was quite determined to resolve the issue. 
 
    “Anything you need help with?” Sam asked, watching her work critically. If he was going to attach his name to her, he needed her to be exactly what he wanted. 
 
    He wasn’t going to be able to escape his older moniker of Lord Lust of the Third Tower. Which meant he had to update it. 
 
    Bring it around to where he wanted it to be. 
 
    Which would be efficient, brutal if it had to be, though clean and clinical otherwise. If people had to die, they would die. 
 
    Just in a very logical and precise manner that minimized resources used and suffering inflicted. 
 
    “Yes, my lord. I’d like to use your brand upon others. Do I have your permission to do so?” Abrah asked, pausing in her work to look at him. “I would like to ensure their loyalty to me.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes. That’s fine. So long as they’re willing to be branded, you may brand them with the one I put upon you. Though I’ll give you no control,” Sam warned. “You’ll just be binding them to me, not you.” 
 
    “That’s fine. In binding to you, they’ll be unable to betray me,” Abrah reasoned. “As harming me, who works only for you, is betraying you.” 
 
    Nodding her head once, she looked like that satisfied her. 
 
    “Additionally, I’ll need you to feed me more Essence tonight,” proclaimed Abrah. “In the mortal night hours, that is. 
 
    “Your Essence is far more powerful than I expected. It’s given me a lot more power to work with. Few could stand up to me before based on my own Essence generation through combat. 
 
    “Yours is on another level entirely, my Lord Lust. I must have more of it.” 
 
    “Of course. My plan was to bed you all night long until your hips give out, Abrah, my sweet Demon-Knight,” Sam said, reaching out to lay a hand on the small of her back as she worked. 
 
    It made the Demon-Knight shudder, her skin going straight into goosebumps that he could see. 
 
    “I plan on treasuring you, just as you asked,” Sam promised in a murmur. One that he put some desire into for her ears alone. “You were so delicious, my darling Abrah. My would-be Succubus-Knight.” 
 
    Abrah let out a soft squeak, her hands paused in mid-corpse grab. She began to breathe hard, her shoulders slowly gaining a quiver to them. 
 
    “Re-release me, my Lord Lust, or have me on the ground right now. I can’t remain in this limbo you’ve put me in,” begged Abrah. “I have so much work to do to put your city to rights.” 
 
    Laughing, Sam gave her a gentle pat and slowly eased up on the pressure he was putting on her. 
 
    “That’s fine. When you finish with this work, let’s go to the vault,” said Sam. “I want to utilize some of the Essence there to see if I can’t jump start my own little war with Jenaphila. 
 
    “I’ve found a sudden weakness in her defenses and I want to see if I can’t exploit it. We shall see, however, if I can make it work.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord Lust. I’m your Demon-Knight, and at your service,” swore Abrah. “I’ve already begun recruiting other Demon-Knights to serve me, and thus to serve you.” 
 
    “Excellent work,” Sam said, then let his hand fall away from Abrah. “Did I mention your horns are looking lovely today? Did you buff them?” 
 
    “I— yes, I did. I wanted you to look at me,” admitted Abrah, pulling over a new body. She picked up the dagger and ran it over their throat. This time there was a flinch as she did so. The person wasn’t quite as dead as they’d appeared to be. 
 
    “Well, I’m looking, Abrah. I’m looking,” Sam said, putting the full weight of his gaze on her. He knew exactly what it would do to her. 
 
    He was an ancient Incubus, after all. Half of what he did to women wasn’t even in his control anymore. 
 
    Moaning, unperturbed by her surroundings at all, Abrah shoved the now very dead Demon into the new pile, and went for another. 
 
    Clearly his admonition of her “rude behavior” was driving her through the actions. Which was perfect. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Standing in the doorway to the vault, Sam finally believed he’d done the right thing. Taking over the city was exactly what he needed to do. 
 
    There was far more Essence here than he’d ever need to break the spell that held him. More than he’d need to do it six times over, in fact. 
 
    He wouldn’t even beggar the city by taking what he needed. Timithy had been very frugal with his spending. 
 
    “It’s… considering the woes of the city, this is far more than I expected to see,” complained Abrah with a shake of her head. “He was just hoarding it all.” 
 
    The massive ephemeral ball of Essence rotated slowly in the vault. Hovering in the air and spitting out small gouts of power that were quickly reabsorbed. 
 
    Apparently, the vault had been designed specifically in mind to hold a great deal of Essence. 
 
    “I’ll repeat back to you, your own often-stated reminder to me, Abrah. This is Hell. Looking out for others has no place here, regardless of the age,” Sam said in an almost bored tone. “I can’t deny that we might go against the grain with our plans though. 
 
    “We’ll certainly change things a bit for the city. Likely give the citizens a better life than they had for the taxes they give us, but it’ll still be Hell. 
 
    “You cannot change a Demon that doesn’t wish to change. They’ll just listen to their natures and let those dictate their life. I was no different before becoming what I am.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Lust. I understand,” Abrah said sincerely. He could tell she was trying to fine-tune her thinking as rapidly as she could. She was learning quite quickly, as well. 
 
    “Sam, or Sammy, when we’re alone, remember?” Sam reminded her. Holding his hand out, he put a thread of his Essence into the stored Essence. 
 
    “Should I remain? I’m not sure what you’re going to do, but I feel as if you should always have a retainer, Lo— Sam.” 
 
    “You may remain. As a Demon-Knight, you might have some proficiency to learn and use Essence sorcery, since you haven’t learned it previously,” Sam said after a thought about it. “Doubly so, since you now wear my brand. I imagine you could utilize it directly through that.” 
 
    “I can indeed. I’ve already been using it to empower myself,” agreed Abrah. “I’m at least three times as strong as I was previously just utilizing the brand alone.” 
 
    Sam just nodded his head to that. It made sense. 
 
    Demon-Knights were quite versatile as lieutenants and assistants. 
 
    I should have gotten a Demon-Knight instead of Jena. 
 
    Feeling a grimace on his face, Sam began to reach out toward the spell around him. He shaped an Essence construct to start prying at it once again. 
 
    Almost immediately, he felt the active pressure from outside. It was attempting to reinforce the spell from every angle and side. To prevent Sam from unraveling it. 
 
    Smirking, Sam had been thinking about this exact moment. Because it hadn’t made complete sense to him. 
 
    He was cut off from his planes, but this Essence was coming from elsewhere. Which meant it had to be coming in from a plane or a tear in Hell’s planar fabric. 
 
    In either case, Sam could use that to his advantage. Because if there was an opening, that meant he could follow the Essence back and find it. 
 
    Even as he mimed that he was about to start working on the spell that hung on him, Sam also built a separate construct out of Essence. It was a snare of sorts that would pull on the owner of the magic it latched to. 
 
    Given that Sam knew exactly which brand Jenaphila was wearing, he could also fine-tune his spell. He had all the tools and then some to rip open a portal back to wherever Jenaphila was. 
 
    Sam was betting that was the prime material plane. 
 
    Slowly, he closed his snare around the extra planar Essence he’d detected. Jena’s Essence coming from her actively trying to work against him. 
 
    Following it backward, Sam was trying to see where it went before he fully committed to his entrapment. He’d only have one shot at it, so he wanted to learn what he could. 
 
    A sudden loop in the Essence surprised him when it coiled back to the spell around him. It was exiting the spell directly, going out past his Essence construct, then back to the spell. 
 
    The… spell is the portal? How curious. That means I should try to get my snare in place where it exits. Because I won’t have much time after she feels it lock in. 
 
    She’ll pull it through, then I’ll yank open the portal once my Essence is on the other side. 
 
    Then I can immediately open another portal to somewhere else and close the original. 
 
    Before Sam could reach the end point, Jenaphila must have noticed what was going on. Maybe she sensed the snare, perhaps she got spooked by the fact that he hadn’t acted, but her Essence was rapidly withdrawing. 
 
    Snapping the Essence snare in place, Sam clenched onto it with all the force he could muster. He pulled with his Essence, leveraging the brand he knew she wore, and using the vault’s Essence as a stabilizer so he could respond to whatever she did. 
 
    Which was nothing. 
 
    Sam had locked his snare in place so tightly that it’d done the opposite of what he wanted. Rather than his Essence being drawn through to the other side, it’d completely halted Jenaphila’s line. 
 
    Halted it cold but had inadvertently yanked on it. 
 
    It was as if a piece of twine was held between two points and Sam had just dropped a weight right in the middle. 
 
    One side was held in place by the vault, but the other wasn’t as securely tied down. Which pulled the twine down towards the middle. 
 
    Before Sam could think of pushing in through the small tear in the planar Essence of the world, he missed his chance. 
 
    The tear blew outward in a massive detonation. Planar space and time was fractured into a thousand bits and pieces. Multiple holes began opening up straight into the Void even as more of Jena’s Essence splattered into the Hell plane. 
 
    Faster and faster it came as if there was some type of vacuum force being applied to it now. More of her Life Essence—that had the taste of death and fear—piled ever higher. 
 
    Then Jena popped through the tear itself and landed at Sam’s feet. She landed flat on her rear, with her feet pressing against his shins. 
 
    I… what? 
 
      
 
    Fourteen - Surprise Mechanic - 
 
      
 
    Staring up at him was Jenaphila. 
 
    To which Sam stared back at her. 
 
    She was wearing a nightgown that was doing its best to emphasize what little she had in the way of a figure. 
 
    Jenaphila was exactly as he always remembered her— the picture of neutrality. Her brown hair was pulled back behind her ears. Her blue eyes were cold and flat. 
 
    She had always been the picture of mediocrity. 
 
    Before Sam could actually process that she was here, she lashed out at him. All the Essence that she was sitting in was hers, as was the spell around him. 
 
    Sam was literally launched up against the ceiling under the weight of a massive blow of Essence. Slamming into it, he felt the air whoosh out of his lungs with the force of the impact. 
 
    “Sam!” shrieked Jenaphila as she got to her feet. “You bastard! What have you done!?” 
 
    Groaning, Sam cut away the Essence she was using to hold him in place. Dropping down from the ceiling, he angled himself toward the Imp who’d once been his partner and confidante.  
 
    Apparently, in her haste to attack him, she’d forgotten the single most important fact about Sam. Something she would never be able to escape as long as he lived. 
 
    He owned her. 
 
    With a thump, he slammed straight into her. Knocking her flat on the ground. He nearly crushed her under the weight of his body and the height of his fall. 
 
    Latching his hands to Jena’s modest bosom—as it was the nearest thing he could grab—he attacked his brand on her. The binding of ownership that she’d taken control over from him. 
 
    All she’d needed in the end was some time alone with his personal control rod. Something he’d allowed her to use on a number of occasions because he’d been too bored to deal with their empire. 
 
    Even if she held it in her hands at this moment, she wouldn’t be able to stop him from exerting his control. Control over his brand. 
 
    Smashing right into her with his Essence, Sam lit up the brand that dwelt inside her. Then he began to crush it mercilessly, grinding it into itself. 
 
    Jenaphila screamed in misery as her soul was wrenched around inside her. The brand he’d given her, given all his people, was more than enough to absolutely destroy the body. 
 
    To force the soul straight out of it and into the afterlife. 
 
    “I’ll kill you,” Sam promised even as he continued to compact the brand. 
 
    “Sam! Please! No!” shrieked Jenaphila. 
 
    He could feel the massive reserves of Essence that dwelt behind her now. She was drawing on it. Using it to fight back against him. 
 
    By pushing all of it straight into the brand and empowering it directly. Forcing it to expand against the crushing weight. Filling it to the point that there was no room for it to actually collapse. 
 
    At this rate though, there was a definite possibility of it exploding from the amount of Essence flooding into it. 
 
    “Sameerixis Fidenis Xilin Fisch Elh, I beg you to forgive me and spare me!” screamed Jenaphila at the top of her lungs. 
 
    Sam had no inclination to give her any sort of leeway. Not in any way, shape, or form. She’d been the bane of countless millions of lives and he was the one responsible for it. 
 
    Now that he’d gotten his hands on her, there was no way he’d ever let her go. There wasn’t a single thing in his mind that could change that. 
 
    “I’m not Jenaphila!” screamed Jenaphila a second before her entire body collapsed in on itself. She became nothing more than a humanoid shape of water. 
 
    The brand he was using to destroy her remained true. Though now that his mind was forced to consider the situation, he knew instinctively he hadn’t drawn it. 
 
    It had all the correct markers for his brand, but it wasn’t one that he had placed. He’d placed the brand on Jenaphila himself. 
 
    It was like comparing two people’s handwriting. There would be considerable differences between the two. 
 
    What was beneath him was a Water Elemental, not Jenaphila. 
 
    “Please, Master Sameerixis, forgive me!” said an entirely different voice now. The Elemental thrashed back and forth beneath him. 
 
    Her entire body became little thicker than a puddle of water, stretching out below him in every direction. 
 
    All of her struggling was for naught. So long as Sam had his hands—or his fingers in this case—on her, she wouldn’t be able to escape him. 
 
    With so much power flooding into the Elemental, Sam was finally able to find the point where it was coming through the planar tears. There was no way he could really miss it. 
 
    Grasping at it with his Essence, Sam diverted the entirety of it. He wrestled the massive influx of power away from the Elemental. 
 
    And into himself. 
 
    In the moment that he made the connection, a shuddering ripple went through him scouring his insides and his mind. 
 
    As soon as it hit the core of his being, his true name and his new brand, it came to a world-breaking stop. 
 
    With a shattering pain throughout his body, part of the Essence fled away from him. 
 
    Then it went back the way it came. It returned down the Essence channel and through the tear and back onto the plane where the Elemental had come from. From there, it began to spread out further and further. 
 
    Storming across countless planes, it made contact with Elementals, Imps, Demons, Angels, Deities, and far too many others to name. The entirety of the old brand that had been Sam’s was being overwritten by his new one. 
 
    As if it were a garment being dyed by a much richer color, nothing of the old one was visible afterward. Spreading further and further throughout the expanse of the universe. 
 
    Onward it went, ever re-writing his old brand, forcing it to bend to the new one. Resetting it and adding the changes to it. 
 
    After all, the old brand was a limited version of his new one. 
 
    There was one strand, however, that hit a dead-end. One that no amount of time or power would likely overcome. A location that, for whatever reason, was completely beyond the limits of existence. 
 
    Everything from that point down was converted. Everything except for that one point. That line slowly decayed. 
 
    Dying away. 
 
    Vanishing into nothing. 
 
    Leaving behind only a vague feeling that something had been missed in the takeover. Then, even that was gone. 
 
    Once his consciousness had taken in the vast change that’d just happened, Sam dragged in a shuddering breath. His entire sense of the planes had just shifted in an incredible and unexpected direction. 
 
    I think I just… took over Jena’s entire operation. No… not Jena. 
 
    This… Water Elemental? 
 
    Though there’s something else going on here. It felt like there were two tracks. One that belonged to this Water Elemental, and another. 
 
    But I can’t feel it now. It’s been lost in the wave of changes. 
 
    Gone was the power the Elemental had been using to fill the old brand. She was little more than a stiff, unboiled spaghetti noodle now. All it would take was him pushing, even gently, to shatter her apart. 
 
    He even knew her true name as he held her in his hands, the new brand firmly in place. 
 
    “Erv Patricia Brodny Neera, I command you to show your true self and submit to me,” commanded Sam while pushing at her brand. 
 
    In a rush, the spread-out water began to condense. At an amazing speed, it pooled into itself and built back into a body. 
 
    A very naked body without a blemish on it. 
 
    Judging from what he could see, she was rather short. Perhaps smaller than even Tiffany, if he stood them side by side. Except this Elemental was built with a very full figure. 
 
    Beneath Sam was a bright-green-eyed beauty with strong features and a thick mane of unruly, curly, red hair. 
 
    Her eyes were wide and dilated, staring up at him in true hysterical fear. Fear that death was upon her and the end was very near. 
 
    “I submit, my Lord Sameerixis,” whimpered Erv the Water Elemental. “I’m sorry for deceiving you. I was only doing what I had been instructed to do by Jenaphila.” 
 
    “What? She told you to do all this?” demanded Sam. His hands were still holding her quite firmly and he wasn’t going to let her go. She was a line of information that he desperately needed right now. “To try to kill me by trapping me in the Void?” 
 
    “No. No, she— no, she left instructions that if you survived that I was to kill you. The Void was my choice because I didn’t want to kill you,” Erv said, shaking her head quickly. “I haven’t seen her since she gave me my part of the business to run. She only contacts me through messengers, if she does at all. I haven’t seen her in person since after-after we conquered Hell. I’ve been in my position since then. 
 
    “I haven’t seen her since, I swear it. She retreated to serve someone she called Zeus. Her master. She-she was unlikely to ever return. I only get messengers or notes from her!” 
 
    He knew all of that was the absolute truth. 
 
    With his hands on her material body, his Essence clutching her brand, and having used her true name, there really was no alternative for her.  
 
    “And where is that? Where does she serve this, ‘Zeus’? Because I have business with her yet,” demanded Sam. 
 
    “I-I don’t know, my Lord Sameerixis, please, forgive me! Don’t harm me. I have only ever done as I was directed to. Forced to. She held your old brand and her ownership of me was forced,” pleaded Erv. “I have… had no alternative. 
 
    “Not until this moment. In fact, you fed on me several times in the distant past when I volunteered to join the feed harem. You didn’t really know me, though, and it was more of waiting in line for you to have me and then move on to the next. 
 
    “That was before Jena scoured your brand from me and remade it with her own hand. I was never truly against you, but I had no choice.” 
 
    Growling, feeling somehow cheated despite regaining all he’d lost and then some, Sam was angry. Angry that he still hadn’t ended Jenaphila’s life. 
 
    Through the planar tears, Sam could feel something happening. It’d been building slowly as he interrogated the Water Elemental. Now it was becoming an overwhelming force that he couldn’t actually ignore. 
 
    With a boom, the tears grew further, opening wider into full-blown planar fissures. Unstable points in reality that would take a great deal of time to mend themselves. They would remain open unless forcefully closed. 
 
    “Oh, it’s just you,” said a voice from nowhere. “I honestly didn’t expect you, Sameerixis.” 
 
    Once again, Sam was being tormented by the voice of Jenaphila. 
 
    “It’s her,” whispered Erv, her hands coming up to grasp at Sam. Instead of him holding onto her, it was now her holding onto him. 
 
    “I mean, even when I felt the brand from that useless bag of water you have there fade, I just figured she’d died,” Jenaphila said in a bored tone. “It’s rather surprising that it’s you, Sam. Probably the most surprising thing I’ve seen in the last century. 
 
    “Well, that’s not true. Maybe the last decade. You’re surprising, but not that surprising. As long as your brand on me remained, there was no way you were dead.” 
 
    Indeed. That’s very true. 
 
    Which is why she removed the brand from Erv. Likely from everyone else as well that survived the turn-over. 
 
    Removing a link to me and forcing it to re-register with her. 
 
    “Hmph. Whatever. You can keep the toilet water and her part of the brand. I have no need for any of that,” Jenaphila said dismissively. “It honestly was more of a distraction anymore and provided nothing.” 
 
    “You don’t say?” Sam asked, finally wrangling his thoughts around. Taking one hand from Erv’s breasts, he propped himself up partially. “Well, that’s fair, I suppose. It was never yours to begin with. 
 
    “Speaking of never yours, how in the world did you convince this beautiful Elemental to take on your looks? You’re like a frog compared to her, you dull, simple-minded, boring-to-behold, plank of wood. 
 
    “I could put a paper plate with three holes cut out of it, staple it to a two-by-four, then glue two peas on it for breasts, and it would have more of a figure than you. 
 
    “This Elemental here is your better in every way. In fact, I bet she could beat your ass if you didn’t have my old brand on her. You’re like a bargain bin shopper that’s trying to return what she wanted to buy because she couldn’t afford it. You’re pathetic, Jenaphila.” 
 
    Beneath him, Sam could feel Erv stiffen up and then promptly bury her face in his neck. She was trying to crawl into his chest and cease to exist. 
 
    Sam couldn’t actually remember feeding on Erv, but considering the number of partners he’d had in the past, that wasn’t terribly surprising. He’d dined on Elementals a’plenty in his life. 
 
    “You… you’re… you insufferable li—” 
 
    Jena’s voice died out and she audibly took in a breath. 
 
    “Hmph. That’s about as much of a victory you’ll get from those words, Sameerixis,” Jena said with a much cooler tone now. “I haven’t paid a moment’s notice thinking of you or that pathetic world. 
 
    “I’m busy and you don’t matter at all to me. Not in the least. So much so that I don’t even go by that name anymore. 
 
    “That’s how far removed I am from your pathetic existence. You don’t even compare to the effort I put into taking a shit.” 
 
    “Really? You sure sound pissed for a drab-as-a-painted-wall-for-a-personality woman who probably couldn’t win a contest for ‘most homely housewife’. Got a response to that, you oatmeal looking pissant?” asked Sam with a laugh. “Cause I bet you don’t. I bet you wake up every day and have to remind yourself, Jenaphila, of how wrong everyone was to say you were bland looking.” 
 
    While she didn’t have looks, charm, or grace, Jenaphila was at least more attractive than half the population. There were those who would swap places with her in a heartbeat. 
 
    That didn’t matter to her in the slightest, though. She only saw women like Irma, or Erv, and resented them for their unwarranted gifts. 
 
    “MY NAME IS SKIPPER, YOU PATHETIC LITTLE WORM!” screamed Jenaphila at the top of her lungs. It was loud to the point that it actually made Sam’s ears ring. 
 
    “My name is Skipper. If I ever come across you in person, I’m going to carve that name into your chest before I tear out your heart,” growled Skipper. “And there won’t be a thing you can do about it. I may not be much of an Essence-Sorceress, as you constantly berated me for, but I’ve developed my natural abilities. 
 
    “You won’t even be able to land a finger upon me, you filthy whore of a man. Disgusting monster.” 
 
    “Skipper?” Sam asked aloud. He moved the hand he’d left on Erv’s breast to her shoulder and slid her closer to himself. He was fairly certain Skipper couldn’t actually harm them, but he didn’t want to risk it. 
 
    He needed Erv. She was a gold mine of information into which he needed to start digging. 
 
    “Yes. Skipper,” confirmed Skipper, her tone sounding quite imperious now. 
 
    “Like… the little sister to Barbie? The bland wannabe that no little girl ever actually wanted?” asked Sam. “The one with no boobs and—” 
 
    Skipper began screaming wordlessly at that. An incoherent rage the likes of which Sam hadn’t seen since she’d gotten into a fight with a Succubus Sam had invited over for dinner once upon a time. 
 
    “Your impression of her was alright,” Sam said, glancing down at Erv. Now that he’d seen a full on ‘Jena-meltdown’ he could tell that Erv had been far more subdued in her Jena personality. “Clearly she shrieks a lot more than you gave her credit for.” 
 
    Erv gave Sam a weird, frightened smile. She looked like she wanted to be anywhere but there at the moment. 
 
    Trailing off into enraged sputtering and panting, Skipper was unintelligible. Sam understood none of it. 
 
    “Okay, look, Not-Barbie,” said Sam in between one of her loud inhales. “If you’re done throwing a hissy fit, I’d like to move onto playing in bed with the actual Barbie doll here. 
 
    “I mean, my word, she’s gorgeous. I think I’d be willing to ask if I could wear her personal brand just based on how beautiful she is. 
 
    “So, can you speed this up? Because I’m going to do my best to ruin your plans that you put in place here. I’ll counter everything you’ve ever done once I get the info out of Barbie. 
 
    “In between thrusts, probably. But still, I’ll get it out of her. And when I do? I’ll just go along and merrily trim all your work back. Cut it down and burn it to the ground.” 
 
    “FUCK YOU, YOU GOD DAMNED BASTARD!” yelled Skipper. A second after that, her presence vanished all together. Leaving behind nothing at all. 
 
    Except a great many planar tears that were slowly expanding. Her arrival had made them considerably worse. 
 
    Sighing, Sam closed his eyes and let his head hang down. 
 
    Despite his words, his bravado, he felt as if he’d lost to Jenaphila. Or Skipper, as it were. Not only did he not manage to kill her, but she didn’t even seem to care. 
 
    Whatever she’d done to this world was already long since over. Her plans were finished and she’d moved on to another world to probably do the same there. 
 
    “I— she— you— she’s gone?” Erv asked, her fingers quite tightly dug into Sam’s front. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Sam said, not opening his eyes. 
 
    A second after that, he felt the spell Erv had cast on him flutter twice, then break apart entirely. Dissipating into the Essence of the vault directly and combining with it. 
 
    Except even with it gone, he couldn’t feel the planes that he knew he was connected with. Even the path the brand had taken, converting everything to his own, now felt dull and dim to him. 
 
    “I’m sorry. We’re… somewhat trapped here,” murmured Erv. “Jena, or I guess Skipper, broke the area of the Void between Hell and the planes. She opened far too many planes when she was… uh, when she was kidnapping all the people of your race.” 
 
    Sam could only nod his head slightly at those words. As soon as he could feel that there was nothing different after the spell had dissolved, he realized it was something else entirely. 
 
    Opening his eyes, he looked at the planar tears. 
 
    Trying to use them for anything remotely like travel was asking to be torn apart. A planar tear was open across a multitude of worlds regardless of what one could see through them. 
 
    It’d be like being shot through a cheese grater strong enough to break steel into crumbs. There would be no surviving it. 
 
    And since I pulled Erv through, the link she had with the spell back to the other plane was gone. We’re… trapped in Hell until I figure a way out. 
 
    “Ah… my Lord Lust, what… should we do with the tears?” asked Abrah from a few feet away. She’d been present during the whole ordeal but had been unable to do anything. 
 
    The amount of Essence being used between Sam and Erv had been more than enough to probably send her flying away. 
 
    “Close them, of course,” Sam said and then let out a sigh. 
 
    It would cost him a great deal of Essence to seal them shut. However, leaving them open wasn’t something he could do. 
 
    They’d only keep growing until they expanded across the entirety of Hell. The problem was doubly so exacerbated because it was in the vault itself. 
 
    Where all the Essence he would probably need to force open a portal was stored. Sam was already contemplating ripping open a portal to the Void, then one to another plane. 
 
    Opening a portal straight to the Void was something he’d never considered before. Not until Erv had done it herself. He imagined the amount of Essence required to do such a thing would be incredibly high. 
 
    He needed the Essence that was here in the vault, except that wasn’t meant to be. Either he’d lose it to the tears expanding, or lose it to closing them entirely. 
 
    “Damned if I do, damned if I don’t,” he muttered. 
 
    Then the tears suddenly merged together with a clap of force. So strong was it, that it blew Sam’s hair back as if he were staring into a full force windstorm. 
 
    “Wha-what have you done? What did you do?” demanded a wizened old voice. 
 
    Ah, what? 
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    Before Sam could consider what was now happening, a force grabbed onto him. It locked his muscles in place, paralyzing him. 
 
    All around him, the world seemed to freeze as well. Abrah, Erv, and even the swirling Essence, all ceased moving. 
 
    Then Sam was jerked through the massive planar tear. Being pulled through it against his will. 
 
    A cold, numbing sensation ran along Sam’s body as he went through. Past a barrier that no one would ever willingly cross. 
 
    Coming out the other side, Sam found himself in a large room. There was a single table, a chair, and an old man who occupied the seat. 
 
    He looked like something out of a fantasy novel. The top of his head was missing all its hair, while the sides were white. White and long. Hanging all the way down to his hips, in fact. 
 
    As did his beard, though his mustache was kept rather short. 
 
    His face was a crisscross of wrinkles that made him look like a piece of paper that’d been crumpled into a ball. Then unfolded, and crumpled again. 
 
    Throughout the room were countless portals, tears, and windows into other places and times. From portals no bigger than a few inches across to some that spanned ten feet. Quite a few intersected one another as well. 
 
    “You! You-you-you-you damn insufferable shit!” yelled the old man. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? Those tears-those tears that you made by forcing someone to Hell, will grow until they devour Hell entirely. 
 
    “On top of that, you forced a portal shift before the fabric of Hell’s plane was healed. For all the good it did for sealing it off, you’ve gone and destroyed it in less than five minutes!” 
 
    Glaring at Sam from under his bushy eyebrows, the old man looked to be waiting for Sam to respond. 
 
    “I… you know what,” said Sam, followed by a sigh. Then he shook his head. The best he could figure was this was some type of gatekeeper left behind by the Originator or the Architect. That they were monitoring and watching over the planes and how they interconnected. “I wish I could respond to any of what you just said, but I’ll be honest here, I had no clue. I had no idea of anything that you just said. 
 
    “If I’m being completely honest, I don’t even understand what you said. It sounds like you’re the reason Hell can’t open a portal to anywhere else, but that you were doing it to help Hell.” 
 
    “Truth,” grumbled the old man with a nod of his head. 
 
    “Well, here’s some more truth then. I have no idea what side of this fight you’re on. Zeus, Originator, Architect, or if you even know the truth of this world,” said Sam, continuing to run with the only idea he had. 
 
    The old man blinked and raised his head with a jerk. He was looking at Sam in a very different way now. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I know a lot, but not enough,” said Sam. “I work with Miles and Eugenia. Though they’ve never mentioned you before. 
 
    “Were you stuck here by the Architect? Seems like something he’d do. Or so I hear from Aster and Eugenia.” 
 
    Opening his mouth and closing it several times, Sam got the impression that, while the old man knew much, his experience with other people was very limited. He clearly didn’t know how to hide his emotions or reactions very well. 
 
    “I… serve Ryker, yes,” murmured the old man. “He placed me here to make sure the plane-space worked as intended. He was never quite sure it would work. He-he said that it was a work-around solution that he came up with rather than an ideal one. 
 
    “Then he made me the stop-gap to make sure everything kept working. Kept moving as he wished it to.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Well, good on you. I’m afraid I didn’t know any of that, so I’m just doing what I can here,” Sam said and then flexed his arms. “Now are you done trying to intimidate me Mr. Stop-Gap? Can you release me? 
 
    “My arms are going numb. On top of that, I should probably let you know that I plan on opening a portal out of Hell and back to the prime plane. I need to get back home.” 
 
    “Impossible. It would destroy Hell’s ability to ever open a portal again,” hissed the old man. He then waved his hand with a flick of his fingers. The force holding Sam upright let go of him. 
 
    Landing on his feet, Sam held his hands up in an apology. 
 
    “Sorry, but I have to. I have two mortals that ended up in Hell with me that simply won’t survive. They’re my wives. I’ll not allow them to die just for the sake of Hell being able to open planes again in the future.” 
 
    “Mortals?” 
 
    The old man frowned at that and turned his head to the side. Lifting his left hand, he made a circular gesture and a portal opened right there. 
 
    Through it, Sam could see a view of Carissa and Irma sitting in Abrah’s home. They were frozen in time as well. 
 
    “Yes. I see. You do indeed have mortals who won’t survive,” grumbled the old man. 
 
    “Right? So. I need to open a portal back to the prime and get home. One way, or another, it’ll happen. And unless you want me to keep calling you Mr. Stop-Gap, Mr. Stop-Gap, you should probably give me your name. I’m Sameerixis.” 
 
    “I know who you are, Sameerixis Fidenis Xilin Fisch Elh Caerwin Aderin Telis,” the old man hissed, stating Sam’s true and full name. “Who do you think it was that allowed you to leave Hell the first time? I can just as easily deny planar travel as allow it, you know. 
 
    “I have a personal policy of non-interference, though, so long as the planar mesh is safe. Everything else can rot. 
 
    “As for a name… you can call me Nicodimus.” 
 
    “Right, fine, Nicodimus,” Sam said in a much more subdued tone. The fact that Nicodimus knew the truth of his name had unnerved him to a degree. “I still need to get back home.” 
 
    Nicodimus continued to stare into the portal that displayed Carissa and Irma. Then he moved his hand across his table and opened up several more. 
 
    A number of the portals were opened to what seemed to be Sam’s home. A view of several of his wives and harem members were displayed in various locations. 
 
    “So it would seem. I can’t argue that this is your home plane given how much of your brand is here,” complained Nicodimus. “Oh. And that you have children on it.” 
 
    Sam mentally winced at that. 
 
    He knew Irene and Abigail were already at the point where they could technically give birth and the children would be safe. 
 
    That the babies would be fine, even if they were a little premature. 
 
    Sounds like I missed a birth. Maybe both. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    “Fine. We’ll make a deal,” Nicodimus declared, turning back to Sam. “You do love your deals, don’t you, Sameerixis?” 
 
    Unable to help himself, Sam nodded at that. He did enjoy making deals. Though right now, he was rather concerned with the fact that he’d be making a deal with someone who had been personally placed by the Architect. 
 
    “Fine. That little bitch Jenaphila. Or Skipper. Whatever the fuck she calls herself,” Nicodimus said with a great deal of heat. Apparently, he had no love at all for her. “She set up something in Hell that has been one of the reasons it’s taking so long for the plane to mend. 
 
    “One of the reasons you were able to tear such a large hole in it, in fact. It’s what she did when she was enslaving your race. She set up a massive sigil diagram. One that is literally interfering with the natural order of Hell. It is preventing a great many Demonic powers from functioning, redirecting Essence, and wreaking havoc. 
 
    “I want you to find the sigil diagram, destroy it, and make sure it’s not working anymore. Then I’ll be willing to open a portal for you to go home. Until then, though, I’ll personally block you from doing so. I won’t allow Hell to fall just for your own sake.” 
 
    Sam took in a slow breath and considered the offer. Technically speaking, he was not getting the better part of the deal. 
 
    He’d be operating under a time constraint to save Irma and Carissa with very little information to start from. On top of that, there was no real guarantee he could safely say he’d “made sure it wasn’t working anymore” either. 
 
    The wording was very vague and left completely up to Nicodimus’s discretion. It was the type of deal and contract Sam would avoid at all costs. 
 
    “Sorry, but that’s not specific enough,” Sam said finally. “Nor does it really give me the right motivation. Would you be willing to hear a counteroffer?” 
 
    Nicodimus’s eyebrows rose slowly as his face turned pensive. After a few seconds, he slowly nodded his head. 
 
    “I will find, destroy, and do my best to ensure that the sigil diagram—this construct of Skipper’s—is absolutely destroyed,” said Sam. “But if we disagree on what ‘absolutely destroyed’ is, we will have a neutral third-party arbitrate on whether the condition is fulfilled. 
 
    “Because if it’s only based on your own estimation, we could be in disagreement. The same could be said if it was based only on my own belief.” 
 
    Nicodimus’s mouth turned into a frown and his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “On top of that,” Sam continued before they could interject or agree. “I would need you to send Carissa and Irma home. There’s no telling how long it’ll take me to solve this issue and I… don’t want them here. They can’t be here.” 
 
    “Pah. What kind of nonsense—do you really think I’ll just—no, no this is—” 
 
    “What’ll happen if you want me to fix this. To destroy whatever sigil diagram Skipper left behind,” Sam interrupted. “Otherwise, I’ll just keep battering away at the plane-space until I open a portal. Using more and more Essence to do so each time. 
 
    “Which means that rather than healing the fabric of the planes, you’ll be dealing with trying to stop me. When you could already have someone working to correct an issue you want solved.” 
 
    Nicodimus’s teeth clacked together with a sharp snap and he bared them at Sam. He looked much more like an angry old man complaining about the clouds than someone the Architect had created and placed. 
 
    “Fine! Fine, I agree to your counteroffer. I’ll pick the third-party, however. I already know exactly who to choose, as well,” Nicodimus grumbled. “You won’t object once you meet them. I guarantee it.” 
 
    Sam considered arguing that, but this was all based on the idea that they’d disagree on what “destroyed” meant. 
 
    Except, when it came to sigil diagram magic, it was fairly easy to destroy. All it really took was punching out the center of the spell with another sigil, or simply erasing enough of the sigil diagram that it failed. 
 
    The problem with erasing a sigil diagram was that they tended to explode if you erased the wrong part. One could compare it to trying to safely discharge a capacitor. 
 
    Do it right, and it’d be grounded without a concern. Do it wrong, and you could end up with an exploded heart or worse. 
 
    “Fine. I accept,” said Sam. With a snap of his fingers, he summoned a small point of Essence. He was planning on sealing their pact with blood. There would be no way he’d accept this deal purely on a verbal contract. 
 
    “I accept, as well, but I must caution you about one thing before we close this,” Nicodimus warned. “I must exchange your two mortals with two other people. I won’t actually be sending them by portal. I will quite literally be replacing them with others. As I said earlier, I cannot allow a portal at this moment. The plane of Hell is closed.” 
 
    Then… how are you able to come and go from Hell? Where is this if not another plane? 
 
    Actually, now that I think about it, this feels exactly the same as it did when I was in the Void. 
 
    Is this the Void? Does Nicodimus dwell in the Void itself? 
 
    That’d make almost too much sense, wouldn’t it? 
 
    “I see,” Sam said, not voicing his thoughts at all. “I have to exchange two of my wives for two of my wives, is what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Well, no. It could be anyone, really,” Nicodimus admitted. “Though not Skipper. She’s beyond my reach. Zeus protects her.” 
 
    Sam briefly considered bringing someone who wouldn’t matter to him, but realized that was unfair. Anyone he brought here would have to be able to survive in Hell, otherwise he’d be bringing them to their death. 
 
    As much as he wanted to live as “Lord Lust” would, sending two people to an unwitting death wasn’t in him. 
 
    Two people who could survive in Hell. 
 
    Well, that leaves… Jes, Aster, Decima, and Wren. Doesn’t it? 
 
    Everyone else would die. 
 
    Irma and Carissa will likely figure out what happened as soon as they start talking to the others. That just leaves wherever they are. 
 
    “Can you show me where Aster, Decima, Jes, and Wren are?” Sam asked. “I wouldn’t want to put Carissa or Irma somewhere they wouldn’t be able to handle.” 
 
    “Ah, a wise consideration,” Nicodimus agreed with a nod of his head. Lifting his hands up, he made a shuffling motion at about Sam’s eye level. 
 
    A group of four portals opened up in front of Sam. Each one showed a different location and view. 
 
    Aster was laying on Sam’s bed. She was naked, watching porn that she had made with him, while pleasuring herself. 
 
    I… see. Yeah, that’s about right for Aster. 
 
    Looking at the next portal, he found Jes. 
 
    She was standing in the corner of Sam’s room, her arms folded in front of her. Watching Aster pleasure herself and clearly giving her directions. 
 
    Okay. Yeah. That makes too much sense. She feeds off Aster’s orgasm from pleasuring herself to the idea of having sex with me. 
 
    Jes keeps her personal belief safe, gets fed, Aster gets to be her toy. 
 
    Smirking, Sam looked at the next portal. Decima and Wren were practically side by side. The two portals and views were nearly identical. 
 
    They were clearly in the middle of some type of fight, wearing full Inc-Suc combat gear and using heavy weaponry. 
 
    Ah… I can’t take Jes, can I? 
 
    If someone dies, she needs to be there to bring them back. Especially if they haven’t gotten the soul binding runes back together. 
 
    She’ll be able to feed on all the Essence coming in from the brand as well. I can take Aster from her and she can feed passively on the Essence coming into the brand. As it would go to my brand, which I share with her now. 
 
    Grimacing, Sam considered what to do. There really wasn’t much of a good answer to this. 
 
    Carissa could probably survive wherever Wren is. Irma wouldn’t. 
 
    I’ll swap Carissa with Wren. Irma with Aster. That’ll give me two people who can survive Hell and get Irma and Carissa out safely. 
 
    I’ll have to probably take over feeding Aster since lightning may not be a thing here but… that’ll be fine. 
 
    Probably end up having to feed Erv as well. 
 
    “Okay,” Sam said. Then he pointed at Wren. “Switch Carissa with Wren.” 
 
    Moving his hand, he pointed at Aster. 
 
    “Irma with Aster,” he finished and then sighed heavily. “That’s the best I can do.” 
 
    “It’s what I would do,” Nicodimus offered and then brought his hand through all the portals. Dismissing them with little more than a gesture. “Well, I’ll wish you luck in your task. Because I would like it completed as much as you would like to get home. 
 
    “Though, I feel I should warn you. The places that Skipper left behind aren’t abandoned. They still are filled with those loyal to her. Erv is unaware of them, I would imagine. She was very much a puppet in many ways.” 
 
    “Great. That’s not exactly what I wanted to hear, but I’m glad that you’ve warned me of it. Anything else I should know of? Warnings that would be helpful for me?” 
 
    “Not really. Nothing I haven’t already said, at least,” Nicodimus said with a strange smile. “I’ve told you everything that you should know. What you do with it is up to you. 
 
    “I’ll root for you, Sameerixis, but in the same breath, should you fail, I’ll just continue with my original plan. Do not call on me for assistance or help. I cannot and will not offer you any. 
 
    “The Architect himself instructed me to do only my job and nothing more. To take no sides and work only to balance the planes.” 
 
    Wait, really? 
 
    To take no sides? 
 
    Wouldn’t that mean that he suspected something like this might happen? That he himself wouldn’t be on this world anymore at some point? 
 
    To go so far as to warn Nicodimus to not take a side, as well. He’s trying to preserve Nicodimus? Or the Void? 
 
    What makes Nicodimus and the Void special? 
 
    Or is it just that the function of the planes is that necessary. 
 
    “Ah, there is actually one thing I should warn you of,” Nicodimus said and snapped his fingers. “You’ve been playing with fire as of late. Your avatar you inhabit at the moment? It’s your actual body. 
 
    “Ever since the plane of Hell was sealed off from other locations, no Demonic entity has been able to reconstitute their body after death. They just die.” 
 
    Smiling at Sam, Nicodimus raised his hand and then waved his fingers at him. 
 
    “I’ll handle the tear with that nearby Essence. No need to trouble yourself. Ta-ta,” he said. 
 
    Sam was flung from the room and back out the massive tear he’d come through. Passing right through it as if it were nothing at all. 
 
    Landing on his feet, Sam slid for a short distance before coming to a stop. Opening his mouth, he was about to ask Nicodimus what he meant about his avatar when the tear slammed shut. 
 
    “What?” Erv asked from the ground. She was quite naked and looking around. She was clearly confused about the fact that Sam had been atop her, and now wasn’t. 
 
    “Lord Lust?” asked Abrah, looking just as confused, though concerned as well. 
 
    If I’d died… I’d have died? I’m not in an avatar but my actual body. 
 
    There’s no coming back then for me if I die. That I— by the High Heavens and my twisting nethers, that’s terrifying. 
 
    “Abrah, I need to go back to your home briefly,” Sam said, looking at the Demon-Knight. “I need to go pick up a few things I left there. Is there anything you need immediately?” 
 
    “I… no, Lord Lust,” Abrah replied with a shake of her head. 
 
    “Great,” Sam said, then gestured at Erv. “Get up. You’re coming with me. Until otherwise stated, you’re at my side. I need to hear everything you know about Jenaphila and when she was here in Hell.” 
 
    Sam nodded his head, trying to formulate a plan quickly. 
 
    “And you need some clothes. You can’t go out like that,” he added, indicating the fact that Erv was still naked. 
 
    Beautifully so. 
 
    Sam was then immediately reminded of the fact that he was suddenly very hungry. He’d spent a great deal of the Essence he’d held for himself. 
 
    “Erv?” Sam asked, eyeing the Water Elemental. 
 
    “Yes?” she asked, slowly getting to her feet. 
 
    “I’ve fed on you before?” he asked, watching her. 
 
    “Yes… you said I was very… uhm… delicious,” Erv replied, now standing up. She looked rather nervous, her hands hovering in front of herself. “Would… would you like to feed on me, Sam? I’m willing. 
 
    “Like I said before, I only worked for Jenaphila because I had no choice. I didn’t have any other option.” 
 
    Doesn’t that make me no better than Jenaphila? She’s still wearing my brand. When she was acting as Jenaphila, she couldn’t do anything but follow the real Jena’s orders. 
 
    It’s what a brand literally does. 
 
    Hm. Something to consider on the way to pick up Aster and Wren. 
 
      
 
    Sixteen - Breather - 
 
      
 
    As soon as Erv was dressed, Sam escorted her through Abrah’s fortress. Soldiers and guards moved quickly through the halls and open areas. 
 
    There were also a great deal of people wearing uniforms that Sam recognized. They were people who had previously surrendered to Timithy and his army. 
 
    The changeover is occurring quite quickly. Abrah was very busy when I wasn’t paying attention. 
 
    Maybe… that explains the corpses. 
 
    Many of the people Sam saw moving about also resonated to his Essence. They were all branded to him directly. 
 
    Abrah had been very, very busy, it would seem. 
 
    “I… I haven’t been back to Hell since I was given my position,” murmured Erv at Sam’s side. She was wearing a courtier’s outfit for the fortress. 
 
    An outfit that had been in storage for the better part of several centuries. Stored away in a closet that preserved clothes and then forgotten about entirely. Apparently, it had been originally intended for Succubi courtiers. 
 
    Before they all vanished. 
 
    It was the only clothing they had found in the entirety of the fortress that would fit her. 
 
    Her measurements, both height and width, were fairly unique. It made anything that fit her in one dimension, not fit in the other. 
 
    “Indeed,” Sam said, eyeing her for several seconds. He had a hard time denying he was attracted to her. “I personally hadn’t been back since I’d left. Thanks for sending me here, enemy of mine.” 
 
    Erv winced at that, her entire face screwing up in fear and concern. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she muttered, shaking her head. “I really am. I had to act against you. I had no choice. I didn’t want to kill you, though. 
 
    “I wanted to just… send you away. It’s why I left Hell open to you. I knew you’d be fine here. But you wouldn’t be able to come back.” 
 
    Her statement was very surprising to Sam. In fact, it was completely unexpected. It meant that he hadn’t actually escaped from the Void. 
 
    She’d allowed him to escape. 
 
    In fact, she’d mentioned it previously. That she hadn’t wanted to kill him. 
 
    I was far too arrogant. Far, far too complacent. 
 
    And maybe she’s worth less information than I thought. She said she only held part of everything, right? 
 
    “You’re smarter than you look, aren’t you? How’d you ever survive under Jena?” Sam asked as they exited the fort and began crossing the courtyard to the outer wall. There were several guards moving around out here as well. “She despised those who were prettier than her just as much as she hated those who were smarter. 
 
