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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Turn right onto Morningstar Lane,” the GPS on my phone informed me. The digital female voice was barely audible over the sound of the clanking engine. “Then, you will arrive at your destination in point-five miles…” 
 
    I flipped the app closed with a sigh and switched over to the radio, pausing at the stop sign. My old rustbucket van steered like a bathtub at the best of times, and these weren’t the best of times. A puff of jet-black exhaust erupted from the tailpipe as the vehicle stuttered to a halt, the engine reeling. My vehicle was way overdue for some repairs. And an inspection. And registration… 
 
    “Shit,” I said, looking out the window. A peaceful street full of single-family homes greeted me. There were even streetlights. The contrast between the clean-cut, upper middle class neighborhood and my shabby repair van couldn’t have been clearer. I should take the sign off the side, I thought, glancing in the side-view mirror. Around here, it’s less likely to be taken as advertising than some kind of warning. 
 
    Normally I’d never have been out driving around this late. The computer repair business was generally a 9-to-5 kind of job: most of my clients worked in offices and start-ups, which meant they needed help with their IT stuff during business hours. But I was willing to do special work outside those hours, for an additional fee. 
 
    Seeing as most of my clients had dropped off the map recently, I wasn’t particularly choosy. The pile of bills at my computer repair shop only grew deeper every day—some of them stamped with friendly looking reminders like Final Notice! and Last Warning Before Action is Taken! 
 
    The headlights dimmed alarmingly as I turned the corner. For a moment I thought the battery had died—but a judicious application of my foot to the gas brought the high beams blazing back to life. Finding my way around this place had been difficult—all the streets and houses looked the same. Big, three-story McMansions with wraparound porches and impeccably manicured lawns. Not my kind of place, in other words. 
 
    “Alright,” I growled, flipping through my phone as I drove down the darkened street. “Which one was the client’s address? 665...666...Ah! 667 Morningstar Road. Perfect.” 
 
    The client hadn’t been terribly specific about the nature of their emergency—only that it was crippling, and needed to be dealt with fast. I could get with that. This definitely seemed like the kind of place where ‘work-from-home’ was the norm. Whoever this dude was, he probably worried about his money even more than I did. 
 
    I flipped through the dial as I counted houses. Since 667 was an odd number, that meant it would be on the right side of the street—a trick I’d learned from years of teenage pizza delivery. The ground sloped upward, the homes growing even more stately as I entered the nicest section of the neighborhood. 
 
    As I crested the top of the hill, two people appeared in my headlights. I turned the wheel, startled, as two girls in hoodies and leggings hopped back onto the sidewalk, laughing. Wisps of jet black hair peeked out from their hoods, framing faces that were coldly beautiful. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I grunted, my heart pounding. They’d almost gotten hit! 
 
    I turned and leaned out of the window, intending to yell at them. In the dim light cast by the streetlights, something swayed between the both of them as they skipped down the hill. They each had one hand on it, swinging it like a fancy purse or a bag of groceries. Only it was neither. 
 
    They had a squirrel. A dead squirrel. 
 
    I stared a moment too long, and the van descended the other side of the hill. The two girls disappeared from view, leaving me unsure as to whether I’d just seen that clearly or not. Surely they couldn’t have been playing with a dead animal like it was a toy, right? 
 
    You’re seeing shit, Luke, I told myself. Stress does that to a guy. And you’ve got plenty of it. 
 
    I felt for the radio. Only to hit the AM button instead of the FM. 
 
    “You must be wary of him at all times, brothers and sisters!” A nasally voiced preacher trilled to his congregation. “He will try to tempt you with riches, with pleasures of the flesh! With all manner of Earthly wiles, which will only rob you of your soul…” 
 
    “I could use some Earthly riches,” I grunted, reaching for the correct button. “Not to mention some pleasures of the flesh…” 
 
    It had been a while since I’d had either. I wasn’t a virgin or anything like that: I’d had my share of girlfriends. It had just...well. I was going through a rough patch, alright? 
 
     “He is real!” The preacher’s spiel reached a crescendo. “His name is Satan, Beelzebub, the great—” 
 
    Click. 
 
    “-Deceiver!” Better audio quality told me I’d gotten the right station this time. “That was ‘The Great Deceiver’ by King Crimson, part of K106’s No-Commercials Rawk Block! Next up, we’ve got Van Halen’s Running With the Devil…” 
 
    Even my shitty van’s speakers could rumble from that bassline. “That’s more like it,” I said, giving the dashboard a little slap. 
 
    By the time David Lee Roth got finished warning me about living at a ‘pace that kills’, I’d pulled up in front of the client’s house. The homes on this end had an air of age and grandeur that the McMansions in the rest of it couldn’t match—built of bricks and stones instead of drywall. Six Sixty Seven was only two stories tall instead of the usual three, but it made the most of it. High, narrow windows on the second story stared down at me like interested eyes. 
 
    The engine shuddered and died as I put the van into park. Fuck. Not a good sign. 
 
    “Hope you start back up, little buddy,” I growled, stepping out of the van. I walked to the back, passing the big painted “Bell Computer Repairs” sign pasted to the vehicle’s side door, and threw open the trunk. 
 
    Normally you wouldn’t have thought that an IT guy needed a lot of gear. The image people usually had of us involved being behind a keyboard, maybe sticking a USB drive full of hacker tools into a client’s desktop or laptop. But for house calls, I’d learned that I was just as much a cable guy as I was a computer fixer. The first time I’d had to dismantle part of a house’s plumbing to get to a router in a crawlspace, I learned the value of a good wrench. 
 
    Is anybody home? I wondered as I walked up the driveway. No car in front of the house, though there was a small, detached garage it could be hiding in. Windows dark, except for a couple on the second floor that shined with...red light? Huh. Whatever. I just needed to get paid. 
 
    I rang the doorbell, praying this wasn’t some kind of no-show. Otherwise, I’d just burned a bunch of gas and maybe killed my engine getting out here. There was still no telling until I put the key back in the ignition whether my van would start at all. 
 
    It took so long to get a response that I began to wonder if I hadn’t been pranked. Eventually, the sounds of someone coming downstairs reached my ears. “Hold on a second,” a voice yelled curtly. My ears pricked up—that voice was female. I felt like I recognized it. 
 
    The door opened and my jaw hit the floor. The woman on the side made a similar expression. 
 
    “Luke?” The woman’s eyes widened as she looked me up and down, her eyes filling with interest at the sight of my uniform. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Um, you called me?” Suddenly conscious of my appearance, I tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “I think, anyway. This is 667 Morningstar, right? Computer trouble?” 
 