    “You’re both. How’d you manage to survive? And why were you imprisoning Imps and turning them into Succubi? Was that part of what you were handling?” 
 
    “I survived by changing what I looked like the moment you were gone. I was forced to make myself very mundane-looking,” murmured Erv. She was slowly drifting closer to Sam. Moving away from everyone around them. Sam didn’t miss that they were all watching the lovely Elemental. “After that, I just acted a little slow. There was no reason to stand out. Being average was safer. 
 
    “As to the Imps, Incubi, and Succubi, I didn’t manage any of that as you apparently surmised. That was all handled by someone else Jena had picked. I’ve never met them, before you ask. 
 
    “All I know is that the Imps who were converted into your species were sent elsewhere or sometimes given to friends of Jenaphila as… pets.” 
 
    Sam grunted at that and turned onto the boulevard outside of the fort. It matched what he already knew and suspected. It explained Jes perfectly. 
 
    “So you don’t know how she turns Imps into Succubi?” Sam pushed. 
 
    “No, I don’t. I wasn’t privy to that secret. Nor was I told where the Imps went to be turned, or where the Succubi went after they were turned,” Erv said. “What I do find out is often when some of my people are needed for a job on the other side. As an example, Jena actually was on the prime plane recently. She showed up at a facility not long ago for a security check.” 
 
    Sam raised his eyebrows at that. 
 
    It was starting to sound like a lot of the attacks that Sam had carried out on Jena’s organization didn’t even hit the side that Erv was responsible for. 
 
    “Any idea how we track down the other person who shared the brand with you?” Sam asked. 
 
    “You… probably already converted them to your current brand. I felt it when you followed the brand back to Jena. Skipper, that is,” Erv offered. “Felt it when it stopped there but converted everything else. 
 
    “If my counterpart is smart, if they’re able to see what’s coming, they’ll ditch everything they were doing and go hide in the ranks. 
 
    “Blend in and act like they had nothing to do with it at all. The change from Skipper to you was very obvious. Very, very obvious. At least, it was for me. So that’s what I’d do. Hide. 
 
    “There’s so much going on that it’d be easy to hide for years. You’d only ever find them going person by person and that’d take… a long while.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Sam couldn’t deny Erv was probably correct. Any chance Sam would have to shake down the side of Skipper’s empire that he was interested in, would be long gone by the time he got back to the prime. 
 
    I can only hope Irma, Stacia, and Irene can take care of it for me. I’m sure that Jes will let them know about the change in the brand. She’ll have felt it, even if Irma misses it. 
 
    “Do you want to serve me?” Sam asked as they turned another corner. They had to practically come to a stop as the sidewalk was full of people talking about the demise of Timithy. 
 
    Though there were a few working girls plying their trade here and there. Once more on the ground and without a care for anyone around. 
 
    “I see Hell hasn’t changed much,” said Erv under her breath. Then she let out a sigh. “Yes, I’m more than willing to serve you. I originally took your brand on for safety. A long, long time ago and many planes away from here. 
 
    “It was voluntary then, and it’s voluntary now. I am willing to serve. That means I’m willing to feed you as I said earlier, Lord Sameerixis.” 
 
    Sam accepted that at face value, though he doubted the sincerity. 
 
    It was easy for him to ask her if she wanted to serve while she actively wore his brand. Even if it was his old brand, it was still something he owned. 
 
    There was nothing Skipper could do to take it back without coming into physical contact with him. In giving a majority share of the brand to someone else to serve her, Skipper had committed nearly the same error Sam had. 
 
    Reaching over, Sam brushed his fingertips over Erv’s back. Dismissing his brand from her in the same movement. 
 
    Stumbling over her own feet, Erv caught herself after a second. Grabbing hold of Sam’s wrist, she kept walking, though it was clear the removal of his brand had deeply affected her. 
 
    “Think about it,” Sam said. He was frustrated. 
 
    Angry, even. 
 
    As well as being hungry on top of feeling like he’d failed.  
 
    Through all of that, however, Sam was no rapist. Erv would have a chance to consider her options. He already knew who he’d be feeding on today. 
 
    Except he couldn’t deny he was rather nervous about Erv. As he steadied her, he laid a small, thin trail of Essence around her. 
 
    Not enough for her to notice he’d done so, but just enough Essence for Sam to notice if she started to work magic. He wouldn’t trust her until his brand was once more upon her. 
 
    Turning up the path to Abrah’s front door, Sam could feel Aster and Wren inside. 
 
    Walking to the door, he knocked once, then opened it. Stepping up to the doorway, Sam stood still and waited there. 
 
    Aster and Wren both would likely be on edge. The last thing he wanted to do was aggravate them further. 
 
    “Sammy?” called Aster from Abrah’s bedroom. 
 
    “Indeed,” he replied, then stepped into the home. Turning to the side, he looked out at Erv. 
 
    Before he could invite her in, she came in and closed the door behind herself. With a quick glance around, she turned her gaze back to Sam. 
 
    Is she waiting for instruction? For me to say something? 
 
    Hm. 
 
    “You may remain here or rest in the other bedroom,” Sam said and gestured to the other door. “We’ll speak more later.” 
 
    “I… okay, Lord Sameerixis,” Erv said, then bowed her head to him. 
 
    “It’s Sam, Erv. Sam.” 
 
    Leaving her there, he opened the door to Abrah’s bedroom. 
 
    Laid out on the bed was Wren, and standing next to it, was Aster. 
 
    “Oh thank fuck, you’re really here,” Aster said and bounced over to him in a rush. 
 
    Wrapping her arms around his hips, she practically slammed her face into his and kissed him. Her hands didn’t stop pulling at him all the while. 
 
    Coming off him after a few minutes, she practically shivered in place. Jittering back and forth, she stared up at him. 
 
    “I was finger-deep in myself with Jes directing me. I was banging away at myself while watching that porno of us we made,” Aster said in a bit of a rush. “Then I was suddenly here, and in these clothes, and Wren was here, too. Then she made a little groaning noise and passed out. 
 
    “I put her on the bed, but… Sammy, what’s going on? Where are we? How’d we end up here? How’d you end up here? We haven’t heard from you, Irma, or Carissa for a bit. 
 
    “Stacia and Irene said they got a hit for you on the Fed computers, but that was it. And before you ask about them, everything and everyone is fine. We’re just running normal missions and the like. There was a brief day or two after you left where it felt like someone was moving against us, but that went away recently.” 
 
    Sam realized now that Aster was wearing the clothes Irma had been in. They didn’t suit or fit her at all, but they were at least covering her. 
 
    Wren, on the other hand, looked different. 
 
    It wasn’t just the fact that she’d partially burst through Carissa’s clothes, either. Her skin had become a dreadfully pale white. As if she’d never seen the sun before in the entirety of her life. 
 
    From her temples now grew two black horns that looked a lot like Abrah’s. As if she’d somehow come through to Hell as a Cambion and then been converted to a Demon-Knight. 
 
    Which wasn’t possible. 
 
    One didn’t change their species. 
 
    “She’s okay,” Aster said, laying a hand on Sam’s face and pulling his gaze back to her. “I’ve checked her several times. Unconscious, but okay. There’s nothing I can tell that’s wrong with her.” 
 
    Aster paused momentarily and then slowly leaned to the side, peering out around Sam. 
 
    “Who’re you?” she asked. 
 
    “I… ah… hello, I’m Erv,” said Erv from behind Sam. 
 
    “She’s a long story,” Sam said, interrupting. 
 
    “Good, we have time for one,” Aster said and then released her hand on Sam’s face and pointed at what was likely Erv. “Let’s hear it. Sam can check on Wren in the meantime. 
 
    “Then I’m going to feed Sammy because I’m betting he’s hungry, while you watch over her.” 
 
    Aster gently eased Sam to one side and Erv entered the room. Apparently, the plan he had wasn’t going to work. 
 
    Right. 
 
    Story time. 
 
    This isn’t just about my survival. I brought Aster and Wren here, I’m responsible for them. First… Wren. 
 
    Moving away from Aster, Sam got down on one knee next to Wren. 
 
    “First… ah… I’m Jenaphila,” Erv began. “Or, rather, I was her stand-in.” 
 
    “Her… what? No. This is stupid. You’re stupid. You’re starting in a stupid place,” Aster said angrily. “Start with where we are right now. We’ll go backward.” 
 
    Ignoring the two Elementals, Sam focused on Wren. 
 
    Outwardly, she seemed perfectly fine. Her skin color and the addition of horns seemed to be the extent of the changes. 
 
    Carefully, Sam began to undress Wren. He’d briefly considered using Essence, but this was free. It wouldn’t cost him much in the way of effort, either. 
 
    The jacket and pants came off easily, though the underwear and bra were an issue. They were both far too small for Wren’s large frame. To the point that it looked like they were bruising her with how tight they were. 
 
    Sam created a small piece of hardened Essence and carefully cut the two free. He set the fabric to the side just in case they could be used for something else and looked back to Wren. 
 
    After having undressed her, Sam found he’d been correct. 
 
    There was nothing different about her physically. Which meant it was more of a shock to her mind, or her soul. 
 
    Taking the same bit of Essence, Sam channeled it into Wren, rather than dismissing it. She was a Cambion after all and did consume Essence passively, though very small amounts of it. 
 
    Immediately, her eyes parted and then focused on him. A slow smile spread across her face. Then she frowned and looked down at her breasts. 
 
    They were large enough that she could see them even when lying down, though they did naturally move to the sides of her torso. 
 
    “What? Why’s my skin so pale?” she asked in a soft voice. “Did I die? I was fighting with Decima and—” 
 
    “You didn’t die,” interrupted Sam, laying a hand on her shoulder. Erv and Aster had paused their conversation. “I brought you here in Carissa’s place. I exchanged Irma for Aster.” 
 
    “See, you could have started with that,” Aster complained at what he assumed was Erv. “That’s already a lot more useful than what you told me.” 
 
    “I don’t even know your names, how am I supposed to know that? Wait, you’re Aster?” Erv asked, her tone going up in pitch. “As in, the Lightning Elemental?” 
 
    Once again, Sam ignored both of them. 
 
    “You okay?” Sam asked, laying his left hand against Wren’s brow. He ran a finger along one of her horns and then smoothed her hair down gently. 
 
    “Hungry. Really hungry,” Wren muttered. “Can you feed me some more?” 
 
    Sam checked a wince and wasn’t quite sure how to respond. A Cambion wouldn’t hunger for Essence. 
 
    Many full Demon’s would, but not a Cambion. 
 
    Did bringing her over do something else to her? 
 
    On top of that problem, I’m not sure I have enough Essence to feed her, Aster, and Erv. Because neither of those Elementals will likely be able to feed themselves naturally here. 
 
    Much as he had when he’d first come back to the prime plane, Sam was starting to feel like he had too many expenses and not enough income. 
 
    “Sure, I can feed you. But that was Essence,” Sam admitted, nodding his head slowly. “It wasn’t food.” 
 
    “Oh,” Wren said, her brows coming down slightly. “Okay. Then fuck me, and split the Essence with me. That’s easy, right?” 
 
    A second later and the large once-upon-a-time hitman was slowly spreading her legs apart. She pulled her knees up and put herself into a missionary receiving position. 
 
    “Go easy on me until you feed me once,” murmured Wren and then laid her hands on her stomach. “After the first, you can rough me up a bit.” 
 
    “Ah, no,” Aster declared. “He’s going to do it with me, Wren. He’ll split the Essence with me, but you’re in no shape to have sex.” 
 
    “Uhm, I already offered to service him,” countered Erv. 
 
    “Oh? Okay. You can eat me out, Sam will run you through, and that’ll be perfect. You can get me off, and Sam can split that one between us. 
 
    “Then when you go off, he can split that with Wren,” Aster said, slapping one hand into the other. “Mistress Jes has only gone down on me once, but it was amazing. I hope you’re at least half as good as my mistress.” 
 
    “I— ah— okay,” Erv said, sounding very flustered now. 
 
    While the Elementals had been talking, Wren’s eyes had closed and it looked as if she’d drifted back off to sleep. As if her body had rapidly used up the Essence he’d given her. 
 
    A respectable Incubus doesn’t have sex with someone asleep. 
 
    That leaves Erv and Aster. 
 
    Fine, that’ll work. 
 
    By the time he’d turned his thoughts back to Aster and Erv, Aster was already naked. Naked and stripping Erv quickly. 
 
    “Do you want to be on your hands and knees or do you want me to sit on your face?” Aster asked Erv in an almost conversational tone. “With how pretty you are, I kind of want to lay on my back and watch you.” 
 
    “That’s-that’s fine,” Erv managed as Aster pulled off her top and undershirt. 
 
    “Great, we’ll just do it on the ground, I don’t mind,” Aster said and then promptly laid down on the wooden floor. She parted her thighs and then gave them a firm smack. “This is working out great. I was so damn horny when I got swapped over. I hadn’t gotten off yet. 
 
    “Well? Dig in, Erv. I’m waiting. Get that pretty face down here and get your ass up. Sam’s gotta get on you, too.” 
 
    Aster will always be Aster. 
 
    Unable to help himself, Sam grinned and dismissed his clothes to the side. If he was about to enjoy a meal, he wasn’t going to be frugal at the moment. 
 
    Erv slowly got down on her hands and knees in front of Aster’s spread thighs. Leaning her head down and in, she grew still for a second, before her head began to move up and down slightly. 
 
    “Oh, I like that. You’ve got a nice tongue,” Aster said and then placed her hands on Erv’s head. She slowly sank her fingers into the other Elemental’s hair. “Now, get your rear up. Can’t have Sam filling you up without giving him a good angle, ya know.” 
 
    Erv made a soft noise in response to Aster’s command, then shifted her waist. Moving her knees closer together, she raised her rear end up further, then lowered her shoulders down. 
 
    “Nice. Your ass looks amazing,” Aster said, stroking Erv’s head and hair tenderly. “I think I’ll keep you for myself, just like Mistress Jes keeps me. You’ll be my pet, right?” 
 
    Erv shook her head at that but continued to work at Aster’s privates. A light squishing sound accompanying the movements. 
 
    Sam put his knees down just on the inside of Erv’s. Laying his left hand on her rear end, he guided his tip up to her entry with the other.  
 
    Flinching, Erv hesitated, then pushed back against him, forcing him past her thin hairless lips. 
 
    “Oh, only Sam’s, huh? That’s fine. I can respect that. Nnn, yeah, get your tongue up in my clit like that,” Aster said, her fingers tightening into Erv’s hair. “I’m Sam’s pet and love, so I definitely get it. Jes and I are weird with each other but we’re not in love or anything. Shit, yeah. That’s good, use your lips, too.” 
 
    Grabbing hold of Erv’s hips, Sam pushed forward until he was completely inside her. It gave him an amazing feeling of tight, liquid warmth. 
 
    In the past, Sam had found Water Elementals had almost been as good as a Succubus in bed. He’d honestly been looking forward to having Erv. 
 
    Moaning, Erv shuddered heavily between Sam and Aster. 
 
    “Mmm, fuck yeah,” groaned Aster, pulling hard on Erv’s head now. Forcing the Elemental much closer. “Make her moan more, Sammy.” 
 
    Drawing himself back, Sam came out to the tip, then plunged back into Erv. As he did so, he pulled on her hips slightly. When their flesh came together and he bottomed out in her, the clap of her rear end was loud. 
 
    Erv let out another deep moan, her body jerking once. Her hands were now holding onto Aster’s thighs and she was resting on her elbows. 
 
    Leaning her head back, Aster let out a moan as well, her fingers locked into Erv’s hair yet also stroking the other woman’s head. 
 
    “Mmm, nn— yeah, fuck her Sam,” pleaded Aster. 
 
    Slowly, Sam began to pull back out of Erv, then rammed back down into her. Pushing and pulling at her hips with force to move her how he wanted her. 
 
    At the same time, Sam had already sunk his claws deep into her psyche. Straight into the core of what this Water Elemental wanted. 
 
    Knowing her true name, having had a brand on her, and being inside of her, gave him a vast understanding of her. One he also held of Aster. 
 
    As Aster had sought to become who she was now, through realizing she wasn’t who she once was, Erv was trying to be anything else. 
 
    Her greatest desire right now was to not be the Erv who had been Jenaphila for so long. She’d long forgotten who she originally was or even what she wanted anymore. 
 
    Beyond her actual awareness, Sam found a fragment of who she’d once been. In a time completely forgotten. 
 
    An Elemental of brooks and streams. A small deity who was given flower wreaths as sacrifices. One who loved to be named by children even as the adults paid her less attention. 
 
    Erv had been a generous and loving Elemental and asked for little of those who worshiped her. Satisfied with what was given to her. 
 
    Though she always wanted to be more both for others, and for herself. She wanted to be treated as more than just a tool. 
 
    It was a common need from many of the women in his life, past and present both. He knew it was common amongst men as well, or so he’d heard from Succubi that he talked shop with. 
 
    Ah. I’m doing this all wrong. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Aster, my bonded, but she’s mine,” Sam apologized, then levered Erv up, putting a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Wai— what? But I—” 
 
    Sam didn’t listen, and instead angled Erv up against the near wall. He forced the Water Elemental to put her hands against it. 
 
    “She’s my Water Elemental,” Sam crooned into Erv’s ear as he leaned against her back. His left hand pushed on her rear end and lower back, forcing her to keep her posterior angled into his lap. “My precious Water Elemental, my Erv Patricia Brodny Neera. All mine.” 
 
    Sam reached up with his right hand and began to wipe away the mess on Erv’s face that was Aster’s leftovers. All the while, he continued to push himself in and out of Erv. Riding her up against the wall as he physically cleaned her face. 
 
    “My Water Elemental, my Erv,” repeated Sam. “Aren’t you? You’ll be all mine. I’d love to lay a crown of flowers upon your brow, my Erv, and make love to you next to a stream.” 
 
    Erv’s mind had gone from a tense bundle of nerves to an unwound spool of thread. She was loose, unraveled, and didn’t care what Sam did to her anymore. 
 
    His words and actions had dug up something in her she didn’t know existed. Especially the idea of wearing a crown of flowers while being loved by him. 
 
    “I’m your…Water Elemental,” Erv said between loud rear-clapping thrusts. “Lay upon me… a crown…of flowers.” 
 
    Erv’s eyes were wide open, gazing back at him as he continued to clean her face and ravage her from behind. Wide and staring at him as if she only now saw him for the first time. 
 
    “May I…wear your…brand?” Erv asked as Sam continued to pump away at her, his fingers cleaning the last of Aster from her jaw. 
 
    “Of course. I insist, but later. For now, I must have my Water Elemental. I must,” Sam promised, then kissed Erv. Pushing his tongue straight into her mouth as he continued to have her. Then he placed his hands over her own, holding her against the wall. 
 
    Moaning, groaning, and pushing back against him, Erv suddenly hit her peak. Climaxing wildly as Sam had her. Thrusting in and out of her. 
 
    Sam kissed her all the while, his tongue rolling all over hers as he kept going. Given the flavor of her orgasm, the wondrous taste of it, Sam realized she probably hadn’t been in a sexual relationship in a very long time. Likely since she took on the persona of Jenaphila. 
 
    With that in mind, he didn’t spike her. Nor did he finish inside her. 
 
    He just thrust into her over and over until she slowly came down. 
 
    Whimpering, Erv shuddered against him, her head now resting against the wall. Breaking the very long kiss, Sam leaned back away from her, then pulled out of her. 
 
    Easing her down to the ground, Sam made sure she was fine, then went straight toward Aster. 
 
    She’d been playing with herself not far away, watching Sam have his way with Erv. 
 
    “Oh!” she got out before he pinned her to the ground and sunk himself into her fully, kissing her wildly at the same time. 
 
    Turning her head, she got out a panting breath and then bit his ear as he pumped hard and fast into her. 
 
    “I fucking love you, my bonded,” she growled, her hands pulling at his back. “I knew you’d come get me after. I knew you’d take care of me. Knew you’d give me her load. You love me. Tell me.” 
 
    Sam couldn’t deny that. 
 
    “I love you, Aster-Thais-Penthia-Cosima-Stavra,” Sam said, pronouncing each name with a thrust. “My-bonded.” 
 
    “Oh my fuck, yes! Mm! Yes! Fill me up, Sammy! Do it, fill me up like I’m a damn empty tank, because I am!” groaned Aster as he continued to go at her. His hips pounded down into her thighs. 
 
    Somewhere behind him, he could feel Erv still working through the last vestiges of her orgasm. Letting him continually snack at her essence as she did so. 
 
    He couldn’t deny he wanted to finish in Erv. 
 
    But he knew Aster wanted it inside her even more than that. On some level, due to her semi-twisted nature, she was already upset that he’d gone completely for Erv and pulled her away from Aster. 
 
    Yet, she hadn’t complained at him singling her out suddenly, so the least he could do was what she asked for. 
 
      
 
    Seventeen - The Fallen - 
 
      
 
    Thrusting into Abrah several more times as he finished inside her, Sam felt really good. While sex was also a meal for him, it was still enjoyable. 
 
    More so when he had a partner that tried to help. Abrah did a number of fun little things that definitely made it more enjoyable for him. 
 
    From pulling at his thighs with her ankles, thrusting back at him with her hips, or just holding her legs wide apart so he could really get at her, Abrah always tried. 
 
    Letting out a slow breath, Sam stroked the Demon-Knight’s lower back. His fingers brushed back and forth across her sweat-stained skin. 
 
    Abrah could only pant loudly while lying face down against the desk where she’d just been had. She’d been more or less in a constant state of orgasm since she woke up that morning. 
 
    Sam had spent the previous evening, night, and early morning alternating between Erv and Aster while Abrah slept. She’d had a long day of becoming the local dictator and had been spent. 
 
    “Devils,” Abrah whimpered, gasping for breath. “That gets better… every damn time. It’s like you’re… turning me inside… out.” 
 
    “Wait until Sammy gets you into a rotation,” Aster said from the side of the room. She was naked, slumped in a chair, and had her eyes closed. He’d gone after her and Erv relentlessly while Abrah slept. Both Elementals were still recovering. “You look forward to it. Eagerly. Then you start trying to figure out ways to get him to bang you in between those. Then more, and more, and more. 
 
    “It’s no wonder his race was the downfall of many nations. I can only imagine what a man would be like to a Succubus. A pet, maybe? Like a little yippy dog that just barks and runs around in circles?” 
 
    Sam laughed at that, running his hands up and down Abrah’s lean, muscled back. 
 
    “Yes, that’s not an untrue statement. Succubi tend to be far more cunning and manipulative than Incubi. Different needs from our partners and all that,” said Sam. “Human men just aren’t very honest about what they want. 
 
    “Anyway, I feel better. I appreciate you all helping me out with my hunger. We can stop for now. Not to mention, I don’t think we can do much more without starting to take away from our productive time for the day. 
 
    “Shall we discuss next steps instead? I can start trickle-feeding Wren while we do so.” 
 
    Pulling himself out of Abrah with a wet swishing noise, Sam patted the Demon-Knight on the lower back once more. 
 
    Abrah quickly sank to her knees, the top half of her body hanging onto the desk now. 
 
    Sam went over to Wren to check on her and feed her yet more Essence. She was laid out on a small bed not far off. Every time Sam had fed, he’d bled some of the Essence into the Cambion after giving his partner their own share. 
 
    Laying a hand on one of Wren’s blackened horns, he began to channel Essence slowly into her. Letting it worm its way into her and congeal into her body. 
 
    Where it instantly was utilized and vanished. Dissipating as fast as he put it into her. 
 
    What… what in the world? Shouldn’t this have been enough by this point? 
 
    With an angry scowl on his face, Sam did something different this time. Rather than letting the Essence go, he held onto it after having inserted it into Wren. As if he were fishing on a line, he let it bob and float along inside her. 
 
    He only took a single breath before Wren’s body latched onto the Essence and yanked at it. There was no outside presence that was drawing it away from her. Wren took it without even knowing it. 
 
    It was like emptying a bucket of water into a vast desert. 
 
    Sam tilted his head to one side as he continued to focus on Wren. He hadn’t released his hold on the Essence, so he was able to trace where it went. Which to his amazement, happened to be everywhere in Wren. It was parceled out to every inch of her. From her hair to her toenails, all of her got some. 
 
    Then there was a desperate need for more that was followed by a strong pulling force. As if Wren would draw the Essence straight from him rather than wait for him to give it to her. 
 
    She’s… drawing it in more like an Elemental. As if she needed to feed from the plane itself. 
 
    But she’s a Cambion, which means she can’t. 
 
    Reaching up with his free hand, Sam scratched at his jaw as he thought about what to do for Wren. He couldn’t keep dumping Essence into her. It wasn’t working. 
 
    He needed to give her a steady flow rate, but he had no plane to tap into. All that was available here was planar Essence. It wasn’t something Sam could utilize for himself. 
 
    Just as he couldn’t eat electricity, water, or earth. 
 
    If she’s more like a Demonic Elemental, then I have to create an entry point for her. 
 
    Could I do that with Essence sorcery? Like… a funnel? 
 
    Maybe. I’ve done more complicated work with it but it’d take a sigil, as well. Wouldn’t it? Ugh. 
 
    This is more something suited to— 
 
    Sam froze mid-thought and turned to look at Aster and Erv. The two of them were still sitting side by side, naked and worn out. 
 
    “Erv, Aster, I think I have an idea of what’s going on with Wren but-but I don’t know how to produce the solution I’ve come up with,” said Sam. While he’d been inspecting Wren, Abrah hadn’t moved and was still pitched over the desk. 
 
    “What’s up?” Aster asked, not bothering to open her eyes. Her hands were resting over her lower abdomen. 
 
   
  
 

 “I think… Wren is trying to draw in Essence like an Elemental would. There are, of course, several species of Demon that exist on Hell’s planar Essence,” explained Sam. “I don’t know how to… err… kick-start her Essence draw. Is that a thing for an Elemental? Do you need a parent’s help to start?” 
 
    Sam was wondering if it was similar to the old adage of being forced out of the nest to learn to fly. 
 
    Erv opened her eyes at that, then turned her head to look over at Sam and Wren. Her hair was a wild mess from where he’d sunk his fingers into it. 
 
    “Oh. My little sister had a problem like that,” she said in a tired voice. “My mother had to forcefully pull Essence into her using her own draw.” 
 
    Damn. That leaves me, Aster, and Erv out. What about Abrah? Demon-Knights do take in residual amounts of Essence from Hell. 
 
    “Abrah?” asked Sam. 
 
    Grunting, the Demon-Knight turned her head around toward Sam. 
 
    “Yes?” she asked. It seemed like she hadn’t been following the conversation at all. “Is it time to go again? I think I can go again. You’ll need to put me on my back, though.” 
 
    “Ah, sure. We can do that, but first, are you able to draw Hell’s Essence in from the space around you?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Mmm, yes. Why?” Abrah asked, her eyes now opening. She was looking at Sam and now paying attention. Putting her hands on the desk, she stood up, getting up off her knees. 
 
    “Because my poor Cambion here,” Sam said, still stroking Wren’s dark-black horn, “seems to be acting more like an Elemental. Certainly not any Demon or Devil I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Abrah padded over and then sat down on the ground next to Sam. Reaching out, she laid a hand on Wren’s stomach. 
 
    “I’m… sorry, I’ve never done anything like this,” Abrah apologized. Sam could feel her fumbling around with her Essence. It vanished as soon as it entered Wren. 
 
    A drop into the desert once again. 
 
    Abrah summoned up a smidgen more of Essence, but this time she brought forth his brand. She used it as a center point. Likely assuming that Wren wouldn’t be able to take it since she shared the same brand. 
 
    It was obvious she didn’t know what to do or how to go about trying to kick-start Wren’s Essence intake. Her nerves were rapidly getting frazzled. 
 
    “It’s not as if I know what to do either, so I can’t judge you,” said Sam with a chuckle. “Maybe just… try to pull in Essence from inside her? Sort of like a siphon, it might keep going once it starts.” 
 
    “A what?” Abrah asked, her work paused as she turned to look at him. 
 
    Hm. Her entire world has been survival. I wonder how much she knows of the world outside of that. 
 
    “Never mind, just… try to pull in Essence from inside of her,” Sam repeated, determined to keep her on track. He was also trying to bury the concern he was feeling about Wren. 
 
    She hadn’t actually stirred after the first time. She remained completely oblivious to the world. Regardless of being picked up, dropped, moved, or even shaken quite roughly. There was no response. 
 
    Dead to the world. 
 
    “Maybe… uh, something… something like… this?” Abrah muttered under her breath. Her small thumbnail of Essence was fluttering around wildly inside of Wren. He could feel it the second she tried to draw in planar Essence toward that fragment she held as his brand was used to do it. 
 
    There was no response from Wren, though the Essence of Hell was gathering now. Slowly, it accumulated around where Abrah was pulling it. 
 
    “That’s something I meant to bring up,” said Abrah in an offhand way. “Ever since I received your brand, I’ve been able to gather Essence much easier for myself. 
 
    “It’s nowhere near as powerful as yours, nor as useful, but it’s nice to be able to have much more power on hand. It just rushes toward me now more than—” 
 
    With a noiseless collapse, the Essence that had been gathering inside of Wren was torn free of Abrah and flowed into Wren. Sam could feel a sudden, strong pull at all the free Essence in the area around them, as well. 
 
    To Sam, it felt as if he were standing at the edge of a whirlpool. He could feel the current dragging at his legs, but it wasn’t strong enough to cause him a concern. 
 
    Abrah, Aster, and Erv were at as little risk as Sam was, as none of them appeared to be concerned. They were all curious, however, and stared at Wren. 
 
    Even Sam couldn’t really look away from the bottomless energy pit that Wren had become. She was drawing in more and more planar Essence with every second. 
 
    It reminded him of when he’d first tasted the prime material plane and his own reaction. Trying to stuff himself with as much of it as he could since it was compatible with his needs. Loaded with energy from countless mortals across the ages. 
 
    What does that mean for Wren, then? If the Essence of Hell is what she needs now? 
 
    Sam’s thoughts trailed off as Wren’s skin began to take on its natural color. The pale bleached color transformed with every beat of her heart. 
 
    Surprisingly, her horns slowly began to change color as well. They turned a vibrant red in color that matched Sam’s natural skin tone. A surprising change to say the least. 
 
    One that made Sam begin to feel very nervous. 
 
    More Essence was continuously drawn into Wren. Vanishing into her and being spread throughout her body. 
 
    “This truly reminds me of my sister,” Erv said, watching with interest. “She said it was like someone had suddenly taught her how to breathe. Whereas up to that point, all she’d managed was a hiccup or a gasp. She—” 
 
    Wren’s eyes suddenly popped open. Then she blinked several times and the heavy pull on Essence she was exhibiting fell away. Slowly, it became a lot more like the normal draw Sam had experienced whenever he was around Elementals in their natural environment. 
 
    Turning her head, she looked at Sam, then the naked Abrah. 
 
    “Uh,” she said in a rough voice, then coughed twice. Licking her lips, she cleared her throat. “I’m sorry Sam, I know I said I was up for a go but not a three-way. I don’t even know her. I’m only for you, Aster, and Jes.” 
 
    The expression on Wren’s face turned somewhat sheepish as her eyes moved away from Abrah and back to Sam. She shrugged her shoulders slightly. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know I’m your ch—” 
 
    Sam leaned forward and hugged Wren tightly. He’d been far more concerned about her than he wanted to let on. To even hint about. Lifting her head up, he shoved her face against his neck and just hung onto her. 
 
    His hands slowly began to rub up and down her back, holding her bodily against himself. 
 
    “My Wren,” Sam said softly, laying his cheek to her horned brow and clutching her as a drowning man would a life preserver. Turning his head, he pressed his face to her ear and nuzzled her. 
 
    “I-uh-uhm, Sammy, what’s— are you okay?” she asked quietly. He felt her hands come up and press against his bare skin. 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine,” Sam whispered, kissing up and along Wren’s ear and into her hair. “I’m fine. The problem is you weren’t. You’ve been unconscious for about a day. We couldn’t wake you up for anything. 
 
    “And as you noticed, you look a little different right now. You’re also drawing in Essence all on your own. I’ll admit that I’ve been rather concerned for you.” 
 
    Wren grunted at that, then shifted around in his arms. It was obvious she was looking around the room given that he could feel her head turning. 
 
    “Aster,” Wren said after a few seconds. 
 
    “Good to see you up and about, Wren,” replied the Elemental. “Sam’s been bustin’ a nut in me for hours and feeding you Essence to try and get you up and moving. My poor snatch is like raw beef right now. You can thank me later. 
 
    “This is Erv. She’s more like shredded roast beef after Sam got done with her. She’s a Water Elemental. 
 
    “And next to you is Abrah. Demon-Knight. Of all of us, she took most of the punishment to her innards to help you out. She takes it like a champ, though.” 
 
    “Oh. I see,” mumbled Wren. “Thank you, then. Aster, Erv, Abrah, I’ll pay you back later, I promise it.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Was worth it,” Erv said while Sam continued to hold, stroke, and nuzzle Wren. “Even if he did turn my poor womanhood to… to shredded roast beef.” 
 
    “It was nothing,” Abrah said decisively. “I live to serve my Lord Lust. With my body, or my life. I’ll—“ 
 
    “Eeeee!” Wren let out a squeak as Sam tilted her back down to where she’d been lying. Joining her in the bed, Sam flipped her over and pulled her on top of himself. 
 
    One of his arms wrapped firmly around her shoulders while the other was around her waist. Holding her tightly, Sam was unable to help himself. 
 
    He rubbed his cheek back and forth against her hairline as his hands roamed over her body while also clutching her. Everything felt correct for the moment. 
 
    “Next actions,” Sam said, as if holding Wren were perfectly normal. 
 
    For her part, the Cambion seemed unperturbed by what he was doing. Though she did push in as close as possible to him. After a few seconds, she finally shifted down a bit, then pushed her head under his chin and grew still in his embrace. 
 
    “We need to do what I mentioned previously,” Sam continued. “Take down the sigil diagram that Skipper left behind. That means going to all the places that she probably fortified. 
 
    “There’s no way she would have laid down powerful sigil diagram magic like that without defenses. She’d have added fortifications, armies, and magical traps. Which should help us figure out a place to start.” 
 
    “I… don’t know that much about the details of the invasion,” Abrah admitted from beside the bed. She was still seated where she’d been previously. “History hasn’t been really on my mind nor is it exactly useful to me.” 
 
    “Well, I know even less than that,” Aster said with a dark chuckle. “All I know about Hell is the sex I just had. And the last time I got laid like this, Sammy almost killed me with his dick. Fun vacation so far.” 
 
    “Errr… I can probably help the most,” offered Erv. “We fortified many locations but there were eleven that she was truly concerned with. I could easily put them on a map or something like that if you have one.” 
 
    “A map?” Abrah asked in a bemused voice. “What… where do you think you are? Do you think there’s just a cartographer at hand?” 
 
    “Okay, uhm…. Well… ah… I could probably use paper and ink to do it myself. Then we—” 
 
    “Paper. Paper and ink. That’s not something we have available either,” said Abrah with a sigh. “The lumber we do get would never be used for such a thing as paper, that’s for sure. 
 
    “We have far too many important concerns for this year’s harvest. We won’t meet the needs we have just for furniture and building. 
 
    “There’s the possibility that maybe scrap wood that couldn’t be used for anything else could be made into pulp for paper, but… no. We don’t even have the means to do that. Certainly not in Klesick. 
 
    “No maps, no paper. We could probably get something like ink since so much of Demon-kind tends to have black blood. Not sure how useful that is without anything else.” 
 
    “I— what— fine, fine. Okay. I can use something sharp and pointy like your personality and some dirt, is that fine? Hm?” Erv asked, clearly frustrated with Abrah’s commentary. “Do you mayhap, have dirt?” 
 
    “That’d work,” said Abrah without seeming to take offense at Erv’s comments. “The dirt that is. Have quite a bit of that and it’s brittle so it’s easy to write in. 
 
    “I can get you a Demon-Horn to use to scrawl on the ground. That’d fit in your hand better. Do you care what species? Or gender? A male Demon-Horn tends to hold its point better. The combat-oriented species tend to hold up better, as well.” 
 
    “I… uh… sure. That’s fine,” Erv said. Sam would guess that she was unnerved because Abrah didn’t even sound annoyed at her words. 
 
    Hell is Hell. Sometimes polite speak does worse than being rude and direct. 
 
    “Fine, I can handle that. Once we get an idea of what you and Skipper did, we can go about figuring out what to do from there,” confirmed Abrah. 
 
    Sam let out a slow, heavy breath, then squeezed Wren against himself for several seconds. Releasing her, he once again started rubbing his cheek against her forehead. 
 
    “I love you,” Wren whispered, her breath tickling along his skin. 
 
    “Love you, too,” Sam replied in just as soft a voice, then kissed her brow. “As you probably surmised.” 
 
    “Yeah… got that,” mumbled the Cambion before she snuggled her face back into his neck. She must have been feeling vulnerable or warm-hearted at the moment. 
 
    “Okay, what about Lords of Hell?” Sam asked Abrah, turning to look at her. “Do we need to worry about anyone heading our way?” 
 
    Slowly, Abrah shook her head. 
 
    “There are no Lords of Hell anymore. Not like what you’re thinking,” answered Abrah. “Not at that power level. There are lords, yes, but not what you’d consider them. More like… feudal leaders. Like Timithy but just a bit larger territory. 
 
    “All the strong lines were exterminated by Skipper. Then the races failed and abilities disappeared. Along with all the personal brands failing. There’s… Hell is more like a mortal plane now.” 
 
    “Who’s Skipper?” Wren asked. 
 
    “Skipper,” Erv said before anyone could respond. “Skipper is Jenaphila. And I was Jenaphila’s stand-in until a few days ago when Sam… took me. The real Jenaphila has mostly been absent since she took over Hell and ruined it.” 
 
    Wren grunted at that, then let out a low pain-filled moan. 
 
    “My back hurts,” she said in a hiss, shifting around in Sam’s arms. “Really hurts. It’s like my ribs are breaking and—” 
 
    The Cambion stopped talking and instead started screaming. Pressing her face against Sam’s shoulder as deeply as she could, she continued to yell, her entire body tensing up. 
 
    “Wren?! What’s wrong!?” Sam asked, leaning back to look at her. “Wren, I—” 
 
    Sam’s voice fell away as he looked at her back. There was a mass of shifting and trembling muscles. Her skin was raising and falling along her spine and shoulder blades, as if there were things moving around beneath. 
 
    With a sickening sound that reminded Sam of a chicken leg being ripped from a carcass, Wren’s back split open in two places, just above her shoulder blades. 
 
    Red leathery wings shot out and began to grow to a size that would match Sam’s own. The membrane filled in quickly and spread out from top to bottom. 
 
    Far faster than Sam could comprehend, Wren had grown a pair of wings that looked a lot like Jes’ and his own. Though they were bright red in color. 
 
    Moaning, panting, Wren collapsed back onto Sam. Her body went completely boneless against him. 
 
    “That hurt…so much,” complained Wren between heavy breaths. “What…happened?” 
 
    “You… uhm, you grew wings,” Sam said, touching one of them carefully. They appeared to be quite strong. Much more akin to something he’d see on a high-grade Demon species. Far sturdier than even his own wings. 
 
    I wonder if she can dismiss them. Otherwise, they might end up being a problem. 
 
    “What’s…wrong with…me?” Wren asked no one in particular. Her words were followed with a deep, low groan. “Still…hurts. Hurts…a lot. Feet…hurt…now.” 
 
    With every breath, every word, Wren was exhaling a great deal of the red mist that all Cambion breathed out. Although, the color now had a new vibrancy to it as well as a sparkling effect. 
 
    Sam was starting to suspect what might be wrong with Wren, but he didn’t want to voice it. He didn’t even want to think it. Instead, he chose to rapidly shove it straight out of his mind. 
 
    Screaming once again, Wren curled up hard against Sam as her legs started to pop and snap. 
 
    Her ankle folded in on itself with a hideous crunching noise and her feet condensed in on themselves. Healthy looking skin began to darken until it took on a dark brown color. Her toes were gone, having fused together. Her foot had elongated, as well, increasing the distance between her ankle joint and the foot joint. 
 
    Parts of the skin also appeared to harden. 
 
    Sam finally realized what he was looking at when short, brown fur sprouted out of the skin between Wren’s foot and ankle. 
 
    Her feet just became hooves. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Before his mind could travel down the corridor to what he truly believed Wren was becoming, Sam shut the thought out. It wasn’t something he could afford to focus on or put a name to. 
 
    Not unless someone else said it first. 
 
    Instead, he just held onto Wren as she continued to whimper, groan, and pant. 
 
      
 
    Eighteen - ‘X’ Marks the Spot - 
 
      
 
    After an hour, Wren seemed to be completely through the metamorphosis that’d befallen her. There were no further outward changes that anyone could detect. 
 
    She could also shift her appearance to show or hide her horns, wings, and hooves as she chose. It would allow her to appear as an everyday Cambion whenever she wished. Or she could look the part of a Demon, straight out of a storybook that Sam didn’t want to read. 
 
    Through his insistence, she kept her horns hidden at all times. 
 
    Abrah didn’t seem to know what to make of it, though Erv and Aster were both considering Wren in a different light. Sam suspected they might have the same suspicion he did. 
 
    That perhaps Wren was descended from a particular Lord of Hell. One that had united the entirety of Hell under one banner. Only to then vanish without a word or direction thousands of years after they’d consolidated their empire. 
 
    Someone Sam refused to name aloud. Even he had no desire to invoke the possibility of attracting their attention or crossing them. 
 
    Looking frustrated, and decidedly concerned, Wren stood next to Sam in her fully Cambion appearance. Aster and Abrah were standing on the other side. All four people were watching Erv, who was on her knees between the two groups. 
 
    Right now, she was using a thin, very pointed black horn to sketch out what was supposed to be a map. To Sam, it honestly just looked like some X’s, a smattering of half-circles, W’s, S’s, a vague blob-like shape, and some lines. 
 
    “This… isn’t going to work, is it?” Erv asked, pausing in her drawing. 
 
    “It…uh…I don’t really know what it’s supposed to be,” confessed Abrah, shaking her head. 
 
    “Maybe it’ll help if we establish locations,” offered Wren. “I’m assuming the X’s are locations. What’s an X that Abrah would be most likely to know?” 
 
    “Hm? Oh! Yes!” Erv said, sounding suddenly far more excited. “Thank you, Wren.” 
 
    Adjusting herself, Erv leaned forward and indicated an X with the horn. 
 
    “Okay, this here, this is the plains of Cerberus. The X is the City of the Damned,” explained Erv and then glanced up at Abrah. 
 
    “Huh. Okay. Then, is that line the river Bane?” Abrah asked, seeming more interested now. Leaning over, she pointed a finger at the strange line that ran along next to the X. 
 
    “Yes! Exactly! Okay. Running down the Bane, we cross over to the Blight range of foothills,” continued Erv, indicating a bunch of small half-circles. “This over here is the stronghold, Annulus. This is the center of Je— Skipper’s strongholds.” 
 
    “That’s… Annulus?” Abrah asked, sounding confused and concerned now. 
 
    “Yes, why?” Erv replied, looking up at the Demon-Knight. 
 
    “There’s nothing there but a hole. A massive chasm that—well, you can’t go in there. Simply passing over it will turn you into dust. Nothing survives that chasm,” Abrah explained with a firm shake of her head. 
 
    “I can’t speak to the chasm, but… that’s where Annulus stronghold is. That was the seat of Skipper’s power. Everything she did came and went from there. Including the intra-plane portals,” confirmed Erv. 
 
    “Intra-plane portals,” Wren repeated, lifting a single finger. “A bit more on that, please?” 
 
    “Skipper didn’t like having multiple entrances. Most of the strongholds were only reachable by the intra-plane portals. The exteriors of the strongholds were often ensorcelled or completely encased in something,” Erv said, returning Wren’s gaze. 
 
    Sam couldn’t help but look down the busty Elemental’s uniform. He was, after all, a sexual being and Erv was quite lovely. Not to mention, he’d enjoyed her mouth in a very similar position to the one she was in right now. 
 
    “In other words, that’s why anyone going over the chasm gets nuked,” Aster said with a chuckle. “The fucking bitch put the stronghold at the bottom of the chasm and put something above it. God, I hate Jenaphila. Or Skipper. Whatever the fuck her name is. 
 
    “Actually, her name is now Bitch-Face. I really hate Bitch-Face. Bitch-Face has been a problem for me for a long while and I’d really like to kill her. Made me into a gods damned battery.” 
 
    Erv winced at that and looked back at the scrawled map in front of herself. 
 
    “I didn’t— I wasn’t in control of the facilities that did that sort of thing,” murmured Erv. “I knew of them, but… I didn’t control them. I’m sorry, Aster. I—” 
 
    “Wasn’t in control of them,” finished Aster with a forceful tone. “I’ll find out who was, don’t you worry about that. Anyway, intra-plane portals. 
 
    “That’s how we’ll get into Annulus, isn’t it? So which stronghold was the front door? What location do we have to kick over and smash into, like when Sam blasted you into that wall with his dick? 
 
    “Can’t blame him, though. Or the fact that no one’s allowed to touch you but him. By my seed-filled slit, you’re a beautiful woman, Erv. If I had a dick, I’d have destroyed you for hours and kept you to myself, too.” 
 
    Smirking, Sam looked at Erv then Aster. 
 
    Clearly, she’d realized he was feeding Erv’s ego and providing what the Water Elemental needed at a psyche level. Right now, Aster was feeding into it as well. 
 
    I’ll have to pay my sweet little Lightning Elemental back. She’s acting in a way Jes would. 
 
    The Elemental wasn’t used to being spoken to in such a way and blushed a deep, dark red color. On top of that, Aster hadn’t been wrong. Sam really had gone after Erv quite a bit. Using her as an “in-between” for everyone else, as well as using her directly. 
 
    He had even directly told Aster and Wren that Erv was, indeed, for him alone. 
 
    She was simply easier for Sam to get off. He needed Essence and it didn’t require much in the way of work on her mentality. 
 