    I hadn’t known the client was female. And I damn sure hadn’t known it was Christina Herbert. Otherwise I might have showered. Not to mention borrowed a nicer car… 
 
    Christina and I knew each other, though not well. I’d admired her from afar since high school, where she’d been one of the super-popular girls on the cheerleading squad. She’d even made it to the local college on a cheer scholarship, while I’d worked part-time to pay for books and try to put a dent in my student loans. We’d had a couple of classes together—mostly math, a prerequisite for both of our majors—but she’d never really looked my way. 
 
    God, she was gorgeous. It had been maybe five years since the last time I saw her, and she’d just gotten more beautiful. She’d never gone pro with the cheerleading, but parlayed it into a gig managing the CrossFit gym all the bored, rich soccer moms in this side of town went to. She looked like she’d come from there not long ago, in form-fitting exercise clothes that hugged her sleek curves and made her look even hotter. The long blonde hair I remembered in sexy cheerleader pigtails had been wrapped into a long braid that went all the way down to her ass, and her clear blue eyes still sparkled like sapphires. 
 
    Suddenly I realized I was staring. Hell. 
 
    “I didn’t realize ‘Bell’ Computer Repair meant Luke Bell,” Christina said, a faint smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “You look good, Luke. Like, really good.” 
 
    The compliment went right to my dick. I had been working out quite a bit lately, though not at Christina’s gym. I wasn’t into CrossFit—more of a weightlifting guy. One of my friends gifted me a twelve-month membership for Christmas, and I’d fallen face-first into it as a way to relieve stress after a long day of being complained at by office drones. I’d been kind of surprised at just how much I enjoyed it; and I had the figure to match. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “You too.” 
 
    There was a hell of a lot more I could have said, like holy shit you’re a goddess and how do you look even better than you did at twenty, but I wasn’t an idiot. Trying to play things that way was what had kept Christina out of my reach in the first place. 
 
    Her eyes lingered on me a little longer, then she stepped inside and cleared her throat. “Anyway. The problem.” 
 
    “Yeah, the problem,” I said following her into the vestibule. “From your text, it sounded...” 
 
    I trailed off. Wow. This place was even nicer on the inside than the outside—it even felt bigger, somehow. The high, vaulted ceiling above my head seemed way too high for the simple two-story structure I’d parked in front of. A roaring fireplace bathed the living room in a romantic light, with a winding staircase around the perimeter of the room leading to the second story. A shelf of leatherbound books sat above the fire: I tried to see if we had any favorites in common, but all the titles were in Latin. 
 
    I don’t remember Christina taking classes in Latin, I thought. Maybe they’re just for show? 
 
    “Nice place,” I said, meaning it. 
 
    “Thanks,” Christina said with a smile. “And yes, the problem is serious. Everything’s down: my computer, my Netflix, even my phone.” 
 
    With a nod, I looked around the room. “That’s what I’m here for,” I said with a smile, gesturing at the bag at my side. “Hopefully it’s something I can fix right on the spot. Where’s your modem?” 
 
    Her brows furrowed together. “My what?” 
 
    Oh boy. “It’s a box,” I said, holding my hands a short distance apart. “About this big, with a lot of blinking lights on it. It’s how the Internet gets into your house.” 
 
    “Oh, that!” Christina’s eyes lit up. “It’s in my bedroom.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. Bedroom? Play it cool, Luke. 
 
    “I’ll need you to show me to it,” I said, looking up at the second floor. “That’s not a problem, I hope?” 
 
    “That we’ve only reconnected for five minutes and you’re already asking to see my bedroom?” She gave me a lascivious grin. “Not at all. We’re definitely going to have to do some catching up, Luke. It’s been a long time. How did you end up running your own business? Back in college, you seemed like such a…” 
 
    Loser, I thought ruefully. I’d learned not to take it personally. If there was one ironclad rule in the world, it was this: the way people treated you depended on how you looked, and first impressions were hard to shake. It was why Christina had never given me a second glance back at college—while now, with some muscle on my arms and a business underneath me, she sounded half-ready to jump my bones. 
 
    “...slacker,” she finished, too polite to say the actual word. “But, I mean, clearly you’ve gone through some changes.” 
 
    “Clearly,” I agreed. “And I guess we both ended up as business owners, huh? Small world.” 
 
    “Getting smaller all the time,” Christina said, leading me up the stairs. “It’s right over here…” 
 
    The second floor of Christina’s home was less imposing than the entrance. More carpets, more homey touches—there was even a bathroom mat in the shape of a cute kitty cat next to the master bedroom. There were enough women’s touches to shake off the weird feeling I’d gotten from the home’s appearance and the too-large living room. 
 
    “Nice pics,” I said, admiring the walls. “Looks like you’ve had an interesting few years.” Like most people, Christina had framed photos adorning the walls: one of her college graduation, an old photo of her doing a kick atop a human pyramid during a halftime cheer, her on a jetski in the Caribbean with her family. The kind of shots you’d use for a dating profile, or as your curated top pics on Instagram.  
 
    All except for one. I almost missed a step at the sight of it—Christina in the woods with four other beautiful women, gathered around what I first took as a smoldering campfire. Only instead of flames, a large burlap sack sat in the middle of the coals. An aura of foreboding stole over me as I stopped to examine it further. The girls all looked like they were having fun, though whoever took the photo had given them all a serious case of red-eye. If not for that one, strange little detail… 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked, pointing at the picture. 
 
    “Camping trip,” Christina said, as if it were an ordinary photo. “Me and the girls go out every now and then—drink pinot, gossip, you know the deal. One of my besties is totally into this whole ‘solstice’ thing? I don’t really get it myself, but it’s fun…” 
 
    Don’t ask, I told myself. I didn’t want to screw up a good thing. “It’s good to hang out with friends,” I said, turning away. “People drift apart too easily when they grow up, yeah?” 
 
    A knowing smile spread across Christina’s face. “I know exactly what you’re talking about.” 
 
    I found the modem almost immediately—it was tucked beneath Christina’s big king-sized bed, along with an ancient-looking router. Lights on the side flashed, though two of them that would normally be green blinked a deep red. There’s the problem, I thought reaching for both. 
 
    I unslung my messenger bag and slipped a small black laptop out of a pouch. Its plastic was scuffed, and it certainly wasn’t a top-of-the-line device—but it would let me dial into the router and diagnose the problem. I booted it up, fishing in the bag for an Ethernet cable as I focused on my work. 
 
    A little noise snapped me back to reality. Christina stood on the other side of the bed, her long braid curled around her waist. The headboard next to her had a strange symbol like a star carved into the mahogany—probably some kind of good luck thing, I figured. 
 
    “Can I get you something while you work?” Christina asked. “You’re probably not supposed to drink on your shift, but it’s already so late. I’m sure I’m your last client for the night, right?” 
 
    “You are,” I said with a grateful smile. “And seeing as I’m the boss, there’s no rules against drinking on the job. Whatever you’ve got open is fine, thanks.” 
 
    “Wine?” Christina arched an eyebrow. 
 
    Hell yes, I thought. Getting drunk with my old college crush? What could be better than that? 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said. “I’ll just be working on this while you do that.” 
 
    She left me to it. I glanced up and stared at her ass as she left the room, every curve of her pert behind visible in those tight leggings. God damn, Luke, you’ve hit the jackpot tonight, I told myself, hooking one end of the Ethernet cable into the port on my laptop. If you fix this girl’s problem, she’s going to be very, very happy… 
 
    She would. But I had to fix the damn thing first. Fail, and I had no doubt all this new interest Christina had in me would quickly dissipate. 
 
    The laptop finished booting, a command line blinking in the corner of the screen. I preferred to work in a non-graphical interface when I was on the job: partially for efficiency’s sake, but mostly because I liked looking and feeling like a cool hacker. I hooked the other end of the Ethernet cable into Christina’s router, waiting for the modem to start a connection. 
 
    Normally this would have involved a quick ping, maybe a request to log in. Nothing more. 
 
    Instead, the screen filled with ASCII characters, scrolling like a fucking waterfall. 
 
    The hell? I watched as the phenomenon continued, the black screen of the laptop filled with white characters. Most of them were gibberish, but here and there I caught a couple of strange words: Abbadon. Maleficarum. Unum Infernum… 
 
    As quickly as they had come, they were gone. The strange screen disappeared, replaced with something that looked like one of those green-and-black message boards from the 1980’s. I stared at it for a moment, uncomprehending. 
 
    Loading Morningstar Program, it read, the white letters standing out against the black screen. Loaded! Please enter your name… 
 
    I’d never seen anything like it before. ‘Morningstar Program’ didn’t ring a bell, other than it being the name of the street I was currently on. It certainly didn’t sound like any malware or computer virus I’d ever heard of. 
 
    “Hey?” I called, raising my voice so Christina could hear me from downstairs. “What’s the name of your Wi-Fi network? It wouldn’t be ‘Morningstar Program’, would it?” 
 
    There was a pause. “Huh? No...I don’t think so.” Christina’s voice sounded muffled. I heard the sound of a bottle of wine being popped, and my heart jumped in my chest. 
 
    “Well, uh—what’s the password?” 
 
    “Aren’t you the hacker?” There was a playful quality to her voice. “It’s ‘Abbadon1’. The number one, capital-A.” 
 
    That was one of the words I saw, I thought. Suspicion hardened into certainty—I must be looking at some kind of info dump from Christina’s cable modem. Probably just needs a hard reboot, I thought with a smirk. And so does Christina. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, typing the password into the strange program. The laptop gave an angry little bleep. 
 
    That name is not acceptable, the program informed me. 
 
    “Aw, hell,” I muttered. Christina would be back upstairs with the wine at any moment. Having this problem well on the way to being solved by then would make me seem like a total stud. If I was still sitting around jerking off, I’d look like an idiot. 
 
    Fuck it. It needed a name? 
 
    Luke, I wrote, and hit enter. 
 
    The laptop beeped again. Thank you, Luke, the words said. Before activating the Morningstar Program, we require you to select one of the following two paths. This decision is final and cannot be changed once you activate the program, so we suggest you choose wisely. You may select: 
 
      
 
    THE ANGEL OF LIGHT 
 
    or 
 
    THE ANGEL OF DARKNESS 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” I muttered, shaking my head. “What is this shit?” 
 
    Just then, Christina entered the bedroom, bumping the half-closed door open with her butt. She held a glass of red wine in each hand, her thumb and index finger twisted along the sinuous stems of each goblet. 
 
    “How’s it going?” she asked, crossing around to my side of the bed. Her eyes narrowed as she read the screen. “Hey, if you want to play computer games, you can do it on your own time.” 
 
    “It’s not a game,” I said, looking up at her. There were at least three things I loved about that view. “At least, I don’t think it is. It happened as soon as I plugged my diagnostic tool into the router.” 
 
    Yeah, I referred to my beat-to-shit laptop as a ‘diagnostic tool’. Tricks of the trade. 
 
    Christina gave the laptop a strange look. She sat down cross-legged on the carpet next to me, handing me one of the wine glasses. “Is it a virus?” 
 
    “I dunno,” I said, hating how I sounded. I was supposed to be cool and in control, not flailing. “Doesn’t look like I have any other options, though. If I want to get into your cable modem and fix your problem, I have to answer this thing’s question.” 
 
    In response, Christina snuggled closer. Her head pressed against my shoulder as she stared at the screen, taking a long sip from her goblet of rich, dark wine. 
 
    “Looks like,” she said, clearly enjoying teasing me. “So which are you going to pick? Darkness or light—that’s it, right? Which is it, Luke: do you want to be an angel, or a devil?” 
 
    I stared at the two options. The Angel of Darkness, and the Angel of Light. The fact that Christina had said ‘devil’ hadn’t even registered with me—I was too busy thinking. 
 
    “Fuck it,” I said with a shrug. “I always did like being the bad guy in computer games. Darkness it is.” 
 
    I selected ‘THE ANGEL OF DARKNESS’ and hit enter, expecting to see the codes for Christina’s router. 
 
    Instead, the screen dissolved, along with everything else. 
 
    “What the fuck!?” Christina tensed up next to me, grabbing hold of my wrist. She spilled wine across her top in her surprise, staining the skintight fabric with beads of liquid. I reached for the laptop, only for it to disappear in a puff of purple smoke. More purple mist rolled in, replacing the walls and floor of Christina’s bedroom. 
 
    This has to be some kind of prank, I thought as the purple mist rolled over me. The dead squirrel. My college crush at the door. All the weird devil shit. I’m on some kind of prank show… 
 
    For a few moments, I couldn’t see a thing—the purple smoke was too thick. Christina’s hand squeezed and squeezed, a high, keening wail of horror escaping her throat. 
 
    Then the fog rolled over us, and we were in a large, stone chamber. 
 
    It looked like some sort of medieval dungeon—the kind of spot Vlad the Impaler would take prisoners before doing the thing that earned him his nickname. Thick tapestries hung over stone walls, with greasy torches at intervals casting the only light. There were no doors or windows to exit the chamber that I could see—just a big wooden table in the center of the room with a chair behind it. 
 
    The smoke coalesced behind that table, forming into a man. Christina and I sat on the floor, the same way we’d sat in her bedroom, looking up at him with shock. 
 
    For a moment, I would’ve told you I was looking at the coolest fucking dude in the world. The kind of guy who could walk into a club anywhere in the world and get drinks just off the strength of his stories. Who’d end up walking out the door with not the hottest, but the three hottest girls in the whole place—all of whom would be fighting over which one got first dibs on his cock. He looked like an old-school movie star, with a short, closely cropped beard and impeccable black robes. Something dark and cunning glittered behind his intense eyes—the same kind of gaze Rasputin used to hypnotize the Russian court. 
 