    “I— the strong-stronghold— there’s two other locations that lead to the Annulus portal room. The one we should go for is the Vigilant stronghold,” said Erv, not responding to the rest of what Aster had said. “It’s off in the Fields of Night region. To the west, wedged up against the boundary with the dry riverbed there. There wasn’t a name for the riverbed.” 
 
    “Still isn’t named,” Abrah said and then sighed, standing upright. “The Fields of Night is owned by a Pit Demon. He’s uninterested in anything other than his own pleasure and doesn’t bother with the lands around him. 
 
    “But he also doesn’t let anyone into his home. You can guess where he made his home, by the way. In fact, I’m willing to bet that he’s the guardian of the Vigilant stronghold and has been since Skipper put him there.” 
 
    “That… yes. I think there was a Pit Demon in charge when we were locked out of the plane,” Erv agreed. “Then that leaves the other stronghold. All the way over here.” 
 
    Erv leaned forward and pointed to an X at the far edge of the map near Wren’s foot. 
 
    “From what you said earlier, that’s probably Whore’s Ridge,” Abrah commented dryly before Erv could say anything. “Are you telling me that the other stronghold we’re interested in is the Undead Dragon’s lair?” 
 
    “I don’t know about an Undead Dragon or its lair,” Erv said with a sniff. “But the stronghold was in the middle of a swampy area.” 
 
    “Yeah, the Undead Dragon’s lair. Damn, that’s almost worse,” muttered Abrah. 
 
    “Do they have to name everything like that?” Wren asked quietly, glancing up at Sam. “It isn’t insulting or anything, it just seems so… cliché.” 
 
    “They’re Demons. You’ve seen the streets and how the citizens behave. Would you expect anything less?” Sam asked, grinning at Wren. 
 
    “—not sure what to say. I have enough troops in Klesick to probably push into the swamp around the Undead Dragon’s lair and open a corridor. It certainly helps that it actually borders our territories. We don’t share a border with the Fields of Night. 
 
    “As far as the dragon goes… I think we could probably even take care of the dragon itself with our forces as they stand,” said Abrah, unaware of the side conversation between Sam and Wren. “No one ever bothered with the dragon because there was no value in killing it. But… but if there’s a stronghold there, and there’s anything left over from when Skipper was here, then it’d be most certainly worth it. 
 
    “That doesn’t even take into account that it’s where Lord Lust needs to be. The value is easily triple if you include that.” 
 
    “It’s not my first choice of where to try to get in, but it’ll work,” said Erv, lifting her left hand and running a finger across her full lips. “The problem with the Whore’s Ridge stronghold was that the planar fabric in the area was becoming really unstable. The portals didn’t always work.” 
 
    “Ah,” Sam added, once more fully into the conversation. “Given what our friend Nicodimus told me, I’d say it’s probably gotten worse there. That’d be… a gamble, then.” 
 
    Everyone fell silent as they considered the situation. 
 
    They certainly needed to get to the Annulus stronghold. The problem was that the only two ways there both had their own issues. Neither of which were likely to be easy to truly tackle. 
 
    “If you invade Whore’s Ridge,” Aster said with a chuckle at the name, “are you likely to be invaded in turn? Would there be the possibility of an uprising here?” 
 
    Abrah didn’t respond to the question immediately. Instead, she blinked, looked down at the dirt in front of them, and then let out a slow breath. 
 
    “If I’m here, or with the army… no. I could respond to an invasion quickly. Not to mention, if anyone dared to try it, they’d run the risk of being invaded as well. It’s a guarantee that I’d cause whoever set foot into my lands more than just a bloody nose,” growled Abrah. “I’ve been in many wars already. Fought as a line soldier, knight errant, and commander. None of my… neighbors… would be able to stand up to me in a fight.” 
 
    “Would they invade or revolt if you weren’t here, then?” Wren asked. “Because if that’s true, then you need to remain regardless of anything else.” 
 
    “Perhaps that becomes our answer, then,” Erv said and then stood up, brushing the dirt off from her knees and rear end. “Abrah remains with the army and moves on the swamp. We… we go with Lord Lust to see this Pit Demon and see if we can’t make a deal.” 
 
    Wincing, Sam really didn’t like that idea. Pit Demons were the worst of the worst as far as he was concerned. More often than not, they were entirely unreasonable in the best of times. In the worst of times, they’d try to eat you first, then wonder what you wanted after they’d digested and shat you back out. 
 
    “Pit Demon is what ate me, right?” Wren asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam confirmed. “It was stronger than I was. Most of them are when they’re summoned like that. The strength of the summoning empowers them.” 
 
    “Were you in charge of the facilities that warehoused weapons?” Wren asked, looking at Erv now. “One that had traps that summoned a Pit Demon?” 
 
    Erv shook her head at that, looking confused and embarrassed. 
 
    “I honestly just handled everything financial and mortal,” answered the Elemental. “I only got involved with you guys because I found you using normal business contracts and security measures.” 
 
    Oh. That does explain a few things. 
 
    “But… but if it was a trap that summoned a Pit Demon to the mortal world… it’s very likely Balahtus. I had a couple of traps available to me that would summon him as well,” Erv finished. 
 
    “Balahtus is indeed the Pit Demon who owns the Fields of Night. He maintains troops at the Vigilant stronghold, which he calls home,” Abrah added. “And it might explain a lot about why he’s there and never leaves. Perhaps Skipper bound him to the stronghold and also used him as a defensive measure elsewhere.” 
 
    “Great. Maybe I can pay him back somehow for eating me,” growled Wren with a shake of her head. Her eyes flashed and began to glow even as a faint red mist began to appear with her exhales. “Bastard caused me more pain in that moment than I’ve ever felt in my life.” 
 
    “You were eaten by a Pit Demon?” Abrah asked, looking at Wren in an odd way. 
 
    “Hmph? Yeah. Bastard bit me in half at the waist. Ate everything from the hips up. The Succubus who co-owns me with Sam and Aster rebuilt my body for me,” Wren answered, unconsciously rubbing her chest with her right hand. 
 
    “Oh, speaking of. Since two of you are Elementals,” Sam said, changing the subject. “Nicodimus told me that you’re not actually in an avatar. That’s your body. You die, you’re dead. There is no reforming on your plane. 
 
    “Rules are changing because the universe is falling apart. Was news to me, so I imagine it’s news to you.” 
 
    “Yep, no idea,” came the response from Aster. 
 
    “No, it isn’t news,” answered Erv. 
 
    The two Elementals looked at one another. 
 
    “Skipper told me,” Erv said simply. “Or… sent me an email.” 
 
    “When we get back home, you’re showing me everything you have,” Aster said, pointing a finger at Erv. “You might be his favorite pet right now, but I’ll get Jes and Irma to have him do what I want. Keep that in mind when it’s time to show me all your emails and notes.” 
 
    Erv looked pained, then nodded her head once. 
 
    “Of course. I’ll give everything to Sam, my Lord Lust,” Erv said, turning her head to look at him. “What he gives you is up to him. But I’ll turn over everything I have to him in a heartbeat.” 
 
    Aster clicked her tongue at that and folded her arms in front of herself. That wasn’t the answer she wanted, but it was at least the end result she’d want. 
 
    Information. 
 
    More than likely about who had her locked up. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Sam said, indicating the map with a hand. “But it’s the best plan we’ve got, I guess. We’ll see about making a deal with Balahtus and then come back here if we can’t.” 
 
    A trio of agreements came back to him from Abrah, Aster, and Erv. Wren hadn’t said anything. 
 
    In fact, she’d been staring at the dirt for a little while now. 
 
    “How accurate is this map?” Wren asked suddenly, looking at Erv. 
 
    “Not very. I mean, kind of? It’s all from memory and I have no idea about distances or anything like that,” admitted Erv. 
 
    Wren turned to Sam and then held out her hand. 
 
    “May I borrow a cane or anything of that nature?” she asked. 
 
    Sam summoned forth a rapier and then held it out to Wren. It wasn’t what she asked for but it was the best he could do with his Essence and what he could call forth. 
 
    Taking the weapon in hand, Wren pressed the point down to where the Undead Dragon had been stated as living. Then she slowly began drawing a line to another X in the dirt. 
 
    “I think we’re underestimating Skipper,” Wren murmured as the rapier intersected the X. She then began pulling the tip of the sword up and away to another X. “It took a little bit for me to notice it but the more I stared at it, the less it made sense.” 
 
    Slowly, Wren began to move the tip of the rapier from X to X. 
 
    “It didn’t make sense until I discounted the eleventh point, honestly,” Wren said finally as the weapon tip came to a stop. “That and the map isn’t really to scale. But now that I’ve pointed it out, it’s hard not to see it, right?” 
 
    Sam let out a slow breath as he looked at what Wren had done. 
 
    She’d drawn a pentagram without a circle onto the dirt map. It was a very lopsided one that didn’t look quite right but that was due to the crudity of the sketch. 
 
    “Ten points. Five outside,” said Wren, tapping the exterior points that were further from the rest. Then she tapped the five that were closer together “Then we have the five interior that line up.” 
 
    It makes sense. It explains a great deal of what we’ve been seeing since coming here as well. 
 
    Jena, Skipper, was draining Hell of Essence with a gigantic sigil diagram. 
 
    One that would resonate in Hell due to association on the material planes. 
 
    “And our eleventh point is the center,” she said and then tapped the X that’d been designated as Annulus stronghold. “The chasm isn’t just a point of no return, but either the start point or the end point for all the work she put into this. 
 
    “Would it be dangerous to go to the start or end point and eradicate it? Would it backfire or cause us problems?” 
 
    Holding his breath at the questions, Sam now truly understood the scope, the problem, and what was in front of him. If he went to Annulus stronghold and acted, there was the strong possibility of causing a massive chain reaction. 
 
    One that could, quite literally, tear apart every square inch of the plane of Hell that fell within the pentagram Skipper had put down. It was as if the plane itself was a hostage. 
 
    “Damn,” Sam whispered more to himself than anyone else. 
 
    Except there was no other answer he could give. Trying to eliminate any part of the sigil-work elsewhere could just as easily cause a chain reaction. One that could be bigger than if he removed the endpoint, depending on what the point of the whole thing was. 
 
    “Okay, got it,” Aster said and then clapped her hands together. “When we get to Annulus, I call first and last dips on Sam. I want to go out being well-fed and well-fucked. 
 
    “Cause I’m betting this is going to literally blow up in our damn faces.” 
 
    No one said anything else. 
 
    There was nothing to be said. 
 
    The plan wouldn’t change, but the reality of the situation certainly had. 
 
    Abrah would move on the swamp and the dragon. 
 
    Sam and the rest would go see Balahtus. 
 
    And try not to blow up the plane when they finished the job, either through the swamp, or the Fields of Night. 
 
    “We’ll leave in an hour. We’ll collect some gear and get going,” said Sam after a few seconds passed. “Abrah, thank you for handling the dragon swamp.” 
 
      
 
    Nineteen - Enter Night - 
 
      
 
    Sam could see a city in the distance. From everything Erv and Abrah had told him, it was at the edge of the Fields of Night territory. The entry point to the area held by Balahtus. 
 
    “That’s it!” Erv shouted over the air rushing by them. Her hands were locked around Sam’s back, her head twisted around to look ahead. Her legs were wrapped around his hips, and her thighs and part of her posterior rode into Sam’s lap with every flap of his wings. His hands were comfortably locked together under her buttocks. “We can go into the territory through there! We can’t fly any further or we’ll be intercepted by their Winged Abominations!” 
 
    That’s certainly something we should avoid. I could deal with them on my own in the sky. The problem is I’m not alone. I certainly couldn’t do it with Erv hanging on me. 
 
    Not to mention, I don’t think Wren has quite figured out flying yet. She doesn’t seem to have the innate instincts for it like Jes and I. 
 
    Glancing over, Sam saw Wren. Flying through the air just as he was, though with Aster wrapped around the front of her. In the end, it’d made more sense for Erv to go with him rather than Aster. The Water Elemental could better identify where they needed to stop than anyone else with them. 
 
    I do regret not bringing Abrah but… no choice there. She needs to keep her troops and her territory in line. 
 
    They wouldn’t go to the swamp without her, and as she herself said, she’d likely be invaded if she wasn’t there on top of everything else. 
 
    Frustrating to not have a “local” with us. Erv’s knowledge is incredibly out of date. 
 
    As if to highlight Erv’s concern about continuing on, a dark cloud rose up from a plain beyond the city. It ascended into the sky as if it were some type of dirigible. 
 
    Not wanting to provoke them, Sam began angling down towards the city. Wren came closer to him and lined up partially to one side and behind him. 
 
    Looking toward the closest gate of the city, Sam could see there were no guards there. People were flowing quite freely in and out without a disturbance. 
 
    Pulling up short with a rapid set of flaps from his wings, Sam landed with a soft pat onto the dirt. Erv didn’t release him and just hung onto him, her face now pressed against his shoulder. 
 
    Right now, she was wearing Elemental Water that she’d converted into a facsimile of clothes. There was no way she’d be able to move about in the courtier’s uniform without drawing attention. 
 
    “We landed,” Sam said, his hands patting Erv’s rear end twice with one hand. He couldn’t deny that he really did enjoy the feel of the lovely Water Elemental. She reminded him of a cross between Irma and Jess. 
 
    “I know,” Erv muttered, her thighs flexing against his waist. She still didn’t release him. 
 
    With a much louder thump than he was expecting, Wren hit the ground next to him. Her hooves and elongated ankles took up a good portion of the impact. 
 
    “Ugh, well, that wasn’t that bad for your first real flight, Wren,” Aster said, getting down from the other woman. She reached up and casually patted Wren’s cheek in a fond way. 
 
    Since taking on Sam’s brand, Aster and Wren had often gotten into three- or four-ways with himself and Jes. They were quite comfortable with each other now. 
 
    “Thanks, Aster. It’ll take some practice but it doesn’t seem so bad,” Wren said and then laughed, not moving away from Aster’s hand on her cheek. “It’s just weird. Doesn’t feel like me.” 
 
    Giving herself a full-body shake, Wren’s horns, wings, and legs shifted. Her form reverted back to her normal Cambion state. 
 
    “Well… considering I’m pretty sure you’re a descendant of the true King of Hell, that’s not surprising,” Aster said, still caressing Wren’s cheek. The Elemental let out a short huff of breath and then turned away from the Cambion, moving over to Sam. “Erv, stop being a cuddle-bug. Time to go.” 
 
    Grunting, the Water Elemental finally began to disentangle herself from Sam. Finally, she got her booted feet on the ground. 
 
    “I get it. I’m the same way,” Wren said, coming over to the others. “When you get your hands on him, you just don’t want to let go.” 
 
    Erv only nodded her head, her left hand holding Sam’s forearm as she looked at the other two women. 
 
    With the amount of attention Sam had been paying Erv, she was very quickly shifting mentally toward who she had once been. Before she’d taken on his brand the first time, centuries ago. 
 
    “If it’s anything like it used to be, then we need to go pay for a pass,” Erv said, not addressing Wren’s statement. “That means visiting the city governor. But that was all how it was done a long time ago. It could have changed.” 
 
    “A pity we couldn’t bring the Demon-Knight,” lamented Wren, moving around to Sam’s left side. They were all slowly walking toward the city now. “But that’s the job of a home guard. She’ll defend it all for us so we have a place to return to, should this fail. 
 
    “Because we do need to secure a place to lay our head if we can’t return, Sam. There’s no guarantee we’ll escape from Hell any time soon.” 
 
    There was a truth in that statement that Sam really didn’t want to address, yet Wren was right. They could end up trapped in Hell for the next fifteen or sixteen years. 
 
    Only being able to leave when summoned. 
 
    Wait, why haven’t they summoned me back to the prime plane? Shouldn’t I already be back on the material plane at least through a summons? 
 
    “There’s a massive sigil laid out over each and every continent,” Erv mumbled, her fingers slowly clenching into Sam’s arm. “It’ll take at least two years to dissipate on its own. It’s not something that anyone could-could interrupt either. They’re all very heavily shielded. I learned from previous mistakes about not shielding sigils. The shielding won’t expire until the sigils themselves expire. 
 
    “I laid it all out because I was afraid your wives would summon you back. It was expensive, took a lot of time, but in the end it seemed worth it. It was hard to not move until everything was ready, but I waited until you were thrown into the Void and then activated it. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sam. I was playing for keeps when I was acting as Jena. I really didn’t want to kill you, but I had to make sure you couldn’t come back. I had to.” 
 
    Aster began to laugh, then wrapped an arm around Erv’s shoulders. 
 
    “You know what? I like you, Erv. I really like you,” Aster said and then leaned in to kiss Erv’s cheek with a loud smacking noise. “Hell, I think I might fall in love with you. Think you’d mind letting me have a crack at you in a permanent way? Because you’re beautiful and intelligent. It’s impressive. 
 
    “Do you know how hard it is to pin Sam down? To really get ahead of him and remove all his options? The Church of One and All tried for years and years.” 
 
    “Uhm. I’m just a servant in the harem and—” 
 
    “You’re wearing my brand, too, ya know,” Aster said, leaning into Erv’s side. “My brand is Sam’s brand. We’re wedded. I can speak on his behalf in some things. I’m telling you now, he won’t mind if you willingly start seeing me. He just won’t let me do anything with you without you inviting it.” 
 
    Not incorrect. So long as she does it willingly. Otherwise, I’ll not share her with anyone. 
 
    “Oh. Well. I… maybe? You’re very pretty and I certainly became far more attracted to women as Jena,” said Erv. Then she remembered what she’d just said and looked back at Sam. “But… you’re not mad at me for sealing you up, are you Sam?” 
 
    “No. You were doing what you had to. I’m appreciative of the fact that you didn’t kill me outright,” said Sam with a laugh. “Seems I was very overconfident. I’ll have to amend that in the future.” 
 
    “I-I’ll take care of it. In the future, that is,” Erv promised. “I’m good at planning for things like that. And against it. I had to get really good at it.” 
 
    “There’s no guards,” Wren said, changing the subject. “Shouldn’t there be guards?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sam admitted as they slowly joined the flow of people heading into the city. There were a number of people who looked like they were just traveling between locations with packs on their backs. 
 
    No one seemed to have anything to trade or sell. 
 
    It’s a strange mimicry of what had happened on the actual prime, but not at the same time. It’s as if everything was in extreme scarcity and everyone just accepts it as that. 
 
    Then again, outside of Cambion, lesser or greater, most everyone depends on Essence. 
 
    “There’s no Cambion,” Aster said as they passed through the gate and into the city itself. “Maybe you should grow your wings and horns back out, Wren.” 
 
    “Yes. That would be wise. There really aren’t any Cambion at all,” Erv agreed, her eyes moving around their surroundings. 
 
    Sam caught Wren shifting back into her Demonic form out of the corner of his eye. He couldn’t disagree with Aster and Erv. They were right. 
 
    There really weren’t any Cambion anywhere in sight. 
 
    A rather large, brutish Demon with horns and goat feet shoved a smaller lion-headed Demon into an alleyway. The smaller Demon had already been working at the belt around her hips. 
 
    Several prostitutes were working on the sidewalk, their hips being slammed into the ground by their Johns. 
 
    Not far away from that, in front of what seemed to be a small home, a Demon with a bored expression was casually skinning a dead woman with a boar’s head and six breasts. His knife slid along her side and peeled the flesh from the body. 
 
    “I think I prefer Klesick,” muttered Aster. “It was brutal, sure, but this is… a bit much.” 
 
    “Hell is Hell,” Sam said. “When a Demon dies, they just move on to the afterlife version of Hell. So that they can begin administering punishments to the vast hordes of the mortal dead. All waiting to be scoured of their evil. 
 
    “Ask Decima about it sometime. She suffered quite a bit under the ministrations of Demons and Devils who’d passed on.” 
 
    An aggressive-looking Demon with a face covered in scars and orange fur got down on top of a prostitute. The woman had just finished up with a client and was in the process of cleaning herself off. 
 
    No sooner than the Demon had started thrusting into her, a massive pig-like woman slammed a booted foot into the Demon’s face. She sent him flying several feet away to land with a bounce on the other side of the street. 
 
    “Essence first, not after,” shrieked the pimp. 
 
    The prostitute seemed unbothered by what’d just happened and was already welcoming another John atop her. Doing nothing to this one, the pimp went back to the spot between several of the working girls. 
 
    The scar-faced Demon had already been attacked with a sword by someone passing by, their pockets being emptied by a second, and a third had dropped down atop the Demon. 
 
    This third party had pressed their mouth to the slash wound and was currently drinking their blood down quickly with loud gulps. 
 
    “We should keep moving,” Erv said, gesturing down the boulevard. She seemed unconcerned about what was happening around them. It was fairly normal for Hell as far as Erv was apparently concerned. “In the past, the fortress at the center was where the governor lived.” 
 
    “I miss home,” Wren murmured, her head on a swivel as she inspected those around them. “Maybe I’m not as much of a Cambion as I thought I was.” 
 
    “Cambion live for battle and testing themselves, not for brutality,” Aster commented, staying close to Erv’s side, her arm still wrapped around the other Elemental. “That’s a critical difference.” 
 
    As they walked down the boulevard in a group, they were thankfully left to themselves. Sam and Wren having wings set them apart from the common rank and rabble of the citizenry. Few races had wings, and those that did almost always stood far and away above in the social circles. Being able to fly created many opportunities for advancement. 
 
    What they’d witnessed at the gate had only been the pre-show, it seemed. As they walked along, they saw more of the same. Sometimes worse, sometimes not. 
 
    Everything that had occurred in Klesick and then more. 
 
    “Ah, there it is,” Erv said as a slow turn in the street revealed a large, imposing stone fortress. “That’s where we need to go.” 
 
    Keeping on their track, the group moved swiftly, reaching the front of the fortress without incident. Though, there was a surprise waiting for them there. 
 
    Standing in front of the large wooden doors was a group of several guards. They were all wearing expensive-looking armor, given the scarcity of good steel. 
 
    They were also all Demon-Knights. 
 
    None of them addressed Sam or his group at their approach. They didn’t do much other than stare at them with weapons at the ready. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” Sam said after taking a moment to consider what the ‘mortal time’ was. He assumed he’d be taking the lead given that he was the most likely to be the one to pay for everything. “We’d like to purchase travel passes.” 
 
    The Demon-Knight who was closest to Sam stared back at him without saying anything. One and all, they simply gazed at Sam as if he were of passing interest but little more. 
 
    “Ah… travel passes,” said Sam, trying a different line. “Do we need them? Can we freely roam about the Fields of Night?” 
 
    Once again, the Demon-Knights said nothing. 
 
    Sam suddenly realized what the problem was. He was treating them as if he were dealing with mortals on the prime. With people who wanted to be reasonable and be reasoned with. 
 
    Hell is Hell. 
 
    Summoning his weapon in hand, Sam stepped forward toward the nearest Demon-Knight and lifted his Essence blade. Positioning it, he readied himself to lunge straight at the guard. 
 
    Then he did so, shoving the tip of the weapon right through the Demon-Knight’s chest. The tip lodged itself neatly against a rib bone. 
 
    In a second, Sam had drained the knight of their Life Essence. Taking them all the way to the point of death and then yanking his blade free. Turning, he locked eyes with the closest Demon-Knight. They were already slashing wildly at Sam. 
 
    Deflecting the blade away with his own, Sam sent it high and to the side. The blade slammed into the stone wall and stopped. 
 
    Grabbing the Demon-Knight at the elbow, Sam drained them just as easily as the first. They crumpled to the dirt in a heap. The other three guards were now moving toward Sam. 
 
    “Are you willing to talk yet, or do I need to drop the rest of you before I go see your boss?” Sam asked, lifting his blade up. 
 
    In response, the three Demon-Knights closed on Sam in a flash. 
 
    Flicking out his left hand, Sam threw a blade of Essence with a trailing line of Essence that connected back to Sam. As soon as it struck the Demon-Knight in the leg, Sam emptied them of Life Essence. At the same time, he’d struck low with his rapier. The tip punched into another guard’s hip. 
 
    They were drained almost as quickly as the other one, both of them collapsing to the ground. 
 
    Before the third could reach him, they were caught in a massive ball of water. 
 
    Suspended in midair, they struggled inside. However, like an ant trapped in a water droplet, there was nothing they could do to get out. Which left them thrashing about for all they were worth without the possibility of escape. 
 
    Sam reached up with his rapier and pushed it into the leg of the Demon-Knight. Drinking them right up to the point of death, Sam stopped and withdrew his weapon. His victim went limp and floated unmoving inside the blob of water. 
 
    Erv apparently took that as her cue to let them go. The water vanished and returned to wherever it came from. It left the ground littered with Demon-Knights who were drained of their Essence, but not dead. 
 
    “Okay,” Sam said and then dismissed his weapon. Reaching out for the door, he pulled it open. “Time we went and met the city lord, I suppose. Governor. Whatever they call themselves.” 
 
    Aster, Erv, and Wren all trooped in behind him. Wren took a moment to close the door behind herself. They had entered a long hallway that led to a door at the other end. There were no guards at it and it seemed as if there wasn’t anyone nearby either. 
 
    Moving to the door, Sam could hear grunting and moaning coming from beyond it. As well as what sounded like someone giving commands. 
 
    Smiling, Sam turned and looked at his group gathering behind him. 
 
    “Seems we’ve caught them in the middle of my specialty,” Sam commented with a chuckle, then opened the door. Pushing it wide, he stepped into a large chamber. 
 
    Sure enough, they’d walked in on a rather slim Demon with brown horns, dark-red eyes, and bright-red skin. He was atop of and thrusting into a very beautiful looking female Demon with a full figure, incredibly pale skin, black hair that appeared to be long enough to reach her rear end, and glowing vibrant-yellow eyes. 
 
    Despite the loud moans she’d been making before they entered and just as they had, Sam detected no sexual arousal from her at all. Not a trace of an orgasm. 
 
    She was putting on a grand act for the man who’d been working away at her without even a hint of skill. 
 
    “Hello, there,” Sam said, walking straight toward the couple. “There’s no need to stop on my account. I’m an Incubus, after all, and I’ve seen my fair share of sex.” 
 
    Almost immediately, the man came off the woman and raised his hands into a defensive stance. Almost as if he planned to fight Sam unarmed. 
 
    “Ah, no. None of that,” said Sam and then held his hand up. Essence coiled around the man and woman both, trapping their arms to their sides and their legs together. With a thump, the man landed on the ground, the woman simply settled onto the ground where she already was. “Now, let’s chat.” 
 
      
 
    Twenty - On the Road Again - 
 
      
 
    “Fight me you coward!” screamed the man. 
 
    Sam laughed at that, coming to a stop next to the woman. Looking her over once, Sam found she was extremely curvaceous in a way similar to Jes. She didn’t look anything like his succubus partner in the face, but she was equally stunning to look upon. 
 
    What an incredibly lovely thing. 
 
    Looking back at the man, Sam couldn’t help himself and started to laugh all over again. Shaking his head, he put his hands on his hips and tilted his head to one side. 
 
    “Fight you. Uh-huh,” said Sam with an ugly chuckle. “Why would I do that? Huh? I’ve already beaten you. What’s the point in releasing you, just to fight you?” 
 
    “Because you’re not a man if you don’t!” yelled what Sam assumed was the city lord, struggling against his bonds. “Coward! Frightened little child!” 
 
    Unable to contain it, Sam started to laugh even harder this time. Leaning his head back, he closed his eyes and just let himself enjoy it. 
 
    For the first time since coming to Hell, he was able to genuinely laugh. In seconds, he felt a lot of his stress fall away. 
 
    After nearly half a minute, Sam managed to get himself under control. Looking back at the man, Sam snickered and shook his head, nearly bursting into laughter again. 
 
    “You sound just like the Church of One and All,” said Sam. “They’d scream and curse at me as I flew around them and laid waste to them with Essence sorcery. 
 
    “As if I’d ever fight them fairly. Or give you a chance to fight your way to freedom. What kind of idiocy is that, even? Hmph, well, whatever.” 
 
    Turning his head to the woman lying on her back at his feet, Sam stared at her for several seconds. 
 
    “Yes?” she asked in a warm voice and fun tone. 
 
    “You here cause you want to be?” asked Sam. “He wasn’t raping you, or anything, was he? You weren’t really into it, but you were acting magnificently so… have to ask.” 
 
    The woman blinked her long lashes slowly and continued to gaze up at Sam. Then she gave him a beautiful smile. Her body completely relaxed and the look on her face implied genuine interest. 
 
    She was tired, amused, and bored. 
 
    “Do I want to be here? Not particularly,” she said. “Was he raping me? No. I’m afraid I work the only profession available to someone such as me. 
 
    “It isn’t so bad. I only take on one client for years at a time and I’m paid and protected very well. He’s actually much kinder than my last boss, too. As I said, do I want to be here, no. It is my job, though. 
 
    “It isn’t even that bad, when I’m honest about it. In my entire life I’ve only had six partners. Though that’s been spread across something akin to forty years now.” 
 
    “You know… I get that, and respect it,” Sam said in complete understanding. He was no different than her. He’d spent uncounted years sexing his way through an endless client list. Sometimes two or three times in a single mortal’s night. Summoned from one end of the world to the other and back again. “When I was working the sheets, I didn’t get the chance to only have one client though. I’m a little envious.” 
 
    “It was kinda never-ending. After a while, they all just blended together into a mass of arms, legs, smiles, and moans.” 
 
    “Definitely something I’ve tried to avoid. Though I wouldn’t mind being hired by you,” offered the woman. “I’d only charge a mana pearl a month.” 
 
    “I’ll have to decline, I’m afraid. I work more on bartering sex for Life Essence,” apologized Sam with a shrug of his shoulders. 
 
    “Yes, I could see that being an issue for us. Pity,” lamented the woman. 
 
    Blinking several times, Sam shook his head to clear his thoughts. He wasn’t here to talk shop with the working mistress. 
 
    “Anyway,” Sam said, looking back at the man. “I want passage through your city and into the lands beyond. That’s all. 
 
    “And before you fret, I didn’t kill your guards. I just drained them of their Essence. They’ll be fine in a few days, though they’ll be tired for a week or so. Aren’t I benevolent?” 
 
    “I’d say so,” said the woman with a long sigh. “If it were anyone else, he’d already be dead, and I’d be giving out a freebie. 
 
    “And hey, since you’re being benevolent? Can I get up? These stones are ice cold and not very soft.” 
 
    Sam stared at the woman for several seconds, then dismissed the Essence that was binding her. Taking a handful of steps away from her, he distanced himself. Before he could consider doing anything else, Wren placed herself between Sam and the woman. 
 
    “Anyway, I need—” 
 
    “I’ll kill you! I’ll end your life! Kill you and your women!” screamed the Demon, thrashing wildly back and forth. 
 
    “I don’t think he wants to assist us. Nor does he seem like the kind to forgive,” Erv deadpanned, standing just at Sam’s right side. The man continued to promise them death while shouting obscenities at them.  
 
    “That’ll cause problems for us as soon as we leave. That means we’ll have to clean up and leave quietly,” Wren said, watching the woman who was now standing up and brushing at her rear end with her hands. 
 
    Though, that does mean we probably need to take care of the woman as well. 
 
    Doesn’t it? 
 
    “It does seem that way,” Erv said with a glance to the woman nearby, then the male Demon. He didn’t seem to be listening at all now and was shrieking in an incomprehensible way. “Oh well.” 
 
    For someone so flustered about sex and being complimented, she certainly doesn’t have any qualms about deciding someone’s death. 
 
    “Ah,” said the woman with a heavy sigh. Then she gave Sam a pained look. “Must you? I mean, I know you said you wouldn’t hire me but I’m sure I’d be more useful alive than dead.” 
 
    Aster had already walked over to the writhing Demon and held a hand up above him. Pulling her right foot out of its boot, she laid her bare sole on the man’s shoulder. 
 
    There was a clack as lightning began to move from her hand into the man, and up to Aster’s foot. She’d created a loop for her power that would cause her minimal loss of Essence. 
 
    All eyes were on Aster as she executed the Demon by electrocution. His whole body was tense and rigid, his teeth locked together, and smoke was coming out of the top of his head. There was no sound other than the crackle and hiss of the lightning. 
 
    Stopping after what felt like a full minute, Aster pulled her foot away from the Demon and peered at him. He was unmoving, his chest neither rose nor fell, and there was a distinct smell of burnt hair in the room. 
 
    “Surely I could be more useful alive than as that,” said the woman, gesturing at the dead Demon. Aster was moving toward her now, a flat look on her face. “In fact, what if I wanted to contract you? We have sex in exchange for me giving you Life Essence? I’m sure we can work something out. I’m sure the two of us could generate some great Essence together. 
 
    “I mean, you’re an Incubus, right? I’m sure making me actually have an orgasm would be an incredible feast. Right? I’ve never had one before despite the experiences I’ve had.” 
 
    “Lord Lust, you could always just brand her,” Erv said, turning fully toward Sam. “Just as you did myself and Abrah. Would she not be forced to follow your commands? Make her the city leader under your name, give her your brand, and allow her to brand others under her.” 
 
    Aster paused and turned to look at Sam. She didn’t seem to care one way or the other about what they did to the woman other than needing a direction. 
 
    “Yes! Brand me, L-Lord Lust,” said the woman suddenly, her eyes bright and quite wide. “My name is Yala Dasi Xaro Gunn. That’s my full and true name. Brand me, and make me the city lord. I have more than enough connections in the city that I could brand others and take control in three days. 
 
    “I’ll dedicate myself to you and your cause. Also, you mentioned Abrah? The Demon-Knight? I’ve met her! I can easily work with her! It wouldn’t be an issue!” 
 
    I don’t know. This feels a bit too much— 
 
    “Okay,” Aster said, looking back at Yala. Holding up her left hand, she summoned Sam’s brand. She had perfect control over it as she was his bonded. His brand was hers. “Take this and become ours.” 
 
    Yala nodded excitedly, grabbed Aster’s hand with her own and slammed it to her chest. Sam’s brand vanished into Yala completely. 
 
    Shivering uncontrollably, she ended up dropping to her knees. Aster’s hand fell away from her, though Yala held both of her hands to her chest. Sam’s brand was being fully incorporated into her being. 
 
    “That’ll work well,” Erv said excitedly. She then reached up to grab Sam’s forearm with her left hand again. “Yala, we’re on our way to Balahtus’ stronghold. The Vigilant stronghold. We need you to make sure no news that could endanger us leaves the city. 
 
    “Also, do you think you can give us a map? And clear directions on the fastest way there?” 
 
    “Yes,” groaned Yala in a chattering voice. “I’ll do all I c-can to protect Lord Lust and his s-s-secrets. Map, passage, mounts, no concerns. 
 
    “Can’t get the Winged Abominations to s-stop. Balahtus controls them directly. S-sorry.”  
 
    “Congratulations on the promotion, City Lord Yala. Now, here’s what you need to know,” Aster said in a laughing tone and then patted Yala on the shoulder. She knelt down next to the other woman and began whispering to her. 
 
    “Good, good. This works perfectly. And we didn’t have to kill people who weren’t involved or anything,” Erv said, giving Sam’s arm a tug and moving in front of him. “Now, let’s have a quick go of it so we can put some more Essence in your tank. Then it’s off we go again. We need to start heading toward Vigilant today, so we can go from there to Annulus.” 
 
    Sam was still unsure about the fact that Yala had been given his brand, but it seemed they were past the point of concern for that. He was somewhat grateful that they wouldn’t have to kill her, despite his misgivings. 
 
    He identified with her. 
 
    Which wasn’t very surprising when he put a thought to it. He’d been in situations very similar to her own. Except even if killed by a jealous lover or interloper, he’d just ended up back home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Walking slowly along the road through endless red dirt plains, Sam and his people looked like a group of refugees. With only the clothes on their backs and the single backpack, they seemed as though they were fleeing something. 
 
    They’d decided against the wagon and Essence automaton as it would probably trigger a response from the Abominations, or make the group stand out as a unique set of people. 
 
    Refugees with almost nothing on them were far more common. Especially heading towards Vigilant and its lord. Essence was always on hand being near a Pit Demon. 
 
    Essence was literally generated by them out of suffering by itself. 
 
    And there was always a lot of suffering in Hell. 
 
    The only change they’d made before leaving was buying and selling a few goods. 
 
    The backpack that had once held provisions for Wren, no longer did. Ever since coming to this plane, Wren hadn’t eaten or drank anything. She was much more like Sam and the Elementals now. 
 
    Her diet consisted of planar Essence and little else. 
 
    It only further pushed Sam towards the belief that Wren truly was a descendant of “The Devil” himself. Somewhere along the line, they had escaped Hell and made a home on the prime material plane. Submerging themselves in the world and letting their history vanish around them. 
 
    Exactly as Sam had done when he’d left Hell. Never looking back. 
 
    “Are we gonna talk about the fact that Wren is the spawn of The Devil himself?” Aster asked, one hand in her shirt and scratching at her underboob. “I hate Hell, by the way. It’s always way too hot and there isn’t even a sun. My boob-sweat is giving me a rash and I don’t have that much boob. 
 
    “Unlike Erv, who’s our boob-goddess right now. Are you a giant rash, Erv? Please tell me you are. That you have lakes of sweat hiding under those lovely big tits of yours. That if I pulled them up, sweat would just roll down. Tell me your secrets.” 
 
    Oooof course, she went there. Because it’s something we probably shouldn’t bring up. Especially in Hell. 
 
    “What? What about me?” demanded Wren. 
 
    Erv laughed a bit uneasily, then sighed, letting her head hang forward. 
 
    “I’m not sure which conversation I wish to discuss less, Wren’s heritage, or my boob-sweat,” grumbled the Water Elemental. Seemingly unconsciously, she reached up and adjusted her clothes. At the same time, she adjusted her breasts for perhaps the third time in ten minutes. 
 
    “I’d much rather not discuss Wren,” Sam admitted. “So get talking ‘bout the boob-sweat.” 
 
    “Wait, why not?” demanded Wren, her volume getting much louder since she’d been ignored. “What do you mean ‘The Devil’? You’ve all said Hell wasn’t real. Doesn’t that mean the Devil isn’t real?” 
 
    Neither Erv nor Aster replied. Both were staring at Erv’s boobs as if wanting to discuss that instead. Leaving the whole thing to Sam. 
 
    “The Devil was real, once upon a time. He was a very special Demon. He claimed his race was ‘Devil’ and that there were only a handful of them,” explained Sam, trying to keep it as simple as he could. “He single-handedly united Hell into one giant empire. Organization. Country. However you want to call it. 
 
    “He did it through a combination of strength of arms, politicking, and betrayal. He never ran out of power, never ran out of stamina, and no one could ever stand up to him once he got going. 
 
    “In every classical piece of literature, he had red horns, wings, and goat legs. There isn’t another species in Hell that has all of that at the same time. It’s why we pushed you so hard to keep all of it under wraps. Especially your horns. There is no other species in Hell with red horns.” 
 
    “Okay, whoopee-fucking-doo,” Wren said with a grunt. “I’d rather talk about our boob-goddess than my parentage. Doesn’t matter who I’m related to.” 
 
    “That’s not quite true,” Aster countered as she drifted behind Erv. Her hands were now on the smaller Elemental’s shoulders. “If you’re related to the Devil, or Luke as he was actually named, then you might become quite the trump card for us. 
 
    “If the stories are true, at least. If they’re not, you’re just a sexy Demon Lady now. I kinda like the horns by the way. I want to hold onto them and ride your pretty face.” 
 
    Sam rolled his eyes, but couldn’t help but grin. 
 
    Aster was often more concerned with sex than he was. 
 
    Reaching over, he lightly pushed Aster’s hands off of Erv, then eased the Water Elemental over to walk in front of himself. Laying his hands possessively on her shoulders, he kept walking. 
 
    “Leave my Erv alone, Aster. She didn’t invite you touching her,” Sam admonished her, then he turned his head to Wren. “Though Aster’s right. You could end up being a massive boon to us. But until we know that for sure, it’s better if you kept your Demonic traits hidden. It’d invite people to be frightened of you. 
 
    “And frightened people can react with violence or cowardice. Goes either way.” 
 
    “I want to continue this conversation but those flying things are converging,” said Wren as she held up a hand and directed their attention to a spot to the left of them. “Two groups became one. Far as we’ve seen so far, that’s not normal. They also seem to be heading this way.” 
 
    “Damn,” Erv grumbled, coming to a stop. Sam bumped into her backside and came to a stop as well. “I don’t think we were betrayed by Yala, but something must have happened. Something outside of our expectations. 
 
    “Abrah said they only flew on patrol, or to find something. I think our group would most certainly be something they would want to find.” 
 
    Sam couldn’t disagree with that. Aster and Wren had also stopped next to them. 
 
    “How’s your camouflage magic, Aster?” Erv asked, looking at the taller Elemental. “I think we could do some pretty strong illusion work between the two of us. So long as we use Elemental magic, it shouldn’t alert any Essence-seeking magic.” 
 
    Aster grimaced and then shook her head. 
 
    “I’m not great at it. You lead, I’ll assist however I can,” she said and then opened her palms. With a crackle, lightning formed in each of them. 
 
    Erv took a step away from Sam and towards Aster. Lifting her own hands, balls of water formed. In a few seconds, they began to spread out around the group into a dome. A shimmering, flowing, spherical bubble of water. 
 
    Aster reached up with one hand toward the dome. The lightning from both hands traveled up to the tip of her raised fingers and shot up into the dome. Flaring from the inside out, the dome of water became electrified. 
 
    Slowly, it hardened into a nearly solid-looking substance. 
 
    “There, that should keep us out of view,” Erv said, letting her focus shift away from the working. “It’ll even move with us and cost nothing more to upkeep. Thank you for the help, Aster. I needed it.” 
 
    “Of course, not a problem,” Aster said, grinning at the other Elemental. Aster was still trying to get Erv interested in the idea of dating her as well as Sam. 
 
    Moving ahead once again, Sam and his group continued down the road. The dome of magical concealment kept pace with them. 
 
    Unfortunately, that only lasted for ten minutes. Everyone had kept an eye on the dark cloud of Winged Abominations. With a clear direction, they’d been moving straight towards Sam and his group. There was no mistaking the fact that they were coming for them. 
 
    “I think they see us,” grumbled Wren. No one had spoken since they’d erected the dome. He imagined she wanted to talk more about her heritage. 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough,” Aster replied. “They could just be heading to our last known location. Depends on what happens when they get just a little closer.” 
 
    “Let’s move off the traveled path. Just in case they can sense things on the road,” Erv said and then turned to the left, angling them closer towards the dark cloud of problems. 
 
    Eventually, they were walking a course parallel with the road, though considerably rougher. It wasn’t the hard-packed, even dirt of the well-worn road. 
 
    “So, boob-sweat?” Aster prodded. 
 
    “Lots,” Erv admitted. “I just reabsorb it, though. I’m a Water Ellie. I only sweat if I want.” 
 
    “Ugh. I’m jealous. Sweat makes it easier for me to use my element but it’s so uncomfortable,” complained Aster. Then she turned her head and looked up at the mass of Winged Abominations above them. They still appeared to be moving toward the road. “Could be worse, I suppose. I can’t imagine that an E—” 
 
    A Winged Abomination slammed into the side of Sam, knocking him several feet to the right. Then a second monster struck him in the lower back, propelling him forward. 
 
    Several more swooped in low to where he’d been a few seconds previously. They passed through the space that he no longer inhabited. 
 
    None of the creatures bothered anyone else, though. 
 
    Are they tracked onto me? Are they seeking me out and no one else? 
 
    “Are they only after Sam?” asked Wren, stomping over to him. 
 
    “Get back. Stay under the dome and keep away,” Sam demanded. “If they’re only after me, they only see me. Don’t reveal that you’re here unless you have to. Follow Aster’s instructions, do what you need to!” 
 
    Moving away at a quick jog, Sam passed through the dome and then summoned his Essence rapier. 
 
    Stabbing out at an Abomination who was dive-bombing him, he skewered it cleanly. 
 
    Draining it of everything—all the way down to the scrap of nothing that was its soul—Sam killed it. With a flick of his arm, he cast the remains to the side and waited. 
 
    If they wanted to attack him, he wouldn’t say no to the chance of a free meal. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-One - Familiar Faces - 
 
      
 
    Slashing out to the left, Sam slid to the right, and flung an underhanded spike of Essence on a tether. Draining the one his rapier connected with, then the second as the spike found its target, Sam downed another two Abominations. 
 
    A growing mound of the creatures had piled up all around him. They didn’t seem to care one bit for their losses and were still diving in on him. A never-ending line of monsters, all doing their best to fly right into Sam. 
 
    Those that did break through, only slammed into him. 
 
    They didn’t bite, scratch, or claw at him. Which wasn’t something Sam had noticed in the initial attack, but he had most certainly realized after the fifth had done it. 
 
    This was a directed attack that didn’t want him dead. Whoever was behind it, wanted Sam slowed and locked in place. 
 
    Fifty feet away, Erv, Aster, and Wren watched. All three of them looked frustrated and angry. However, they all respected his wish and order. 
 
    There was no telling what was going to happen and Sam wasn’t actually in trouble. If anything, he was gaining power with each and every kill. 
 
    Reaching out with his left hand, Sam casually grabbed an Abomination by the wing. Draining it in a flash, he tossed it to the side and readied himself for the next. 
 
    Before another Abomination could reach him, there was a massive boom from off to his right. 
 
    Spinning on his heel, Sam drew up his weapon in front of himself. 
 
    A small cloud of red dust swirled upward from the impact of whatever had just landed. Then it slowly began to drift downward and settle back to the ground. The air cleared within a handful of seconds. 
 
    Standing before Sam was the Pit Demon who had devoured Tiffany and Wren. Balahtus himself in the wretched flesh. Dark leather wings, long claws, black and red skin, and horns that were easily six inches long. 
 
    It wasn’t as big as it had been when it’d been summoned, but that was normal given the amount of energy that’d been put into the spell. Right now, it stood an easy eight feet in height, which while still quite tall, at least felt manageable. 
 
    He’s not as strong without the summoning. We’re about equal in power this time. 
 
    “Sameerixis!” called out the Pit Demon. “You’ve come to Hell and to my domain, no less. How delightful. Though you seem to be alone. 
 
    “Did you not bring me any snacks this time? The two previous ones were so delicious, I’ve had a hard time finding anything as tasty since then.” 
 
    Behind Balahtus, there was a series of thumps and booms. Red dirt being sprayed about with each and every impact. 
 
    “Well, you may not have brought me any treats, but I brought you some,” declared Balahtus. “I’ve been hanging onto them for a long while. A long, long while. Before that bitch Jena stuck her brand on me, in fact.” 
 
    Balahtus lifted a clawed hand and gestured idly. 
 
    “Don’t kill him. I need him alive and mostly unharmed. Just… beat him up,” commanded Balahtus. “So, no lethal attacks or anything that would draw blood.” 
 
    As the dust faded away, Sam saw what Balahtus had “brought” for him. 
 
    Nine people stood there who Sam couldn’t have expected, or ever forgotten. 
 
    His personal feed harem from when he was a Lord of Hell. His lieutenants, generals, and bodyguards who worked with him, and for him. All for the sake of getting him off the plane, so they could inherit all that was his. 
 
    “Your tower harem, returned to you, Lord of the Third Tower,” Balahtus said with a despicable laugh. “Well, most of them. A few escaped me. Death, too far, changing their appearance. Most of them are here, though. The ones who surrendered to me.” 
 
    Beautiful women from every walk of Hell were arrayed in front of him. 
 
    From the Spirit of Lust, Bellbarie, to the Demon-Knight and inheritor of Sam’s Third Tower, Vastigat. They wore nothing more than slips of cloth that barely covered their nakedness. Any swift movement at all would reveal their flesh completely. 
 
    “Do forgive them for not speaking. Since they took on my brand, they’re not allowed to talk,” Balahtus said apologetically even as Sam’s old comrades rushed him. “They really only moan or grunt anymore. It’s better that way.” 
 
    Grimacing, Sam hesitated for a second as Bellbarie came at him. 
 
    She had been his favorite once upon a time. Her beauty had been incomparable to all. She nearly outshone even Jes, though with blond hair and dark-blue eyes. She had a figure that shifted to whatever the partner wanted, and a mind that only thought of sex. 
 
    A perfect partner for his hunger, once upon a time. 
 
    There was no life in her eyes as she came at him. She looked more like a robot running on a preloaded command. 
 
    Ah… I can grant her death, at least. 
 
    “Anyway. I don’t plan on fighting you head-on. You can dispose of my pets for me, then I’ll step in after you’re tired,” Balahtus said with a deep chuckle. 
 
    Sam lunged out with his rapier and caught Bellbarie in the chest. Just above her heart. 
 
    Thrusting forward, he pierced straight through her, then drained her of Essence. Taking her life in a flash, his rapier slid back out of her just as he finished. Letting her soul go free. 
 
    She hit the ground with a thump and lay dead. Her body was devoid of life. 
 
    Sam then promptly wanted to double over and throw up. The Essence he’d taken from Bellbarie had been wrought with poison and wretched undeath. Balahtus wasn’t just using them as pets, but also as weapons specific against Sam. 
 
    Stumbling to the side and gagging, Sam managed to dodge the attack thrown at him from Falana the Wicked, his one-time secretary. Her fist whipped past his stomach, missing by an inch. 
 
    “Oh, did I forget to mention you can’t just drain them? Sorry,” Balahtus said and then flung an Essence spell forward. It looked like a solid sheet of spellwork. 
 
    It was a blunt and ugly thing that looked like it would smash Sam into the ground. 
 
    Catching up both Vastigat and Sam, the spell blasted them head over heels. They tumbled across the ground in a heap of arms and legs. 
 
    Sam came to a stop with Vastigat practically on top of him. Her inky-black hair fell all over his face. 
 
    Staring into her eyes from close up, he could see there was a flicker of the woman inside. A bare hint at a living person. 
 
    Someone who really wanted to die. 
 
    Ramming his rapier into her from the side, Sam caught both her lungs and her heart. 
 
    Not trying to drain her, he instead threw her off of himself and got to his feet. There was no way Vastigat would survive what he did. 
 
    Before Sam could steady himself, he was kicked in the stomach. At the same time, someone blasted him in the back of the head with what felt like an iron bar. 
 
    Stumbling forward, Sam was treated to a sweeping kick that pulled his legs out from under him. It sent him crashing to the ground. 
 
    Rolling over onto his back, Sam saw Falana above him. 
 
    Slashing out, he caught her in the throat with his weapon. The blade passed from one side to the other, removing her head from her shoulders with a wet splut. 
 
    Then several more of his old acquaintances dogpiled on top of him. Punching, kicking, and head butting him. His weapon was torn from his fingers as someone else kicked him in the head. 
 
    Without even the ability to summon up a thought, Sam had his consciousness stolen away from him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Waking up slowly, Sam opened his eyes to see a stone ceiling. 
 
    Turning his head this way and that, he found that he was in a cell made of stone with cold-iron bars. He got the feeling that there were also bars of iron that ran through the stone at regular intervals in the walls, ceiling, and floor around him. 
 
    It wasn’t enough to completely strip someone of their powers, but it would push them to a point where they’d have to be proficient to be able to do something. Sam was certainly one of those proficient people. 
 
    However, someone had drained him of Essence while he was unconscious. He had barely enough to survive for a few days if he did nothing at all. 
 
    That was it. 
 
    Certainly not going to be making any herculean efforts to escape. Nor will I be able to feed the ladies. 
 
    Damn me. 
 
    Slowly, Sam got himself into a seated position. Checking the room once again, he found his previous thoughts had been correct. He was most certainly in a stone cell that had been reinforced using cold-iron. 
 
    With a groan, Sam got to his feet and rubbed at the back of his head with one hand. Whoever had kicked him had definitely rang his bell. 
 
    I killed Bellbarie, Vastigat, and Falana. That’s… that’s a shame. 
 
    Though I do think they’d thank me if possible. I can’t imagine their lives being very livable given Balahtus’ race. For someone I don’t know at all, he seems rather obsessed with causing me problems. 
 
    There’s six left but I didn’t get a good look at them. I… by my twisted nethers, I hope Catalara wasn’t captured. She was one of the few that I didn’t have to infinitely bind with my brand to protect myself. 
 
    Sam walked over to the bars and tapped them with a finger for a brief moment. 
 
    The shock that went through his finger and up his arm told him that it was indeed high purity iron. Something he really couldn’t afford to touch as a Demon. 
 
    How am I supposed to feel about the things I’ve done? 
 
    They were comrades, once upon a time, but they were also people I couldn’t bring with me to my new plane. They were all twisted and broken things. People who would have benefited not at all to be let loose upon the world. 
 
    Not to mention, they all wished to remain in Hell anyway. To inherit my lands and— well… wage war on one another and probably kill each other. 
 
    I didn’t exactly try to cultivate relationships with them. I didn’t care about them back then whatsoever. 
 
    In fact… in fact, if it was the same old me who saw them there, the old me wouldn’t have cared. He’d have just killed them as quickly as possible. 
 
    “I’ve really changed, haven’t I?” Sam asked aloud to no one as he slowly paced to the other side of his cell. There was nothing else he could see, or sense, outside of his immediate surroundings. As far as he could tell, he had been locked away. 
 
    Most likely for Balahtus to sell me to Skipper. He wasn’t wearing my brand, otherwise, he’d have been obeying me. 
 
    That means that he was beyond that one trail of brands I wasn’t able to take, or Skipper never actually branded him. I wonder which it is. 
 
    In either case, I can’t imagine another reason he’d want to take me alive. We don’t even know each other. 
 
    Does beg the question why he went so far as to get a hold of my old comrades. 
 
    “You know, at first, I was a little jealous,” came Aster’s voice from somewhere ahead of him. “They all got to spend a long time with you in Hell. A few of them are even prettier than I am. Or Jes. 
 
    “Then I realized that all that time was spent with a Sam that didn’t actually care about them.  They were just food to you. Right?” 
 
    “Quite right,” Sam agreed. Whether they were all food or not, he was never going to say otherwise. He knew for a fact that while Aster was recovering mentally from her captivity, her ego was still quite fragile. Despite her demeanor and behavior. “There was one who was a friend, everyone else was just food.” 
 
    “Good,” Aster growled. “You… uhm, you ready, Erv?” 
 
    “Of course,” declared the Water Elemental. A small globe of water appeared from midair just outside of his cell. Passing through the bars, it entered his cell and floated toward the hay-covered stone in the corner. 
 
    A few seconds later, the globe of water spread outward quickly, and engulfed the straw and stone. As soon as it stopped moving, a small bolt of lightning zipped across to the sphere and struck it silently.  
 
    Suddenly, the sphere was gone. Sam couldn’t see it anymore. 
 
    In its place, was a false version of himself, lying on his side, staring at the stone wall. His back was to the cell entrance. It looked for all the world as if he were unconscious. 
 
    “That’ll do,” Erv said. “Wren? You got that?” 
 
    There was a grunt in response but no words spoken. 
 
    Before Sam could ask what was going on, the lock on the cell door clunked. Swinging inward fractionally, it paused. 
 
    “Come on, Sammy,” muttered Wren. 
 
    Slipping through the gap, he suddenly found himself face to face with the large former Cambion. 
 
    She wrapped an arm around his hips, pulled him in close, and then shut the gate. Then moved something around inside the locking mechanism until it clacked. 
 
    Wren turned to the side, still holding Sam, and marched over to where Aster and Erv were. She didn’t seem like she was going to let go of him. 
 
    “He’s empty,” Wren stated in an angry tone. “We need to get him fed before we go or do anything.” 
 
    “Of course,” Erv replied with a nod of her head. “We’ll go to one of the small rooms we saw outside and get him taken care of there. Then we can wait for the meeting, listen to it, and then see about our task. It’ll have to be you, Wren. Aster and I need to hold up the illusion. 
 
    “That’s what’s happening, by the way, Sam. Balahtus is trying to sell you to Skipper. He wants a portal out of Hell so he can go to the prime material plane directly.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we failed you,” Wren said, both of her arms now firmly wrapped around Sam. She held him against her front quite tightly. “We shouldn’t have let them take you.” 
 
    “We would have lost,” Erv countered. “And then we wouldn’t have been able to break him out so easily. We were expecting him to imprison Sam at Vigilant stronghold, but instead they brought him straight here to Annulus. It also looks like the Pit Demon moved his home base here. Balahtus got overconfident and now he’s already been defeated. He just doesn’t know it. 
 
    “All we’d have done was tip our hand to him that we were there.” 
 
    “We could have fought them,” disagreed Wren. 
 
    “And lost,” Aster said, agreeing with Erv. “I don’t have much Essence and I can’t charge it easily here. Erv is worse off than even I am. You don’t even have a weapon. There was no way we could beat them directly. There’s also no way to know if they would have tried to kill us instead of capturing us. We did what we had to.” 
 
    Wren shook her head at that, her fingers flexing as she held Sam. She apparently disagreed quite strongly with the two Elementals. 
 
    Sam, however, agreed with them. 
 
    “You did the right thing,” Sam said. “Doing something stupid for the moral or the principal of the thing would only have been a waste. Alive and able to fight back is certainly far better than dead and being true to your morals.” 
 
    Wren looked at Sam’s face, her brows knit together. Staring into his eyes, she seemed uncertain now. 
 
    “Did the right thing,” Sam repeated. He reached up and gently caressed Wren’s face. Then pulled her down and kissed her quite hungrily. 
 
    He was on the verge of starvation and needed to feed. Wren had long been his “favorite chew toy” and he hadn’t been with her since she joined him in Hell. 
 
    Wren began to kiss him back just as deeply and full of need. Her mouth opened to invite his tongue. He accepted, pushing it right into her mouth and along her own tongue. 
 
    “Ugh. I’m going to get cucked. Again. Damnit all,” complained Aster. “Let’s go already. You two can make out later for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    Erv looked incredibly amused at the situation when Sam pulled back from Wren. Aster was red-faced and angry. Apparently, the Lightning Elemental really had wanted to be intimate with him. 
 
    Wren didn’t let go of Sam, though, and instead led him down a hall toward a doorway in the back. Aster went out ahead of them and slipped through. There was no warning from her and Wren kept moving. 
 
    Entering the hallway beyond, Sam could see Aster up ahead again, standing at another doorway. 
 
    Wren reached her, turned into the doorway and entered the room beyond. 
 
    No sooner than she’d gotten him more than halfway into the room, she’d pushed him away. Her hands grabbed hold of his clothes and began to quickly remove them. 
 
    Erv entered shortly after, followed by Aster, who closed the door. By that point, Wren had gotten Sam’s clothes off and was working on her own. Shimmying out of them, her eyes moved over Sam’s body. 
 
    Well. Seems like she’ll be the one to take charge today. That’s fine. 
 
    It’s been a while since she felt like that. I wonder if her change in form also changed her thinking. 
 
    Her psyche. 
 
    Getting her clothes off, Sam could see Wren couldn’t hold back her physical changes. Her horns instantly materialized as did her wings. Her breath came out in a very bright-red fog with each breath. 
 
    Grabbing him by the waist, the big Cambion-turned-Devil dropped down to her knees. As soon as she did, he saw her ankles and feet had morphed into hooves and grown hair as well. 
 
    He could feel from her that she wanted him to grab her by the horns, but also didn’t want him to. She wanted to be in control, but really wanted to feel what it would be like to have her Demon master grab her in such a way. 
 
    Her mind was at war between her original Cambion psyche and her current wants and desires. 
 
    Taking the choice from her, Sam reached down and wrapped his fingers around her horns. Holding them gently, he pulled at her head, guiding her face down into his lap. 
 
    It was enough force for her to know what he wanted, but she could easily shake his hands free with little more than a tilt of her head. 
 
    Catching his hardened tip with her lips, she wriggled around on the ground for a moment. Then she simply took him down to the hilt, his member vanishing into her mouth. 
 
    “Damnit. I wanna do that,” pouted Aster from a few feet away. She was standing near the door with one hand on it. She seemed to be monitoring the hall while also watching Wren and Sam. 
 
    “Oh, stop whining,” Erv said with just a hint of heat. 
 
    Aster went silent while Wren began to slowly bob her head back and forth. The feeling of pleasure coming from her was growing even as she swirled her tongue around the underside of his shaft and head. 
 
    She really liked the way he was holding her horns while she serviced him. 
 
    After all, he was her Demon master. Regardless of her no longer being a Cambion, it didn’t change the drive she’d had for her whole life up to this point. 
 
    Reaching up with one hand, Wren began to lightly tickle at his jewels while her other hand fell down between her legs. There was a wet noise that followed her arm flexing. Clearly, she was already working at her entrance and clit. 
 
    Wren worked diligently, back and forth at him with her mouth, her enjoyment and pleasure growing faster and faster. Sam was starting to wonder if she’d have an orgasm just from blowing him and fingering herself. 
 
    Not a terrible way to start, actually. Let’s… push in that direction. 
 
    Taking a firmer hold on Wren’s horns, Sam began to push and pull at her head. Forcing her to take him completely from hilt to tip and back again. He thrust forward partially with his hips as well, to make sure it happened. 
 
    “Mmmhhoh,” groaned Wren around him. He wasn’t sure if she was saying anything or not, but with her mouth stuffed full, it was irrelevant. The sound of her trying to talk with her mouth filled did hit an odd place in his head. He liked it. “Mmooooohh.” 
 
    Suddenly, he realized what Wren wanted. She wanted him to do what he was doing, but more. 
 
    She wanted him to face-fuck her. 
 
    Taking a very firm hold on her horns, Sam began to pump himself up against her mouth as if he were plowing her slit. Pushing his tip into her throat over and over as he yanked and pushed at her horns. 
 
    Wren’s hand carefully held his jewels, fondling and squeezing them as he thrust into her face. Her other hand worked furiously at her privates. There was a slick, squishing noise that was almost as fast as his pumping hips. 
 
    She was furiously working at herself in a near-mindless craze. Every time she managed a breath as Sam went at her, red mist blew out her nostrils and coiled up toward him. There was a scent to it that he couldn’t place, but it made him want to go wild on her. It was definitely tempting him in a different way. 
 
    Wren’s eyes were closed, her mouth tightly wrapped around him, and she wasn’t resisting anything he was doing to her. She was completely enjoying being used as any good Cambion would. 
 
    “Dohnmahthaaa,” moaned Wren, sucking at him as he pulled back from her. 
 
    He didn’t need her to repeat herself, he knew what she’d asked for. 
 
    To finish down her throat. 
 
    Pulling at her psyche with the Essence hooks that were a permanent part of her, Sam felt Wren start to shudder and twitch. Her shoulders began to convulse as the first part of her orgasm came on. 
 
    Unceasingly, he continued to thrust his girth into her mouth and down her throat, holding her horns tightly and having his way with her face. Over and over, even as her orgasm built ever higher. 
 
    Now, her entire body quivered and shuddered, her hands dangling uselessly and unable to do much of anything given the intensity of her orgasm. Her mind was nearly blank except for what he was doing to her and she loved it. 
 
    When she hit her peak, he spiked her with a rod of Essence. Then again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    Until she finally couldn’t handle anymore. 
 
    Then he ran his whole length up to the hilt past her lips. His tip got lodged in her throat, and he came. Finishing directly into her throat, just as she’d asked. 
 
    Choking, coughing, and with a loud sputter, Wren managed to begin swallowing. Her muscles contracted tight and pulled at him as she did so. 
 
    Moaning, gagging, yet swallowing, Wren hit a weird spot in her orgasm, in her psyche, and started to climax all over again. All from him dominating her and using her face as he wanted. 
 
    Holding her horns with an iron grip, he kept her pressed right up to his crotch. Riding his orgasm to the end while spraying seed down her throat. 
 
    “Wish that was me,” complained Aster. 
 
    “Oh, stop,” Erv said with a chuckle. “Let her have her fun. You don’t need to be like that. He doesn’t play favorites.” 
 
    Wren only moaned regardless of what was said and continued to swallow. She was completely limp in Sam’s grasp, and enjoying it immensely. The red mist of her breath wafted out from her nose with every exhale. 
 
    “You only say that because he goes after you constantly,” Aster muttered under her breath. No one responded to that, though Erv did begin blushing again. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-Two - Passing the Time - 
 
      
 
    “They’re bringing someone in,” Aster said quietly, her forehead pressed to the door. “Pretty sure it’s Yala. Can feel our brand on her. That kinda supports the idea that she didn’t do anything against us.” 
 
    Sam had wondered aloud to everyone else if Yala had perhaps been responsible for some of this. 
 
    While Sam’s brand was restrictive in some ways, without verbal commands to overlay it, smart and crafty people could work around it. It was one of the reasons why he’d been so strict with his lieutenants in Hell. He’d lost some of that edge when he’d branded Jena. 
 
    Seeing his old lieutenants had brought many of those memories to the surface. 
 
    “That’s good,” Erv said, getting back into her clothes. Sam had just finished up with her a few minutes before. After going at Wren until she was exhausted, Sam had taken a turn with Aster, then Erv. 
 
    He wasn’t anywhere near recharged, but he was feeling better. He could take on most anyone they came up against, except for perhaps Balahtus himself. 
 
    Sam imagined that the Pit Demon was incredibly well-stocked in Essence. Without having a “full tank” so to speak, as well as reserves, Sam wasn’t sure he could defeat him. 
 
    A Pit Demon was just a stronger type of Demon than an Incubus. Planar Lord or not. That was just the way the world was. 
 
    “We’ll have to break her out,” Sam said after a few seconds. He was dressed and leaning against the wall next to Aster. “Can’t leave useful and loyal people behind.” 
 
    Aster lifted her head from the door and peered at him from the corner of her eyes. He had the impression she wanted to ask him a question, but she didn’t. For whatever reason, she kept it locked away. 
 
    “Fair enough,” she said instead with a small nod of her head. “Alright. You ready, Wren?” 
 
    Glancing back toward the Devil, Sam saw she was in the process of getting her pants on. She had managed to find a spare sword, so she was at least armed now. 
 
    “In a minute,” grunted Wren, shimmying into the fabric. “Just need to get dressed. Fine, otherwise.” 
 
    Sam had ridden her to the point that she was exhausted, cleaned her up with a spec of Essence, and then left her to recover. There had been no reason to re-energize her if she could just recover over time. It’d be a waste of Essence that they couldn’t afford. 
 
    “We’ll move after they pass by,” Aster said, pointing to the door. “They’re still heading this way.” 
 
    Slowly, everyone got ready. Then they lined up behind Aster at the door. 
 
    “Okay, they stopped. But they didn’t go into the cells. Stopped in an area not far from here,” Aster said. “Seems like a large room, but I can’t see the details.” 
 
    “I don’t like the feel of where they went,” muttered Erv with a shake of her head. 
 
    Aster pulled the door open and then moved into the hall. 
 
    Sam and the rest followed after her, trailing behind her as she started moving away from where they’d holed up. It didn’t take very long to reach their destination. Only two turns and another hallway. 
 
    Aster and Erv had eased up on each side of a door, both of them turning to Sam. Beyond the door, he could hear muffled talking, though no exact details about the conversation itself. 
 
    Sword in hand, Wren pushed the door open and strode inside without anyone saying anything. For some reason, Wren seemed to be very angry. There was red fog trailing behind her as she moved. 
 
    “What?” shouted a male voice. “You sh—” 
 
    The man’s voice was cut off with a groan. There was a crack of what sounded like bone breaking, followed by another low moan. 
 
    Entering the room, Sam saw Wren staring down at two Demons on the ground. Both were bleeding out from a single thrust wound from Wren’s blade. She’d got them both right in the heart, it seemed. 
 
    Yala was naked, upright, and had her back pressed up to a corner. She had obviously been more than willing to fight off her would-be rapists. 
 
    There were an additional ten women laid out on the ground. All quite naked, and clearly recovering from being used against their will. 
 
    I need to make sure Balahtus can’t come back. 
 
    Ever. 
 
    Sam slowly walked over to where Wren stood over the two dying Demons. His eyes flicked over to the nearest woman who was gazing at the ceiling with a blank stare. 
 
    The moment he looked at her, he recognized her. 
 
    It was Kalista. 
 
    A young lieutenant with an incredible mean streak who had served him well in several campaigns in Hell. She was by no means merciful, or kind to those she had beaten, but being used like this was beyond Sam’s ability to accept. 
 
    I can’t break their brands. I don’t have power over Balahtus. But if I kill him, they’ll be freed. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” Sam said and then looked at Yala. “You got clothes you can put on?” 
 
    The city lord shook her head, then went over to the two male Demons. 
 
    “No, but they do,” she said. Then she started pulling the clothes off them even as the light faded from their eyes. “I’m glad to see you’re well, Lord Lust. They sent in assassins to abduct me in the night. They didn’t realize I’d already branded the entire army with your mark. They’ll be fighting my soldiers for a while. Even with me not being there.” 
 
    Yala had already pulled off one Demon’s pants and underwear. 
 
    “None touched me nor did I allow any,” Yala said, looking at Aster then Erv even as she pulled on the oversized small-clothes the man had been wearing. “I saw very few soldiers on my way in. Place is mostly empty. They’re all out in the field heading for Klesick, I imagine. Abrah is causing a rather large ruckus down that way.” 
 
    “Good. Now, Yala, we’re just trying to figure out what Balahtus wants out of all this,” Erv said, looking over the other women in the room. None of them moved or even looked their way. None of them were willing to engage in the world around them. 
 
    “We’ll block the doors when we leave. Killing Balahtus will free them,” Aster said with a sharp nod of her head. There was an ugly glint to her eyes. “After that, it’s on them and their own will to live.” 
 
    Apparently, the captives struck a chord with her. Not that Sam blamed her. She’d been a captive for a very long time. While she hadn’t been sexually assaulted, she’d been used against her will in a different way that was nearly just as much a violation. 
 
    “The meeting with Skipper should be in an hour or so,” Erv said, looking towards the door where they’d entered. “I even know where because I had to contact her a few times through it as well, once upon a time.” 
 
    Yala tore the tunic off one of the Demons, and then ripped the other free from the second. Looking at both of them critically, she seemed to be listening intently to Erv as she worked. Tearing them into strips, she quickly assembled a knotted tunic that left her arms free while still covering her modesty. 
 
    “We’re going to head to the portal room. There’s a tear there that she never let close. It leads to… somewhere. Honestly, I never found out. No one can travel through it, but you can actually push inanimate things through. Skipper knows where the other side of the tear is located. Often, she’d leave Hell entirely to hide on the other side of that tear. Giving orders,” explained Erv. Sam didn’t doubt what she was saying at all. It sounded incredibly like Skipper. “So that’s where he probably contacted her previously, and will contact her again. That’s where we’ll be.” 
 
    “Great,” Yala said and put her hands on her wide hips. Then she looked somewhat sheepish. “I’m… not a fighter. Nor a Witch or anything. I can’t do much. I’m sorry, I’m going to be a hindrance.” 
 
    “It’s fine, it’s fine,” Aster reassured her, patting the Demon on the back. “We don’t have to do much if we do this well. We’re not here to fight Balahtus head-on. We’re here to kill him. All I need is to be able to get a hand on him and I can turn him into a light bulb.” 
 
    “A… what?” Yala asked, looking very confused.  
 
    “Never mind, Boob-priestess,” Aster said, waving her hand back and forth in a negation gesture. Then she looked to Erv. “Lead on, my Boob-goddess.” 
 
    To be fair, Erv is bigger than Yala. 
 
    Slipping out of the room, they quickly moved through the facility. Everyone followed Erv as she guided them. She seemed to know exactly where she was going and had no hesitation whatsoever. 
 
    They paused only briefly to let a patrol of soldiers pass by. They were apparently on their way somewhere and not paying much attention to anything else. It was strange, but Sam figured it fit what he personally believed was happening. 
 
    Balahtus was in full “gloat” right now. He had assumed everything was well and done and was just enjoying his perceived victory. Never once really considering that everything could be going wrong at an alarming rate. 
 
    Sam had been there once or twice himself. 
 
    “Just down this way,” Erv said, gesturing with her hand towards some stairs. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Wren said and then moved out in front. Her sword was held out and ready. 
 
    “Try not to kill anyone, we need to be sneaky about this,” hissed Erv at Wren’s back. 
 
    Wren said nothing, vanishing into the stairwell as it turned to the left. 
 
    Erv looked concerned and frustrated at the same time, then she followed after Wren, her hands held up nervously at her sides. Yala went down behind Erv, looking just as perturbed. 
 
    “You know, it’s rather amusing being the one pulling everyone together,” Aster said, looking at Sam with raised eyebrows and a smirk. Sam had certainly noticed that a lot of what she’d been doing and saying since arriving in Hell had been calculated. Even her whining about Erv being chosen.  
 
    It seemed that all of it had been designed to raise the others up, and bring them closer together. Or at least, closer to Sam. 
 
    “I think Jes and Irma are gonna reward me big,” Aster said and gave him a nudge in the side. “I might even be able to talk your beautiful Imp into a three-way as a thanks. Wouldn’t that be fun?” 
 
    Heading down the stairs with her hands on her head, Aster seemed to be enjoying herself. 
 
    Sam could see right through Aster, though. She was nervous. Frazzled. 
 
    Holding it all together by sheer force of will. 
 
    She was certainly working in Sam’s benefit and doing a great job of it, but she was reaching her limit. He needed to get her to a place where she could unwind for a minute. 
 
    Probably because she can’t feed off anything but me. 
 
    Catching up to Aster, he laid a hand to her hip and then linked up with her by reaching into the bonds they shared with one another. A steady stream of Essence began to flow from him to her, then back to him again. 
 
    It carried with it a warm feeling of unity. Regardless of anything else, they were the bonded of one another. Nothing would change that. 
 
    Not even death, Hell, or the afterlife. 
 
    “That obvious?” Aster whispered in a voice dripping with annoyance as they trooped along. Sam couldn’t see the others up ahead but he didn’t hear anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    “Only to someone who loves you,” replied Sam honestly. He was close to all the women in his life, but Jes, Irma, and Aster, all held a special place for him. 
 
    “Oh, well, that’s good,” she said in a voice that sounded on the edge of breaking. “Love… love you, too.” 
 
    Sam only grinned, holding Aster, and kept marching down the stairs. 
 
    When they hit the bottom, Sam let go of Aster and then moved into the room beyond. 
 
    It was more or less exactly what he expected. 
 
    A large room with a number of permanently open portals that led to elsewhere in Hell. Off to one corner was a tear in the planar fabric of Hell. It twisted in on itself, opened slightly, then closed, and reverted back to its original size. It had been stabilized through a process Sam couldn’t identify, but it didn’t seem to be breaking apart. 
 
    “Now we… uhm… just wait,” Erv said, looking around the empty room. “It won’t be that long and with everyone out, it makes it easy to just stay here.” 
 
    Wren stood next to her, looking on edge. Her sword was in her hand, and her eyes slowly tracked from one side of the room to the other. A feral grin curved her lips when her eyes settled on a large battle-axe that seemed to have been left behind by one of the guards. It took just a moment to swap her sword for the new weapon.  
 
    “I have a suggestion on what we can do while we wait,” Aster said and turned to look at Sam. “But it’s going to only work for those of us who can be quiet.” 
 
    “That’d be me, then,” Yala said with a wide smile, looking over at Sam as well. “I have perfect control over that.” 
 
    “Not hardly. You’d be the loudest,” Wren countered. Then her voice softened as she continued. “You’ve never experienced it. Experienced anything even remotely like actually being satisfied. 
 
    “When Sam’s in control… it’s hard to control the volume. You’ll get used to it and what he does to you. In time. But not today. 
 
    “Erv and Aster will rotate while the other holds the invisibility spell. I’ll stand guard with Yala, since my volume is often ‘broken’ as Sam tells me.” 
 
    Sam didn’t argue. 
 
    Instead, he grabbed Aster by the hips and began dragging her off to a dark corner. Furthest from the portals. 
 
    “Come along, my Bonded” Sam whispered in Aster’s ear, leaning over her shoulder.  
 
    Aster shivered from head to toe, her hands clamping down on his own. He felt her instantly reconnect to his brand and start cycling their Essence again. 
 
      
 
    ***
  
 
    Thrusting deeply into Erv, Sam was enjoying the Water Elemental. She had an innocence and warmth to her that never seemed to end. Even now, her hands were holding onto his shoulders and pulling at him. Trying to keep him close to herself. 
 
    “They’re coming,” Aster warned. 
 
    Lifting his head up, Sam looked away from Erv. He couldn’t see or hear anything, but he didn’t doubt Aster at all. 
 
    Looking back at Erv, Sam gave her an apologetic smile as he kept pumping down between her thighs. Then he spiked her with a thick rod of Essence. Lifting up his left hand, he pressed it down over her mouth as her eyes suddenly flared open. 
 
    Quivering beneath him, Erv was dropped from halfway to an orgasm into a full blown one. 
 
    Shuddering in jerky movements, she gazed up at him, her body spasming uncontrollably. Little whimpers escaped her but were muffled by Sam’s hand. 
 
    Clawing her fingers into him, Erv yanked him down flat atop her. Her legs wrapped up around his hips and held him down as she rode out the sudden and violent climax. 
 
    It wasn’t how he wanted to do it, but it was a quick and easy way to finish off what they’d been generating. 
 
    Grinding himself against her, Sam allowed his own release as well. His member expanded and emptied into her depths. He would have regretted not finishing, otherwise. 
 
    Locked together with Erv, they rolled against one another as they both finished. 
 
    Seconds ticked by in silence while Sam moved back and forth slowly. He pumped her womb full of seed even as she held onto him. 
 
    The sound of boots clumping down stone caused Sam to pull up a bit. Hilt deep in the Water Elemental, he turned his head to look back toward the steps. 
 
    Balahtus appeared there and stomped his way toward the tear on the other side of the room. The Pit Demon seemed frustrated, but determined. As if he was running into problems but didn’t find them that annoying. 
 
    Unsure of how to proceed, Sam stayed atop Erv, watching the Pit Demon carefully. 
 
    “You there?” Balahtus spoke to the tear in a grumble. 
 
    A delicate hand reached up and cupped Sam’s jaw, tilting his head downward. 
 
    Meeting Erv’s eyes, he found she was watching him with raised eyebrows. Then she slowly unwound her legs from his hips and her free hand patted his rear end. 
 
    Ah. She wants up. 
 
    Sliding out of the Water Elemental with a near-silent swish, Sam slowly got to his feet. Erv got up a second after him and then went over to her pile of clothes. 
 
    Sam and Erv went about getting dressed as silently as they could. Wren and Aster were both watching Balahtus. Skipper had yet to respond, which likely meant she wasn’t there yet. 
 
    Sighing, Balahtus folded his arms across his large chest and leaned his head back, staring up at the stone ceiling above him in an impatient and demanding way. 
 
    “I’m here,” Skipper said from nowhere just as Sam was just finishing getting his boots on. 
 
    It’s time then. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-Three - Thinking with Portals - 
 
      
 
    “Great. Did the messenger relay what was going on?” Balahtus asked, his head dropping back down to a normal position, his eyes fixed on the tear. 
 
    “Honestly, no. But that’s on me for utilizing low-intelligence spirits to monitor a tear,” Skipper said and then sighed. “About the only thing I got out of them before I destroyed them was a time and who. That being now and you. So here I am. What is it?” 
 
    “I’ve captured Sameerixis. I’d like to sell him to you,” Balahtus said with more than a little pride. 
 
    “You… you captured… Sam,” said Skipper. From her tone alone, it sounded as if she couldn’t really believe what she’d just heard. 
 
    Not that Sam blamed her. 
 
    Looking back, it’d been rather foolhardy to travel as he had. He would have been better served taking Yala and the city lord’s army. Or going back and waiting for Abrah to take the Whore’s Ridge stronghold now that he had a foothold. 
 
    Instead, he’d rushed on ahead and had been well punished for it. 
 
    “Indeed. I have him locked away in a cold-iron dungeon. It was incredibly expensive to have constructed,” Balahtus said, nodding his head as if Skipper could see him. “I even went to the trouble of capturing all his old comrades after our last encounter, if you’d like them. They’ve been… incredibly fun, but they’ve lost their appeal.” 
 
    “Ugh, disgusting as ever, I see,” Skipper said in a voice dripping with undisguised hatred. “I should have killed you before the planes were locked. 
 
    “Well, anyway, in regards to Sameerixis, I might be interested in what you have to say. Depending on what it is you want and what you’re offering. You’ve yet to mention either of those things.” 
 
    “It’s very simple. I give him to you, and throw in his old lieutenants as a bonus prize,” Balahtus said. He sounded considerably less sure of himself. Even Sam wasn’t really sure how this would play out given that Skipper didn’t seem that interested. “I’d also be willing to throw in my assistance to find the Hub. I assume you haven’t found it yet, since… well… nothing’s changed.” 
 
    “Mm. Yes, I assumed that was what you were offering. Sam and his old comrades, that is. There’s no need for your help with the Hub. Yet you’ve so far failed to establish your price for all these… riches,” Skipper said in a bored tone. “By the way, did you happen to ask how he ended up in Hell? Was he with anyone when you caught him?” 
 
    Hub? She’s looking for a Hub? 
 
    What’s a Hub? 
 
    Actually, he said “the” Hub. Didn’t he? So it’s a singular thing that’s a title. 
 
    Something in particular. I need to talk to Miles about that. 
 
    “Ah, no. I didn’t ask and yes, he was alone,” said Balahtus, his words taking on a confused tone. “Uhm, why?” 
 
    “No reason. Anyway, price?” Skipper asked in a bored, flat tone. 
 
    Strange. It was like she wanted him to answer in a different way, but stopped just short of it. Almost as if— oh, she has better control of her Imp-pulses now. Doesn’t she? 
 
    She can peek ahead into the future to see what his answers would be. She already knows where this is all going. 
 
    She already knows what he’s going to ask and is just going through the motions. 
 
    She doesn’t want me? 
 
    That’s… odd. 
 
    “A portal. From Hell to the prime,” Balahtus stated clearly, his tone firming up considerably. “That’s all I want. I’m tired of Hell. I had a chance to have a few morsels on the prime and I find I have a taste for them now. 
 
    “Hell is so… boring. Stale. Bland. Nothing here has any flavor to me anymore. There’s nothing that—” 
 
    “No,” Skipper said simply, stopping Balahtus mid-sentence. 
 
    “I— what?” Balahtus asked, his entire thought process clearly falling down around him in disarray. 
 
    “No,” repeated Skipper. 
 
    “No,” said Balahtus. “What do you mean… no? Wh— you don’t want Sameerixis?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind him being delivered to me, but I can’t pay your price. The simple reality is that I can’t open a plane from Hell to the prime,” replied Skipper in the same bored tone. “Can’t open a portal to collect Sam, can’t open a portal for the price. No portals allowed to or from Hell. That’s just the way it is.” 
 
    Huh. 
 
    Nicodimus is stronger than I thought. Far stronger. 
 
    He’s able to shut Skipper out entirely. 
 
    Though… that does leave a rather large question mark open as to how I really got here. Moving through the Void worked but… was that different than opening a portal to another plane? 
 
    Something to test at a later time. 
 
    “—there’s a way to make it happen. Isn’t there? Surely you or Zeus could do something about it,” argued Balahtus. Sam had missed whatever the first part of his complaint had been while lost in his own thoughts. 
 
    “There really isn’t. Sorry,” Skipper said with a smacking noise. It sounded like she was eating something at the same time. “Like I said, no portals allowed. It’s just not something we can do right now. You’re welcome to—oh. I guess it doesn’t matter. Huh. That’s not terribly surprising, I suppose.” 
 
    “What? I don’t even understand what you’re talking about anymore,” Balahtus complained. 
 
    “Wow. Okay. I didn’t see that one coming. She looks like Luke,” Skipper said in a much more interested tone. “And Erv, too? Wow. Who’s that, though?” 
 
    The shit is she—ah! 
 
    Sam summoned his Essence weapon and charged forward. Skipper had clearly seen the future and at some point in the near future, they would attack Balahtus. 
 
    Of course, by seeing the event, Skipper could be the precipitating event, or she could change the future entirely by speaking about it. Fate and the future were fickle things that could often get confused in the places between events. 
 
    “You’re babbling. What are you babbling about that—” 
 
    At the same instant that Sam reached Balahtus, the Pit Demon’s head whipped around toward him. In doing so, he shifted his torso to one side. 
 
    Catching the large Demon in the shoulder, rather than the heart, Sam’s weapon slid right through until it struck bone. Getting stuck there, his blade went no further. 
 
    Sam didn’t bother to try and drain the Pit Demon. He already felt the undeath that was inside the Demon. He’d prepared himself well for fighting an Incubus. Ready to counteract what Sam would probably do. 
 
    Roaring, Balahtus casually snapped Sam’s Essence weapon in half and then backhanded him. The blow sent him soaring across the room toward the stairwell. 
 
    “Intruders! Portal room!” shouted Balahtus at the top of his lungs. An unseen ripple of power spread out from Balahtus at the same time, sending massive amounts of power rippling out to everything around them. 
 
    It was a call to action. 
 
    Shit. There’s no way I can fight him one on one and he just summoned every goon he has in the keep that’s bound to him, didn’t he? 
 
    He’s a High Heaven’s damned Pit Demon! There are few who— 
 
    Wren flew toward Balahtus at high speed. Her wings propelled her in a rapid dash across the short distance. Her red breath trailed out behind her creating a strange glittering trail. In her hands, the massive battle-axe she’d taken was coming around. Aimed for Balahtus’ neck, it was on a clear line to decapitate him. 
 
    “What?” shouted the Pit Demon. 
 
    Drawing the weapon from his side in a flash, he brought it up just in time to block Wren’s strike. 
 
    Except instead of blocking it, all it did was deflect it. His own weapon rebounded into his temple and sent the Demon stumbling sideways. 
 
    Shit. She’s gotten a lot stronger. 
 
    Gaining his footing, Balahtus glared at Wren. 
 
    “I know you. I ate you,” Balahtus said in a dark chuckle. “You were… succulent.” 
 
    Wren roared wordlessly, her eyes and horns glowing in equal measure as she chased after the Pit Demon. Her battle-axe whirled out once again, though Balahtus was able to defend himself better this time. He brought Wren to a standstill with him, but it didn’t seem as if he had the upper hand. 
 
    In fact, it seemed Wren did. 
 
    Through the portals, Sam could see a mass of soldiers rushing toward them. All of them would soon be flooding in from the other side of wherever the portals led. Erv had said that only two of them connected to other strongholds, so the remaining portals likely went to other places within the Annulus stronghold. 
 
    That summons went through the portals, too. Damn! 
 
    “Ast—” 
 
    Before Sam could even finish the statement, Aster and Erv had already stepped up and dropped a number of spells over the portals. It was as if they’d thrown the lock on the door and were now holding it closed bodily as well. 
 
    “Watch the stairs, Sam!” Erv called, standing side by side with Aster. 
 
    Turning, Sam looked up the stairwell next to where he’d landed. He could distantly hear the rattle and clank of people in armor coming down the steps. 
 
    “I have no idea what I’m doing!” shouted Yala, coming to stand next to him. She had nothing in her hands and not a stitch of armor on her person. Other than confidence and determination, she was unarmed and unarmored. “But I refuse to stand behind and just watch.” 
 
    Smirking, Sam found he rather liked the spunky new city lord. 
 
    Summoning an Essence weapon in the form of a spear, he held it out to Yala. 
 
    “Just try to keep them back and off me as best as you can. If you land a hit, try to pull at them with your Essence,” Sam instructed. “As if you were a Vampire or a siphon. Can you do that?” 
 
    “I most certainly can try,” Yala declared, holding the spear awkwardly in both hands. She then moved up to the bottom of the stairs where it let out. Angling her spear upward, she looked hesitant but undeterred. 
 
    Still grinning, Sam summoned up another weapon, this time his rapier, and moved past the entry. Keeping himself to the far left of the stairwell, with Yala’s spear tip on his right, Sam tried to set up a position from which he could fight. 
 
    Glancing back over his shoulder, Sam checked on his comrades. 
 
    Aster and Erv were battling with magical combatants at multiple portals. Magic swished back and forth as the duo tried to hold the portals closed. They would be hard-pressed to hold out indefinitely. The simple reality was that more and more magic-wielding soldiers would appear at the portals. 
 
    With so many openings, they could easily overwhelm Aster and Erv given time. 
 
    Turning his gaze to Wren, Sam found she was exchanging rapid-fire blows with Balahtus. The two fought in a whirlwind of flashing steel and limbs. Balahtus had a number of bloody smears across his body. 
 
    Clearly, Wren had scored several hits on him that he’d repaired with his own Essence and abilities. 
 
    Wren, on the other hand, was free of any such marks. 
 
    She’s able to not just fight him to a standstill, she’s slowly winning. 
 
    So long as she doesn’t run out of stamina before he runs out of Essence to heal himself. 
 
    The bump and thump of boots that were quite close drew Sam back to his own situation. He needed to hold the stairwell and cover his own part of the problem. 
 
    “I’m really nervous,” Yala said in a quiet voice behind him. Her spear didn’t tremble in the slightest despite the sound of her voice. 
 
    “So am I. It’s normal,” Sam said and then moved into a fencer’s pose. He held his rapier up in front of himself. It would narrow the places where someone could strike him and give him a slightly better angle to work. 
 
    Slashing in a narrow stairwell wasn’t easy. One was far more likely to strike the stones around them than the enemy. 
 
    Several enemies in leather armor came into view. Sam lifted his blade tip upward and waited. 
 
    Unfortunately for him, the enemy came down in a press. They had no option to slow down. Those in the front were pushed forward even as they tried to come to a stop. The momentum of the column carried everyone forward. 
 
    Ah. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Lunging forward, Sam caught the lead person in the lungs. The tip slid right through them and out their back. As quickly as he’d moved to withdraw the weapon, Sam had drained them to death. Sending them on to the next plane of existence. 
 
    This wasn’t the time or place to try and be merciful. There was too much happening for him to have that kind of charity available. A fight to the death was just that. 
 
    Yala’s spear thrust forward and caught one of the soldiers on the other side of the stairs. She struck right in the middle of his abdomen. 
 
    The spearhead didn’t do much. 
 
    It looked to just barely break through the leather armor, the shaft bending under the weight of the oncoming press of bodies. 
 
    Then Yala drained the man of Essence just as Sam had instructed. 
 
    Dropping where he stood, the soldier’s life ended. He became another corpse on the stairs and created a growing pileup. Sam had contributed two more bodies at the same time. 
 
    Pushed downward, Sam and Yala had no choice but to retreat all the way back down to the base of the stairs. There was simply no way to stop all the soldiers, bodies, and momentum. 
 
    Stepping out to the side, Sam lifted his left hand and threw up a small wall of Essence-borne fire. It spanned the distance between one side of the stairwell and the other, blocking it off entirely with roaring purple flames. 
 
    Several corpses and one person went through the fiery wall. Each burst into an imitation of a torch, their skin crisping almost instantly. The one living person who’d gone through became a shrieking match and started to roll around on the ground crazily. 
 
    The rest of the mass of people were all pushing backward away from the firewall. All of them tried to get away and remain as far back as possible. Even those in the back—who had been pushing those in the front forward—stopped. 
 
    Little could be heard over the sound of fire crackling, the screaming of the man who’d gone through it, and the battle between Wren and Balahtus. It was a true din in Hell. 
 
    “Oh, that was amazing!” Yala said in an excited voice, stabbing forward with her spear through the fire. Sam could vaguely see it connect with someone on the other side. It connected much more firmly this time and partly penetrated into them. 
 
    A second passed before they crumpled to the ground, Yala apparently having devoured their Essence like a snack. Before he could contemplate it, she stabbed out again, her spear moving faster and more firmly. 
 
    “Lord Lust,” Yala said as she dropped the soldier she’d just stabbed, draining him dry, “consider me your most loyal city lord, who will do anything you ask of me. Just let me keep a weapon like this.” 
 
    It wasn’t hard for Sam to imagine Yala had just gained more Essence, and power, than she’d ever had in her entire life. Right now, no one could deny that she felt like a sexual tyrannosaur. 
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the dark-eyed beautiful woman grinning from ear to ear. The way she held the spear looked far more appropriate now. Then she lunged forward once again. 
 
    Each time she connected with a thrust, another soldier died and slumped to the ground. Sometimes, they passed through the flames and caught fire. Sometimes not. 
 