    A moment later, his appearance collapsed. He became ancient, decrepit—except for those dark, dominating eyes. Those stayed the same, even while his body became a thing wrapped in decay. 
 
    The man let out a grunt and cracked his neck, then leaned back in his chair as if testing it. “Rise,” he commanded, his voice sounding like it hadn’t been used in years. 
 
    With some hesitation, Christina and I got to our feet. My legs had gone half-asleep beneath me, and now my footing wasn’t as sure as I’d have liked. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” I asked, looking around the room. “Where are the cameras?” 
 
    The man appeared amused. “Cameras?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Isn’t this the part where the producer comes out with the camera crew and says, ‘you shoulda seen the look on your face’?” 
 
    For a moment, the man stared uncomprehendingly at me. Then he chuckled. “I could do such a thing if I wished it,” he said, his voice still gravelly but getting better. “I do not wish it.” 
 
    Christina and I shared a look. “Luke, I’m scared,” she admitted, still squeezing my hand. 
 
    The look in her eyes activated every single one of my protective instincts at once. “Don’t worry,” I told her, sliding an arm around her waist. “I’ll get us out of this. Whatever this is.” 
 
    The man behind the table let out a low, wheezing laugh. “Young man, you entered this willingly. It was you who chose the path of Darkness, not I.” 
 
    His words reminded me of the strange option on my laptop—the laptop that I’d just watched turn into mist before my eyes and vanish. If whatever this thing was hadn’t brought Christina along with me for the ride, I’d have thought this was some kind of strange hallucination brought on by too much stress. Like the squirrel—except I was beginning to think I hadn’t been seeing things when it came to the squirrel, either. That was real, and the too-large room and the books in Latin were real, too. 
 
    All of this was connected. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked, marshaling my courage and looking the man in the eye. “What have you done to us?” 
 
    For a moment, he didn’t say a word. He steepled his long, gnarled fingers on the table, looking down at them as if he was disgusted by the sight of his own hands. I couldn’t blame him there—if he saw himself as the suave man I’d first seen upon his arrival, I understood his disgust. 
 
    “I am known by many names,” he said, still staring at the table. “Lucifer, the Morningstar, Mephistopheles.” He looked up at me, the beginnings of a smile spreading across his face. “Shaitan. Beelzebub. Old Scratch. The Great Deceiver. Any of these ringing a bell?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head, unwilling to believe. “That’s not true.” 
 
    The grin spread. “Pleased to meet you. Hope you guess my name…” 
 
    “You’re the Devil?” I took an involuntary step backward, shocked to my core. “Satan?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, sounding amused that I didn’t already know. “You chose to enter my realm the moment you selected the path of Darkness. I’ve been waiting a long time for someone with the guts to make that selection, Luke. Someone who’s worked his way up from a bad situation, the way I once did—who may actually deserve the woman on his arm.” He nodded at Christina. “You were about to reap the rewards of such a transition, were you not?” 
 
    Reap the...hold on. Is he saying what I think he is? 
 
    I glanced down at her. She shook like a leaf in my arms, yet it was clear from her gaze that she knew what Lucifer was talking about. As her gaze traveled to me, she gave an almost imperceptible nod. 
 
    “Wait...” My jaw hit the floor. “Christina, were you and I going to…?” 
 
    She scoffed. “That’s really what you’re thinking about right now? I mean...you’re pretty fucking hot, and I was bringing the both of us wine in my bedroom. Kinda?” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. Even though it was exactly what I’d been hoping, I still couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “Lucifer,” I growled, turning back to the figure seated behind the table. “Why the fuck did you cockblock me?” 
 
    Lucifer tossed back his head and laughed, loud and long. For a few moments, the laughter echoed across the walls, sonorous and musical—then it was replaced by long, wracking coughs. Not just allergies, either—the bad kind. The kind that meant little kids in Victorian novels were going to die of tuberculosis. 
 
    “Because,” Lucifer said, wiping blood from his lips. “I’m dying, young man. The Devil is dying. And if I’m going to stick it to all the powers-that-be that are already planning their celebrations at my passing, I’m going to need to create some serious fireworks. So I wasn’t really thinking about your boner, sorry to say.” 
 
    His words sank in. “Wait, what?” I was still trying to wrap my head around the fact that the Devil was dying. That he could die. That seemed wrong, didn’t it? 
 
    Lucifer seemed irritated with me. “You chose the path of Darkness. In doing so, you took your first step—toward me.” He spread his arms like a proud papa who’d just seen his kid walk for the first time. “So before I die, I’m going to give you something. Something I need very much to hand off to a capable mortal.” 
 
    I’d heard enough. “What could you possibly want to give to me?” I asked, holding Christina tight. 
 
    Lucifer chuckled. “Why, my power, of course.” His grin spread a touch too wide, his teeth as sharp as a shark’s. “You’re going to be the next Archlord of Hell, young man. And just between you and me, I think you’re going to love it.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A thousand questions filtered through my mind as I watched Lucifer’s too-wide grin. The strange chamber in which I’d found myself, the beautiful woman by my side—for a moment, I forgot all of these, too shocked to do anything but stare. 
 
    “You want me to be the Devil?” I said, my jaw hitting the floor. “To become you?” 
 
    “You don’t have to be ‘the Devil’,” the Devil said, making air-quotes with his gnarled fingers. “The title of ‘Archlord of Hell’ comes with demonic power, of course, but it’s up to you to mold that around your desires. Once you achieve it, you can style yourself however you wish—whether that involves tradition, or not.” 
 
    The Archlord of Hell, I thought. A wave of dizziness washed over me at the idea. I’d never been a terribly religious person—hell, I’d considered Lucifer a fairy tale until I found myself staring face-to-face with the guy. Still, the words sent a tingle of fear down my spine. It felt almost primal, like my ancient Puritan ancestors just reached out through the line and tried to slap me to my senses. 
 
    This was a bad idea, wasn’t it? 
 
    Lucifer gave me an indulgent smile, as if he’d just read my mind. Dimly, I wondered if he could—he’d certainly seen Christina’s intentions earlier. “Of course, I’m getting ahead of myself,” Lucifer explained. “Hopefully, it will be a long, long time before you have to worry about Hell’s succession so...directly.” He coughed discreetly, turning away for a moment. “I may look frail, young man, but trust me—there’s plenty of life left in these old bones. I won’t be sent into the Pit with the other Lords of Hell for a long while yet.” 
 
    That’s what he said. But another one of those hard lessons I’d had to swallow back in college was that people’s words and deeds rarely matched up. It was better to watch what people did, rather than take their words at face value. Lucifer talked a good game, but the man sitting before me had clearly seen better days. I wondered just how much time he had left—and what the death of the actual, literal devil might mean for the world in a metaphysical sense. 
 