    Sam realized this was simpler than he had originally thought. 
 
    Moving to stand beside Yala, he rested a hand on her back. Diving into his brand upon her, he linked himself to her. Essence began to flow from him to her, and back to him. He empowered her using the Essence she was draining, and charged the Hellfire he’d placed into the stairwell. 
 
    “Lord Lust!” exclaimed Yala, stabbing forward twice in rapid succession. Each attack connected, drained a soldier, and fed back into the loop. 
 
    He could feel her desire rising rapidly inside her body. She was getting very excited at being so powerful, as well as the feeling of Sam linking to her directly. 
 
    “Keep thrusting,” Sam said with a smirk as Yala kept moving her spear back and forth. 
 
    The once-escort turned a deep shade of red at his words but did keep up her attack. The spear took another two lives. 
 
    “That’s the line I should be telling you, my Lord Lust,” she said, taking a moment to flick her eyes over to him. There was a need in her eyes that looked to be burning her up from the inside out. 
 
    “Talk for another time. Take another for us,” Sam said, gesturing back to the soldiers with a head nod. He was vamping the Essence from her even as she killed more. 
 
    He would, of course, give her a percentage of what she took, since she was doing the work, but he wasn’t going to pass up a free meal. Not now. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the soldiers in front of Sam and Yala crashed right through the flames. All of them caught fire and burned up. To be replaced by more, then even more. 
 
    Until the flames couldn’t keep up and went out all on their own. The spell had been over-taxed by the amount of bodies pushed through it. 
 
    Several large Demon-Knights could be seen at the back of the stairwell. They were forcing everyone in front of them forward in a never-ending press. 
 
    “Shit,” Sam said and then grabbed Yala under her elbow. Moving away from the stairwell at a near run, Sam headed straight for Aster and Erv. “Time’s up! We gotta go now!” 
 
    Erv looked over her shoulder, saw what was going on, then looked ahead again. Her head turned this way and that before she held a hand out to one portal in particular. 
 
    “Through there, Sam!” Aster said, her open hand turning into a pointing finger. “That’s the one we want! It leads to a lower level in the stronghold.” 
 
    Ah, regardless of Balahtus, we do have somewhere else to go. 
 
    Rushing past Aster, Sam grabbed Erv around the waist, while still pulling Yala along, and went right to the portal. 
 
    Erv squeaked, her hands clamping down on Sam’s forearm. 
 
    “We’re leaving, Wren!” Sam yelled at the top of his voice. Turning his head, he looked over to where she had been battling Balahtus. She didn’t seem to have heard him. 
 
    Balahtus had, though, and looked extremely displeased. 
 
    Taking a step to the right, the Pit Demon seemed to be considering attacking Sam and the others, instead of dealing with Wren. 
 
    That was apparently the only opening she needed. 
 
    Wren had drawn back her battle-axe, then swung it up and planted it between Balahtus’ legs. Driving the edge of the weapon into his privates, then part way up into his guts. 
 
    Shrieking in pain, Balahtus dropped his weapon and grabbed at his nethers. 
 
    At the same time, Wren had jerked the blade out of the Pit Demon, used the momentum as a swing, and brought the whole thing down in an overhand chop on the Demon’s head. 
 
    With a crackling noise, the Pit Demon’s large head was split in half. Brains, bone, and blood sprayed out in every direction. The Pit Demon went limp and became a battered corpse. 
 
    At the exact moment that happened, all the soldiers, mages, Demon-Knights, and everyone else under Balahtus’ control suffered the backlash of his death. His brand broke apart and caused chaos through anyone wearing it. It would take them all several minutes to gather themselves after losing their lord. 
 
    Wren slammed her battle-axe into the ground, spread her wings out wide, and let out a roar. Bright-red mist poured from her mouth like a dragon breathing flame.  
 
    She killed a Pit Demon. Definitely the spawn of Luke. 
 
    Most definitely. Though, doesn’t that— 
 
    Holding her left hand out over the corpse, Wren made a clutching motion. 
 
    A mass of Essence departed the fallen Demon in a rush. Shrieking, screaming, and sounding like wind ripping through a whistle, Balahtus’ soul jetted through the air and entered Wren’s palm. It knocked her hand back a whole foot. The soul vanished into her flesh and no longer existed. 
 
    She’d taken his soul directly after killing him. Balahtus would exist no more, on any plane. 
 
    Spawn of Luke! 
 
    Sam carried Erv and dragged Yala through the indicated portal. He was followed by Aster, and then Wren a few seconds later. They found more collapsed soldiers on the other side. 
 
    Then they laid about the portal area and turned it into a butcher’s shop. All the soldiers and mages who had been in the Annulus fortification had been rendered helpless by their lord’s demise. 
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    Yala scurried from soldier to soldier and utilized her spear. 
 
    “She… ah… seems very driven,” Erv remarked, watching the beautiful Demon going about slaughtering those who couldn’t resist. 
 
    “They deserve it,” growled Wren in a heavy breath. She was still spewing out red mist with every breath. “They may have been soldiers under his watch, but they all participated in slaughters, rapes, and whatever else they could.” 
 
    Sam wasn’t about to tell Wren that her statement comprised probably ninety percent of all inhabitants of Hell. Considering her most recent accomplishment, and the effort it took, she was above reproach at the moment. 
 
    “That and she’s using it like a straw. It’s one of Sam’s Essence weapons. You forget she’s just a Demon. She’s our boob-priestess, but that doesn’t change what she is,” Aster said with a nod of her head, wrapping the portals in ever tighter spells. There was no way they wanted others to come through to bother them. “She’s still just a Demon living the best she can. She can’t just draw in Essence through outside sources. Or draw it from others like many Demons in Hell. She can only earn it, as if it were money. 
 
    “This is the first time she’s probably ever experienced being able to tap into Essence directly. Probably the first time she’s ever experienced power that is simply power. I can’t blame her. I’d probably do the same if I was given the same chance.” 
 
    Yala made a triumphant squeak and pulled her spear out of a now-dead mage. Rushing over to the next laid out combatant, she slammed her spear down into their chest. 
 
    “That’s fair,” Erv murmured, adding her expertise and control to Aster’s spell working. Together they were ensuring it would take a great deal of power to break through their version of a locked door. 
 
    Certainly more power than Sam had available to utilize. That meant that the number of people who could force it open would be very few. 
 
    Moving to another prone soldier, Yala rammed her spear down into their back. Waiting a second, she pulled it out and went on, leaving behind another dead body. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Wren asked, looking at Sam. 
 
    “Exactly what we came here to do. Break the sigil diagram and get our portal back home. Because I really don’t want to stay in Hell,” Sam said, looking at the area around them. “Erv, any idea about where that sigil diagram would be?” 
 
    “Yes, as cliché as it sounds, the dead center of the fortress,” said the Elemental. “I mean… this is Skipper we’re talking about. She’s not exactly… creative. 
 
    “I had to teach almost all of her ‘daughters’ how to use brands, magic, and Essence. It wasn’t as if she would be able to teach them.” 
 
    “She was always garbage for pretty much everything,” muttered Sam then sighed. “Really, the only thing she had going for her, was how we met. The fact that I needed a first Imp.” 
 
    “You never—” 
 
    Before Aster could finish, Sam held up a hand. He knew what she was going to ask. 
 
    “Not going to talk about how we met. It’s pointless and serves absolutely no purpose. Let’s just get going,” Sam said and then gestured toward a distant stairwell that led to the floor above. “Lead on, Erv. You’re our guide.” 
 
    “Ah… yes,” Erv said, making a flicking hand gesture at the portal. Turning to the side, the lovely Elemental headed toward the stairs. Everyone else began falling in behind her. 
 
    “Hey, Boob-Priestess, time to go,” Aster said as they passed by Yala who was busy stabbing yet another soldier. 
 
    “Okay,” declared the woman, pulling her spear out of the now recently deceased mage. Instead of falling in with them, she ran ahead toward the stairs, stabbing and killing every prone follower of Balahtus she could. 
 
    “Vicious. I like her,” Wren said under her breath while walking alongside Sam. 
 
    “Mm. By the way, we should probably talk about the fact that you took the soul of Balahtus,” said Sam, glancing toward Wren. She still had her horns, wings, and hooves. An image of a female Luke. 
 
    “I… yes. I didn’t even realize what I was doing until I had already pulled it free,” Wren murmured, her brows slowly coming down low over her eyes. Her brow was furrowed and she looked mildly concerned. “I’m not a Cambion anymore.” 
 
    “Actually, you’re not thinking of it right. You were never really a Cambion,” replied Sam. “You were a Devil. Or more directly, of ‘The Devil’ line. Luke claimed he wasn’t normal and was a specific race. 
 
    “There’s no doubting at all that you’re of his breed. Which I suppose, in the end, is an extremely higher, more powerful, Cambion. For all we know, Luke made the first Cambion of his own line and bred them accordingly. Everyone knows Cambion were bred to become soldiers and sexual partners to Demons, yet no one knows where that belief started. Cambion just… came into being.” 
 
    “Wait… Luke is older than you are?” Wren asked, now looking at Sam with a very curious expression. 
 
    “Different parts of Hell,” Sam murmured. “I wasn’t actually from this area, you know. Nor was Luke. 
 
    “Word and myth always spread further than the original subject. I myself worked in an area that was probably as large as all these towers but… much different in landscape. Just how the world is. 
 
    “Though to answer you directly… yes. Luke was around since the Elementals themselves were formed. Now seeing your abilities in person and based on what was said of Luke… I begin to wonder if you’re perhaps an Elemental of Hell.” 
 
    To Sam, it made perfect sense. Wren drew her powers from others from Hell, as well as the plane of Hell itself. As if she were a Water Elemental in a lake, or a Fire Elemental in a bonfire. 
 
    “Hm. Seems possible,” Wren agreed, looking ahead as they began to climb the stairs. Behind them, Yala slammed her spear into the back of a mage, withdrew it, and fell in behind them. “I can feel the suffering of others. The wish to do violence upon another coming from someone. Cruelty, misfortune, and negativity. 
 
    “Feel it all around me and it nourishes me. Every time s… every time our boob-priestess killed someone, I felt her desire. Her joy at taking someone’s life as well as their suffering as they died.” 
 
    “Did you? Well, that’s impressive,” Yala said, unconcerned by the words. She was a true denizen of Hell. Suffering was no different than breathing. “You’re not going to start calling me that as well, are you? It’s a terrible name.” 
 
    “Your boobs are nearly as big as Jes’ if not bigger. Boob-priestess fits,” Wren said. 
 
    “And Erv is our boob-goddess. Bigger than all,” Aster said, sliding up behind Erv. Her hands spread out quickly to her sides. 
 
    “Don’t. I’m busy doing as Lord Lust commanded me,” said Erv, lifting a hand up as they exited the stairwell. 
 
    Aster deflated, her hands falling to her sides. She was quick to fondle Erv given a chance, but never fought the Elemental when she told her to stop or to not do so. 
 
    “Now we go… uhm… that is—” Erv’s voice trailed off as she slowly looked back and forth between the corridors spread out around them. It was clear she wasn’t quite sure which way to go. Shaking her head, she held her hands up and created a small web-work of elemental water. 
 
    Holding it up in front of herself, she slowly rotated one way, then the other. 
 
    “Oh! Got it,” she said and started moving ahead quickly. 
 
    “Ah, I’ll go first. Just in case there’s some people who’ve woken up. Just tell me which way to go, Erv,” Wren said, moving ahead of the Water Elemental. Yala took Wren’s place immediately, eyeing Sam with a smile.  
 
    “Straight ahead,” Erv replied, still holding up the elemental water in front of herself. “I don’t know the layout anymore, if I’m being honest. They’ve changed it or I’ve forgotten it. But the vast amount of power ahead of us… well, it couldn’t be anything else other than the collection point.” 
 
    That makes perfect sense. 
 
    Sam eyed Yala for a few seconds and found that she really was built in a lovely way. What she was wearing certainly emphasized it. He couldn’t help but wonder what she’d feel like underneath him. 
 
    Especially if she’d never had a true orgasm before. 
 
    I wonder how wonderful she’ll taste. It’ll be as pleasant as a virgin’s, I bet. 
 
    Under his study, Yala looked away, her eyes shifting quickly to anything other than him. It was obvious she could feel his gaze and desire. 
 
    Breaking his thoughts away from Yala, Sam put his attention forward again. They’d just crossed over from one hall to another and were now moving toward a distant light that was increasing in brightness. There was also a rather loud noise. 
 
    It sounded like the humming of a power transformer on the prime material plane. As if a great many of them were all lined up near one another and receiving a full power supply. 
 
    Reminds me of the facility that housed Aster and what it sounded like from the inside. 
 
    As casual as he could, Sam glanced over to the Lightning Elemental. 
 
    She looked as if she were perfectly normal at the moment. Even though the sound reminded Sam of her previous situation, it was perfectly possible it didn’t trigger her in any way. 
 
    “That’s the center,” Erv said as the exit of the hallway came into full view. The light wasn’t blinding, but it was certainly like being out at noon on the equator in the summer. 
 
    Everyone held their hands over their eyes as they exited the hall and entered the main room. 
 
    Held suspended in midair above them was the source of the noise they’d been hearing. 
 
    A massive, roiling, vibrating, tower of Essence. One that filled all the space from one wall to the other and back again. There was so much power right there that Sam could feel the hair on his head slowly rise up as if he were surrounded by a great deal of static. 
 
    Looking away from the Essence, Sam glanced at the ground in front of them, then to the walls around them. 
 
    All around them were massive progressions of sigil work. One connected to another, then back again. They all coiled outward toward the walls and quite literally through them. 
 
    “Alright,” Sam said, then looked back toward the sigil work on the ground. “This is where we’re supposed to be. This is the thing we’re supposed to destroy. 
 
    “The problem is that I’m fairly certain the moment I do, this fortress will go up in an explosion. There’s no outlet for all that Essence. It’s beyond the capacity of any one person to handle, either. Whatever this place was made for, other than collection, we’ll never know. I can guarantee, though, that there was an intended transfer point for all that Essence.” 
 
    “Oh,” Aster said with a frown, glaring at the Essence above them. “Yeah, that’s gonna make a crater out of this place, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, a big one,” answered Erv and then let out a slow breathy sigh. “We can try to set up something that would break the sigil diagram on a delay and head back to the portals. But there isn’t anywhere else we could go that wouldn’t be just as dangerous.” 
 
    “What about the portal to where Abrah went?” Wren asked. “Couldn’t we go to that one, fight our way free, and link up with her? We can do the delay thing and run to the portal.” 
 
    “I mean, it’s certainly possible,” Erv said with a shrug of her shoulders. “And I don’t have a better plan.” 
 
    “Delay won’t work,” Sam said, interrupting them both with an argument. He pointed to the sigil work laid out on the ground. “These are self-replicating. They can be broken, but unless we make sure they remain broken, they’ll just repair themselves. It’s a built-in safety so it doesn’t just explode if someone accidentally breaks a sigil. 
 
    “Probably has an alarm built into it, too. Or so I’d guess from those sigils over there.” 
 
    Sam gestured at an ugly little red sigil that was built into the exterior of everything. He had the faint impression it would function a lot like a klaxon in some way. Just perhaps without sound. 
 
    Looking around at his comrades, Sam noticed they were all nearly empty of Essence. Their various battles and fights had drained them rather dry. 
 
    Sam himself was running low, though, he wasn’t quite as empty as they were. 
 
    He would need to feed soon and replenish their stock of Essence as soon as they were safe. That also meant he couldn’t rely on them as a battery at the moment. 
 
    The only one who had any Essence at all was Yala, who was brimming with it. 
 
    On top of that, she didn’t need much to survive on since she was such a lower class Demon. 
 
    “I’ll keep Yala here with me and use her as a battery,” said Sam, looking from person to person. “She and I can escape and cycle Essence back and forth to go quickly. I’ll just carry her and empower my body. 
 
    “The rest of you should head back to the portal room. Find the portal to Whore’s Ridge stronghold and ready it for us to escape. That way there’s no issue of us bumping into one another on the way out.” 
 
    “No! I ref—” 
 
    “Aster, my bonded,” Sam said, using a name he knew that would throw her offbeat. “I have no intention of dying here. Because if I were to fall, it’s a guarantee that the rest of you would starve. Please believe me, I’ll be right behind you. But I need you three to secure our exit and be ready to lock it from the other side once we go through.” 
 
    Aster opened her mouth to probably argue with him and paused. Then she stuck her tongue out and made a loud raspberry at him. 
 
    “Fine. We’ll go get the exit ready. I swear to your dark asshole, Sammy, that if you die… if you die, I’m going to force myself on some mortal, kill them, and then myself. Then I’m going to ride their damn soul to the afterlife just so I can haunt you in line,” growled Aster. 
 
    “Right. Understood,” Sam said, nodding his head with a grin. “Now, if you please, get moving. I’d like to leave this place quickly. We’ll give you a few minutes to get to the exit before we start working on the sigil destruction.” 
 
    Erv hesitated, then bowed her head to him and turned away. Aster moved to her side, leaving Wren standing there staring at Sam. 
 
    “I’ll just kill myself. I don’t even have to hijack a soul to get to the afterlife,” Wren said, pointing a finger at him. “I will drag you to the spiritual plane of Hell and torture you personally.” 
 
    Turning her back to him, the large Devil left as well. 
 
    “Well,” Yala said, looking at Sam. “Do we have time for you to show me what I’ve been missing sexually? Or do you need to spend that time building your own sigils?” 
 
    “As much as I’d love to demonstrate the glory of sex to you, Yala the Boob-priestess,” Sam said with a chuckle, “I do have to work on sigils to get this ready. 
 
    “Because I can set it up to go off, then we go wait at the edge where we can monitor it, and flee. Flee very swiftly. Because that Essence is going to go up like an atomic bomb.” 
 
    “A what?” Yala asked, her head tilting to one side. 
 
    “Never mind. It’s going to explode in a big way,” Sam clarified. Getting down to one knee, he began to scrawl into the dirt with a fingertip. There wasn’t much else they could do. They needed to break this sigil work to get back home. 
 
    Time was finite, their resources were as well, and there was no telling what surprises Balahtus or Skipper had left behind for them. Everything was becoming more and more complicated the longer Sam stayed in Hell. 
 
    Minutes passed before Sam finished his work. Looking up, he saw Yala not far away, watching him intently. She was clearly quite curious about what he’d been doing. 
 
    “I know someone who can teach you sigil magic,” said Sam, going straight for what he believed she was probably curious about. “Can’t do that until we get back home though. If you were going to ask, that is.” 
 
    “I… yes. I was,” Yala said, giving him a grin that showed off her imperfect teeth. They were slightly crowded and one of her teeth had a slight crook to it. “Thank you in advance, then. That is… if we survive.” 
 
    “If we survive,” Sam agreed, then stood up. It was as good as he could make it. “Has enough time passed?” 
 
    “Yes. We should probably start,” Yala said, then held out the spear to him. “No sense holding onto this if we’re running.” 
 
    Sam accepted the spear and returned it to his Essence pool. Then he moved forward and scooped up Yala, getting his hands under her rear end. Moving her around just a bit, he got her comfortable against himself. 
 
    “Alright. I’m going to light it now, are you ready?” Sam asked. 
 
    “As ready as I can be,” Yala said, then laid her head down on Sam’s shoulder. 
 
    Looking back at his sigils, Sam activated them then moved to the exit. 
 
    Standing there, he watched his sigil break the other spell. Then it phased out and began to loop into itself, his sigil work replicating the same pattern used to make it. 
 
    Skipper’s sigil diagram reformed itself, just as Sam had expected. Followed by a massive burst of Essence that flooded out in every direction. It made his skin prickle and it felt like someone was screaming in his ear that everyone needed to get to the vault. 
 
    Sam’s sigil broke through Skipper’s diagram again. 
 
    Only for it to be rebuilt, even as Sam’s snaked its way back around for a third pass. 
 
    Then a fourth. 
 
    Fifth. 
 
    Six. 
 
    On the tenth pass and break of the sigil diagram, Sam saw the rest of it all began to fail. The diagram rapidly faded away as the whole thing finally came undone. 
 
    The massive ball of Essence began to slowly sink toward the ground. 
 
    “Time to go,” Sam said and held Yala tightly. He linked himself to her and began to cycle Essence from her to himself, and back to her.  
 
    Now channeling the expanded Essence into his legs, Sam began to sprint away. He put as much distance as possible between them and the sigil room as quickly as he could. Behind him, the humming noise grew in pitch. It steadily climbed to a whine that reminded him of certain fireworks. 
 
    Then the Essence detonated. 
 
    All around them the walls began to shake and tremble. The very ground beneath his feet began to heave and wobble with the force of what was happening. 
 
    Shit! Way bigger than I thought. 
 
    This is going to rip right through the portals, isn’t it?! 
 
    Yala made a squeaking noise and then buried her face into his neck. She held onto him for dear life as he ran. 
 
    Behind him, he could feel heat rushing toward them. Heat and light, as well as Essence. 
 
    Leeching as much of the Essence out of the explosion as he could while he ran, Sam poured it all back into his sprint. His legs were starting to feel like they were burning. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if it was from the heat behind him, over-use of Essence, or the muscles failing. 
 
    Turning at the corridor that led down into the stairwell which would take them back to the portal room, Sam jumped. There was no way he’d have time to actually try and take the stairs. 
 
    Hitting a step with a great amount of force, Sam skipped off it and propelled himself forward again. He tried to limit the amount of time he spent on the steps entirely. 
 
    Except he hadn’t counted for gravity or how much force he’d put into the leap. 
 
    Sam was moving faster and faster, but he wasn’t going to hit any stairs. In fact, the bottom landing was rapidly coming into view and growing larger by the second. 
 
    Larger and far more solid. 
 
    Damnit, I’m going to break both legs, aren’t I? 
 
    As soon as he hit the stones, Sam realized he’d been wrong. 
 
    Cursedly so. 
 
    Not only did his legs break, but also his hips. 
 
    Spilling forward with the force of the impact, Sam slid across the stones on his side to try and protect Yala. 
 
    Before he came to a stop, someone grabbed him, dragged him into the portal room and then threw him and Yala both. 
 
    Sam physically passed through a portal to find Aster and Erv on the other side. 
 
    Then Wren crossed over to their side and looked at the Elementals. 
 
    They both went to work closing the portals completely. They removed the magic that’d held it open for years upon years. 
 
    Slumping to the ground, Sam laid there in agony. There wasn’t anything he could do to help them at the moment. Their survival was now in their hands. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Sam ignored it all. 
 
    “That was terrifying,” Yala whispered against Sam’s shoulder. She remained pressed against his front. “And amazing.” 
 
      
 
    Twenty-Five - Feeding Time - 
 
      
 
    “Here it comes!” Erv said in a slightly panicked voice. 
 
    “Shit, shit, fuck, fuck, shit,” growled Aster. 
 
    Sam didn’t even need to wonder what they were talking about, he already knew. It was the Essence from the explosion racing through the stronghold. It had been right behind them after all. 
 
    “Use the Essence to break the portal,” said Erv. “Reach in and pull what you can through!” 
 
    Now that caught Sam’s attention as it was a really good idea. 
 
    It was something even he could do right now while lying here. 
 
    Reaching out with what Essence he had available to him, Sam began to draw more through the portal. Pulling at the massive amount of Essence that was tearing through Annulus fortress. 
 
    Drawing it in as fast as he could, Sam began directing it to his broken body. If he could at least get himself to a point he could walk, he’d consider it a victory. 
 
    While he pulled the Essence and pushed it into himself, Sam felt something very strange as well. A small presence that fluttered about wildly. Going one way, then the other. Searching blindly without any real direction. 
 
    Then it latched onto what Sam was doing and followed it back through the portal. It began to pull at the Essence in the same way he was. 
 
    Except it was little better than a straw drawing water from a pond. Pulling a small trickle of Essence into Sam. Then in the next instant, the straw became a sluice gate in a dam and a massive amount of power blasted into him. Almost at the same rate that he was drawing in Essence. 
 
    It all occurred in less than a second, and Sam couldn’t keep up with what was happening. It was faster than he could even think about it. 
 
    It’s Yala! 
 
    The Demon perched atop Sam had somehow discovered Essence magic and was figuring it out quickly. She seemed to have a greater talent for emotion and intention based magic than even he did. 
 
    Everything she was drawing into him, cycled back to her, then to him. Sam had forgotten to disconnect himself from her. They were still endlessly cycling Essence between the two of them. 
 
    She was literally learning because she could follow what he was doing, as she was part of his Essence pool. 
 
    “Don’t fight it,” Sam murmured for Yala. He knew now that she was trying to imitate what he himself had done. Except where she had built a construct that allowed Essence in, Sam had made one that drew it in. “Just let go.” 
 
    The roar of the Essence explosion was increasing now. Sam could feel that Aster was shielding the portal while Erv was closing it. The two of them were working in concert to save the day. 
 
    Because even as they were trying to close the portal to Annulus down, there were portals that went to the other fortresses. Fortresses that had open portals to many other locations and back again, letting the Essence flow freely and wildly. 
 
    Yala apparently understood his words and her construct inverted itself. She was suddenly drawing more Essence into Sam and herself than even Sam could handle. 
 
    There was no arguing in his mind that Yala was a clear genius when it came to Essence sorcery. He wasn’t sure if she was born with it, or something that came about due to her mentality, but she was incredibly gifted. 
 
    “Got it!” Erv shouted at the same time that the portal collapsed on itself and vanished. “Oh my dear god, that was terrifying! Because the portals all bled into one another, there was no resistance at all!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Aster said, followed by a thump. 
 
    Sam opened an eye and peeked to the side. 
 
    Aster was slumped down on her knees, her hands pressed to the ground. She was panting, her skin incredibly pale. 
 
    “Hungry,” she whimpered, collapsing down onto her face on the ground. 
 
    Just beyond her, Erv fell down on her rear end, her legs spread out in front of her. She was holding herself up by her elbows. 
 
    “Yeah… hungry,” murmured Erv, then promptly collapsed backward. She laid down flat on the ground, and then went still. 
 
    “Erv?” Aster asked in a whisper. “Are yo-you o-okay ov…” 
 
    Aster’s voice trailed off in a strange way and she went silent. 
 
    Wren came over and bent down over Erv, then Aster. Looking at Sam, she frowned. 
 
    “Both unconscious. I can’t give them any of the Essence I have. It just goes through them,” she declared before Sam could ask aloud what’d happened. “You need to generate some Essence and feed them. Use me and—” 
 
    Before she could finish, Wren’s head whipped to one side as she looked over towards a corridor. 
 
    “There’s a great deal of bloodlust coming. A great deal,” said Wren. “Must be soldiers of Balahtus coming this way. That warning signal must have brought them. They were probably distracted by Abrah and her forces up until now. 
 
    “I… I will hold the line. Yala, feed Sam, help Aster and Erv. That is what you need to do.” 
 
    Lifting her large battle-axe, Wren left at a jog. She headed toward the corridor and what lay beyond it. 
 
    “Aster? Erv?” Sam asked. He didn’t doubt Wren, but he couldn’t help himself. 
 
    There was no response from either. 
 
    Reaching out with Essence, Sam could feel that they were indeed very low. They wouldn’t be waking up without him putting Essence into them. 
 
    Looking at Yala, who was still perched atop him, Sam wondered how to broach the conversation. 
 
    “Can we do it on my hands and knees?” Yala asked, giving him a curious look. “That position always felt the best for me.” 
 
    Sometimes, I’m thankful that we’re in Hell. Sex is so much easier to talk about here. 
 
    Sam shifted around on the ground, trying to see if his body still hurt. 
 
    Surprisingly, there were no aches and pains there. Everything felt where it should be. Between his and Yala’s pull on the Essence through the portal, they’d gathered enough to heal him. 
 
    Rolling to one side, Sam pushed Yala to the ground beneath himself. His right hand found her hip and clung to it, his left arm kept him propped up. 
 
    Leaning down, Sam kissed the beautiful Demon with need. Breaking it a second later, he kissed her again. Then again. And again, and again. 
 
    Without a word spoken, he’d gone straight from kissing Yala, to making out with her, his tongue moving into her mouth and caressing her own. He searched the insides of her mouth even as his right hand moved to rest above the waistband of her pants. 
 
    Sam could feel Yala’s desire growing. It’d started as little better than a spark. A spark on a rainy day. By going for something other than sex immediately, he’d thrown her into a completely different mindset. 
 
    Foreplay is always good, if one has the time. 
 
    Loosening her waistband, Sam slid his hand down into Yala’s pants. Pushing his palm against her pubic mound, Sam let his fingers dip down over the front of her nethers. Then he drew his middle finger upward, spreading apart the lips of her privates. 
 
    “Mmm,” moaned Yala in a soft surprised voice, even as Sam’s tongue ground against her own. 
 
    To Sam, it sounded as if she hadn’t expected to make a noise at all. He could feel her desire had now normalized comparable to what most women would feel in this situation. 
 
    Using his fingertip, Sam grazed over the hood of her clit, just to test her sensitivity. Yala didn’t directly respond, though she was enjoying what he was doing. 
 
    Realizing she might be someone who needed a lot of direct pressure, Sam pushed his finger down hard against her clit. Rolling it to one side, then the other. 
 
    Responding now, Yala shuddered under him, and pushed her hips down against his hand. Her desire had escalated rapidly, heading higher and faster than Sam had expected. 
 
    “Roll over for me, my beautiful Yala. To your hands and knees, as you asked,” Sam whispered in her ear after breaking his lips away from hers. Nuzzling her at the same time, he continued to press his fingertips into her clit, grinding it back and forth before finally pulling his hand free. 
 
    Yala nodded her head slowly, her hands gripping Sam’s shoulders. At some point, she’d grabbed him and held on. As if she were afraid he’d stop. 
 
    Slowly, Yala shifted around beneath him. Moving onto her hands and knees. 
 
    As she moved, Sam could feel her excitement and desire going ever higher. Sam could sense her needs and psyche clearly now. She was somewhat lost in her own head and couldn’t quite think clearly. She was already beyond the ability to truly process thoughts. 
 
    Once Yala was positioned, Sam gently began to work her pants off. He let them slide down to her knees and gather there. After dismissing his clothes with a flick of Essence, Sam took the opportunity to let his hands caress down her rear end and along her inner thighs. 
 
    Looking at her private region, he could see she was already quite moist. Then Yala leaned her shoulders and head down towards the ground, and arched her back. The position tilted her rear end and provided him with a perfect view of her. 
 
    Damn, she really is right up there with Jes. 
 
    Getting behind her, Sam placed his left hand on her rear end, and guided his tip to her entry with the right. Pushing into her smoothly, Sam sank down to his hilt then laid his right hand on her posterior as well. 
 
    “Ahhhhnnn,” groaned Yala, her long hair curtaining her face completely. Her shoulders tensed and she pushed her rear end back against him. 
 
    No sooner than he’d entered her, Yala’s whole sexual response changed. Being so incredibly horny, so desperate for his attention and member, that when he’d finally entered her it’d been almost too much for her. 
 
    None of what he was doing aligned with anything in her life previously. 
 
    Sam held onto her hips and began to thrust in and out of her. He pushed her forward with firm pressure, but not enough to knock her around. 
 
    Every other pat of his lap against her rear elicited a deep, heavy moan from Yala. Moans that were quickly increasing in volume and intensity the longer he kept at her. 
 
    Broken volume knob indeed. Just like my Wren. 
 
    Yala was enjoying herself immensely now, however there was an odd need that appeared in her mind. She wanted him to control her a little. 
 
    Reaching down with his left hand, Sam paused in his plumbing of her depths to gather up her hair. 
 
    “Wh-what?” asked Yala in a breathy pant as Sam bound her hair up in a ponytail in his palm. Then he gripped it and slowly pulled back, easing Yala’s head back. “Ahhh… S-Sam… I-I…” 
 
    Yala’s voice trailed off as he kept pulling until her stomach was nearly touching the ground, and she was holding herself up on her hands now. Her head was tilted back toward him and her rear end was raised up in his lap. 
 
    “So beautiful,” Sam said and ran his fingers along her spine. Then he started to pump himself into her again. Pulling at her hip with his right hand, he held her head and shoulders back with her hair clutched tightly in his left. 
 
    “Nnnn!” squeaked Yala and promptly tripped into her first-ever orgasm as he worked away at her. His member glided in and out of her tight pulsing walls. 
 
    Devouring down the enormous, thick Essence pouring off of her, Sam feasted. Then he promptly stuffed some of the Essence back into Yala, causing her body to shiver and go into an even deeper orgasm. 
 
    Pushing in and out of her the entire time, Sam never let up. He rode Yala determinedly as she came. 
 
    When she finally hit the peak of her orgasm, he built an Essence spike, and slowly drove it into her. Rather than spiking her suddenly, he pushed it through her carefully. The slower pace forced her to feel every bit of the gradual buildup that would eventually push her into a frantic peak. 
 
    All while knowing it was coming, since she could sense his Essence. 
 
    “AHHH, AHHHNNNN!” moaned Yala at what was likely the top of her lungs. When the spike finally settled into place, she was absolutely screaming now. Each and every thrust of Sam’s kept Yala in a completely different headspace. 
 
    Feeling her orgasm start to fall away, Sam began to wedge another spike into her. Then a third, a fourth, and a fifth. 
 
    Yala was very experienced with sex and could handle him. He imagined he could keep her falling through orgasms for quite a while. 
 
    Settling into a literal “long ride”, Sam grinned and kept thrusting away into Yala, cramming yet another Essence spike into her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Collapsing forward onto the stones, Yala laid there shuddering. Sam’s seed spilled out of her and down her inner thighs. When he’d finally let himself finish, he’d been very backed up. To the point that it felt like she’d be leaking for quite a while. 
 
    “Nnnnn,” groaned Yala, then she whimpered. Her body continued to quiver as she rode out the last vestiges of her extremely long orgasm. 
 
    Sam patted her lovely rear end twice, then started to move over toward Aster and Erv. 
 
    “More,” pleaded Yala from where she lay. 
 
    “In a bit. You need a break,” Sam said. He didn’t want to say that he needed to get Aster and Erv up and moving, then to go check on Wren. He’d heard the sounds of battle coming from farther down the hallway. It’d slowly died away and hadn’t returned. 
 
    Something had changed out there. 
 
    “More,” Yala pleaded again. “Love me more.” 
 
    Grinning, Sam laid his left hand on Aster’s shoulder. Without needing much effort, he slid into the brand on her while activating her brand on him. He quickly filled her with enough Essence that’d keep her topped off for two days. 
 
    It was all he could spare for her as he also needed to feed Erv and himself as well. With two mouths to feed in addition to his own needs, things were, as always, tight. 
 
    Aster didn’t awaken, but he felt her self-stabilize. 
 
    Crawling over on hands and knees still, Sam moved to Erv. Laying his hand on her knee, he began to push Essence into her as well. Though with her, he could only connect to his brand on her. She wasn’t one of his bonded wives. She only wore his brand. 
 
    As soon as he started to stuff Essence back into Erv, her eyes popped open. 
 
    Blinking twice, she looked up and stared at him. Essence flooded back into her poor dried-out self. 
 
    “My Lord Lust,” whispered the Water Elemental. 
 
    “Sam or Sammy,” corrected Sam. He finished with her refueling and then patted her thigh. 
 
    “My Sammy,” Erv said, watching him. It was obvious to him that she hadn’t been completely sure he’d take care of her. 
 
    Sam nodded at that. He didn’t mind her being a little possessive of him. Most of the women he slept with tended to get that way. 
 
    Deciding he needed to get up at this point, Sam sighed. Then he levered himself up to a sitting position, and slowly stood up. 
 
    Rather than using Essence, he dressed himself manually. 
 
    “I’ll be back. Care for the other two, my dear little Water Elemental,” Sam commanded, then started for the hallway. He wasn’t sure what to expect out there, but he wasn’t looking forward to it. Since coming to Hell, nothing had really gone his way. 
 
    At this point, he just wanted to go home. 
 
    If he had his way, he’d do nothing but sleep with his women, get them pregnant, and watch his kids grow up. This was all annoying to him anymore and he no longer wanted to be part of the world. 
 
    Exiting the corridor, Sam found a multitude of corpses. The dead were spread out in a semi-circle at the end of the hallway. The bodies included a number of soldiers, mages, and others that had all served Balahtus. 
 
    Apparently, enough time had passed that they’d been able to reorganize themselves. 
 
    Where’s… Wren? 
 
    There were swathes of blood splattered about the walls, and even a handprint that was soaked in blood. An ugly pit in Sam’s stomach began to form. 
 
    Wren wouldn’t have left this position unless she felt she had no choice, or was forced to do so. 
 
    Moving out of the hall, Sam found more and more corpses. They were in odd positions and poses, as if it were a battle on the run. On top of that, there seemed to be people who died in a group trying to hold a defensive point. 
 
    None of it made any sense now. 
 
    Sam continued on, trailing along the path of carnage. 
 
    After several minutes, Sam found where it all ended. The destruction stopped at the entrance to the Whore’s Ridge stronghold. 
 
    Arrayed in front of him were a number of soldiers with weapons. Quite a few of them were in mid-rampage against the stronghold troops. They took their anger and frustrations out on those wearing the colors of Balahtus. 
 
    Wren stood off to one side, battle-axe in hand. Abrah stood next to her, and was covered in blood and looked as if she’d been doing nothing but fighting for some time. 
 
    Ah… I was worried for nothing. Thank the High Heavens for that. 
 
    Letting out a slow breath, Sam felt better. 
 
    Now, he could claim his reward from Nicodimus and finally go home. 
 
    “Nicodimus,” Sam said under his breath. “Time to deal as I’ve fulfilled my contract.” 
 
    As soon as he finished speaking, Sam was yanked through a tear in planar space. One that formed in an instant where none had existed before. 
 
    Nicodimus had answered Sam’s statement. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-Six - Hellish Tale - 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations,” Nicodimus said. Sitting behind the desk where he’d been previously, the old man looked completely unchanged. 
 
    Sam blinked twice and looked around at his surroundings. It’d been surprising to be yanked through as soon as he’d mentioned Nicodimus. Everything was exactly as he remembered seeing it last. 
 
    Nothing had changed at all. 
 
    “You most certainly completed your end of the bargain. The sigil diagram I needed destroyed was destroyed,” continued Nicodimus. “You also freed all the Essence that’d been siphoned away from Hell. That’s gone a long way to bringing some stability back to the fabric of the plane itself. 
 
    “Good work. It’s all looking far more stable and healthy. A far better result than I honestly could have expected. Far sooner, as well. I was thinking it would take you many years to accomplish this.” 
 
    “I… of course. I want to go home. There’s nothing holding me in Hell that would make me want to spend even another minute there,” Sam said in a very simple statement. There wasn’t much else to be said. 
 
    Sam just wanted to go home. Little would stop him. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I could certainly see that,” grumbled Nicodimus. “I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed, however. I cannot open the portal for you at this time. 
 
    “I’m not saying I won’t open it for you, but I cannot do so until Hell’s planar fabric is stable enough to handle one. That isn’t today. Nor is that tomorrow, or this week. 
 
    “Based on how the plane feels today, I would estimate it will take six months before I can reasonably open the portal for you. Six months to a year, somewhere in there.” 
 
    “You won’t open the portal for me,” Sam said in a flat voice. 
 
    “I most certainly will, just not at this time. Or if you like,” Nicodimus said, and then held a hand out to his left. A small pea-sized hole appeared. As if someone had used a paper punch at that point in space. “I have opened the portal for you to get home. Here it is. It will reach full size in six months. I have met the conditions of our agreement and acted in good faith.” 
 
    “No! You were going to open a portal so I could go home!” argued Sam, feeling his blood boiling. 
 
    “Indeed. I have done so. It will just take six months for that portal to grow to full size. The conditions have been met,” Nicodimus said with a shrug of his shoulders. “The third-party would agree with me. Most people would, in fact. Our agreement was very vague in regards to the portal. 
 
    “Now… I have work to do. Good luck to you when you get back to your home plane in six months. It seems you’ll have your work cut out for you given that you’re going against Skipper and her master.” 
 
    Before Sam could even mount an argument, Nicodimus dismissed him. Sending him right back to where he’d been to begin with. 
 
    Standing there, Sam felt strange. He had arrived and left from the same spot. It was as if he’d never left. 
 
    No one had moved or twitched. 
 
    The only change was that now there was a small portal hovering nearby. The same one Nicodimus had opened for him. Still just as small. 
 
    “What?” Sam asked no one in a strangled voice. 
 
    What!? 
 
    Standing there, Sam didn’t know how to proceed. His mind had been entirely focused on the idea of finally going home. The opportunity to leave Hell and never look back. 
 
    Taking in shaky and uneven breaths, Sam stood there, staring at the minuscule portal. 
 
    I’ll go get some Essence. Get a whole bunch of it, then tear this fucking thing open. 
 
    Nicodimus thought he was being cute by ‘opening a portal’ but all he really did was give me a foothold. I can use this. I can rip this whole fucking thing wide open and make it a full-sized portal. 
 
    You bastard, Nicodimus! 
 
    Snorting, Sam felt his mind crystallize around the idea of what he would do. Even as it skittered and scrambled around. Often falling into looping curses. 
 
    Oh no, you didn’t. 
 
    Sucker tried to play me, but he never paid me. 
 
    Payback is coming, and you’ll be running forever! 
 
    Mentally skidding to a complete stop, Sam realized that Nicodimus had truly underestimated him. To the point that he’d actually provided Sam with an even better answer than the one Sam originally considered. 
 
    Sam could feel his own planes, his contracts, and even Jes, through the portal. 
 
    Despite being small, it was an open window into the prime material plane. 
 
    And all of its resources. 
 
    Laughing hysterically, Sam held his arms up at his sides. 
 
    You didn’t pay me what you owe me! 
 
    So I’ll take it back on my own! 
 
    In a flash of thought, Sam punched an Essence spike through the portal and into the other side. Immediately, he began to feed on the plane itself, letting it start to fill up his starved body. 
 
    At the same time, he called open a portal to his personal plane. 
 
    Instantly, Essence began to slam through the small portal into Sam. Forcing the small joke of a contract payment wider already. 
 
    Latching onto it with his mind and with his Essence, Sam began to yank and pull at it. Tear at it and force it further and further apart. 
 
    As if he were peeling open a ding dong from its aluminum foil tomb. 
 
   
  
 

 Opening outward, inch by inch, the portal continued to unfold. It widened and reshaped itself as he went. 
 
    Rotten, fucking debtor! I’ll tear this thing open and then shove it all back down your throat! 
 
    I’ll go to the Void if I have to, to find you! 
 
    Bastard! 
 
    Sam could feel a tremendous amount of power radiating out from around him and the portal. As if it were resisting his efforts to be opened enough that he could use it. 
 
    As if Nicodimus were fighting him. 
 
    I’ll kill you! 
 
    Sam lost control over himself at the idea that Nicodimus was trying to hinder him even now. After already cheating Sam on his payment. 
 
    Slashing and tearing at the portal with Essence, Sam felt it when it finally gave way. The force attempting to hold it shut stopped. 
 
    Yawning open, the portal was full size now. On the other side, was home. Along with a portal to his personal plane. 
 
    “Bastard,” Sam muttered as he panted heavily. It’d cost quite a bit of Essence from his reserves on the prime, but he didn’t care. He had his way home now. “Cheat me? Fuck you.” 
 
    Belatedly, Sam realized there was a whirlwind of power that crackled and sizzled around the portal. Sending out small little bolts of lightning in multiple directions. 
 
    Uh. That’s— 
 
    “You’ve… torn the fabric completely,” said Nicodimus’ voice from nowhere. “It’s completely ripped free. You… you’ve done what even Skipper and her master refused to do. 
 
    “You’ve doomed us all. Doomed us. All for your selfish nature. Because you couldn’t even wait six months for it to heal.” 
 
    “What is this!?” shrieked a second voice that Sam recognized as well. It was Skipper. “The planes are failing!? What’ve you done!?” 
 
    I… no. No! I didn’t do this. 
 
    “This was Nic—” 
 
    “Sam!? You did this? Are you trying to end us all? The planes are failing! Why do you think we stopped the portals to Hell!?” screamed Skipper. “I can’t stop them! I can’t—I can’t stop it. They’re all failing!” 
 
    “Damn you, Sameerixis! You’re the harbinger of the end times, aren’t you!?” shouted Nicodimus. “I can’t stop it either. Everything is failing. Planes are collapsing on themselves faster and faster. This is the end.” 
 
    “You-you were supposed to open a portal for me to go home!” Sam yelled, defending himself. 
 
    “I said I needed six months!” yelled back Nicodimus. “Six months was all it would take! And now you’ve doomed everyone because you couldn’t wait!” 
 
    Suddenly, Sam felt something very strange. Strange and terrifying to him. 
 
    Aster’s plane—which was rather new considering she’d only constructed it after her escape—folded on itself. It ceased to exist. Anyone and anything that was on it, no longer existed. 
 
    Snuffed out in an instant. 
 
    “Gods curse and damn you, Sameerixis!” screamed Skipper. 
 
    Sam could feel Skipper and Nicodimus both frantically working at something beyond his ability to truly sense. They were scrambling to try and fix what Sam had done. 
 
    Sam felt Jes’ plane collapse without a disturbance, becoming nothing at all. Taking everything on the plane with it into nothing. 
 
    “I think I’ve stabilized the prime. Sealed it off from breaches and most of the other hard-set planes as well. But… but it isn’t enough, is it? It’s not enough,” Nicodimus said in a wheeze. He sounded as if he were beyond spent. “Too much was lost. Far too much. I can’t fix any of it.” 
 
    “I’ve spent everything that we can spare to keep a majority of the minor planes. Most won’t suffer tears but… I can’t guarantee it,” Skipper replied. “We lost thousands of planes, though. Thousands and thousands. I wouldn’t even know where to begin to catalogue all the lost souls. So many were lost.” 
 
    Lost… souls? 
 
    Skipper didn’t open a portal for Balahtus because…because she couldn’t. If she had, this would have happened. She was trying to keep the planar fabric of the world intact? 
 
    And I tore it open. 
 
    I did this. 
 
    “Can I do anything or hel—” 
 
    “Go kill yourself,” Skipper said in a scathing tone. “You’ve already helped enough. What you’ve done… what you’ve done can never be fixed. It cannot be undone. We might as well just end this world and move on to the next at this point.” 
 
    “The fabric is rent… there will be tears… tears in more planes than I ever want to consider. Unendingly,” lamented Nicodimus, seemingly uninterested in either Skipper or Sam at the moment. “I’ve failed in my task. It’s all over. There’s nothing left to do.” 
 
    Sam was shaking his head now. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. 
 
    There was an ugly hollow in his stomach and his mouth was dry. A cold sweat clung to his skin at the same time. 
 
    “Just go kill yourself,” Skipper muttered a second time, then said no more. 
 
    “Of the millions of lives you condemned,” whispered Nicodimus. “I could only save three. And there’s no point to them living anyway. This whole world will collapse at this rate. Even the prime will fail eventually. 
 
    “Congratulations, Sam. You got what you wanted. Congratulations. You can go home.” 
 
    There were several soft thumps near Sam’s feet that caused him to look down. 
 
    “You might as well kill them yourself since you already sentenced them to death. I’m going to go wait for the end elsewhere. Might as well let Skipper have the Hub if only to end this all the quicker. I hope you rot in this grave you’ve made for us, Sameerixis,” cursed Nicodimus. 
 
    Three infants were resting on the grass around Sam’s feet. All three were blearily looking around and seemed to be very unsure of what was going on. 
 
    I… did what? 
 
    Unable to collect his thoughts, Sam stood there. Trying to process everything that’d just happened.  
 
    Off to his left, a sudden tear in reality opened up to the size of a Buick, passed through a soldier, then rapidly shrunk in on itself. Only the bottom half of the soldier remained behind. 
 
    A second tear ripped itself open and swallowed up a chunk of a wall, then vanished as quickly as it’d appeared. 
 
    No more tears appeared, but Sam got the feeling that there was always the possibility of more. That they were occurring everywhere across the expanse of the universe. 
 
    What have I done? 
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    Looking up to the speaker, Sam saw Irma standing in the portal to his home plane. 
 
    “What… just happened?” she asked. It was obvious she’d been there to hear Skipper and Nicodimus speak. He wasn’t really sure what to say to her at the moment. 
 
    Clearing his throat, Sam looked down to the ground in absolute shame. It’d be an ugly tale to recount now. Filled with death, despair, and his final action. 
 
    A tale worthy of Hell. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Standing in the portal entry room of his own plane, Sam felt at home. Regardless of anything else, he’d gotten his genie’s wish. His Devil’s bargain. 
 
    “Wren, you… look very different,” Irma said from where she stood beside Wren. She was looking up at the other woman. 
 
    “Yes. I’m apparently not a Cambion,” Wren said with a smirk. “Though my appearance changed, and I’m a little stronger and faster, I’m still… I’m still me. Nothing really changed otherwise. I just fight and look better, now.” 
 
    “Mm. Well, as long as you’re okay,” Irma said, and then turned to look at the others next to her. 
 
    Her eyes landed on Abrah, then Aster, and slowly slid over to Erv and Yala. 
 
    “Hello, Irma,” Erv said, waving a hand at Irma. “I’m Erv. I’m a Water Elemental. I was a double for Jenaphila until Sam freed me.” 
 
    Irma blinked several times then looked at Yala. 
 
    “City Lord Yala,” explained the beautiful Demon with a wave of her fingers. 
 
    “Hmph. I see,” murmured Irma and then turned back to Sam. She looked frustrated but not surprised. “Now, to the actual problem at hand. 
 
    “It sounds like… you… broke the planes. Or that’s what those two who were yelling at you said. Could you explain it, please?” 
 
    Sam opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again, and hesitated. 
 
    Aster, Erv, Abrah, Yala, and Wren were all staring at him. They hadn’t heard anything about what happened, but they had been gathered up for this meeting. 
 
    “Nicodimus didn’t honor his side of the bargain,” said Sam defensively, then sighed and looked to the side. “Or I felt he hadn’t. He opened a tiny portal home for me and told me it’d be six months before it would be fully formed.” 
 
    “And Nicodimus is?” prompted Irma, giving him an odd smile. 
 
    “Ah, uh, he’s basically the gatekeeper for the planes. The Void. The places in-between,” Sam explained. “He made me a deal. If I eliminated Skipper’s sigil diagram, he’d open a portal.” 
 
    “And Skipper is… Jenaphila,” Irma said, then pointed at Erv. “Except she was a body double of Jenaphila. She was the one torturing Aster and the others?” 
 
    “Different body double,” Aster corrected, waving her hand back and forth. 
 
    Irma nodded her head, then shook it. 
 
    “Alright, I suddenly have the impression that none of this really matters. You’re home, despite there being some clear issues involving planes and… and other things,” Irma said, cutting right through everything. Apparently, she’d come to some course of action she wanted to take. “What do I need to know, and what are your plans? You look like you have something itching at your mind.” 
 
    Sam felt all of his various thoughts and concerns narrowing into a razor-honed point. Irma was right, he did have something he wanted to do. Something he needed to take care of. 
 
    Skipper was trying to build power everywhere. To gather it and send it elsewhere. 
 
    That was something he could most definitely fight against. His goal at this point was really only to play spoiler. To ruin anything and everything that Skipper was doing and going about. 
 
    “Skipper is looking for something called the Hub,” Sam said, jumping straight to the deep end. “I want to find it before she does. Apparently, that’s something she’s been looking for since she left Hell and joined her master. 
 
    “That means I need to get in touch with Miles, probably. Figure out what this Hub is and what it does. What he knows and how I can get to it before she does. It might be something like the Log. In fact, given how Skipper is looking for it, I bet it is. 
 
    “I’ll need to reach out to Eugenia and get a look at the Log. Reixhitz is letting her borrow it for the time being since he doesn’t need it right now. 
 
    “Need to talk her into letting me use one of her answers from the Log. I’m sure we can get an idea of how to go about this between the Log and Miles. Or so I hope.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Sam felt a lot better about the direction he’s suddenly given himself and everyone else. He felt a lot better, in fact. 
 
    While he couldn’t correct what he’d already done, he could keep going and try to do better. He could do his best to fix the planes and whatever damage he’d done. 
 
    Can talk to Miles about that, as well. He might have some insight into Nicodimus. I get the impression that maybe Eugenia and Miles could have information on him. 
 
    “Okay. Sounds like you have a goal. But none of that is anything I can really help with. This all sounds like something beyond a normal situation,” Irma said, then let out a deep, heavy sigh. Her eyes slowly drifted over to Abrah, Yala, and Erv. The three of them were holding the three babies that Nicodimus had dumped out into Hell. It looked like she wanted to say something, but she hesitated. “Everyone is out in the Middle East right now. There’s a growing conflict out there involving Elves. 
 
    “We’re getting involved as a PMC for some security contract work. Nothing front line, but more secondary and defensive roles. Things we can handle and prepare for. We did some sub-contracting work for patrols but we didn’t use anyone we actually care about for that. 
 
    “Beyond that, I also have some news for you. I don’t like being the bearer of bad news, but I don’t think I could leave it up to Irene to tell you.” 
 
    What? 
 
    Feeling his face shift to a confused frown, Sam waited, staring at Irma. 
 
    “Abigail gave birth to a son, Alex,” explained Irma with a sad smile. “Irene gave birth to a girl, Sandra. Alex is perfectly fine but… but unfortunately Sandra didn’t— she didn’t make it. She wasn’t well. There was apparently a defect in her heart. That’s what the doctor said afterward. I’m… sorry.” 
 
    Taking in a slow breath, Sam wasn’t really sure how to respond. Of everything he expected to happen with having children, them not even making it past the day of their birth, hadn’t been one. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-Seven - Loss and Lost - 
 
      
 
    Knocking gently on the door to Irene’s apartment, Sam didn’t know how to proceed. He was still processing the fact that his daughter—whom he had never had the chance to see—wasn’t just already gone, but cremated. He would never even be able to look upon her in passing. 
 
    The duo-soul of Irene and Caer poked their heads through the door. Both of them looked very worn and distraught. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” murmured Caer. 
 
    “Hello, dear,” Irene said. 
 
    “We’ll be up in a moment to get the door,” they said glumly in unison. 
 
    “Someone told you?” Caer asked sullenly. 
 
    Sam nodded his head. 
 
    “We… never even got to hold her,” Irene whimpered. “They took her and ran off.” 
 
    Caer turned her head away, then Irene did. The soul vanished back into the apartment. That conversation had been the extent of what they could handle. 
 
    Seeing me probably won’t help her at all. Will it? 
 
    Grimacing, Sam stood there, waiting. 
 
    Eventually, the door opened. 
 
    Standing on the other side was Irene. She was dressed in an odd-looking shirt and a pair of pajama pants. 
 
    Before he could say a word, Irene crossed the distance between them and hugged Sam tightly. Clutching him as a drowning person would hold on to a life preserver. 
 
    Then the sobbing started. 
 
    Unable to do much in the hall, Sam began to crabwalk Irene back into her apartment. Getting the door closed, he took her into the bedroom and flopped down onto the bed with her. All the while the Witch-Lich sobbed against him. Her fingers clung to his clothes as tightly as possible. 
 
    Slowly, over time, the wailing and hiccupping sobs died away into soft crying. To a point that Irene was finally able to speak to a degree. 
 
    Sam didn’t like what he was about to ask, but he felt like it was a question that would uncork a dam in Irene. One that needed to exist for a time, but not forever. 
 
    “Will you tell me what our daughter looked like?” Sam asked quietly. 
 
    Irene choked on a breath, then nodded her head against him. 
 
    “She was so cute,” Irene mumbled, her voice sounding incredibly strained. “She had light-brown eyes and long lashes. With little dark wisps of hair that were black. I… I was able to touch her… but then they rushed her off to surgery. To try and fix her heart. She just wasn’t strong enough. 
 
    “Our daughter didn’t… she couldn’t— Sandra isn’t here, Sam.” 
 
    Letting out a low moan, Irene pressed her face hard against Sam’s shoulder again. In response, Sam just wrapped his arms around her and held onto her. 
 
    In the corner of the room, the duo-soul sat in the corner. Its knees were pulled up to its chins and both heads gazed off into nothing. 
 
    Time passed slowly with Sam just holding Irene. He didn’t have anything to do today and he was content to spend the time with her. Irma would be arranging a meeting with Eugenia and Miles for him. 
 
    Eventually, Irene winded down again. However, this time there was a lot less tension in her. It was as if she’d finally released a great deal of it. 
 
    Her fingers were no longer clutching at him, but were slowly moving back and forth across his shoulders. 
 
    “I like holding Alex,” murmured Irene suddenly. “Holding him and feeding him. Abby lets me… lets me feed him sometimes when she’s busy. 
 
    “Sandra isn’t here anymore, but my milk won’t stop. I pump it and store it for Abby to give to Alex when she doesn’t have time to feed him directly. Might as well make the best of it, right?” 
 
    For some reason, that didn’t quite seem like the right approach to Sam. In his head, the idea of continuing to pump breast milk would only make the depression and feelings of loss last longer. 
 
    In the other room, Irene’s phone line began ringing. 
 
    “Huh?” asked Irene, lifting her head to peer out the bedroom door and beyond. Frowning, she seemed to be considering getting up for several seconds. Then she laid her head back down. 
 
    Sam certainly didn’t care to answer the line. He had nothing going on for a while yet and was perfectly happy to comfort Irene. 
 
    Several minutes passed before Sam heard a knock at the door. 
 
    Irene and Caer lifted up from the corner and lazily floated through the walls to the front door. 
 
    They came back fairly quickly with almost unseeing eyes. They looked worn out in the worst way. 
 
    “Well?” Irene asked, looking at her souls. 
 
    The two shook their heads, saying nothing. They looked almost bored, if anything. 
 
    “Who is it?” Irene asked with a dangerous frown for the pair of souls. 
 
    “Irma,” Caer said finally, while the Irene soul only shook its head again. Not wanting to say anything at all, it seemed. 
 
    “Oh, it’s for me, I guess,” Sam said and then sighed. Kissing Irene’s brow, he got up slowly. Moving towards the entrance, Sam felt bad. “Sorry, dear.” 
 
    “It’s alright. I… I didn’t even ask how you are or where you were. Or how anything went in Hell,” Irene said, also getting out of the bed. She brushed her hands against her chest and then harrumphed. 
 
    Looking at Irene, he saw that she had two wet spots on the front of her shirt. Apparently, she’d started to leak at some point. 
 
    “Whatever,” Irene said dismissively and followed Sam. She sounded exhausted to him. “Irma won’t care. She understands.” 
 
    Getting to the door, Sam opened it. 
 
    Irma stood in the hallway and waved her hands expressively down the hall. As if to ward off someone from coming closer. 
 
    Following Irma’s gaze, Sam saw Erv, Yala, and Abrah all heading this way. Each of them was holding one of the three babies. 
 
    Fuck. That’s possibly the worst situation I’ve ever thought of. 
 
    Turning around, Sam found Irene right there. 
 
    “Hey, I’ll just talk to Irma and be right back,” Sam said, giving her a smile. “You just go relax. Maybe we can have lunch after this?” 
 
    Irene looked like she was going to disagree with him, then slowly nodded her head. 
 
    At which point, one of the babies let out a low cry. 
 
    In the next instant, Irene practically shoved Sam out the door in her haste to get into the hallway. She came to a dead stop just as the three women with babies did the same. Each was standing only a few feet from the other. 
 
    “What… what’s going on?” Irene asked, her eyes moving from baby to baby. 
 
    “Something happened,” Sam began with a wince. “These children were… foisted on me. We’re going to find them caregivers with the Succubi and Imps. I’m sorry Irene, I didn’t—” 
 
    Irene had already moved forward before he could finish speaking. She took the baby from Abrah, then glared at Erv and Yala. 
 
    “Bring Valeria and Nannie,” Irene said in a flat voice to the other two. With her left hand, Irene casually folded her shirt back and exposed one heavy breast. Pressing it to the baby’s face, she looked as if she’d done it a number of times already. “I’ve got Carla. And yes, those are their names. Caer and I have settled on these names. And they’re ours. They’re Sam’s children with us. Me and Caer.” 
 
    Turning on her heel, Irene marched back into her apartment. The baby had latched instantly to the breast that’d been pushed into her face and seemed quite content for the moment. 
 
    Yala and Erv looked at Sam who gestured at Irene’s back. 
 
    The other two women entered the apartment, as well. 
 
    “I… well… I guess that works out,” Irma said, rubbing a hand against her temple. “I’m not… I don’t think it’s healthy for her, but… whatever. It’s not like I could stop her anyway. 
 
    “I… whatever. Whatever. You have a meeting with Miles in about three hours. After I told him what had happened, he wanted to see you immediately. That was the soonest he could get back to this plane.” 
 
    “Oh… I… alright. Thanks,” Sam said. 
 
    “Eugenia is right after that. So you’ll go from one to the other, then probably to Reix to get the answers,” continued Irma. “He already said he’d be available to assist and that it wouldn’t be an issue. 
 
    “He’s doing pretty well by the way. He and my grandmother have started seeing one another, you know. They seem rather enamored with each other. Though… it’s… it’s really weird to see my grandmother looking like a thirty year old now. Let alone the fact that Reix looks thirty, as well. 
 
    “They’re working very well together. Started up a business very similar to ours, but I think it’s more along the lines of an intelligence service. Or a think tank. Something like that. Melody’s been using them a lot for her own work.” 
 
    Sam raised his eyebrows at that. 
 
    For Irma’s grandmother to look that young, it meant that Reixhitz had done something Sam thought wasn’t possible. Something that likely cost a great deal of Essence to do. 
 
    “Okay, thanks. I’m… going to go check on them,” Sam said, pointing towards where Irene had gone. “Then I’ll get going. Uhm… could you send up three cribs in the meantime?” 
 
    “Of course,” Irma said with a sad smile. “I’ll see you later?” 
 
    “Yes, definitely,” Sam agreed, then nodded his head to Abrah. “You okay?” 
 
    “I’m perfectly fine, my Lord Lust,” Abrah replied with a wide smile. “I’m quite glad to visit your home plane. I’m gaining a great deal of power with every minute I’m here.” 
 
    Sam imagined it was like going from a desert to living lakeside, for Abrah. Essence was almost everywhere on the prime material plane. 
 
    Heading into Irene’s apartment, Sam came almost instantly to a stop. Yala was on her way out and had practically run into him. 
 
    “Ah, my handsome Lord Lust,” said the Demoness who could compare to Jes. 
 
    I have two Semen Demons now. Interesting. 
 
    Yala slid up to his front, kissed him, and gave his cheek a pat. 
 
    “I’m going to go work out arrangements with Abrah and Irma,” Yala said, gazing into his eyes. “We must coordinate our efforts, after all. Abrah and I are your personal city lords, after all. Be sure to come see me soon.” 
 
    Then she was gone. 
 
    Looking into the apartment, Sam could see Irene in a recliner in the living room. She had the baby she’d named Carla on one breast, and another baby on her other breast. 
 
    Moving over to her, Sam found Erv was sitting down on the couch next to Irene. The third baby was nestled in her arms, quietly looking around the room as if nothing were the matter. 
 
    “Sammy,” Irene said, gazing down at the babies on her breasts, “make Caer her body. Right now, please. She needs to help me feed Nannie soon because I think these two will drain me. I can’t manage all three of our daughters by myself. I need Caer.” 
 
    Irene finally looked up from the nursing children to Sam. 
 
    He couldn’t tell if something had cracked in her head, or if she was just pushing through her own pain far too quickly. In either case, he realized it was exactly as Irma said. 
 
    It wasn’t as if he could stop her, even if he wanted to. 
 
    Caer and Irene’s soul showed up in front of him, their arms crossed in front of themselves. 
 
    “Yes, Husband. Make my body now,” Caer demanded. “Our daughter is going to get hungry and I’ll need to feed her. So make sure you put my body together in a way that I can feed her immediately.” 
 
    “Yes, immediately,” agreed the Irene soul. “And we’re not splitting our souls. We’ll just control both bodies like this. We’re one now. Sisters. We’ve been practicing with me being in control at times. 
 
    “This’ll be fine for the two of us. We’ll raise them well. Raise our daughters with you. All three of them.” 
 
    Irene was looking back down at the feeding children again. 
 
    Erv was watching Sam with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Your life is far more interesting than I thought it was,” Erv said in a low tone. 
 
    I… right. 
 
    Body for Caer. 
 
    These… are my daughters. Carla, Nannie, and Valeria. 
 
    “Make me look just like I did when you met me,” Caer said. “Irene and I will look like sisters at that point. It’ll be perfect.” 
 
    Then the soul floated over to where Erv was sitting. Caer gazed intently at Nannie, while the Irene soul’s head was turned to the side, watching her body with the other two. 
 
    One… War Golem body, coming up. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sam entered the front office of Miles’ antique shop. Amusingly, he saw quite a few things in which normal mortals would be incredibly interested. Things that were likely incredibly expensive and entirely mundane. 
 
    He knew that it was quite likely Miles had a different room in the store where he sold items of a more magical nature. Ones that had imbuements and enchanted effects. 
 
    “Ah, welcome. You must be Sam,” said a young woman who was standing off to one side near a sales counter. “Please, come with me. The Curator is already waiting for you.” 
 
    Sam only nodded his head to that and let himself be led off. Right now, he was somewhat dependent on the goodwill of Miles, then Eugenia, and finally Reix. 
 
    He was looking for information on a topic that was likely closely linked to the start of the world. 
 
    Something that he knew wasn’t going to be readily discussed. 
 
    In only a few minutes, Sam was taken into an office with a very impressive desk. The surface was covered with paperwork and opened envelopes, and it seemed Miles was in the middle of going through his mail. 
 
    “Thank you, that’s all,” Miles said without looking up. The woman who had escorted Sam left, closing the door behind herself. 
 
    Miles paused in his work, staring at the top of his desk. 
 
    “So,” he said in a soft voice. “You tore the fabric of the planes, infuriated Nicodimus, and managed to hear about the Hub. All in the same amount of time it takes for me to go on a vacation. That sum it up?” 
 
    Slowly, Miles lifted his head. Peering at Sam from under light-brown brows were his piercing eyes—brown with a bright blue ring around the pupils. By and large, Miles could pass as just an average, middle-aged man. 
 
    “More or less. Skipper helped Nicodimus try and repair whatever it was I did,” Sam said, then pulled out one of the chairs in front of Miles. 
 
    Taking a seat, Sam sighed and held his hands out at his sides. 
 
    “I thought Nicodimus had cheated me. I didn’t realize that he was just doing his job,” said Sam with a shake of his head. “The man didn’t explain much to me, he just made it seem like he cheated me and was fulfilling the deal to the bare minimum. 
 
    “My actions are my fault, certainly. I’m not excusing myself. But Nicodimus didn’t exactly help steer me away from my course of action, either.” 
 
    “I imagine not. He was always too focused on his role. How he perceived himself in the world,” admitted Miles, looking back at the paperwork. “Always with, ‘The Architect’ this and ‘The Architect’ that. Look, I get it, he was made specifically to exist. 
 
    “His entire life had a designated purpose and he was given power. More so than many. That doesn’t mean he has to be a dick-bag about it. Really is a condescending shit. 
 
    “Anyway. I can’t fix what you broke. No one but the Originator or the Architect can. So there’s no point in even asking about it.” 
 
    “Wasn’t going to,” Sam admitted. “I just want to find the Hub before Skipper does. That’s it. Because if she finds that, I can’t imagine it would be very good for anyone.” 
 
    Miles stopped in his work again. 
 
    Then he slowly let his head hang much further down. 
 
    “She’s really after the Hub, huh?” he asked. He sounded incredibly tired now. 
 
    “Balahtus mentioned it. Pit Demon who worked for her. So did Nicodimus,” Sam said after a second. “Said I should just let Skipper have it considering what I’d done.” 
 
    Miles nodded his head minutely. 
 
    “If she found the Hub, it would most certainly be the end, I would imagine,” he muttered. “There’d be little anyone could do if she got there. It’s… I can’t even describe what it is, other than to say it’s the heart of the universe. 
 
    “Because of the way they made everything—the Originator and the Architect that is—the Hub is literally an open access point. Anyone in the Hub could do whatever they wanted. 
 
    “End the world completely, reshape it so animals ruled the world, turn every single mortal on every plane into a man named Gary who could only say his own name, anything you wanted. Or at least, that’s my understanding of it. Never been there, but I’d heard it spoken of.” 
 
    In other words, yes… we need to find the Hub and make sure Skipper can’t get there. Ever. 
 
    Because the moment she does, there’s no going back. 
 
    “Right, so… where is it?” Sam asked, looking at Miles. “We need to get there and lock the door, so to speak. We can ill afford to let Skipper get there, right?” 
 
    Laughing, Miles leaned back in his seat and looked at Sam. 
 
    The man looked incredibly tired and worn out. 
 
    “I don’t know where it is,” Miles admitted with a shrug of his shoulders as he held his hands up. “No one does. No one knows where you would begin to look for it. The Hub was hidden by the Architect and… he’s an incredibly intelligent and devious bastard. 
 
    “Finding it is not something easily done. Otherwise, I would have already gone myself and started working the controls to throw the Silent One back. Throw him off this world.” 
 
    Sam took in a short breath and let it out in a quick huff. 
 
    “Right,” he mumbled, realizing that he was nowhere further along in his goals. He had more information, but no starting point. “No clues at all?” 
 
    Miles shook his head with a smirk. 
 
    “Nope. Not a one,” he admitted. “How about a drink before you go? Maybe several, in fact. Because I’m going to have one, and it’d be better if I didn’t have it alone.” 
 
    “Sure, why not,” Sam accepted, feeling very likely the same way Miles did. Things were only getting worse from here. 
 
    Then his thoughts drifted to the daughter he had never met and never would. His heart lurched sideways in his chest. Then his mind shifted to the War Golem he’d made for Caer and the fact that three babies he was now responsible for were being nursed by her and Irene. 
 
    He was very thankful that the insane woman who inhabited the High Heavens wouldn’t be bothered this time with his War Golem creation. So long as he never tried to pull a soul over from the other side again, he’d be fine. 
 
    “Why not?” Sam muttered, realizing that maybe he needed more than several stiff drinks. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-Eight - Digging Up the Past - 
 
      
 
    Standing in the portal room, Sam couldn’t help but feel rather strange. 
 
    A never-ending stream of his Cambion were moving in and out of the portal that went to Hell. 
 
    Apparently, they were quite curious about their ancestral home. Most of them were heading in, traveling to Klesick, and then returning. While Hell was interesting, and gave them an idea of what might have been their life, they were already quite accustomed to their current life. 
 
    All the amenities of modern life had been added to their existence as of late. 
 
    If they weren’t fighting, exploring, and training, they were more often than not enjoying themselves at leisure. They were, quite literally, an army waiting for deployment. 
 
    Even Abrah and Yala had taken up residence in Sam’s apartment complex. They used the portal system to go back to their cities as needed, with messengers coming and going to the portals themselves. 
 
    The two of them had quickly formed up around Irma, making themselves available to assist her in whatever way they could. 
 
    Erv had attached herself to Aster for the time being. Letting the other Elemental guide her through the ins and outs of Sam’s organization. 
 
    There was a sudden portal formation in front of Sam. It showed an open field that he often used to meet with Eugenia. Either to escort her to his own bedroom, go back to hers, or just talk, it was their neutral-ground meeting point. 
 
    She was, after all, waging a never-ending guerrilla war against the Silent One. 
 
    An Angelic man with large white wings came through the portal. Looking around, he spotted Sam staring at him. His light-brown hair, light-brown eyes, and chiseled good looks marked him apart as clearly someone fashioned. 
 
    “Ah! Sameerixis! This is for you! We’re in the middle of a large scale ambush on the Silent One, so the Judge couldn’t come herself. She wanted to make sure she heeded your request, though, and sent this. She said to use both answers if you need to! Forgive me, but I must return to the fight!” shouted the Angel. Setting down a pack on the ground, the Angel dove back through the portal which then closed behind him. 
 
    I… alright. That works, I guess. 
 
    Kind of weird to leave the Log just lying in a field. 
 
    Entering the portal, Sam walked over to where the pack rested on the ground. Picking it up, he flipped it open. 
 
    Inside was indeed the Log and nothing but the Log. There was no note, no letter, nor any magic to protect it. It was exactly as the Angel had said. Eugenia had probably planned on handing this over in person but got caught up in something. 
 
    “My thanks, Wife. You honor me more than I deserve,” Sam murmured with a smile. Folding the pack shut, he tucked it under his arm and proceeded back the way he’d come. 
 
    Turning after entering the portal room again, Sam went through a different portal that led to Reixhitz’s plane. The same one that’d belonged to him originally many years ago when he was still the Torment of Sanity. 
 
    Exiting out into a private empty field, Sam dismissed the portal for the time being. Then he sat down cross-legged and placed the pack next to him. Pulling out the Log, he dropped it into his lap and stared at it. 
 
    It reminded him of a laptop screen without the keyboard. 
 
    Across the front of it was a continuous scrawl of information and data. It flashed past more like static than anything legible. There was a function that was part of the Log that made it worthwhile, however. 
 
    One could search it for anything relevant and then peruse the results. 
 
    If one were to search for something generic, it would be infinitely worthless. However, looking for something unique and identifiable was incredibly rewarding. 
 
    Sam didn’t actually need Reix’s help to use the Log, but it was a convenient cover to make it seem as if he did. Even now, he was wary of revealing himself completely. 
 
    Miles had told him how to do this after they’d each had several drinks. To the point that Sam was feeling a little warm and a bit top-heavy at the moment. 
 
    Tapping the front of the Log, the constant flow of information stopped. 
 
    What was presented in front of him now was a list of events that had just occurred in the real world. None of it was interesting to Sam as he glanced through it. 
 
    It was all very mundane things. People going about their lives in the ways that they could. 
 
    Sam tapped the screen twice in rapid succession. Almost instantly, a small box appeared where he’d touched the screen. 
 
    How convenient. Whatever world came before this one was certainly as advanced or more. 
 
    Hesitating a second, Sam thought about his question. Then he decided to just go for it. 
 
    Or perhaps the alcohol decided that. 
 
    “The Hub, in relation to the Originator and the Architect,” Sam said aloud. 
 
    There was a soft-toned beep from the Log and the information on the screen cleared itself completely. It was replaced immediately by seven or so lines of data. 
 
    The last one caught Sam’s eye immediately. 
 
      
 
    Luke Fir has left Hub One. 
 
      
 
    Luke? Luke was at the Hub? That… would explain a lot, wouldn’t it? How he was able to take over the entirety of Hell with almost no problems at all. 
 
    Looking at the lines just above, Sam found that there was an entry for Luke entering the Hub, as well. Beyond that, there were five other entries. All of them being a man named “Ryker” going in and out of the Hub. 
 
    Although, the last entry for him was that he entered the Hub and never left it. 
 
    Scratching at the side of his face, Sam wasn’t really sure what to think about this. 
 
    Whoever Ryker was, he clearly had free reign of the Hub and its usage. The time indexes listed for those entries were a great many years before Luke ever entered the Hub. 
 
    Does that make Ryker the Originator? Or the Architect? 
 
    Did anyone ever say their names? 
 
    Sitting there, Sam prodded at his memory to try and bring the information forth. Except nothing was forthcoming. No matter which way he approached his memories, there was nothing that came back to him. 
 
    The name Ryker had no meaning to Sam whatsoever. 
 
    Well. Ryker never left the Hub, so he’s a bit of a dead end, isn’t he? Luke though… Luke left and then likely conquered Hell after this. 
 
    That’d mean… that’d mean he entered the Hub from Hell, right? That would make sense. 
 
    It wasn’t as if he did it from somewhere else, because he was a Devil. 
 
    The Devil. 
 
    But… could he have closed the way after he left? It’s possible. No one seems to have found it since then. 
 
    That means I need to track down Luke or find where Luke went and go backward. 
 
    Doesn’t it? That’d work. 
 
    Let’s… search for our dear friend Luke and see what we get. 
 
    Sam flicked his finger against the screen once again and the box reappeared. Staring at it, Sam considered how to phrase his query. 
 
    “Luke Fir, the individual,” Sam said finally. He didn’t want every mention of Luke Fir, but just what the Devil himself had done. 
 
    A great number of entries appeared in front of Sam. At the bottom, there was a small line that listed a terrifying result to Sam. 
 
    “Fifty of nine billion, six hundred and thirty-four million, two hundred and sixty-six thousand, nine hundred and forty-eight results shown,” muttered Sam, then sighed loudly. 
 
    Lowering his head, he realized his own mistake. He should have been a bit more specific in his search. Shaking his head, he knew he at least could flick to the date that Luke left the Hub to help narrow things down, but there was no guarantee that’d put him on the trail. 
 
    “Nnngh, I should have talked to Irma and let her handle this. Stacia, Irene, or Caer even. Shit, even Erv could have done better than me,” grumbled Sam. He knew his limitations and something like this probably fell outside of his scope. 
 
    With a determined snort, Sam lifted his head and looked at the Log. 
 
    The last several lines indicated that Luke Fir died and then was buried in Alexandria, Egypt. 
 
    Except the corpse was disturbed and hauled off to another location— a city named “Pella” that was currently within the borders of Greece. There was also a listing of numbers that Sam assumed was some sort of location indicator. 
 
    Huh, I’ll have to run the numbers by Irma. See what she thinks. 
 
    Rather handy, if it’s some type of locater. Which it probably is. I just don’t understand it. 
 
    Beyond that, I guess I’ll need to go pick up Aster for this. There’s no way I could go to Greece without including her. She’d try to take my head off, I’m sure. Not to mention, I’ll probably end up running into her old pantheon just by entering their territory. 
 
    It’s a shame everyone else is out on a campaign, though. It’d be nice to have some of the others and what they offer available. I’m sure I can make do with Erv, Aster, and Wren, but it’d still be nice. 
 
    Having Hillary as an infiltrator or Carissa as over-watch is always really nice. 
 
    Abigail and the Fist… Irene and Caer for magic. 
 
    Jes for just being my all-arounder. 
 
    Ugh… I miss my people. This sucks. 
 
    Going forward, I want them on hand for my needs, no more sending them off. We can send other teams off. Or send the Cambion. 
 
    At least, I know they’re all fine and safe. Even if they die or get injured, they’re not going anywhere. 
 
    I’m more at risk than they are. 
 
    I can even feel Jes feeding on my Essence through the plane. She won’t go hungry, or even be at risk, though she’ll probably be feeling very unsatisfied by now. 
 
    “Pella,” Sam said aloud, then shook his head. He had no idea what was waiting for him there, but he at least had a good idea of where to go to find Luke’s corpse. 
 
    He could use that to speak with the long dead Devil and see what information he’d be willing to share. Especially if he brought along Wren, one of Luke’s descendants. 
 
    He’ll have to show up if we have Wren bleed herself onto his corpse. You can’t resist the call of blood, after all. It’s your own blood. 
 
    Sitting in the field, Sam began to slowly pick through everything Luke did in his life. Scrolling endlessly, line by line. Sam was going to wait until he completely sobered up before he went to ask Irma, Wren, and Aster for favors. They were all somewhat busy at the moment. 
 
    Huh. Luke sure had a lot of sex. 
 
    A lot of sex. 
 
    A lot of sex for a Devil that isn’t an Incubus. 
 
    Wow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the portal, Sam felt the immediate shift from sunlight warming his skin to cool night air leaching the heat away from him. 
 
    “It doesn’t smell the same,” Aster complained from his side as she walked through the portal. “Then again, I haven’t been back here since… since I was betrayed. So I suppose that’s not surprising at all.” 
 
    “I imagine my own homeland would smell quite different as well,” Erv replied, stepping out of the portal and moving to Sam’s other side. “The industrial era has changed many things.” 
 
    “How does that even matter?” grumbled Wren as she walked past all three of them. She stood out in front and casually inspected the area, her eyes tracking across the open areas and dark corners. “For all you know, it always smelled like this. Did you stand in this exact spot previously?” 
 
    “Foolish sentimentality. A dog could have laid a land mine in the grass nearby and you two would be complaining that the land is now covered in garbage.” 
 
    Unable to help himself, Sam smirked. Wren was feeling feisty because he’d deliberately avoided her for feeding. He’d helped himself to Aster, Erv, Irma, Yala, and Abrah instead. Then a number of Cambion and women from his feed harem. 
 
    Wren had remained untouched. 
 
    He needed her in prime condition for summoning her relative. Sam feeding on her would get in the way of that. 
 
    Which really just meant she was feeling sexually frustrated and perhaps envious and jealous at the same time. Wanting to be gnawed on as “Sam’s favorite chew toy”. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that,” Aster said and then slapped a hand against Wren’s rear end. The clap of her palm was loud. As if someone had clapped their hands together as firmly as possible. 
 
    So much so that Wren actually stiffened up and moved forward a step. 
 
    “I’ll ride your beautiful face and make Sammy bury it in you so deep that you end up pregnant,” promised Aster. “In fact, I’ll promise you that he’ll get you pregnant in our three-way, if you can help me make Erv my girlfriend.” 
 
    Wren turned her head and looked hard at Aster with glowing eyes. A slow fog of red breath was starting to waft up from the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “Yeah?” she asked in a curious voice. 
 
    “Promise. You’re so beautiful, Wren. You know I always want you,” Aster said, her hand still resting on Wren’s rear end. She even went so far as to squeeze it. “I can’t wait. I’ll make sure you’re pregnant as soon as we’re done. Just help me talk Erv into being my girlfriend. I have to convince her, without browbeating her. 
 
    “Sam is making sure I play by some rules in my courting of her. If she tells me to stop, I have to stop, so that goes for you, too. But until she does, I can keep hitting on her, making passes, inviting her on dates. You know, stuff like that. So… deal?” 
 
    “Deal,” Wren said immediately, then shrugged one shoulder at Aster. “Besides, it isn’t as if I don’t enjoy sleeping with you when Sam’s there. You taste like him now with your Essence.” 
 
    “Enough,” Erv said, clapping her hands together. “I formally reject you for the next two months for doing such a thing, Aster. You know better. Now, let’s get going. Irma gave us the coordinates from the GPS satellite system. 
 
    “We’re going to a grocery store and it’s not open to the public right now since it’s after hours. We’ll need to be quiet about this, get to the back parking lot, and start digging.” 
 
    “What? Two months? Erv, honey… I just—” 
 
    “Two months. Be good and listen. I’ll consider your advances again at that point, after the time has passed,” Erv said with a strict tone, holding Aster’s eyes. “You promised me you’d pursue me in good faith. You’re not doing that by including Wren. Two months punishment.” 
 
    “Okay,” Aster said, still holding onto Wren’s rear end. “Two months.” 
 
    Then the Elemental looked at Wren and shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “Two months. I’ll get you knocked up in our next three-way though. Deal’s a deal,” Aster said, then looked at Sam. She gave Wren a small shove and started leading the bigger woman away. “Well? Let’s get going then. Corpses don’t just dig themselves up.” 
 
    Sam shook his head and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Well, I’m flattered at her pursuit,” Erv murmured as Aster and Wren got ahead of them. “And it isn’t as if I’m not interested… but I really just want to focus on you for now. 
 
    “Anyway, let’s get going. She’s not wrong. Corpses don’t dig themselves up and we’re not really that far away.” 
 
    Erv grabbed Sam’s hand and began pulling him along after Aster and Wren. 
 
    In only a few minutes, the four of them were standing behind what Sam would swear was a villa home, rather than a market. There were several signs around it and over the entry door, which seemed to proclaim what it was. 
 
    “Before you ask, it just says local market,” Aster said, indicating the nearby signage. “That and a sale on a few things. Nothing out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “Seems rather odd for someone supposedly this powerful to be buried around here,” Wren said, her head slowly moving one way, then the other. 
 
    “Was buried about two thousand, three hundred and ten years ago, give or take,” Sam said dismissively. “It isn’t like all burial sites stand the test of time. Some are made in secret and remain that way. Much to their own detriment.” 
 
    “I’ll handle the illusion this time,” Aster said and then held her hands out. Small flashes of lightning started to zip from one hand to the other, letting out small buzzing noises as they did. “I’m all nice and charged up. I forgot how much I enjoy the modern world until I didn’t have easy current on hand.” 
 
    “Right? Running water is a blessing,” agreed Erv in a tight tone. “Even if it isn’t quite pure and tastes off, it’s still thousands of times better than what the alternative is.” 
 
    Wren just shrugged at that and kept walking, a small device held in her hand. She stopped on top of a tiled sidewalk and then looked around. 
 
    “This is it, I guess,” she said in a gruff tone. Then she put the device away in a small belt holster. She looked at Aster and waited. 
 
    “Oh, yes, my turn,” said the Elemental with a laugh when she looked up from her hands. Spreading them apart wide, she created a dome of electricity that quickly radiated out from them. 
 
    Suddenly the sound of distant cars, crickets, barking dogs, and the wind all stopped. Everything was absolutely still and quiet. 
 
    “I added a barrier,” Aster said with a little hop and a grin. “Now we can totally do this like… without any problems.” 
 
    Erv lifted her right hand and a massive column of water appeared near Wren. It had a pointed front to it with a thick fat back end. 
 
    Taking the hint, the Demon backed away, giving Erv room to do whatever she was planning. 
 
    No sooner than Wren was ten steps or so away, Erv brought her hand down. 
 
    With a massive thump and chunking noise, the shaped water dug into the earth. 
 
    This won’t take long at all. 
 
    “Huh. You’ll be handy later on for some missions, Erv,” Wren said, watching the Water Elemental work. “We always end up digging a number of graves nowadays. A lot of undead lately rising from corpses.” 
 
      
 
    Twenty-Nine - The Call of Blood - 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I think I’ve hit it,” Erv said, and the column of water paused in its churning and digging into the earth. When it lifted up and away from the ground, everyone slowly moved toward the hole. 
 
    It was already at least ten feet wide in diameter. Erv had been very methodical in her digging to make sure she found what they were looking for. 
 
    Personally, Sam was hoping for a coffin. Anything that would have kept the corpse in as neat a pile as possible. If the body was simply placed in the loose earth, it was quite likely they were looking for a piece or two of the remains. 
 
    Glancing down into the hole, Sam wasn’t really sure about what to say. They were considerably deeper than he expected to be, at least thirty feet, but they could see something that was just barely uncovered. 
 
    It appeared to be a large, golden casket. 
 
    “Is that gold?” Aster asked, tilting her head to one side. 
 
    “Looks like it,” Wren grumbled. “Apparently, my ancestor wanted to be buried in a flashy way? Terrible taste.” 
 
    Erv was standing next to Sam and staring at the coffin with a pout on her face. 
 
    “We don’t need to get it out, do we? Just clear the top and then open it? Just need the corpse, not any of that,” she said, waving a hand at the casket. 
 
    “More or less. Why?” Sam replied, watching the Water Elemental. 
 
    “Cause if that really is a gold coffin, it’s going to be very heavy,” she said and started chewing on her lower lip. Then she shook her head with a sigh. “So heavy. It wouldn’t be worth getting it out of the hole, because there’d be no way to get it somewhere we could scrap it.” 
 
    Oh. She was thinking about how to get the value of it. 
 
    Hah. 
 
    That’s our mercenary little Elemental. 
 
    Aster swiped her left hand across the space in front of herself. A hand of lightning crackled to life and then eradicated the dirt and rock covering the coffin. It was all turned to a fine powder that blasted upward and out of the hole. 
 
    The powder was sent flying away from their group with a casual wave of her other hand. Heading off down the street and into the night. 
 
    Wren hopped down into the hole and stomped over to stand beside the coffin. Grasping the lid of it with both hands, she bent her knees and then started to heave with all her might. 
 
    Grunting for several seconds, Wren finally dislodged the lid, sending it crashing to one side. 
 
    Inside appeared to be filled with amber crystals in various shapes and sizes. Sprawling about in every direction inside the coffin, they twisted around one another and settled into giant piles. 
 
    Underneath the amber, was what looked like an anthropoid golden sarcophagus.  
 
    “Really? A golden coffin inside a golden coffin. That’s… that’s just pretentious,” muttered Aster. Then she shrugged her shoulders. “Then again, it’s not as if I haven’t seen people buried with vast amounts of wealth before. Not even the worst I’ve seen, if it’s just the coffin itself. No massive tomb or anything.” 
 
    “I get the impression this isn’t where the coffin is supposed to be,” Erv said while Wren started working at opening the sarcophagus itself. “It was supposed to be somewhere else entirely and only ended up here. 
 
    “Especially if he wasn’t Human like we think. People could easily use the corpse for… well… for what we’re about to do. Or worse.” 
 
    With a crack, the sarcophagus lid tore free of its base. Inside was a mostly mummified corpse. Whatever clothes they’d been buried in had long since rotted away. There were no visible signs of wealth on the interior, either. 
 
    “Alright however-many-greats grandad,” Wren said and then quite brazenly grabbed the skull and pulled it off the body. It came with a slight pop and nothing more. “Time to help me out with some questions.” 
 
    Holding the morbid prize in one hand, Wren clambered her way out of the pit. Coming to a stop next to Sam, she held the head out. 
 
    “What next?” she asked. “Do I cut myself and put some of my blood on him?” 
 
    “Exactly right. Good guess,” Sam agreed with a smirk. “Doesn’t have to be much. Little more than a few drops is all we need for this. I’ll work on the summoning for now.” 
 
    Pulling out a small stack of papers from inside the pack at his side, Sam began laying them out in a three-by-three square on the ground. He hadn’t wanted to bother writing out the sigil work for a summoning this time. 
 
    There was no point when a printer could put it together for him and far more accurately than he could manage on his own. The technology of the modern day and age simplified a great many things for its population. 
 
    Including magic. 
 
    Wren stuck the head down right in the center of the summoning papers. Then she pressed her hand down on top of Luke’s remains. When she pulled her hand away, there was a bloody smear across the top of it. 
 
    Glancing at Wren, he saw that at some point, she’d made a small cut on her forearm and then wiped it across her palm. Now she was folding a small band aid over the cut. 
 
    She pulled a small cloth out of a pocket and wiped away the blood from her hand and arm, then cleaned the knife she’d used, and put the thing back in her pocket. Securing everything quickly and without a fuss. 
 
    Mm. It isn’t a matter of protecting the wound, but making sure she doesn’t leave her blood behind. I get it. 
 
    Sam focused back on Luke’s skull.  
 
    Using a quarter-sized piece of Essence, Sam filled the sigil work with his power. Resting his fingers on the bottom right paper, where the sigil work started, Sam engaged the spell. 
 
    “Luke Fir, I call to you through your remains, and the blood of your blood,” Sam said with absolute confidence. When it came to summoning, one had to make sure that the other party had a hard time disobeying. That was done with names, spells, and even one’s call to the other. 
 
    Luke was unfortunate in many ways. 
 
    The first was that he had only two names and Sam knew both. 
 
    The second was that Sam really knew how to properly summon someone and practically imprison them. 
 
    And the last was that both the corpse and a descendant were on hand. 
 
    A presence joined them and quickly solidified itself in the severed head. Resting comfortably in it, much as it likely felt during its life. 
 
    “What?” asked a voice from the remains. “Where— who are you?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. Luke, we have some really simple questions for you,” Sam said. 
 
    “Luke? It’s been a while… since someone called me Luke,” said Luke in an odd tone. 
 
    “Uh-huh. So, Luke. You got to the Hub,” said Sam, trying to get straight at the heart of it. “I need to find out where it is. The Silent One is ruining the world ever further and it’s only getting worse. I need to get to the Hub before he does.” 
 
    There was a squeak sound from Luke. As if he’d stopped breathing and was holding his breath. 
 
    “I can’t tell you,” Luke said after several seconds. “Even if you try to force it from me through this summoning. Or threaten me or my soul. I literally cannot tell you. I can’t answer any questions about what you’re asking. Not in any way, shape, or form.” 
 
    “Can’t?” Aster asked, peering at the skull. 
 
    There was another pause, as if Luke were orienting himself toward Aster to consider her. 
 
    “Yes. Even for you who were once Zeus, I can’t,” Luke replied. “I must thank you for the great favor and luck in battle you bestowed upon me, then apologize that I cannot assist you.” 
 