    I looked over at Christina. The blonde had recovered somewhat after the initial shock of being transported into this place with me—now, if anything, she looked excited. A strange look gleamed in her eyes as she gazed at Lucifer, her shoulders rising and falling rapidly like she’d just gone for a jog. What was going on with her? 
 
    More than anything else, that solidified my decision. The only way we were getting out of here was to agree to Lucifer’s offer—I’d seen enough movies and TV shows involving a ‘deal with the Devil’ to know that refusing to play the game meant pissing the Devil off something fierce. Considering this chamber had no windows and no doors, that meant one thing—the only way out was through. 
 
    I sighed, marshaling my courage. “Alright,” I said, staring Lucifer down. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    You wouldn’t have thought the Devil capable of that confused, befuddled look. “Are you...accepting my contract? Young man, you’ve already done that. You took your first step down the path when you accepted the Angel of Darkness into your help.” He barked out a laugh. “You can no more refuse me than you can refuse the blood that courses through your veins, or the desires you feel when you look upon your companion’s assets.” 
 
    Damn. Lucifer really could sound like a dirty old man sometimes. 
 
    “I should have explained things earlier,” Lucifer said, tilting his chair back a touch. “I have a bad habit of making deals with mortals and leaving important details out—details that always end up turning their wishes against them.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m familiar,” I grunted. “Faust, Keanu Reeves...that country song with the fiddle…” 
 
    “Ugh, don’t remind me,” Lucifer groaned. “Hopefully you’ll understand I mean no such animus against you, young man. Why would I? I already consider you my protege—my heir apparent.” 
 
    Uh huh. And if the Devil himself were somehow trustworthy, I had a whole storage locker full of golden fiddles to sell you. 
 
    “You have much to learn,” Lucifer said, ignoring the look on my face. “In order to acquire your new abilities and gain the knowledge you need—not to mention the experience and leadership—you’ll need to attend the Infernal Academy.” 
 
    Christina gasped. Wait—how did she know what Lucifer was talking about and I didn’t? 
 
    “Academy?” I asked. “I already went to college. Got a degree in Information Systems—I fix computers for a living.” 
 
    “Pish tosh,” Lucifer said, dismissing my four years of secondary education with a wave of the hand. “That’s not real school, young man. The Infernal Academy is the most prestigious institution of learning in all Nine Circles of Hell! All the best and brightest of the Infernal Realm attend, and are given my gifts in return for their scholarship.” 
 
    Next to me, Christina sank to her knees. I couldn’t blame her for being overwhelmed—I felt the same way, too. 
 
    “For some reason,” I said, feeling cocky, “I’m thinking it’s also the only institution of learning in the Nine Circles. What, do you have an Ivy League of Hell or something?” 
 
    Lucifer shrugged. “The Celestial Realm has their own college,” he said with an expansive shrug. “But you wouldn’t like it there—trust me. Too many rules, and no parties. Stuffy prigs with sticks up their behinds, the lot of them.” 
 
    A sneaking suspicion entered my mind. “You washed out from there, didn’t you?” 
 
    Lucifer seemed taken aback. “I prefer ‘fell from grace’,” he growled, his eyes narrowing. “I do tolerate a great deal of impudence in my potential heirs, young man—a little rebellion never hurt anyone, after all. But there are limits. It would do you well to remember that.” 
 
    I shut my mouth. I had plenty to think of, after all—Lucifer had just confirmed that both Hell and Heaven were real, tangible places. All the arguments throughout human history, the millions of hours spent on philosophy and religion and scientific thought—they’d just been upended with a few simple declaratory statements. I’d said I wasn’t a terribly religious guy, but just then all the lessons I’d absorbed in Sunday School as a kid came back with a vengeance. I swallowed hard, daring myself to ask another question. 
 
    “So all that stuff about the afterlife—Heaven, Hell, all that shit...that’s real?” I tried to make it sound casual. “I mean, I need to know, if I’m gonna be your new recruit.” 
 
    Lucifer sighed. “Mortals. Always so preoccupied with destination over journey.” He made another steeple with his fingers on the table, a sign I was already beginning to learn meant the Master of Hell was irritated with me. “Those stories—and they are just that, stories—you absorbed as a child are...well. They’re like peering at a fine, artistic painting through a window. A window that is covered in so much dirt and grime, the true picture can never be seen clearly—only guessed at. Do you understand?” 
 
    I didn’t. And I wanted to know—desperately, as it turned out. 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask yet another question. Only for Christina to cut me off. 
 
    “Prince of Darkness!” the blonde whimpered, lowering her head all the way to the floor. Her forehead touched the stone, her ass rising into the air to compensate. I couldn’t help but notice the way the posture made everything below her waist look amazing. “I...I apologize for my behavior earlier! I did not know it was you! I could not have fathomed…” 
 
    Lucifer looked like he’d been waiting for just this moment, and was happy to have something other than tedious questions about the afterlife to focus on. “Of course, my faithful servant,” the aged figure said with a chuckle. “Although you knew not what you were doing at the time, you have served me well. This man will make a fine candidate for my succession.” 
 
    Christina’s shoulders slumped against the floor in a posture of almost comic relief. “Yes, my Lord!” 
 
    I’d thought I’d been shocked when I ended up in a medieval basement with Lucifer himself. But it was Christina’s behavior that proved to be the true surprise. 
 
    “Lord?” I grabbed Christina’s shoulder and hauled her to her feet angrily. “You know this guy?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Christina said with a laugh. “Hardly anyone actually knows the Devil! I mean, do you have any idea how favored you have to be to actually get a face-to-face interview with the man himself? In my wildest fantasies, I never dreamed I’d get the opportunity…” 
 
    Something inside my chest went cold. “You’re a devil worshipper,” I realized. Pieces clicked together in my head—the books in Latin, the strange symbols on her bedpost. The ‘camping trip’ that I now realized was anything but. “Holy shit. You’re a Satanist?” 
 
    “Um, duh,” Christina purred. “How do you think I got this gorgeous and successful, babe? Hard work?” She tossed her head back and laughed. 
 
    My lips felt numb. I should have figured it out earlier, of course. The signs were all there. But how often did ‘hey, the girl I’m maybe about to bang kinda seems like she might worship Lucifer’ come into the equation in an ordinary guy’s life? 
 
    “She called to me in her prayers when she was but a girl,” Lucifer said. He sounded almost proud. “An ugly duckling...but with ambition.” 
 
    Christina gasped, clasping her hands beneath her breasts. “My Lord, you remember me!?” 
 
    “I remember all my followers,” Lucifer said with a smug smile. “From the mightiest to the smallest.” 
 
    Christina turned to me, her words babbling out in an excited rush. “I was so tired of being the girl all the other girls picked on,” she said quickly. “It was torture, Luke—you didn’t know me then. You wouldn’t have recognized me. I was, like, a totally different person then…” 
 
    “She was,” Lucifer added. 
 