    Aster looked surprised at his words, but didn’t immediately respond. 
 
    “Did finding the Hub limit your ability to talk about it?” asked Erv, hunched down in a squat in front of the head. 
 
    “I can’t discuss that,” Luke said. “Nor can I answer hypothetical questions about it.” 
 
    “Certainly, certainly,” Erv said in an offhand way. “Hey, I want to discuss a deal with you. But to talk to you about it, I need you to swear to me that you’re currently not operating under any existing deals at this time. Can you swear that to me?” 
 
    After a long pause, Luke finally replied, “No, I cannot swear that to you.”  
 
    “Right,” Erv said, then turned and looked up at Sam. “In other words, he found the Hub. But something that he found there is preventing him from discussing it. That’d make sense in a way. 
 
    “If I set up a place of power that could mold and change the world, I’d want it kept secret. Secret even to those who found it. Maybe Luke made a promise not only to not discuss it, but his freedom, perhaps his very existence, hinges on making sure he doesn’t discuss it. 
 
    “I mean… the people involved with the Hub are the very same who made the entirety of reality, right? It isn’t that far-fetched.” 
 
    Sam could only slowly nod his head as the logic of her statement settled into his thoughts. It would indeed make perfect sense, regardless of the position where your train of thoughts began. 
 
    Whoever made Hub, would have indeed put in safeguards. Preventing those who find it from discussing it with others, would most certainly be a safeguard any reasonable person would want. 
 
    Considering that only two people had found the Hub based on what Sam found in the Log, it would seem those safeguards were working quite well. The protections in place for the Hub were doing their job. 
 
    “Did anyone else ask you about the Hub? Anyone else summon you back like this?” Wren asked in a gruff voice. She looked a bit paler than she had a few minutes ago. 
 
    While Sam had supplied the Essence to build the summoning, as well as the sigil work itself, that wasn’t the only cost. Wren was also paying a cost which was directly tied to her Essence and stamina. 
 
    The blood Wren had contributed bound her to Luke and Luke to her in return. 
 
    She was acting as the bridge between the living world and the afterlife and that was slowly costing her. 
 
    “Yes,” Luke said with a smirk in his voice. “Some petulant little woman did. She was very angry at my unwillingness to answer her questions. 
 
    “Except she didn’t call me Luke. She addressed me by my Human name. She didn’t know who I was. Only that my soul wasn’t normal and it had clearly been marked after I left Hell. I would imagine she figured it out afterward, though I have no idea when.” 
 
    Sam raised his eyebrows at that. 
 
    That meant that Skipper had indeed called Luke over from the other side, but had done so without his body being present. She’d more than likely done it through the Silent One’s power from being the only Overgod at the moment. 
 
    “Human name?” Aster asked, sounding rather curious. “And what was your name? You knew who I was. You’re buried in my homeland. But I don’t know you. You were not buried in this earth while I ruled.” 
 
    “Human name, yes. I took on a Human persona after arriving here from Hell. I had conquered the underworld, and wished to conquer this world,” said Luke. “I took over the body of a young boy who’d died in the night and did as I did. Tonight is not a night to retell my story. Regardless of the door wanting to be opened by you knocking at it. 
 
    “Though I’m glad to see some of my descendants have survived me. It is doubly amusing to see that you carry my lineage through this form. You’re flesh of when I was Human, but you carry my Demonic side as well. So delightful. 
 
    “It’s always pleasant to know one’s line has been carried on. Now… it’s time to separate this calling, young one. You grow weaker. Break the calling to me, scion of Fir and Argead. The afterlife calls to me and I must go about my work. Hell needs The Devil.” 
 
    “Thank you for your assistance,” Sam said and then tugged one of the papers free of the square. Instantly, the spell was disrupted and Luke was cast back to Hell. 
 
    To torture and punish sinners as any Demon would. 
 
    “He seemed pompous,” Wren said in a growl. 
 
    “Ha, he has a right to be,” Aster said with a laugh. “I mean, given who he was.” 
 
    Wren shrugged at that and then picked up the skull. Looking into the hole, she casually tossed it in. The body part landed upside down in the sarcophagus, but in the right spot. 
 
    “A Demon. One who was apparently responsible for creating Cambion,” rumbled Wren. 
 
    “And who conquered Hell. Then came to the prime material plane after finding the Hub, and conquered the world before him,” Aster said. 
 
    Erv lifted a hand and used the elemental water that’d been hovering off to the side to reposition the head. Then she closed the sarcophagus and the coffin lid. 
 
    Finally, she used the dirt she had previously set aside to refill the hole in the ground. 
 
    “You know him as Alexander the Great, of the Argead dynasty,” said Aster with a slow nod of her head. “He was a favorite of mine. Up until he started worshiping gods who weren’t of my pantheon. Worshiping even himself. 
 
    “In the end, I didn’t care for him creating a mythos around himself. That he was a descendant of mine was certainly not true. I’ve had no children through the entirety of my existence. 
 
    “Because of those actions, I didn’t come to aid him after that nor did I interfere on his behalf. Then the Fates got annoyed at him and ended his life.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Huh. 
 
    Interesting, to say the least, but it hasn’t given me much in the way of any help, has it? 
 
    Frowning, Sam stroked his chin with his fingers. Then a sudden thought popped into being. 
 
    Wait. He went to the Hub, then came here. He said his soul had been marked after that. 
 
    That… means… the Hub is somewhere in Hell? 
 
    I suppose Luke gave us what information he could. 
 
    The Hub is accessible from Hell, and from there, he came to the prime. 
 
    It was the last thing he did in Hell before coming to the prime. Which means we can try to trace his last steps and work from there. Or so my thinking tells me. 
 
    I’ll have to run it by Irma, Irene, and Caer to get their opinions. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tapping ever so lightly against the door to Irene’s apartment, Sam waited. There was no way he was going to barge in on them. When he’d left after making Caer’s body, they had very quickly settled into a pattern of feeding and passing the babies back and forth. 
 
    As if it were a very normal everyday thing, rather than something they had just started. 
 
    Except given what they went through… there’s no way they’ll give up the kids. Unless I plan on making myself scarce in Irene and Caer’s lives, I’m going to need to make sure I get myself situated now. I need to make sure they know I want to be part of… part of Carla, Nannie and Valeria’s lives. 
 
    Because I want to be part of Irene and Caer’s lives, and— 
 
    Before Sam could finish the thought, the door opened. 
 
    Caer stood before him. 
 
    A woman in her early twenties with dark hair and mismatched eyes. One dark blue, one light blue. The opposite of what Irene’s were. 
 
    She was beautiful and finely-featured, with a body that very closely matched Irene’s. She’d been the one to design both, after all. She was wearing a maternal top very similar to Irene’s and a pair of sweatpants. 
 
    Seeing her up close, he was once again reminded of how eerily similar Irene and Caer now looked. Especially when she was clearly wearing Irene’s clothes. 
 
    “Ooh, hello there,” Caer greeted him in a purring voice. She gave him a wide smile, reached out, and grabbed him by the front of his clothes. Pulling him into the apartment, she closed the door behind him. “Did you come to see your wives or your daughters? Perhaps both?” 
 
    “Indeed, both,” Sam said, being reminded in this moment that regardless of how strong he made Caer, she was a Lich that had Witch powers. Whereas Irene was a Witch with Lich powers. She could strengthen herself considerably. 
 
    “Well, the girls are all sleeping. We filled them all to the point of bursting, changed their diapers, and put them down for a nap,” Caer said, her fingers still curled into Sam’s clothes. Then she turned and started leading him toward the bedroom. 
 
    The two-headed soul of Irene and Caer popped in at that moment. 
 
    “Oh!” Irene’s soul said and smiled at him. 
 
    “Husband!” said Caer’s soul. 
 
    “All is well,” they said in unison at the same time. 
 
    “Though, Irene is sleeping,” said Caer’s soul. “As are the babies.” 
 
    “I think I’ll wake up in about thirty minutes or so. I’m just taking a nap,” added Irene’s soul. “Tired after all the breast feeding. They drained both of us. Our hungry babies.” 
 
    Caer’s soul nodded in agreement to that. 
 
    Sam nodded his head as well while Caer pulled him along. 
 
    “That means it’s time for you to woo me accordingly,” Caer said. “You get to help me break in my new body.” 
 
    Given the power of her soul, and that she was indeed technically a virgin, he imagined she’d be very delicious. 
 
    Except as soon as he had the thought, his mind caught up with his libido. 
 
    No. We can’t feed from her directly. 
 
    Passively, yes. But not directly. 
 
    Never on first times with my ladies. Never when I’m showing them how much I care. 
 
    Realizing in that moment that he wanted to make love to Caer quite tenderly, Sam let go of all the plans he had to string her out. 
 
    Reaching up, he took her hand in his own. 
 
    “Let’s go then and I’ll show you how much I care for you, my Caer,” Sam said, deliberately changing the tone of the conversation. He didn’t want her to misunderstand. 
 
    “How bold of you,” Caer’s soul said in a throaty whisper. “I love it. Claim me warmly. Love me tenderly like this forever and I’ll make sure you never go to bed hungry.” 
 
      
 
    Thirty - Roll the Dice - 
 
      
 
    Caer led him to the second bedroom that until today had been storage for Irene. 
 
    The two of them had decided that while they didn’t mind sleeping together, it would be awkward for one to be present if Sam visited the other. They were as close as sisters and had a deep and profound care for one another, but it wasn’t romantic at any level. 
 
    “The babies are all with Irene right now in the main bedroom, so we have to use the twin bed,” Caer said and closed the door behind Sam after he entered. “Sorry. It was just easier to leave the bedside cribs in the main bedroom.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry, you’re caring for—” Sam felt his tongue lock in place on the word “your”. He’d thankfully saved himself from a world of pain. Caer had moved over to stand near the twin bed as he spoke. “Caring for our daughters. They’ve gone through something traumatic and lost their families. Families they’ll never know. 
 
    “I imagine they require a great deal of care and love, right now. You and your sister are doing a wonderful job of handling them.” 
 
    As he talked, Sam had taken Caer in hand. With smooth movements, he quickly slid the shirt she was wearing down from her shoulders. With barely more effort than it took to pull a tissue free, he caught the waistband of her pants along with her bunched up shirt and sent them both to the ground. 
 
    Caer hadn’t been wearing underwear of any sort and was now standing in front of Sam in her birthday suit. 
 
    A birthday suit that he’d personally crafted for her not long ago at her direction and from his memory.  
 
    Even then, he couldn’t help but feel incredibly attracted to her. He really did want to bed Caer. 
 
    “It’s like you’re devouring us with your eyes,” Caer’s soul said quietly. 
 
    “It’s how he looks at our Irene body. He really does care for us both,” Irene’s soul said in response. 
 
    Taking the wide-eyed Caer by the shoulder, Sam slowly guided her down to a sitting position on the edge of the bed. Using his other hand, he casually dismissed his clothes in his usual preferred method. 
 
    “I… should I use my mouth or did you w—” 
 
    Before Caer could finish her question, her eyes focused on his member in front of her. Then Sam eased her down onto the bed, laying her back on the mattress. 
 
    “Next time, my Caer,” Sam said in a quiet voice. He was already deep in her psyche now and was easily pulling out her desires. Her wants. 
 
    In her life, Caer had not been a good person, on any level or by any consideration. 
 
    She had been as close to a Demon as a mortal could ever actually be, causing the deaths of numerous people. An untold number that could very likely approach and humble even those who committed war crimes. 
 
    Only after being killed by Irene, having her soul torn free, and having it forcefully merged with Irene’s, had Caer changed. Irene’s actions had irrevocably changed who Caer was. 
 
    Except that she was, of course, the same woman in a way. She was still the Lich who had brought misery to a great many. 
 
    She knew this, knew her evils, and that she likely didn’t deserve the treatment she was getting. Being loved by Sam was more than she deserved. 
 
    The kindness of Irene, treating Caer as a sister, letting her soul remain rather than researching how to tear it free, and pushing Sam to give her a body, were all things she shouldn’t have a claim to. 
 
    Her entire existence at this moment was not hers by right and she knew it. 
 
    Caer was filled with regret, fear, and a great deal of trepidation. 
 
    All she wanted right now was tenderness, but she also wanted it forced upon her. Because she wouldn’t be able to accept it otherwise. 
 
    Taking Caer’s hands in his own, he pulled them up above her head. Using a thin strand of Essence, he tied them together, binding them atop one another. Then he locked them both to the mattress. 
 
    “I… Sammy, what’re you doing?” Caer asked, her voice coming out with a slight quaver. 
 
    “I’m going to love you, Caer. Love you and show you tenderness,” Sam said, letting his hands and fingers glide down her arms. “Should I give you a child today? A fourth?” 
 
    “Heavens, yes,” squealed Irene’s and Caer’s souls at the exact same time. 
 
    “N-no. I don’t… want to neglect Valeria or Nannie. They’re… they’re our daughters,” said Caer in a voice that was little better than a whisper. “Carla is Irene’s. Nannie and Valeria are mine. If you give me another child, I might neglect them. Later, yes. Now, no.” 
 
    How responsible. 
 
    How motherly. 
 
    Sam laid his left hand on Caer’s cheek and cupped it, his thumb gently trailing along her eyebrow. His right hand drifted down across her chest. Casually fondling her full breasts. 
 
    “Don’t… squeeze me,” whimpered Caer. “Caress me, but don’t squeeze. I… leak easily. Milk? Heavens, I don’t know how to say it and I’m so nervous.” 
 
    Sam grinned and did just that, squeezing Caer’s breast just enough to cause milk to express from her nipple in several droplets. 
 
    At the same time, Sam had eased between Caer’s legs. His hips now pressed against the inside of her thighs and his tip dug at her pubic mound. 
 
    “No,” moaned Caer, gazing up at him with heavily lidded eyes. “Stop it. That’s… for my girls.” 
 
    Leaning his head down, Sam dragged his tongue across the nipple and then left it alone. The taste reminded him of melted ice cream. 
 
    “Such a womanly figure. Lovely motherly assets,” Sam said as his right hand stroked her waist. “Your hips are so wide and wonderful. I bet you could birth children easily with such a body. I look forward to it.” 
 
    He was deliberately going after the image she was currently associating herself with. Motherhood. 
 
    It was a positive aspect in her mentality. 
 
    Then Sam shifted his hips and maneuvered his tip down to her entry, then pushed forward. His manhood started to enter her and got partially stuck. 
 
    Caer was tight and only partly moistened so far. She hadn’t been expecting him to show up when he had. 
 
    Drawing back, then moving forward again, Sam was able to enter her fully. Getting himself into her up to the hilt and firmly lodged inside her. 
 
    “Unnnnnn, Sammy,” groaned Caer deeply. 
 
    Grinning, Sam moved upward and leaned backward. It gave him a spectacular view of the beautiful woman beneath him. 
 
    Still holding her cheek, Sam began to slowly thrust in and out of her. His other hand casually stroked from her hip, up to her breast, and back. His fingers moved lovingly across her smooth, warm skin. 
 
    “My beloved Caer, I’ll give you such tenderness for who you are now,” Sam said. “Because who you were in the past is long dead.” 
 
    Without much speed, Sam gave her everything in each thrust. Moving from the very tip to the absolute hilt, driving it deep into her and moving her upward partially. 
 
    It elicited a never-ending stream of little grunts and moans from Caer as he had her. Her ankles rested against his own hips, pulling at him even as he pushed down into her. 
 
    Without using Essence, pushing or pulling at her in any way, or any Incubus trickery, Sam brought her to a full climax in minutes. All through stroking, caressing, and thrusting into her as he would Irma. 
 
    Treating her in the exact same way he would the woman he absolutely loved. 
 
    “Unn, unn, ahhhh, ahnnnnn, yes, Sammy,” moaned Caer, her sounds each punctuated with a deep and firm thrust. “I’m there, I’m gonna go!” 
 
    Sam just continued doing what he’d been doing and waited for her. The whole point was to send Caer into a full orgasm. To enjoy that pure meal while enjoying her, without anything else involved. 
 
    “Uuuhhnnnggg,” Caer groaned and then started to shudder under him, her hands twitching and flexing against the Essence bindings. 
 
    Releasing her hands, Sam kept pushing into her, not wanting to let her go easily. 
 
    Caer’s hands came down. One hand covered his where it held her cheek, her other hand grabbed his side. Tugging at him with her fingers. 
 
    Sam could feel what she wanted at the moment. It was to have him finish inside of her even as she climaxed. To feel him fill her up as if he were impregnating her. 
 
    Not wanting to disappoint, Sam did just that. 
 
    He sped up a little and continued to pump deeply into Caer, pushing himself to his own finish. His shaft expanded and his seed shot freely into her. It filled her up very quickly. 
 
    “Yes, nnnnnmmm, yes, Sammy, all of it,” said Caer, her ankles and hand pulling at him. The hand that covered his own now clutched at him. 
 
    Slowly, the two of them finished nearly at the same time, leaving them both panting and staring at each other. 
 
    Though Caer was grinning widely at him. She was looking at him in a very different way than he’d ever seen her do since he’d met her the first time. 
 
    “That was amazing for a first go,” she murmured, her ankles locked behind his back and pulling him closer again. Her intentions were clear. 
 
    She wasn’t going to settle for just once, it seemed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sitting next to Irma, they were watching the news together in their apartment. 
 
    He’d spent more than a few hours with Caer, followed by Irene after she woke up, and then Erv. Feeding and indulging himself quite heavily in them. 
 
    As soon as Irma was available to talk about the information he’d discovered, he came over immediately. She’d only just now sat down and had a beer in her hand. 
 
    “I was looking forward to just sitting with you,” Irma said and took a long sip from her drink. Then she slowly leaned against Sam’s side and cuddled up to him. “Ever since I got back, I’ve been doing nothing but work, work, work. 
 
    “Stacia and Irene kept it moving all in the right direction for us, but there was a lot more that I was personally handling than I realized. I really need to learn to curb that tendency. I need to rely on them more. Make sure that they could pick up things in case I vanished or… or died.” 
 
    Irma had a weird look on her face and then took a long drink from her beer. 
 
    “Problems?” Sam asked. “Someone get hurt?” 
 
    “I mean, yes? Things happen,” Irma said, letting her beer move down to her knee. “Decima got torn in half. Jes put her back together. Tiffany’s tits are always getting shot. Carissa died. 
 
    “The soul rune kept her from being pulled across and Jes once again played Doctor Frankenstein. I’ve pulled them all back to officer positions and sent the Cambion forces instead. They all have soul runes so it isn’t as if they’re more at risk. 
 
    “I just… don’t want people… I don’t want anyone in our marriage at risk. It’s that simple. Even though Jes got them put back together, they still had it happen. They still experienced it and had to be brought back. 
 
    “And don’t even get me started about you. It’s really unnerving that if you died that would be it. There’s no second chances available for you. It seems almost unfair.” 
 
    “It’s the risk I run for being the top brand. Aster and Jes are my partners, but there’s always still a majority partner,” Sam said ruefully. 
 
    Up until Nicodimus had warned him, they’d been relying on the idea that Sam could just reform an avatar at his leisure if he died. Everyone else would be protected by a soul rune that led back to him otherwise. 
 
    Even Jes, Aster, and Erv could be summoned back by the soul rune, regardless of having planes or not. 
 
    Sam could not. 
 
    “I just have to be careful and make sure I don’t take risks,” Sam said, wrapping an arm around Irma’s shoulders. “So… I hate to do this to you, but I do need to talk about work at some point with you. It can’t wait, either.” 
 
    “I figured,” Irma grumbled, pushing closer to him. “Given how quickly Aster and Wren ran off, it was obvious they wanted to prep for something. 
 
    “Before we get to that… are Irene and Caer okay? I know they took the kids but I haven’t… seen them since then. Trying to give them some space. Irene really didn’t do well with the loss.” 
 
    Sam considered that. 
 
    Given how Caer, Irene, and their souls were behaving, he knew they were still hurting. Hurting, but also healing. They would never forget the little girl they lost, but for good or ill, they’d filled the Void with three children. 
 
    Three little girls who they were already spoiling, planning on spoiling more in the future, and devoting a great deal of love to. Though the children acted a bit odd to Sam. They didn’t cry half as often as he expected them to. They also tended to silently watch what went on around them. 
 
    “I think what they’re doing isn’t actually dealing with their grief,” said Sam honestly. “I can’t speak to anything beyond that because, well, I’m not a therapist or a psychologist or anything like that. 
 
    “Do I think they’ll be good mothers? Very. Those are going to be very spoiled little girls who are incredibly loved. Do I think they’ve put aside their grief for Sandra? No. Not at all. 
 
    “Do we need to do anything? No. Just let them do as they will. They’re adults. They’ll do what they feel is best for themselves. I’ve already told them both that I’ll consider the girls as my own children. 
 
    “And before you ask, Caer is doing well in her new body. It’s more or less the same as what I did for Decima. Neither Caer nor Irene has a soul inside them though. They’re both technically undead and can’t die.” 
 
    “Hm. Seems like it was a good idea for a nursery after all,” said Irma in a strange tone. “Alex, Anna, Valeria, Carla, and Nannie. Five children already. Only one biologically yours, though. 
 
    “Mitch has been playing babysitter. He’s been over frequently while Miles deals with placing him in a new home. He seems good with kids. 
 
    “Okay. I guess I’m ready. What is it we need to do? How’d the corpse scavenger hunt go?” 
 
    “Went well,” Sam murmured, resting his head against Irma’s. “We dug up Alexander the Great’s corpse, as you would have known him. He definitely found the Hub, but he found it while in Hell. 
 
    “So that means I need to head back into Hell and start looking around there. Go over all the places and locations where Alexander, or Luke in this case, went. Where he was last before he came to the prime. 
 
    “That means I’ll probably need soldiers. Haven’t figured out where I’m going yet, but wherever it is, it’s likely fortified and guarded. No one is going to let me wander around where Luke once tread. Especially in Hell.” 
 
    “Hmph. Now I regret that I sent most of the Cambion off yesterday and today,” muttered Irma. “There’s only a small reserve force now. Everyone else was sent off to assist Decima and the others, as I mentioned.” 
 
    “It’s alright. I’ll rely on Yala and Abrah. They won’t mind providing the soldiers,” said Sam in a nonchalant way. “I’ll just take Erv, Aster, and Wren with me again. Maybe I can talk Irene or Caer into helping me here and there.” 
 
    Sam knew that with those seven he was more than capable of handling most situations. 
 
    “You know, I knew what I was getting into by marrying an Incubus,” Irma said after a pause. “But I’m rather annoyed at how beautiful Abrah, Yala, and Erv are. Especially Yala. She’s right up there with Jes.” 
 
    “And yet, I still think you’re more beautiful than all of them,” Sam said, leaning down to nuzzle Irma gently. He began to kiss her neck and jaw. “As I’ve told you many times, I love you, Irma. You’re my beautiful one and only first Imp. 
 
    “I think you’re incredibly beautiful and, regardless of what you may think, you hold an equal attraction for me as any other woman might. You’re my partner and wife, and the reason I care about others at all.” 
 
    Irma made a soft cooing sound and tucked her head under Sam’s chin, hunching her shoulders. He knew she was ticklish when he got in close to her neck and shoulders. 
 
    “Sammy, I’m pretty, but I’m not Jess- or Yala-pretty,” Irma countered. 
 
    “They’re very pretty, can’t deny that, but you’re still my beautiful Irma,” Sam said and then plucked the beer out of her hand. Setting it to one side, he easily pushed her down onto the couch and slid on top of her. “And you know what… the rest can wait. I want you, my Irma. And I’m going to try to put a kid in you tonight. Let’s have a fun time of it and roll the dice.” 
 
    Irma stared up at him with very wide eyes, her breath coming out in short, panting gasps. Her hands rested on his chest. 
 
    “Okay, Sammy,” she agreed in a quiet tone and then gave him a wonderful smile. “Okay. Let’s roll the dice. Just… just like a normal married couple. Roll the dice and see what happens. I think I’m ready for that and… well… I’m feeling a little left out right now. 
 
    “So many children and here I am telling myself that I can’t let that happen until things are settled. If I keep saying that, I’ll never have children. I’ll just keep pushing it back further and further.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sam said, smiling at her, easing his knees up until he was pushing her thighs apart. It took just a moment to vanish their clothes. “Let’s see if you have a lucky or an unlucky womb.” 
 
    “Is it lucky if I get pregnant on the first try or unlucky?” Irma asked with a building excitement in her words. 
 
    “That’s up to you to decide, not I,” Sam said, then he leaned in and kissed Irma hungrily. 
 
    She happily kissed him back and casually wrapped her legs around his hips, starting to pull him closer in a very similar way to what Caer had done. 
 
    Turning her head to one side, Irma ran her fingers through Sam’s hair, breathing much harder. 
 
    “Tonight, I want you to spike me as hard as anyone you ever have before,” said Irma in a husky voice. “Repeatedly spike me, ride me, and put me away, filled and wet. Like no one ever before. Let’s see how much you can take from me, while giving it to me. Let’s make it a memorable roll of the dice. Got it, Husband?” 
 
    “Got it,” Sam said, then bit at Irma’s throat, determined to leave her a love bite as well. 
 
      
 
    Thirty-One - Sex Meeting - 
 
      
 
    “Guh, unng, uuuunh,” moaned Abrah sharply with every thrust as Sam finally finished in her. He had filled her up for what was probably the fourth or fifth time in a row on top of her work desk. 
 
    Coming to a full stop on the third push, Sam felt great. He was still feasting on the vestiges of Abrah’s orgasm. 
 
    “Sammy, Lord Lust, I’m spent,” Abrah said in a soft voice. Her hands drifted up to caress his face. Her talon-like nails glided over his skin in a fun way. “Have me again if you like, as much as you want, in fact, but I can’t put any effort into it. My legs feel like mush and so do my hips. I’m willing, but I can’t help.” 
 
    Chuckling, Sam withdrew from the very sweaty, pale Demon. Sitting down in her chair, he watched as a great deal of his seed began dribbling out of her and across her taint. 
 
    Abrah’s heels slipped off the edge of the desk and her legs just dangled off the edge. She made no effort to pull them back up and merely laid there. 
 
    Sam had decided to go visit Abrah until it was time to meet with everyone. He hadn’t seen much of her as of late. 
 
    Aster, Erv, Yala, and Wren were all due to show up in the city of Klesick. 
 
    “I feel like an over-filled waterskin,” complained Abrah, her arms flat against her desk now. 
 
    “I mean, you are? Did my best to fill you up, you know. No reason not to. 
 
    “You’ll need to call someone in to clean up your desk, as well as the floor,” Sam said with a laugh. He ran two fingers along Abrah’s shin. “There’s quite a mess under you.” 
 
    She was brutal, uncaring, and emotionless. The detached and proficient warrior-at-arms. A Demon-Knight through and through. 
 
    Surprisingly though, she was none of those things when it came to him. 
 
    With him, she was very soft, warm, and willing. Almost entirely the opposite of her public personality. 
 
    “Am I—could I be pregnant?” Abrah asked, her left hand moving to her lower abdomen. Right above her pubic mound. 
 
    “Most certainly not. You’re just very full,” Sam said and then patted Abrah’s knee twice. “Now we just need to wait for everyone. No sense in going at you unless you’re into it. It’s not like I’m hungry anymore.” 
 
    Abrah waved her fingers at that, but didn’t say or do anything. She just laid on her desk like a landed fish, taking long, slow breaths and gazing blankly up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Sex with you is amazing,” she said in a low tone. “I think I’m ready for more.” 
 
    “Thank you! I try, you know. Admittedly, I’m incentivized to get my partner off, but I can’t imagine being a man and not striving to make my partner go before me,” said Sam with a chuckle. “And yet I often was asked to satisfy a partner just to satisfy them. So many men who just never… try. 
 
    “But I’m afraid we won’t be able to go again. Our comrades are arriving shortly. I can feel Aster’s brand heading this way.” 
 
    “Damnit,” grumbled Abrah. “I shouldn’t have told you to stop.” 
 
    The Demon-Knight got up off the desk and walked toward where her clothes were piled up. She was walking a bit like a newborn horse and looked like she might even stumble and fall over. 
 
    Before she’d made it, though, Aster came through the door. She was followed immediately by Erv. The two Elementals entered, looked at the naked Sam, the stumbling Abrah, the desk, and needed to ask no questions. It was quite obvious what’d just been going on. 
 
    “You know, if I’d known it was a sex meeting—” said Aster, working at her belt buckle even as she walked over to the desk. “I would have shown up earlier and in a dress without panties. Next time, be more specific.” 
 
    Reaching Abrah’s work desk, Aster got her pants undone. With a whump, her belt buckle hit the ground. 
 
    “Oh, a little appetizer just for me? I bet it’s a mixed shot of Abrah-Sam,” Aster said and then leaned down and licked the wet spot on the desk. Repeating the action several times, she took her time to get everything off. “Mm. I was right. Hmmm, you have an interesting taste, Abrah. Kinda like my mistress, but not quite. Very similar though. I bet we could have fun if you let me ride your face.” 
 
    Aster bent over the desk and presented her rear end toward Sam. Laying her head and arms down on the desk, she got comfortable. With a backwards glance at him, she gave her hips a slow roll, moving back and forth in an inviting way. 
 
    Before Sam could respond, Yala and Wren entered the room. They quickly moved to the open seats where Erv had seated herself. 
 
    “I didn’t realize it was a sex meeting,” complained Wren. “I would have worn something else.” 
 
    “Wait, sex meetings are a thing?” Yala asked, taking a seat and adjusting the dress she was wearing. 
 
    “Sometimes,” Wren murmured, sitting down as well. “I’ll go after Aster. Looks like Abrah’s long past done.” 
 
    The Demon-Knight was holding herself up with a hand braced on the wall in the corner as she worked into her clothes. No one had missed the fact that she was beyond “used up” at the moment. 
 
    “Oh, can-can I go after you, Wren?” Erv asked, peering over at the other woman. “Or should Yala and I have a quick game of rock, paper, scissors to decide that?” 
 
    “I’d very much like a turn, but I don’t mind being last,” offered Yala. “I would be more than happy for Sam to focus entirely on me. I think this meeting will be quick followed by lots of sex. 
 
    “And… uhm… I find I really like sex now. A lot. I want to have a lot more sex. With Sam. Only with Sam.” 
 
    Erv clicked her tongue and looked as if she were considering Yala’s words. 
 
    Sam decided this had gone on long enough. 
 
    Standing up, he casually slid his tip into Aster, then went straight down to the hilt, pushing until his lap was firmly pressed against her rear end. 
 
    “Ahhhn! Nnnnn, yes,” groaned Aster, her fingers pressing tightly to the desk now. 
 
    Sam put his hands on her hips and then began to slowly and methodically thrust in and out of her. At the same time, he used his grip to hold her down on the desk. 
 
    “So? Who brought me what I wanted?” Sam asked, slowly looking from person to person as he had Aster. 
 
    “You wanted me, didn’t you?” Aster asked in a low moan as Sam kept thrusting into her. “I brought me, you’re having me.” 
 
    Chuckling, Sam swatted Aster’s rear end with a sharp smack. It caused the Elemental to push backward against him. 
 
    “Be serious,” he admonished. 
 
    “I did,” Erv said, standing up. She pulled out what looked like a folded map from the pouch at her side. Moving over to Sam, she laid it down over Aster’s back, covering the other Elemental completely. Smoothing it out over Aster’s back, Erv pointed to a place on it. “Those are our lands. Everything we’ve been taking from Balahtus and the others. 
 
    “Yala and Abrah are… well… they’ve split up the lands between themselves. They’re your two Dukes if you’re their King.” 
 
    Sam nodded his head, steadily pushing in and out of Aster. His hands and fingers gripped her quite tightly. 
 
    “Harder,” whimpered Aster from under the map. 
 
    “Later,” Erv said and casually patted Aster on the back of her head. Then she lifted her hand and pointed down toward near the bottom of Aster’s back “Now… this is where Luke made his final push. These were the last lands he took in Hell. The last holdouts had all gathered there. 
 
    “Amusingly, it’s also where you started your own territory conquest when you weren’t a Planar Lord. So it’s quite possible you already have tread upon Luke’s own steps at some point. 
 
    “Luke’s starting point was the Annulus fort. It’s likely why Skipper wanted to concentrate everything there. To be fair, it did give her some legitimacy. 
 
    “So the first place that we’ll be taking over is where she finished. Which I find amusing in a weird way. She never got the chance to keep taking territory beyond the towers. She was forced to end things just as she solidified her holdings. The portal closures and all.” 
 
    “Pet me, Erv,” groaned Aster. Her hands were on the other Elemental’s hips and hanging on tight. “Please?” 
 
    Erv smirked at that and then began to gently smooth back Aster’s hair, watching Sam at the same time. 
 
    “I’m afraid beyond that, there isn’t really any information,” Erv said. “Luke conquered it all, vanished, and that was it. What do you want to do next?” 
 
    “After Aster, Wren, then you, and finish with Yala,” Sam said, starting to thrust a bit harder into Aster now. He pulled back on her hips to get a good clap out of her flesh hitting his. “Then we’ll go take back the tower lands, including mine.” 
 
    “Nnnn, harder, Sammy,” moaned Aster in a loud voice. “Really pump it into me and fill me up.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are we expecting much in the way of resistance?” Sam asked while looking out at the troops assembled by Yala and Abrah. There were a great many of them now. As far as the eye could see, in fact. 
 
    “No,” Abrah stated. “They’ll melt away as we strike. It’ll be a drawn out and ugly war. With them fighting our supply line troops more than our actual forces.” 
 
    “Guerrilla warfare,” Sam said and nodded his head. It made sense. Most forces wouldn’t be bonded together under a single entity as his own forces were. 
 
    “I’ll use the Cambion,” Wren said in a growl. Behind her, her wings spread out to their full reach. She was a very impressive Devil now who looked to be built and ready for war at all times. 
 
    She also had begun to view the Cambion as a separate race from herself. While she didn’t shed her Cambion instincts—wanting to be bedded by Sam, Jes, and Aster constantly, to get pregnant, to fight and kill—she simply saw herself as something more than what she had been. 
 
    Sam couldn’t disagree. 
 
    “We’ll clear out the would-be fighters as quickly as they show up. It won’t be much of an issue,” continued Wren, her wings settling back down upon her back. “I’ll just insert a few of them into each supply run until we formalize a dump here. That’ll increase security and make it almost more costly for our enemies to go for the lines, rather than the army.” 
 
    “That’s… true. Thank you,” Abrah said, looking out upon her army. “I’m going to go write a report to Yala and determine our needs before the battle begins. I think they’ll hesitate for a few more hours before they realize we’re flanking them at the same time.” 
 
    Yala had ceded control to Abrah within seconds of turning over her soldiers to her. Then Abrah had instantly turned over running their collective lands while she was out on campaign. 
 
    Abrah remained with the now double-sized army and Yala returned to the cities. 
 
    Between the two of them, they were arranging themselves into a very effective partnership. 
 
    One to govern, one to war. Both bound by mutual cooperation through their brand. 
 
    “They remind me of Stacia and Tiffany,” Aster said, watching Abrah head back towards the tent where they’d slept the prior night. “Maybe they’ll start dating, too. They seem like a fun match.” 
 
    “They’re attracted to one another,” confirmed Wren. “Though I think they’ll not act on it unless Sam deliberately pairs them together. Just like he did Tiff and Stace.” 
 
    “Good point,” Aster murmured, then leaned into Sam. “So, this whole little campaign will get us back to your old stomping grounds. Going to show me around? Introduce me to your parents?” 
 
    “I’ll show you what I can, that’s for certain,” he replied and then frowned, his thoughts going backward. “Erv, did any of my old lieutenants make it out of Annulus? I never thought to ask but… that explosion probably killed them, didn’t it?” 
 
    “No. It didn’t,” Erv said in a casual tone, her eyes moving across the soldiers as they stood in front of the opposing force. “Once we reopened the portals to Annulus after the explosion was over, no corpses were found for any of them. One way or another, they all made it out. None of them came to report in, though, so… they survived, but don’t wish to see you.” 
 
    Sam grimaced at that. He could imagine that they would be very unwell mentally given what was done to them. Seeing Sam wouldn’t help that at all since they could very easily blame their association with him as the reason for what happened to them. 
 
    “That’s not exactly surprising,” he replied with a heavy sigh he couldn’t help. “I’m sure they blame me. I probably would blame me, if I were them.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Aster said with a huff. “If I was foolish enough to be caught by someone like Balahtus. In Hell, one could easily expect the outcome. For those who would prefer death, they could have taken that route. 
 
    “For those who didn’t kill themselves and were captured, they got exactly what one would expect. Extremely unpleasant treatment at the hands of Balahtus. 
 
    “I would’ve killed myself, personally. The only reason I didn’t kill myself during captivity was that while I was a giant starving battery, I wasn’t physically abused. If they’d tried to assault me or rape me, I would have offed myself immediately.” 
 
    Unable to quite see the reasoning behind her words, Sam didn’t say anything. There was no point in arguing with her about such a thing and it would likely just upset her. There was no reason to go into the ugly history of being a prisoner at the hands of others. 
 
    Something that had nearly broken Aster. 
 
    “Glad to hear they at least made it out. I hope they can find a life for themselves. Are… Yala and Abrah making changes?” Sam asked, turning to look at Erv directly. He didn’t want to put too fine a point on his question and was hoping Erv would catch what he meant. 
 
    “They are,” she said and met his eyes directly. “They went around and asked for information. About what’s expected in the worlds that you live in and maintain. 
 
    “Irma was more than willing to assist. She gave them a crash course on the current prime plane. It’ll take a generation or three to fully be adopted by the populous, but the changes are starting now. I look forward to a… modern Hell.” 
 
    Sam grinned at that and found he was rather pleased to hear Erv’s response. The idea that Yala and Abrah would work to bring Hell around into something better was good news. 
 
    Just because something was a certain way, doesn’t mean it can’t be changed. 
 
    No different than me, really. 
 
    The grin on Sam’s face froze as his thoughts coiled up one on top of the other. 
 
    We’re no different than Skipper. We’re doing the same thing she did by searching for the Hub. It’s the exact same, in fact. She pushed into other territories, just as we are now. 
 
    Our plan doesn’t differ at all from hers. We’re just repeating the same steps. 
 
    How could we expect any different answer? She searched high and low for the Hub, I imagine. 
 
    Tore everything apart and likely didn’t put anything back together at all. 
 
    Why would I succeed where she didn’t? How could I? 
 
    No, the Hub isn’t down there. Of course, it isn’t. 
 
    With a gaze focused on nothing at all, Sam felt his thoughts spinning endlessly in circles. Running around and around without any true end. He was only repeating the same things that Skipper had done. 
 
    And if he was being honest, he didn’t even have the same resources on hand that she did. 
 
    With the backing of the Silent One, she would have been able to absolutely break down anything and everything that even had the potential of hiding or holding the Hub. If it was a physical location in Hell, she would have already found it and carried through with her plan. 
 
    “Oh,” murmured Sam aloud as his thoughts came to that final conclusion. 
 
    “Oh?” asked Aster, sounding very confused. “Oh what?” 
 
    “Oh… we’re doing the same thing Skipper did. To expect better or different results would be—” Sam stopped talking and made a vague hand gesture. “Optimistic and unrealistic. Wouldn’t it? If the Hub were a physical location in Hell… she would have found it. 
 
    “There’s no way she wouldn’t have. Not with the Silent One backing her up. She’d have most certainly found it. So… we’re just… wasting time. We’re going about this in a pointless way.” 
 
    “I— no— that’s… that’s fair,” Erv said in a subdued voice. “You’re right. We’re not doing anything different than what she did, so how can we actually expect it to be different?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Sam really didn’t know how to proceed. It all came back to the exact same thing. Nothing had changed. 
 
    “Back to the drawing board, I guess,” Wren said, sounding frustrated. “Start from nothing, go from there. Luke found it, so can we.” 
 
    Yeah. Start from nothing. 
 
    After all, even in the beginning, there was only the Void. 
 
    The thought crashed down through his senses and left Sam stunned. Stunned and unable to move in the least. 
 
    The… Hub was there at the time of creation. It was created to help monitor the world. That… that means it would have been one of the first things created, if not the first. 
 
    And… what came after that… was the Void. 
 
    The space between all things that binds it all together. The Void. 
 
    So… to get to the Hub… I have to go through the Void. 
 
    Huh. 
 
      
 
    Thirty-Two - Back to the Beginning - 
 
      
 
    Standing in the crater that had once been the Annulus fort, Sam stared up at the open sky above him. 
 
    “And this was his home base? Where he started everything?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Right here,” Yala said from his left. She’d joined them when they entered the portal system and traveled to the ruins of Annulus. “We’re standing at what had originally been the heart of his domain. The stronghold was put down right atop where his castle had been. At least, that’s what I was able to find out.” 
 
    “It sounds like something she’d do,” Erv agreed. “I wasn’t privy to the reasoning why, but there were some ruins before the stronghold was built here. But… what does that even mean? And why were you so eager to get back here? 
 
    “Should we really have left Abrah and Wren to deal with that mess?” 
 
    “They’ll be fine. Winning the war was never a question or even a concern,” replied Sam, still staring up at the sky above him. “The Hub is the goal and I think this is it. I think… I think the answer was something we all overlooked. 
 
    “Something that Skipper herself overlooked. Everyone was so focused on it existing as a physical place, or on a plane of its own, that we never considered it in a different way. 
 
    “What if the Hub is a physical point in the Void? It exists inside the Void and nowhere else.” 
 
    “In… the Void?” Erv asked slowly. 
 
    “Everyone always says the Void is endless and empty. That there’s absolutely nothing in it across the entire expanse of it,” Sam continued. “Except that isn’t true. Anything one brings into the Void, will remain in the Void. That means you could theoretically put a location into the Void. Provided that you could include self-sustaining power, water, and oxygen, as well as food, you could theoretically treat the Void as if it were outer space. 
 
    “On top of that, a portal into the Void will open up in a different spot depending on where you are when you open it. Not just from a given plane, but from where you are in that plane. And as any religion will tell you, in the beginning, there was nothing.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m following,” said Aster. “And you think the Void is literally right here? Or somewhere near here? At this point in Hell?” 
 
    “What if Luke was attempting to become a Planar Lord? Perhaps the first, even,” Sam said, finally lowering his eyes from the heavens above to look at Aster. “What if, in his desire to open a portal to another world, he instead opened a portal to the Void? 
 
    “What if Hell was a barricade to stop others from finding the Hub. A final measure that someone would have to go into, just to have the chance to find the Hub. That Hell was never meant to connect to the other planes. 
 
    “Nicodimus made it seem like the fabric of Hell had always been rather thin. Not to mention, originally Demons could only be summoned out of Hell, no one could travel via portal into or out of Hell. 
 
    “Where better to hide something like the Hub? In a hole somewhere in Hell that wouldn’t do anyone any good. On a plane that outsiders couldn’t really get to.” 
 
    “Until Luke,” said Erv, nodding her head. “By luck, coincidence, or otherwise, he found something in the Void that happened to be the Hub. From there, he gained enough power to become a Planar Lord and move himself to the prime material plane. Where he never looked back.” 
 
    “Mm. So… let’s open a portal to the Void and take a peek,” said Sam in a flat voice. 
 
    Grasping hold of his Essence, he began to pool it together. Channeling it into a single point. 
 
    He wanted to do this as carefully and as gently as he could manage. His previous actions had already damaged, ruined, and bent the fabric of the planes across all existence. The last thing he needed right now was to make it worse. 
 
    Just… ease it open. Ease it in. 
 
    Like breaking virginity. 
 
    Take it slow, move easy with it, and let it give way all on its own. There’s no need to force it or rush it. 
 
    With far more patience than most people could devote to a single action, Sam worked at the portal to the Void. Smoothing it out as he opened it, easing back the space of the plane, Sam continued to slowly open it. 
 
    Millimeter by millimeter, he peeled back the fabric of Hell’s reality to open a space into the Void itself. It was a chaotic and wild place where nothing could technically survive, but it wasn’t actually a vacuum either. 
 
    It was extremely similar to outer space, but also very much not outer space. 
 
    The Void wasn’t pulling in a torrential amount of oxygen or Essence as he opened the portal. It was simply existing on the other side as if it were a window pane of glass. 
 
    Nudge after nudge, Sam worked at the portal until it was roughly a five foot circle. 
 
    Letting out a sudden breath, Sam felt weary from the strain of opening the portal in the way he had. He’d been able to do it without it feeling like he’d torn, ripped, or damaged the fabric of the planar space. 
 
    “Whew,” he huffed with a shake of his head. 
 
    “Well done,” Erv said, clearing her voice. “Here, you should have a drink. Maybe a seat. Take a moment to gather some Essence for yourself.” 
 
    “Wh—” 
 
    Before Sam could even finish his question, he nearly fell over backward and collapsed on his rear end on the dirt beneath him. 
 
    “You were at that for two hours or so,” said Erv, holding up her palm in front of his mouth. Inside it was a ball of Water rotating on itself. 
 
    Even without looking, he could tell it was elemental water because it was loaded with Essence. 
 
    It wasn’t Essence he could easily hold onto, but it was Essence that would be more than enough to stabilize his racing heartbeat. 
 
    “I’m also more than willing to… be a snack, if you like, Sammy,” Erv said in a purring tone. The smile she was giving him was quite warm. She was clearly growing very fond of him and Sam saw no reason to discourage that. 
 
    Considering her offer, Sam was tempted to say yes if only to bed Erv. Sex with her was extremely reminiscent of sex with Irma. 
 
    Or Jes when she was feeling tender. 
 
    I miss Jes. Far more than I thought I would. 
 
    Hillary… Tiff, Stace, I miss them all. 
 
    This sucks. No more away missions for any of them. We can work through others. 
 
    Time to hunker down and consolidate our wins. 
 
    “Maybe in a bit,” Sam said, then drank the strange ball of water as an ant would. It was quite odd, but did help him feel better. 
 
    Letting out a breath as he finished, Sam looked at the portal. It was an open window into a dark, empty space that was wholly without light. 
 
    “Need to see if I can’t make this happen first and foremost,” said Sam. “Afterward, I’d be more than happy to have you, my beautiful and lovely Erv. 
 
    “In fact, you can be my reward. How’s that?” 
 
    “That sounds perfectly fine to me. Though, I’d argue that I’m not exactly a reward,” Erv replied, generating another ball of water in her palm. “Are… are you going in now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said, then drank the second ball of water just as he had the first. Sitting there, he processed the Essence she’d given him and contemplated what he was about to do. “I want to at least go in there and see what I can see. I mean, with any luck, this would be where Luke found it. 
 
    “Otherwise… it’s going to be a lot of exploring the Void without any possibility of map markers. I can’t even begin to imagine how one would explore that.” 
 
    “Nor can I,” agreed Erv, watching him with concern. “Please be careful. Without you this would all… fall apart. I can’t imagine anyone being able to pick up the pieces from what you’ve built.” 
 
    Staring into the Void, Sam couldn’t argue her point. 
 
    “Indeed. Well, time to begin,” he said, then levered himself up off the ground. There was no reason to dilly dally any longer. He’d like to get the whole thing over with, if he could manage it. 
 
    “You’ll be able to come back out, right? When I sent you there before, it was entirely based off of what I’ve heard,” Erv said, following him toward the portal. “I’ve never actually been in the Void myself.” 
 
    “Honestly, neither had I until you sent me there,” Sam said with a chuckle. “It was exactly what you would expect, I suppose. Utter weightlessness. Inability to breathe. Extremely cold. 
 
    “Without an open portal and an Essence draw, I imagine it would be a very quick death to anyone who tried it. Which means there is only a small set of people who would have a shot at surviving. 
 
    “Certainly not mortals of any sort, with no Essence to pull on. Actually, anyone without Essence to pull on at all. If you don’t have a steady stream of it, I could easily see how one would perish in the Void.” 
 
    “Is that how Luke did it, then?” Erv asked, peering into the portal. “He had so much Essence that he could do as he wished inside.” 
 
    “Would make sense. Especially, if he really were a special type of Demon,” agreed Sam. “All that death, destruction, and doom, likely fed him quite a bit. 
 
    “Ah… well… time to go in. Here I go. I’ll leave a tether with you just in case. I didn’t figure you’d mind holding my leash?” Sam said with a grin, holding out a loop of Essence to Erv. 
 
    Clicking her tongue, Erv took the Essence in hand and looked at him seriously. 
 
    “You and I both know I’m already quite firmly in your grasp and that my own leash is nice and tight around my neck,” Erv capitulated. “Willingly so, as well.” 
 
    “Mm. Maybe I want the lovely Water Elemental to hold my leash a bit? It’s nice to have those who just love me like Irma and Jes,” said Sam, then he stepped through the portal and straight into the Void. 
 
    Once more, Sam instantly felt the chilling cold of the Void slide over his skin. That infinite coldness that left no room for life or warmth at all. Not so much as a flicker of heat or light existed here. 
 
    The only things Sam could feel or see all came from the portal through which he’d come. 
 
    Looking round, Sam realized this was somewhat futile. Without any light to see by, or reflect off of, he wouldn’t see much of the Void regardless. 
 
    “Sam? Are you okay?” Erv asked, causing Sam to look back that way. 
 
    He could see her perfectly on the other side. The fact that he could hear her did at least reveal that whatever was in the Void could conduct sound. 
 
    And if there’s no sound in the Void, anything I put out would be echoed back if it hit something. 
 
    I could use Essence in much the same way, could I not? 
 
    In fact, I bet that’s exactly what Luke probably did with all that Essence he had at his command. 
 
    Nodding his head at Erv with a smile, he held up his hand in the universal “one second” gesture, with one finger held upward. 
 
    He wasn’t sure he could speak in whatever gas filled in the Void, but he wouldn’t bet on it. If he needed to speak, he was going to save the air he had in his lungs for that. 
 
    Erv nodded her head in acknowledgement of his gesture, and smiled back at him. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Sam did his best to not pay attention to the absolute freezing cold that was seeping into him. To block everything out. 
 
    With a sudden push on his Essence, Sam sent out an expanding spell of Essence in the shape of a sphere. Traveling outward and constantly expanding until it struck something or ran out of Essence. A “sonar pulse” very similar to a submarine, Sam imagined. 
 
    Floating there in the Void, Sam suddenly wanted to be a lot closer to the portal. The cold was actually starting to bother him. His teeth were even starting to chatter. 
 
    Listening, waiting, he felt the sphere continue to move outward. Drawing more Essence from his tanks with every second. Yet it found nothing. 
 
    There was nothing to be found. 
 
    I’ll need to cut it off. This isn’t working. 
 
    Cutting the spell free from his Essence, Sam let it finish itself off. It would run out of Essence all on its own. 
 
    Okay, that didn’t work. What’s next? Light? Actual sound? What’s more likely— 
 
    The sphere hit something and disintegrated to nothing. 
 
    But not before giving Sam a direction to move towards. 
 
    Sam opened his eyes and found Erv watching him. 
 
    “Moving, hold the leash,” Sam said with the only lungful of air he had. 
 
    Taking in a breath of whatever it was around him, he felt his lungs start to burn painfully. Opening his mouth, he tried to talk again, and found nothing came out. 
 
    Can’t talk in the Void, right. Now… let’s go see what we found. 
 
    Pushing out Essence behind himself like a jet nozzle, Sam began moving toward where his spell had made contact. Moving quickly, he flew through the Void, leaving behind the portal back to Hell. 
 
    The portal was the only source of light and warmth in the Void, as far as he could tell. 
 
    Faster than he expected, Sam collided with whatever it was the spell had come into contact with. 
 
    Face first. 
 
    Bouncing off it, Sam let out a lung-burning groan and reached up to touch his face. He couldn’t feel anything out of place, but there was no telling. He felt like he hadn’t been moving that fast, but he’d reached the location faster than he anticipated. 
 
    Putting his hands against whatever it was, he began to feel around blindly. It felt incredibly smooth and without blemish. There wasn’t anything for him to get his fingers into. 
 
    This is stupid. 
 
    Holding his left hand up, Sam created light from nothing but Essence. 
 
    The truth of what he’d found was revealed to him. 
 
    It was a large, wooden double door. There was no handle on it, nor were there hinges. 
 
    That wasn’t the oddest part about the discovery he’d made. The oddest part was that the door wasn’t attached to anything that Sam could sense. 
 
    It didn’t sit in a wall. Nor was there anything behind it or on the sides that Sam could see, despite moving his hand around to shine light on it from every angle. 
 
    Moving to the other side of the door, he checked it for anything else that could give him a clue of what this was. Except it looked identical to the other side. There was nothing to indicate which side was which. 
 
    Floating in front of the door, Sam had no idea what to do. 
 
    Luke got in, so how did he do it? How would he have tried? 
 
    He was a warrior. A conqueror. He would have just… hit it? Smash it with Essence? 
 
    With a frown on his face and ignoring the burn from breathing whatever the Void was made of, Sam struck out at the door with a solid spike of Essence. 
 
    Nothing happened or changed. It was exactly as it had been. 
 
    The door remained shut. 
 
    Sam had no idea what to do, other than to sit there and try anything he could think of. To think about what Luke would do if he was presented with the same situation. 
 
    Then something Luke said floated back up into Sam’s thoughts. 
 
    What’d he say? That the door wouldn’t open regardless of you knocking at it? 
 
    That’s… that’s what you do at a door, isn’t it? You knock. 
 
    He was trying to give me a hint in the best way he could, is that it? He was prevented from really talking about it, but he could say something ambiguous in a different way to get around that. 
 
    The only real way to make someone not talk about something in a round-about-way, is to make sure they can’t talk at all. And the Hub didn’t do that. 
 
    That couldn’t be the answer to this door, though, could it? It’s almost too stupid to work. 
 
    Then again… I can’t think of anything else. 
 
    Lifting his hand, Sam knocked three times on the door. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    That’s what I thought. It’d be like having one, two, three, four, five as the password to your matched luggage. Now— 
 
    The doors slowly opened in front of Sam. Silently and without resistance, spreading wide and showing him the interior of what looked like an office building. 
 
    Huh. 
 
    Okay then. 
 
    Moving forward, Sam stepped through the doors and into the space beyond. 
 
    He felt the Essence leash behind him become detached the moment he crossed over. A second after that, the doors slammed shut behind him, closing him off from the Void entirely. 
 
    As well as everyone else. 
 
      
 
    Thirty-Three - Final Choice - 
 
      
 
    Sam wasn’t able to help himself and suddenly started coughing. 
 
    Whatever the Void was made of was expelled from his lungs and didn’t seem to linger, giving Sam the opportunity to suck down several breaths of the best tasting oxygen he’d ever had. 
 
    That could have just been a comparative reality. 
 
    It could have been diesel exhaust and it might have tasted better than the Void had. 
 
    Putting his hands on top of his head, Sam continued to take deep breaths. Enjoying each and every one. 
 
    Admittedly, he technically didn’t have to breathe, but after having done it for so long on the planes, he found it was harder to not breathe anymore. It was a lot like blinking. 
 
    Something he couldn’t ever stop doing, once he’d trained himself to do it. 
 
    Looking around the room he’d entered, Sam found it really did look like an office of sorts. Everything was laid out in neat, tidy sections. There were doors that led elsewhere and even several places to sit and relax. 
 
    Additionally, there was a single computer desk, with a computer sitting on it, along with a monitor, keyboard, and mouse. A modern day office in nearly every regard. 
 
    “Hello?” Sam tried, calling out to the open space. 
 
    If anyone heard him, they didn’t respond. 
 
    All he could hear was what sounded an awful lot like an air conditioner blowing through the vents, and the click and whir of a computer. Exactly what one would expect to hear in an office. 
 
    Slowly, Sam walked over to the desk. 
 
    Looking at it, he found the monitor was incredibly thin. To the point that it looked a bit like a piece of paper. Additionally, there were no cords attached to it that led down to the computer sitting under the desk. 
 
    On top of that, there were no cords that ran from the computer to anywhere else. Everything looked correct, but it lacked the details to actually be correct. 
 
    Sam reached over and moved the mouse with a flick of his fingers. 
 
    The monitor turned on and he was presented with what appeared to be some type of desktop. It was similar to what he personally used at home, but it also wasn’t. 
 
    A horse of a different color, but still a horse? 
 
    Chewing at the inside of his lip, Sam shook his head. What he’d learned from Miles and Eugenia about the world certainly made more sense when you included the Hub. An advanced society that decided to make another society from the ground up. 
 
    How did Abigail say it? One of Clarke’s laws is what she said, I think. 
 
    Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic? I think that was it. 
 
    With a shake of his head, Sam moved away from the computer to the couches and sitting area. Nothing there seemed out of the ordinary in any way. Everything was exactly what one would expect. 
 
    Moving to one of the doors in the back, Sam opened it. 
 
    Inside he saw an endless array of what looked like small computers stacked horizontally. Running off into the distance farther than Sam could actually see. 
 
    Just inside the door was a mummified corpse. The remains of some sort of fabric clung to it. The cool, dry air of the office and the lack of bugs had done the trick. 
 
    “Hm,” Sam said, nudging the rotted out boot that was around one foot. Only the sole remained and it was clearly cobbled, not mass produced. “Luke said he got out and the Log agreed. So… who are you? Are you Ryker, then?” 
 
    Not wanting to go any farther into the room, and guessing that it wouldn’t do him any good, Sam closed the door. Moving back into the main room, Sam contemplated what to do. 
 
    As far as he could tell, this was indeed the Hub. 
 
    Except there was no indication of what to do to actually “save the world”, so to speak. Not to mention, he had to harden the way into the Hub in the future. 
 
    I’ll have to go back, then open a portal from the Void to Hell, and then defend that spot in particular. 
 
    Then build something that goes from Hell, into the Void, which would protect the doors as well. 
 
    If Skipper got here, that’d be the end of everything, wouldn’t it? 
 
    But… what now? How do I move forward here? 
 
    Having no other answer available to him, Sam decided the straightforward route would work. It got him through the door, after all. 
 
    Sitting down at the computer desk, Sam grabbed hold of the mouse. What he was looking at was indeed a desktop of some sort. 
 
    Reaching forward, he grabbed the keyboard. 
 
    Looking at it, Sam saw that there were more keys on it in some areas and less in others. It was obviously a keyboard made in an entirely different culture and society. 
 
    For whatever reason, though, when he looked at the keys, he saw they were all labeled in Sam’s original language. Something spoken in Hell a great many years ago. 
 
    The language his thoughts were in, despite him speaking modern day English to everyone else. 
 
    Looking at the monitor, Sam read over what was there. 
 
    There were a number of things that seemed a lot like desktop icons, but he wasn’t sure. They were also named in his language as well. 
 
    Grabbing the mouse, Sam flicked the cursor over and opened the file that simply read, “Hub”. 
 
    It seemed like an obvious place to start. 
 
    “Well, hello there!” said a voice through the monitor, as if it had speakers as well as being a display. “So, you found the Hub. Chances are you’re one of three people. 
 
    “If you’re Luke, Lucifer, or Lou, go ahead and click the icon that just popped up on your screen on the right.” 
 
    True to the spoken words, an icon appeared on the far right of the desktop. 
 
    “We’ll just… uh… wait a second to give you some time to click that and—” There was a pause from the voice. Several seconds passed before it resumed. “Uh, that’s enough. Whatever. 
 
    “Now, if you’re not one of those three, then you’re probably Wally, Warner, or Bob. Which means that you, you bad boy, didn’t manage to convert Retribution and you became Vengeance. 
 
    “We’re going to have words, young man. Many words. So many words that I can’t even begin to explain it. You had so many chances and you still threw it all away! Anyway. Here’s your icon.” 
 
    Sam raised his eyebrows at that. 
 
    Retribution? What? 
 
    That… no. He couldn’t be talking about the same person, could he? 
 
    No. No way. 
 
    “Alright. That should be enough time. Now if you’re not any of those six people, that means it’s you, Sameerixis,” said the voice in a slow, tired tone. 
 
    That got Sam’s attention, causing him to sit bolt upright in his chair. 
 
    “You, Sameerixis Fidenis Xilin Fisch Elh Caerwin Aderin Telis, are here to prevent the one you call Skipper from destroying the world,” continued the voice. In using Sam’s true name, he had invoked a pull so strong that Sam felt like his heart was going to stop beating. “Except that’s not the truth. It’s… not real. 
 
    “At least, not in the way you’re thinking about it. Now… just to confirm it’s you, Sammy, go ahead and click that icon that just popped up.” 
 
    A third icon had appeared on the desktop. It was labeled as “Sam” and nothing else. 
 
    Breathing hard, feeling like his skin was on fire, Sam moved the pointer there and quickly double-clicked it. Things were moving far too fast for him right now. 
 
    Nothing immediately happened, but Sam did hear what sounded like the computer’s fans growing louder. 
 
    “Alright. So you made it here after all, Sammy,” said the same voice who’d just been talking a moment ago. “That means eeeeeverything is falling apart. Ha. Literally. 
 
    “The planes have been ruptured, millions upon millions of souls were just lost, the scales aren’t balanced, the Judge no longer sits upon her throne, Runner and myself are gone, Miles has become no better than Seville, and you’re here to fix it all. 
 
    “Well, congratulations. You can do just that. You have the power to fix all of that, minus the Runner and me part, and with almost no effort. 
 
    “It’ll only take a single double-click on your part after you state your instructions on what you want the Hub to do. It’s really quite easy.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly it,” Sam said. He knew it was a recording, but it was hard not to respond. 
 
    “I know, right?” snorted the voice. “But here’s the problem… that’s… exactly it. As you said. 
 
    “This… all that’s happened, even you destroying the planes, this is quite literally the best result I could have hoped for. I can explain myself completely, or I can give you the shortened version. 
 
    “If you want the shortened version, just go ahead and tap the right arrow key. Otherwise, I’ll give you the rundown of what’s happening right now.” 
 
    Glancing down at the keyboard, Sam considered tapping the arrow key. He didn’t feel very patient at the moment. He felt like the entirety of the universe was balanced on a knife’s edge. 
 
    “I know. Believe me, I do,” continued the voice. “I’m sure you feel as if everything is quite literally crumbling down around you. It’s good you feel that way, because it’s true. 
 
    “The very nature of your universe is becoming unraveled. The whole of it is failing. It’s got perhaps another hundred years before it completely implodes on itself. Your personal plane included. 
 
    “Now here’s the part where I ask you to do nothing. To let everything that’s happening continue. Because you’ve got it backwards. Skipper wants to reset the world back to a healthy, stable base.” 
 
    Huh? 
 
    “Skipper works for the Silent One. Your world, your universe, was created for a singular purpose. To trap the Silent One in an ever-increasing… memory leak. 
 
    “The longer your universe exists, the more it eats up the Silent One’s ability to function. What we personally call him is Zeus. He’s an AI from what you could probably call a future society. Their technology is quite advanced. 
 
    “And your universe is being controlled by him. With every cycle it goes on, he loses more of himself. Struggling to hold more of it together even as more falls away from him.” 
 
    “Creating exactly what you said, a memory leak,” muttered Sam. He was following the speaker quite easily in their explanation. He’d been doing his best to catch up to date with the technology of the era he was living in now. A memory leak for a computer would eventually bog it down completely to a stall. 
 
    “Yup. Just so,” agreed the voice. Apparently, they could see even Sam’s responses. That’d been how far this person had planned out. “And before you ask, I’m the Architect. Also known as Ryker.  
 
    “Now… you’re going to have to make a choice. An ugly one. Because no one can stop you, or help you. It’s not even something I can actually see the outcome of. I’ll end up making a recording for either situation but… I must admit I’m very curious to see which way you’ll go.” 
 
    “A choice. To repair the world and hand it over to the Silent One, your enemy, or to let it… fall into ruin?” Sam asked. He didn’t quite understand how letting it fall into ruin would save it. 
 
    “Runner, the Originator, isn’t about to let your world remain as it is. He’s had plans to go back and get it long before it fell. If I don’t miss my guess, he’ll arrive within the next fifty years or so,” the Architect said. “That leaves him with about fifty years to wrestle it all away from Zeus. 
 
    “In fifty years though, the leak will be so bad, Zeus will be only as strong as you are right now. I can’t imagine it taking very long to end things at that point. 
 
    “But… the problem is there’s no way for you to know that I’m telling the truth. To you, this could all be a ploy to get you to do something you don’t want to do. So I get it. I get it. It’s time for you to make your choice though. Ask the Hub to fix everything, or ask the Hub for the exit. One thing to note as well, once you leave, you can’t come back. That’ll be it.” 
 
    Sighing, Sam closed his eyes and then lifted his face to the ceiling. 
 
    This was entirely the last thing he wanted to hear. 
 
    It legitimately made sense when he considered how angry Skipper had been that he’d torn the fabric of the planes open. If everything the Architect said was accurate, then what he’d done had struck a colossal blow against the Silent One. 
 
    Something Eugenia and all her people would approve of, even if it was at the cost of millions of lives. 
 
    Sam was the one who had to bear the weight of that action though. He was the one who had killed millions. He was also the one who would have to decide if it seemed right that they died, or wrong. 
 
    “A hundred years and it all ends?” Sam asked no one. 
 
    There was no response to his question. 
 
    If he fixed the universe, it would continue on indefinitely. 
 
    If he didn’t, it was locked on a path of destruction. He knew that. 
 
    Eugenia, Miles, and everyone else told him so and he believed it. 
 
    And Retribution is likely going to fall, if the previous message was to be believed. Even if it wasn’t for me, it still was there. 
 
    Thinking, Sam found he wasn’t really any further along the train of thought than where he’d started. He was moving around in circles. 
 
    Suddenly, his thoughts went straight smack dab into the idea that if he didn’t fix the universe, and it all failed, his grandchildren would likely have short lives in comparison to their parents. That their own children would have a very short life span. 
 
    And Sam would be there for it all. To watch it all end. 
 
    Do… I sentence everyone to living permanently under the Silent One? 
 
    Or leave everyone on a countdown timer and trust that the Originator will return? 
 
    And I can’t come back. Once I leave, that’s it. 
 
    Sitting there, Sam thought about it. Thought about everything that was going on in the universe, and what he could do about it. About the lines that’d been drawn for each side and how the war was playing out. 
 
    I guess it’s a silly question in the end. 
 
    I’ve already thrown in with the Originator, Eugenia, and everyone else. I’ll sacrifice the millions I killed by damaging the plane, let everything continue, and move forward as best as I can. 
 
    Planning for the return of the Originator and what I can do to help him. 
 
    That’s… that’s it. That’s all there is. 
 
    And in fact… I’ll have to take it even a step further. Because Skipper will keep looking for the Hub. There’s nothing I can do to stop her if she finds it. It opens to anyone. 
 
    “Hub, provide me with instructions on how to get out of here,” Sam said, coming to the finalization of his choice. 
 
    There was a beep from the computer that sat in front of Sam and a new icon appeared on the desktop. 
 
    It read simply as, “The Exit”. 
 
    Grabbing the mouse, Sam immediately double-clicked it. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you’ve chosen to let this continue. To let it run the course I put it on,” murmured the Architect. “I must confess, I do feel nearly as much guilt as you do, if not more. While you condemned millions, I’ve… sentenced billions. Your universe has suffered tremendously under the weight of the Silent One. 
 
    “Because I couldn’t think of a better way of trapping him here, without giving him something to latch onto. His entire existence is based around the idea of destroying the Originator. So we made it seem that without this universe, he’d eventually fail. 
 
    “The Silent One is stuck in the trap now. Clutching his prize with his grubby little fist and unable to pull it back out without letting go, and he’ll never let go. He can’t learn how to do that. 
 
    “Anyway, I’m just chattering your ear off. The exit plan. 
 
    “If you want to leave, just specify where you wish to go, and then double-click the ‘travel’ button.” 
 
    Sam nodded his head and waited, moving the mouse to where he thought it would appear. He was curious about the corpse that was left behind in the other room. But at this moment, he didn’t really want to consider it. He wanted to go home. 
 
    Go home and figure out how he would divert Skipper’s interest away from Hell. Away from the Void. 
 
    Away from the Hub. 
 
      
 
    Thirty-Four - False Trails - 
 
      
 
    The icon finally appeared and Sam immediately double-clicked it. He wasn’t about to waste any more time here than he had to. 
 
    “State the desired location,” said a drab, robotic-sounding voice. 
 
    “Hell,” Sam said with a smirk. “Preferably the exact location where I entered the Void.” 
 
    “State the desired location,” the voice repeated in an identical way. 
 
    Right. Ah… specific enough to be a location. 
 
    Ah! 
 
    “Two feet away from Erv Patricia Brodny Neera,” Sam said, feeling rather proud of his answer for some reason. 
 
    “Confirmed,” said the voice. “Separation will occur in ten seconds. Probability is fifty percent.” 
 
    “Uh… what?” Sam asked. He wasn’t sure what this separation was or what the fifty percent was about. 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “Hello? Ryker? Architect?” asked Sam in a rising tone. “Originator? Someone?” 
 
    “Separation activating,” said the robot voice. 
 
    Before Sam could question any further, he found himself standing next to Erv. She was staring into the portal that led into the Void with wide eyes. Her hands held a quickly vanishing leash of Essence. 
 
    “Sam!?” Erv called into the portal, practically sticking her head through it. 
 
    “I’m right here,” he replied, frowning as he looked at her. 
 
    Given everything that had just happened, he felt somewhat odd. 
 
    Almost anti-climactic. 
 
    On some level, he’d expected that finding the Hub would free him of Skipper. That it’d somehow bring her into a conflict she couldn’t avoid with him. 
 
    Except it hadn’t. 
 
    Not on any level, in fact. 
 
    He’d beaten her to the Hub, discovered the secrets of his entire universe, and come back out again to tell the tale. He hadn’t even been sworn to secrecy in fact. 
 
    Wait, Luke was, but I wasn’t. 
 
    That means… the Architect expected Skipper to dig Luke up at some point. Right? 
 
    But not me. So the expectation would be that I’d at least live long enough to… win… the war, or die when the universe collapsed. How… oddly morbid. 
 
    In the end, it all came down to my own choice and little else. My conscience and fear was my own enemy this time. 
 
    My newfound humanity, as it were. Though I suppose… without that humanity I wouldn’t have been that interested in the Hub, would I? 
 
    Erv looked at him and then smiled, though she also looked very confused. 
 
    “What… what happened? The leash broke,” she said, her fingers opening and closing as if they were expecting to find the leash there. 
 
    “Indeed,” Sam said, then smiled at her, wondering how to phrase what’d happened without giving too much away where they might be overheard. He wanted to talk about the Hub, but he had no idea how to do it. Nor did he know how to actually divert Skipper’s attention away from Hell and the Void. 
 
    The more he thought about it, the less confident he felt about his ability to do any of that. 
 
    “Ah, I understand,” Erv said, her smile suddenly brightening by a factor of ten. “Don’t say anything. Instead, nod yes or no for me?” 
 
    Sam paused, then nodded his head. 
 
    “Successful?” she asked. 
 
    He didn’t have to really think of what she meant by that. She clearly meant finding the hub. 
 
    Nodding his head, Sam waited. 
 
    “Okay. Sworn to anything?” came her next question. 
 
    Sam shook his head to that. 
 
    “Surprising. Good to know, though. I spoke with Irma before we came here,” Erv said and shrugged her shoulders. “In the event that you learned nothing from the Void, we knew we would need a back-up plan. Between the two of us, we’ve come up with a fairly simple and straightforward plan to find the Hub. 
 
    “We’ll have to use the Log again, unfortunately. I know it’ll likely cause people to come looking for us, but it’s a risk we have to take. Once we find the location from the Log, we’ll have to be quick about getting there. There’s no telling how quick Skipper and her boss will be.” 
 
    Erv reached in the pouch at her side and finally got out a piece of paper that was standard size though folded. 
 
    Unfolding it, she held it up in front of herself. She just kept smiling at Sam. 
 
    It had a very simple idea written on it. 
 
    “By the way, here’s a note from Irma. I haven’t read it, but I’m very aware of what we should do to find the Hub accurately,” said Erv. 
 
      
 
    Ruins, Middle East, already prepared. Will explode on arrival. Blame Skipper and Zeus. Loudly. State the names of the Originator and the Architect when doing so. 
 
      
 
    Ah. My smart, smart women. Much smarter than I. I didn’t even consider what would happen afterwards. Didn’t even plan for it at all. 
 
    Here I am working on the current move, and they’re working ten or eleven moves ahead of that. 
 
    Good thing I’m not known for being a cerebral. 
 
    Hah. 
 
    I am known for acting though, and that’s what this’ll be. Acting. 
 
    As realistic acting as I can manage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Peering out the window of the Humvee, Sam wasn’t really sure about how this was going. 
 
    Not far away, he could see Abigail moving across the dirt and sand next to the road in her mech. The powerful robotic—and clearly future tech—machine moved fluidly without an issue. 
 
    She wasn’t meant for frontline combat on foot anymore. 
 
    Abigail and her mech could serve as a strike force themselves, or worked as fire-support when others needed assistance. It was also well-established that she was very good at using it. 
 
    Between Abigail’s mech, Decima and Stacia’s plans, the fighting ability of Inc-Suc, and Irma managing the politics, they were not a force to be trifled with anymore. 
 
    Pity that this isn’t more in line with problems they can face. Instead, this is entirely outside of their scope. 
 
    Not to mention, we’ll be banking on that reputation and pulling out everyone that we care about. Letting the Cambion do the job themselves. 
 
    Or I suppose maybe even the denizens from Hell. They’d be well-suited to PMC work. 
 
    “We’re here,” Tiffany said from the front seat. She was driving the vehicle they were in. Wren was manning the mounted machine gun turret. Next to him was Caer, with Abrah in the front passenger seat. 
 
    The rest of his group were in the vehicles that followed. Everyone, including Sam, was dressed and kitted out in full body armor. From head to toe, including a ballistic face shield. 
 
    The danger of an ambush or an IED was most certainly within the realm of possibility. 
 
    Going into a hard turn, the Humvee then came to an abrupt stop. 
 
    Everyone got out immediately, their weapons raised as they began to spread out. Wren stayed with the machine gun and swiveled from one direction to the other. 
 
    Sam didn’t sense anyone with his expanding web of Essence but that didn’t mean anything. He wasn’t about to let his guard down, but he did feel somewhat reassured at the lack of a presence. It meant that their destination or what they were about hadn’t been leaked to the mortals. 
 
    Whenever they had contact with mortals, they had to do a bit of cleanup work afterward due to Abigail. 
 
    The mech was currently moving ahead of the location where they’d stopped. A set of pillars and some walls that looked suspiciously like Roman ruins to Sam. He had no idea where they were, but he was somewhat unnerved by the idea that they’d be destroying a place that actually held history. 
 
    It makes sense, though. The Romans venerated Alexander a great deal. 
 
    If Skipper links that back to Luke then it’d be all the better. 
 
    The next Humvee in the column was disgorging its occupants now. 
 
    Decima was hard to miss with the way she leapt out and drew a sword. Body armor or not. In her other hand, she quickly unholstered her pistol and held it loosely near her waist. 
 
    “Bounding cover by teams. Scout, search, hold,” she demanded, her voice loud at the same time as it came over the headset. “Set up where you can, Riss. Not much of a location.” 
 
    Sam watched as Hillary, Abrah, Aster, and someone who Sam was fairly sure was Inese went by. Moving behind them were Jes, Caer, Decima, Carissa, and several others he couldn’t identify. 
 
    They all moved very professionally. Everyone was noticeably on edge and expecting trouble. As if none of this was planned in any way. 
 
    Because that was partially true. Only he and Irma were truly aware of the plan. Erv might have some hints given how this happened, but she didn’t know it all. 
 
    Neither Erv nor Irma were present on this mission for that reason. The only person with all the details was Sam. He was fairly confident that neither Skipper nor Zeus could get inside his head regardless of anything else. 
 
    Realistically, there was no danger in this mission other than Zeus and Skipper. Everything monumental had already happened. Sam had made his choice and that was the end of it. 
 
    This was just to put a cap on it. 
 
    “Good work, everyone. If we can do this quick and quiet, that’s the way it needs to be,” Sam said into his headset. “There’s a distinct possibility that the Silent One is watching.” 
 
    Sam knew that was the truth. 
 
    It was a fact that the Silent One was watching him even now. He’d felt the entity begin surveilling him the moment he used the Log again. That presence had faded almost instantly, but Sam didn’t think it had left. 
 
    He was betting on it, in fact. 
 
    Betting that they’d realized who Sam was and dialed back their attention to a point that Sam wouldn’t feel it. Likely hoping he’d continue on without thinking about it at all. 
 
    In only five minutes, it seemed the ruins were completely secured. There was no enemy contact, no traps or explosives, and everything was secure. 
 
    Decima turned and looked at Sam. He couldn’t see her through the helmet, facemask, and headset, but he knew that look. She was on edge and felt like everything was wrong. 
 
    She had a gifted sense for detecting danger and had used it extensively in her previous life. 
 
    “Don’t like it, but we’re ready to go,” she growled aloud, not using the mic. “You sure you wanna do this? This feels like a trap and we’re just walking into it.” 
 
    “The Hub is that important. We can’t let them have it. Just as much as they couldn’t let us have it,” Sam replied. Then he nodded his head at her. “We ready?” 
 
    “Yes. As ready as I can make us. We should—” 
 
    There was a massive detonation that shook the ground beneath their feet. Heavy, rough rocks and pebbles danced across the ground with the vibration. 
 
    Small and heavy arms fire began coming downrange at them from the far side of the ruins. Through luck or happenstance, whoever was firing at them had expected them to come in from a different direction. 
 
    Several rockets zipped in their direction but were immediately intercepted by Abigail and her mech. A large energy shield had risen up in front of it. 
 
    As all of this happened, the ruins cratered in on themselves and collapsed. A massive explosion of dust, dirt, and earth went flying up into the air as the subterranean area collapsed. 
 
    “Near side withdraw! Back into the convoy!” shouted Decima through the headset. “Break contact and exfiltrate. This one’s done! Abby, you’re the rear!” 
 
    “Confirmed,” came Abigail’s voice on the comm-line. 
 
    Stomping to a point between the vehicles and where the enemy fire originated, the mech seemed entirely unperturbed by the withering fire that was being laid down. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    Irma went all out with this one. Maybe I won’t have to do much after all to sell this! 
 
    “Fuck you! Fuck both of you, Zeus and Skipper! You can fuck each other!” Sam said, making sure to not engage his microphone. 
 
    Sprinting back to the vehicle, he clambered in quickly and yanked the door shut. They peeled out and got rolling as soon as everyone was back in their vehicles. Moving quickly away from the ruins. 
 
    A glance out the window assured Sam that Abigail was right where he wanted her to be. At the back of the convoy but following along. It looked as if she’d moved her energy shield to the back of the mech and was merely following them now. 
 
    “Seriously. What the fuck?” asked Sam, yanking his headset and helmet off. “Really, Skipper? You nasty cunt. You were that willing to prevent us getting to the Hub that you blew it the fuck up? You and your little bitch-ass cuck of a boss, Zeus!?” 
 
    Once again, Sam felt the heavy, overbearing pressure of something looking down at him. It pushed down on his very soul and felt like it might just poke it right out of his body. 
 
    He’d been right in assuming that not only had it never left, but it was very unhappy with him. 
 
    “I knew it!” Sam yelled and threw out a protective dome of Essence around himself and the over vehicles. One that was strong enough to actually push the crushing weight of Zeus’ displeasure back. “You did do this, Skipper! Really? You couldn’t handle us getting to the Hub first, Skipper? 
 
    “Does your boss fear Runner and Ryker that much that he can’t even stomach the idea of us possibly getting to the Hub first? I knew you’d tell him as soon as you found out!” 
 
    There was confusion coming back through the presence that Sam assumed was Zeus. Confusion and concern. It was very angry at Sam, but was clearly unsure of what he was saying. 
 
    Then it was gone in a flash. Retreating off into nothing and becoming little better than a fading feeling. 
 
    One of anger and desire to understand. That perhaps it’d been betrayed. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Hopefully, Zeus thinks Skipper did that and takes it out on her. Skipper won’t know what the hell is going on at all and will end up looking suspicious. 
 
    She gets flustered when she doesn’t know what’s going on. 
 
    We just have to act like this really was the Hub and never change that story. 
 
    No guarantee it’ll work but… better than doing nothing. 
 
    Sam leaned his head back against the seat and turned his head to look at Caer. 
 
    She was staring out the window as they drove back the way they’d come. She was holding her weapon like she expected to be ambushed again at any second. 
 
    Ah, yes. Need to look the part. 
 
    Sam put his helmet back on and made ready. 
 
    I suppose… that’s it for now. Now we hunker down, protect and guard the Hub, and wait. 
 
    Wait for Runner and Ryker and hope. 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Sam chuckled at the sight of Anna. The baby of a friend of the family, a Succubus named Amy, Anna was a very pretty little girl. 
 
    Right now, she was trying to get her tiny hands on his son, Alex. Her small arms wobbled back and forth as she did so. She was completely hunched forward and looked like a less-than sign. 
 
    Carla, Valeria, and Nannie also seemed very interested in the pair, but were content just to sit where they were. All five children sat in diapers in a small circle. 
 
    It’d been nearly nine months since they’d faked the destruction of the Hub and everything had been going in the right direction. Skipper and Zeus were incredibly quiet at the moment and keeping to themselves. 
 
    To the point that Eugenia had more or less free reign of the battlefield and was making inroads. Taking up positions that had long since been vacated and forgotten. 
 
    Even going so far as to briefly retake the High Heavens. 
 
    It lasted long enough to clear the dead, and recover weapons, heraldry, and a great many other treasures. 
 
    All before a single crazed woman chased them out by herself. Wielding magic that seemed to split reality as if it were little more than an egg. 
 
    “See?” Mitch said, sitting behind Anna and Alex. Right now his brown hair had grown a bit long, but nothing too out of style. Sam still wasn’t sure what he was since his outward appearance was still that of a Human. Looking up, he grinned at Sam, his clear gray eyes completely into the situation. “Anna just wants to be near Alex at all times. So it’s easier just to put her with him.” 
 
    The boy picked up Anna and sat her right next to Alex. Nearly side by side with the boy. 
 
    Anna looked up to Mitch, gave him a big toothless grin and then grabbed Alex with both hands. Leaning against him. 
 
    “Carla, Valeria, and Nannie get the same way with Alex if you put them next to him. But they’re also generally content just to be by themselves,” Mitch said and then moved over to the three little girls. Getting behind them, he started to pick up the toys and try to play with them. “It’s honestly sort of interesting, Uncle Sam.” 
 
    “Well. Thank you for babysitting them as often as you do,” Sam said with a shake of his head. 
 
    Miles was having some trouble getting Mitch situated in a new life. He was spending more time here with Sam and the rest than anywhere else. 
 
    It didn’t seem to be causing him any problems though. 
 
    If anything, he was learning very quickly from everyone around. Most especially Decima, Stacia, and Tiffany. Those three doted on the boy and were quite insistent about him learning. 
 
    “Of course, I don’t mind. I’ve been bringing in a few of the other babies as well,” Mitch said, then scooped up Carla. Holding her to his side, he smiled at the cute baby and then ran a finger over her brow. “Isn’t that right, Carla? You like being with the others, too.” 
 
    “Others?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Mm. They’re all friends of Amy,” Mitch explained. “They’re staying in that apartment building you don’t use. They pay rent to Irma in return for guarding it. 
 
    “So they like to bring their kids here for daycare and I’ve been taking care of it. It’s kinda fun.” 
 
    Carla gave Mitch a bashful smile and then looked back to Alex. 
 
    Mitch just grinned then put Carla down right between Valeria and Nannie. So close that the three of them were all touching now. 
 
    “Thankfully, they all play well together. Though Inara acts a bit odd at times,” Mitch said with a shake of his head. “She will actually try to crawl away as fast as possible and hide. I’ve literally found her under beds, behind wardrobes, and even under a blanket once. 
 
    “But only in whatever room where Alex is. It’s like she can’t stand to be seen near him, but always hides close by. I just find Alex, then start looking for her. Like she’s his personal shadow or something.” 
 
    Sam nodded his head as if he understood. 
 
    Which he didn’t. 
 
    “Well, thanks again, Mitch. I appreciate it. I’m going to go see your Aunt Irma,” said Sam, getting up to a standing position. 
 
    “Of course. It’s not a problem. Not else much to do during the day while everyone works, so it’s enjoyable for me,” said Mitch, grinning up at him. “See ya, Uncle Sam.” 
 
    Walking past, Sam took a moment to look at each of the children. He had grown rather fond of them and they could be quite amusing. 
 
    Especially in the middle of the night. 
 
    There had been a number of times when he’d found himself just going into the nursery to find several wide-eyed babies all watching him. As if they were bored and waiting for something to happen. 
 
    Often, he’d pull them out of their cribs and just sit with them, talking about his troubles and worries. 
 
    He knew they couldn’t understand him, but he often felt like they listened to him intently. Watching him with non-judgemental eyes. 
 
    “Until next time, Mitch,” Sam said, leaving the room. 
 
    Exiting the converted apartment that was apparently Mitch’s daycare, Sam closed the door and was now in an apartment hallway. This floor was primarily childcare, medical station, pharmacy, and now Mitch’s daycare. 
 
    He’ll be a good father later. 
 
    Sam opened a portal right there and stepped through, appearing in Irma’s office with little more than the soft pad of his shoes on the carpeted floor. 
 
    Irma was in the middle of typing something on her personal computer. Her fingers flew across the keyboard. 
 
    She didn’t look up from her work, though she’d probably noticed the portal. It was hard to miss it when it opened. 
 
    “Hello, dear. How goes?” she asked, her fingers continuing to roll and tap across the keys.  
 
    “Same as ever. Was just hanging out with Mitch for a bit while he took care of the little ones,” Sam said and closed the portal. “How’re you? Anything of interest?” 
 
    “I’m fine. It’s the same really, not a lot going on,” she said and then finally paused in her typing. Swiveling her chair around, she faced him directly. “Honestly, ever since Skipper destroyed the entrance to the Hub, we’ve not heard much from her or her allies. 
 
    “Oh, and Erv wants you to drop by and see her if possible. She’s finally finishing up with the reorganization for everything that had rolled up to her previously. More’s the pity that she couldn’t find anywhere to start in on the other side of Skipper’s old empire.” 
 
    Sam shrugged to that. It was a pity, but it also didn’t matter. 
 
    They’d sucker punched Skipper, stolen everything they could from her, and put her in the crosshairs of her own boss. Sam had accomplished everything he’d wanted to and then some. There wasn’t much more for him to do until the Originator reappeared. 
 
    “I know you don’t care, I just want more power,” Irma said with a delighted laugh and then leaned back in her chair. “I really do enjoy being… well… I was going to say empress but then I realized how conceited that is. True or not.” 
 
    “I mean, given everything that you own and control now, you’re creating your own little empire now. Are you not? So empress fits,” argued Sam. 
 
    “Yes and no. We make good money. Very good money. But we’re not a billion-dollar business or anything like that,” Irma said and then sighed. “The harder problem anymore is how much of it is dirty money. We’re still raking it in from our contracts and going after ‘bad guys’ as Jes would say. 
 
    “It’s just getting a bit harder to spread all that money around and get it back without freaking out the IRS. The last thing we need is them auditing us.” 
 
    “Could we convert the dirty money into goods and then go trade it on another plane for gold or silver?” Sam asked. He’d never really gotten involved in the money talks because it wasn’t his area of expertise. 
 
    “I… yes. We could,” she said with a nod of her head. “It’s just a little dangerous. I’ll look into it though. It’s certainly better than trying to launder as much cash as we keep pulling in.” 
 
    She didn’t really finish explaining why it was dangerous, but Sam knew. 
 
    Many of the smaller planes were very dangerous for casual travel now. The moment you entered another plane by portal, it was prone to break out into a lot of planar warp fields. 
 
    Where literal chunks of the plane would be torn out, spat out into the Void, and become little better than debris. Opening and closing portals to the smaller planes caused this to happen frequently. 
 
    Most of the larger planes were more stable but also had dangers of their own. Quite a few of them were still under the control of the forces of Zeus. They didn’t tolerate Inc-Suc in the least. 
 
    “But… yeah, nothing going on really. Everything is finally quiet. Things are finally… finally settling down across the board,” Irma said with a wide smile. “We’re just… basking in our success now. Across all fronts. 
 
    “It’s rather nice to just sit and enjoy it. I’ve even gotten a taste for capital investing. There’s a company that’s starting to make a few waves and I’ve begun putting money into it.” 
 
    “Oh?” Sam said, leaning up against the door frame. “Share your business secrets with me? I’d be more than willing to barter myself for it. 
 
    “I think I’m rather expensive, though, so I hope your secrets are good.” 
 
    Irma laughed at that and shook her head, smiling at him. 
 
    “I love you, Sameerixis, you strange and adorable man,” she murmured, then shrugged her shoulders. “It’s called Campbell and Campbell. I think they’re two sisters, but they’re moving the needle, so to speak. 
 
    “I haven’t spoken with them face to face, but I’ve talked to them over the phone and by email. I liked what they had to say so I started investing in them through other companies. Nothing that leads back to us. 
 
    “They won’t even know it themselves. No reason to get caught up in their world and vice versa.” 
 
    “Mm, curious,” Sam said, then slowly let his eyes climb up to the ceiling. 
 
    “I’m going to get lunch in a bit, wanna go with me?” Irma asked, turning back to her computer. “I just need to finish this up.” 
 
    “Sure, that’d be dandy,” said Sam. 
 
    In the end, everything had come down to him and his choice to not reset the world. Sam had been the one to make the final choice for every single being. Whether they knew it or not. 
 
    To let the universe continue as a massive trap for the Silent One. 
 
    With him and everyone he loved being the bait for it. 
 
    I hope you can save us, Ryker. Mr. Architect. 
 
    Because if you can’t, we’re all doomed. 
 
    “By the way, we got a hint about the darker side of Skipper’s old organization,” Irma said casually. “A lot of Boogiemen. Whole lot of them. Almost the entire race of them, in fact. 
 
    “They called themselves ‘The Council’. Talk about being unoriginal and pretentious. Haven’t found anything else out about them yet. They’re keeping their heads down in a considerable way. I doubt it’s the last we’ve seen of them, though.” 
 
    Sam could only agree. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Thank you, dear reader! 
 
      
 
    I’m hopeful you enjoyed reading this story. Please consider leaving a review, commentary, or messages. Feedback is imperative to an author’s growth. 
 
      
 
    Oh, and of course, positive reviews never hurt. So do be a friend and go add a review. 
  
 
    Feel free to drop me a line at: WilliamDArand@gmail.com
  
 
    Join my mailing list for book updates: William D. Arand Newsletter 
 
    
Keep up to date—Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/WilliamDArand 
 
    
Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/WilliamDArand
  
 
    Blog: http://williamdarand.blogspot.com/ 
 
      
 
    My Personal Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/WilliamDArand
  
 
    Harem Lit Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/ 
 
    
If you enjoyed this book, try out the books of some of my close friends. I can heartily recommend them.

Blaise Corvin- A close and dear friend of mine. He’s been there for me since I was nothing but a rookie with a single book to my name. He told me from the start that it was clear I had talent and had to keep writing. His background in European martial arts creates an accurate and detail driven action segments as well as his world building.
https://www.amazon.com/Blaise-Corvin/e/B01LYK8VG5 
 
    
John Van Stry- John was an author I read, and re-read, and re-read again, before I was an author. In a world of books written for everything except harems, I found that not only did I truly enjoy his writing, but his concepts as well.
In discovering he was an indie author, I realized that there was nothing separating me from being just like him. I attribute him as an influence in my own work. 
 
    He now has two pen names, and both are great. 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/John-Van-Stry/e/B004U7JY8I
Jan Stryvant- 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Jan-Stryvant/e/B06ZY7L62L

Daniel Schinhofen- Daniel was another one of those early adopters of my work who encouraged and pushed me along. He’s almost as introverted as I am, so we get along famously. He recently released a new book, and by all accounts including mine, is a well written author with interesting storylines. 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Daniel-Schinhofen/e/B01LXQWPZA 
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