    “And I’d just seen that movie The Craft,” Christina babbled, “and I thought—shit, maybe I could do a spell or something to get those girls off my back. But that wasn’t all I wanted, Luke—I wanted to be gorgeous. And powerful, and respected, and all that shit…” 
 
    A chill trickled down my spine. “So you sold your soul to the Devil?” 
 
    She laughed. “More like a timeshare,” she said, spreading her hands with a smile. “Look, it’s not like I’m the only one. Scroll up any ten hot women with a brand on Instagram, and nine of them are in the Devil’s employ. We’re a big coven, Luke...and it’s all digital these days.” 
 
    I took a step backward. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing. So this was all you, the whole time? With that Angel of Darkness shit?” 
 
    Christina shook her head. “I had no idea that was going to happen,” she admitted, sounding honest. “But I’m glad it did. Really, this is a huge get for both of us, Luke. This is going to be, like, life-changing…” 
 
    Yeah, it’s changing my life, alright, I thought. We’re both in league with Lucifer himself now… 
 
    Yet at the same time, the thought sent an illicit thrill through me. Going to college in Hell didn’t sound like the most appealing proposition—but with Lucifer giving me his protection and favor, I’d probably be alright. What would it be like to relive my old college days, but be in charge this time? Instead of the slacker loser who couldn’t even ask Christina out on a date, I’d be the big man on campus—the guy who had an in with the Man Downstairs. Girls would be all over me. Everyone would want to be my friend. Lucifer even said there were parties… 
 
    One thing niggled at me, though. “What would have happened if I chose the other angel?” I asked. 
 
    Lucifer concealed his shock well, but I could tell the question surprised him. “What other angel?” he asked smoothly. 
 
    I charged on heedlessly. The look in Christina’s eyes was begging me to stop, but I wasn’t about to do what she wanted. Lucifer’s smug comments about her had thrown her a little bit off the pedestal I’d put her on, and her story about being a Satanist did the rest of the job. Christina wasn’t some hardworking, diligent woman—she was lucky. She’d taken a Satanic shortcut, using Lucifer’s power to jump ahead of people who’d worked harder than her for less than what she had. And she’d had the nerve to treat me like I wasn’t a serious dating prospect! 
 
    “The program offered me two angels,” I said, frowning as I remembered. 
 
    “Two pathways? There should have been only one. Darkness.” 
 
    “There were two,” I repeated. “The other was the ‘Angel of Light’...” 
 
    For a moment, Lucifer’s mouth hung open. Then he began to chortle. “Well now,” he said, a coughing fit cutting off his words for long moments. “That would have been most interesting…” 
 
    I didn’t like that tone one bit. “What would?” 
 
    “Choosing a human must have made the magic revert to the original pathway,” Lucifer muttered, talking to himself. “Typical, but something of a pity all the same…” 
 
    I’d heard more than enough. “If I’d have chosen that other angel—would I be in Heaven right now?” I asked. 
 
    Lucifer scoffed. “Of course not. The program is mine—when a suitable candidate activates it, it opens up the opportunity for them to become a Lord of Hell. You would have ended up as my creature one way or the other. But a Lord of Hell with an angel of light’s powers on top of their ordinary ability...well. It would’ve been quite the sight to see.” 
 
    I tried to imagine it. A demon lord with a bunch of angels at his command? I couldn’t picture it—not unless Lucifer’s powers corrupted them somehow. Turned them into the kind of angels you’d see on a Black Sabbath album cover taking a smoke break. 
 
    “I was an angel myself once,” Lucifer mused. “It’s not an option many take—or are able to, even if they wanted it—but it is there. Ever there.” 
 
    Suddenly Lucifer clapped his hands together. The sound startled Christina and I both; shaking us from our reveries. The old man’s chair scraped backward as he rose to his feet, moving around the table with a shuffling step that seemed undignified for a person as powerful as him. 
 
    “If you’re going to represent me at the Infernal Academy,” Lucifer said, giving me a quick up-and-down glance, “you’re going to have to look the part. These...rags of yours. They won’t suit you at all. And they will actively impede your quest to master your abilities…” 
 
    I looked down at my ragged uniform. You’ve got that right, I thought. Girls aren’t exactly going to be flocking to me when I look like this… 
 
    “These gravely digs of mine,” Lucifer intoned, “will surely prove a sight.” He wiggled his fingers, and my uniform unraveled. For a moment, I stood in front of Christina, totally naked and blushing, then tendrils of darkness formed from the air itself to wrap around my lanky frame. 
 
    They tugged and squeezed until they were skintight, feeling almost sensual in their embrace. I guess I should get used to pleasures of the flesh, I thought, glancing down to see my new clothing as it began to form. Black pants with matching black boots sheathed my legs, along with a thick leather belt covered in pentagrams and upside-down crosses. A moment later the touch of silk brushed against my chest as a clean white shirt formed, covering my bare torso. 
 
    I’d thought that was all Lucifer meant to dress me in. Then he traced a complicated symbol in the air and the remaining strands of darkness formed themselves into a jacket. It was thick, open at the front, with rich crimson coloring inlaid with intricate black patterns across the fabric. Silver buttons studded both sides of the front, should I choose to close it against the weather. 
 
    “There we are,” Lucifer said, stepping back and admiring his handiwork. “That is more suitable.” 
 
    I looked down at myself and nodded appreciatively. I really did look good. The clothes fit like they were tailored, and were of a cut way more expensive and dashing than I’d have gone with back on Earth. With a start, I realized he’d done something to my hair, too—the shaggy locks I’d been meaning to do something about had been cut down to a manageable size. Guess I can cancel my next visit to the barber shop, I thought with a smirk. 
 
    “It’s great,” I said, running a hand down the side of my jacket. Despite wearing two layers, I felt nice and cool—as if magic had been weaved into the fabric. “I kind of expected armor, though. I don’t need to worry about getting into fights at your Academy, do I?” 
 
    “Perish the thought!” Lucifer laughed. “But if you do, those clothes will suit. That fabric may look simple, but it will stop a bullet. A mortal bullet, in any case.” He sprang forward, something glittering in his hand. “Now let me put this on you as well, please…” 
 
    I puffed out my chest, expecting some kind of pin or nametag. Instead, Lucifer reached for my ear. I jerked away at the last moment, dancing out of the older man’s grip. 
 
    “Hey, what gives?” I asked. “What the fuck?” 
 
    Lucifer opened his hand. A small earring lay in his outstretched palm, with a blood-red jewel in the center. 
 
    “It’s just an earring,” Lucifer said flatly. “You’re going to need it—it’s a focus for your powers. It will aid you immensely—” 
 
    “I don’t wear jewelry, as a general rule,” I protested, rubbing at my earlobe. “Besides, I’m not even pierced!” 
 
    Lucifer looked confused. “It’s very common,” he explained, “among my followers. Particularly the female ones. You will meet women at the Academy who are pierced in a great number of places, young man…” 
 
    As he spoke, he gave Christina a significant look. The blonde blushed, her eyes widening. 
 
    “Christina, you’re pierced?” I asked, looking her up and down. She’d seemed like too vanilla of a girl for that, but then again I had just learned she worshipped Satan. 
 
    “No!” she yelped, too quickly. 
 
    I leaned forward, squinting. “Wait—are your nipples pierced?” 
 
    She threw an arm over her breasts, her eyes narrowing. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 
 
    I glanced back at Lucifer. “According to this guy, I was about to find out before your crazy computer program brought us both here. So maybe you should drop the innocent little girl act already?” 
 
    Christina held the annoyed gaze for another moment, then let her arm drop. “Fine. And I am pierced, okay? You know why? Because it’s decadent. And decadence is what serving the Lord of Darkness is all about!” 
 
    “She does have that part correct,” Lucifer said. Then, with a more pleading air: “put the damn earring on, Luke. No one’s going to give you grief about your style choices, if that’s what worries you.” 
 
    With a shrug, I took the earring from his palm and brought it to my ear. There was a brief flash of pain, then it hung from the lobe like it had been there my entire life. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lucifer said. “You’ll learn very quickly how important that little jewel is, my boy. It may be the thing that saves your life one day.” He reached into his robes, pulling something else out. “And this little keepsake is just for luck…” 
 
    I stiffened, but it was just a simple bracelet. Three bands of leather, tied tightly around each other, with a string of tiny blue jewels inlaid at the spots where the three bands connected. I frowned down at it, wondering where it had come from. In comparison to the earring, this seemed...simple. 
 
    “It will clash with your robes terribly,” Lucifer said, raising his eyebrows, “but if you keep that arm tucked in your jacket a bit, no one will notice.” 
 
    I took it and put it on. Just like the earring, it fit me like it had been made specifically for me—like it had been waiting my whole life for me to wear it. “What is this?” I asked, tapping the jewels. “Another magical tool?” 
 
    “Just a little keepsake,” Lucifer confided, looking with nostalgia at the band. “A sign of favor I once received from the hand of the Almighty himself. As you might imagine, it’s intimately connected with the Celestial Realm. A most powerful item, indeed.” He met my eye. “If you truly are the kind of man who could wield the powers of the Angel of Light, it may prove useful to you.” 
 
    I wanted to ask him for more details, but the tone of finality with which he closed the previous sentence gave me the impression that would have been a mistake. Instead, I nodded gratefully, indicating the fine clothing and the gifts. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it.” This task done, Lucifer turned his attention to Christina. The blonde had taken my remark about her nipples personally, and was occupied making a detailed study of the other side of the room, all while pretending not to notice us. 
 
    Lucifer put an arm around my shoulders. The gesture felt almost fatherly, which disturbed me more than anything else that had happened so far. “You desire this woman,” he said, nodding at Christina’s taut back. “Yes?” 
 
    Freed from the confines of polite society, I allowed my gaze to linger for long moments on Christina’s body. Her long, shapely legs, her round ass you could bounce a quarter off of—the luscious gap at the apex of her thighs. A surge of desire washed over me, my cock stiffening in my new silk boxers. 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” I said. “I’ve wanted her for a long time, you understand. But that wasn’t a possibility until recently…” 
 
    Lucifer assumed a pained expression. “I understand completely. Yet, such emotions are...fickle. I’d like to show you something, if you don’t mind. I think you’ll like it.” 
 
    Why the hell not? I’d already gone this far. “Sure.” 
 
    Lucifer waved a hand, and a portal crackled to life on the far side of the room. Christina, who’d been doing her damndest to pretend she wasn’t listening to every word we were saying, gave a start and turned as a gorgeous demoness stepped through the rent in the air. Her eyes filled with naked jealousy at the sight of the beauty before us. 
 
    Me? My entire body groaned with desire in response to the arrival of the demoness.  
 
    It was the first time I’d ever seen someone who wasn’t human, other than Lucifer, of course. And I doubted it would be my first time, either, if this was all somehow real and not some crazy dream.  
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    “This is Mareth,” Lucifer said with a knowing smirk. “She’s another one of my apprentices. A first-year student at the Academy. Think of her as your shadow: someone to help you settle into your new situation, show you the ropes.” He gave me a pat on the back. “Her mother was a particularly competent succubus. You understand?” 
 
    I most certainly did. I’d spent most of my trip here lusting after Christina, but even her considerable beauty paled and wilted before Mareth’s. A dangerous beauty, for the succubus looked like she could tear a man to shreds just as easily as make his wildest dreams come true. Her skin held a rich crimson tint nearly the same shade as my robes, and so much of it was on display that I found myself salivating. It didn’t help that she wore a naughty imitation of a Catholic schoolgirl’s uniform, with the knee socks and pigtails to match. Her skirt was cut so close that it was more of a belt with an attitude problem—so skimpy that every sashaying step she made across the stone floor showed off her round ass and swollen mound. 
 
    Mareth wasn’t wearing any panties—and unlike Christina, there was no doubt that the demoness was pierced in several places that would give the man claiming her greater pleasure. 
 
    “Oh—hi, Master!” the succubus giggled. For a heart-wrenching moment, I thought she was referring to me—then I realized her greeting had been directed at Lucifer. 
 
    Of course, I thought. Everything in Hell served him in one way or another: any organization chart down here had him at the very top. 
 
    “This is Luke,” Lucifer said, indicating me. “He’s my new candidate to become the Archlord of Hell, as you can see. He’s going to be attending the Academy shortly—I’d appreciate it if he had a friend to help guide him.” 
 
    Mareth looked me up and down with a gaze so frank it scandalized Christina. “Oh yeah,” the succubus purred, licking her lips. Her tongue was longer than a human woman’s, with a silver stud in the middle. Any man who saw that tongue would be instantly consumed with thoughts of what the succubus could do with it. “I’d love to pop your cherry, Luke! The Infernal Academy is the coolest!” 
 
    “Actually it’s very hot,” Lucifer said, bumping me with an elbow. “It is in Hell, after all. But you won’t feel the flames, thanks to my favor.” 
 
    Dad jokes from the Prince of Darkness, I thought. Will wonders ever cease? 
 
    “Thanks, Mareth,” I said, giving the succubus a nod. “I’m definitely looking forward to getting to know you a bit better.” 
 
    The two of us were eye-fucking each other so plainly, even Christina could see it. She cleared her throat, gesturing for attention. “This is all very nice,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. I couldn’t help but notice it made them look even bigger—like she wanted me staring, now that she had competition. “What happens to me, Lord?” 
 
    Lucifer gave Christina an indulgent smile. “You’re absolutely right.” He turned to the succubus. “Mareth!” 
 
    The succubus snapped to attention. “Yes, Master?” 
 
    “Conjure up some new clothing for Christina as well. Something that will show off her beautiful body, putting it on display the way it was meant to.” Christina blushed at the compliment. 
 
    “Sure,” Mareth said. “I can do that!” Taking Christina’s hand, she led the blonde to the other side of the room and started doing the wiggle-your-fingers trick. Unlike with me, Christina seemed to know the kinds of things she wanted—and what she wanted was to try on several different outfits, each sluttier and more revealing than the last. Mareth, for her part, was only too happy to guide her into debauchery. 
 
    I watched them both, and was starting to get really hot when Lucifer pulled me aside. “I need to have a talk with you,” he said, turning me away from the sight of the two hot babes. “Man to man. It’s about your future, you see.” 
 
    “Sure, sure.” I let him lead me across the chamber. We walked to the far wall, until Christina and I were about as far apart as the place would allow us to be. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Well, it’s about...women.” Lucifer cleared his throat. “Obviously, for a young man like yourself, the desire in that direction is for quantity, not quality. A lot of ‘sowing the wild oats’, so to speak. I don’t think I need to be crass.” 
 
    “I get you,” I told him. Now that I have this power, I can get girls. Which means I can have lots of them—but I should be choosy. 
 
    “Good. What this means is that you will, sooner or later, end up with multiple romantic entanglements. Whether you want them or not.” His gaze turned portentous. 
 
    I shrugged. “That’s cool. I’ll just keep things casual.” 
 
    Lucifer let out a short, barking laugh. “So many men have said! And yet, how easily the light gossamer ropes of lust transform into the harsher bonds of love—only to thicken into the heavy, leaden weights of obligation.” Lucifer’s eyes narrowed. “Believe me, son—I know this all too well. You may not have a choice in the matter.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Only that any woman with whom you form more than most fleeting erotic bond will eventually become a member of your harem—and through that, become one of your Queens.” 
 
    My eyebrows rose. “Queens?” 
 
    He misunderstood me. “Oh, you can have a one-night stand, certainly. Pull a pretty young demoness into the bathroom at an Academy party and have your way with her before the mirror, or let her sink to her knees before you...that will not create a Queen. But courtship? That most certainly will.” 
 
    I looked at Christina with growing realization. That was what I’d been doing, wasn’t it? Sure, we’d been on our way to a one-night-stand back in her house, but it wouldn’t have ended there. Not if I’d had anything to say about it. I definitely wouldn’t have turned down an opportunity to do that again with Christina—hell, I would’ve repeated the performance as many times as I could. 
 
    “Trust me, young man,” Lucifer said, sounding impossibly weary. “It behooves you greatly to refrain from sticking your cock in every willing woman who comes along. At least more than once. You may end up having to spend a very, very long time together. Those small flaws you perceive as a mere mild annoyance during courtship have a tendency to bloom into intolerable flaws of character after, oh, a few hundred years or so.” Again he flashed his shark-like grin. “Go on, ask me how I know all this. Ask.” 
 
    “I don’t think I need to,” I told him. “I think I’m picking up what you’re putting down, Lucifer. Why are you helping me out like this?”
 He sighed, watching as the succubus and my college crush tried on matching bikinis. “I don’t like to see people make the same mistakes,” he muttered. “Even though those mistakes form the basis of my residency here. Ah, well.” He turned back to me, his gaze sharpening. “So what are your designs with this woman, then?” 
 
    I’d been so distracted checking out Christina and Mareth that the question snapped me back to my senses. I thought it over for a moment, watching as Christina giggled, teasing Mareth about something I couldn’t make out from that distance. 
 
    “Honestly, I’m not sure,” I said. “Christina doesn’t seem like a nice girl, not exactly, but I’m getting the impression I don’t really want to be surrounded with ‘nice girls’ if I’m going to go to this Academy of yours.” 
 
    Lucifer nodded. “Astute. Yet you do desire her.” 
 
    I gave Christina’s lush curves a slow, longing glance. “She seems like the kind of girl I could have a lot of fun with,” I said, something dark and primal rearing up inside of me. “And I’m not going to lie—having a harem of women like her and Mareth sounds freaking amazing. I just...I need to think about all this. It’s too early—way too early—for me to start thinking about commitments and matrimony…” 
 
    A hand came down on my shoulder—Lucifer’s. “I knew you were chosen for a good reason,” he said, stepping around the desk. “I think you’re going to do a wonderful job as my protege, young man. Just remember to take things slow. Look before you leap. Think before you speak. And for Hell’s sake, cause at least a little trouble, alright?” 
 
    I found myself laughing—hell, it was strangely easy to get along with Lucifer. “That sounds like goodbye,” I said, walking with him back toward the center of the chamber. “Are you leaving?” 
 
    Mareth noticed Lucifer’s approach and broke off, her fingers wiggling until she and Christina’s clothing went back to what they’d been wearing when they arrived. “Master?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lucifer said, looking back at me. “I should be getting along for now. I’m not the man I used to be—these old bones require quite a lot of rest. I will be watching, however, young man. Remember that.” 
 
    In a flash, Mareth stood at my side. The succubus’s posture crackled with repressed energy, as if she were waiting for some kind of signal. This close, I couldn’t help but notice how short she was—the slender horns stretching from either side of her head barely came up to my chin. I could pick her up and carry her, I thought, my mind filling with images of the other things I could do with a girl so much smaller than myself. 
 
    Finally, I could take her silence no longer. “What’s up?” I asked, glancing down at the succubus. “You’re grinning at me like you know something I don’t.” 
 
    Lucifer gave a start as if he’d forgotten something—though with him, this was almost certainly a feint. I got the distinct impression the Lord of Darkness had a mind like a steel trap, and that nothing escaped his notice. 
 
    “I’ve asked Mareth to escort you to the Academy,” Lucifer explained. “She’ll guide you along the path to the Infernal Realm. By the way, if you’ve been worried about your vehicle, you can rest easy. It will start when you return to it—the engine trouble it had on the way here has been fixed.” 
 
    I both did and didn’t want to know how he’d done that. A Satanic mechanic? 
 
    “Your car had trouble?” Mareth asked, cocking one flawless eyebrow. 
 
    “All fixed now. Thanks,” I said, slipping an arm around the succubus’s waist. It surprised me how good it felt—how natural. Then I remembered Christina was still standing next to us, staring. “So, uh—I guess this is goodbye then,” I told her. “For now, at least.” A thought occurred to me. “Could I maybe call you sometime…?” 
 
    Christina gave me a look like I’d slapped her in the face. “Call!? Like hell! You’re not leaving me—not now. Not after everything we’ve been through.” 
 
    Mareth and I shared a look. “Pardon?” 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” Christina put her foot down—literally put it down, slamming it on the stone like she’d brook no argument. “You have no idea what kind of rituals I’d have gladly done to have access to this kind of opportunity. To actually see inside the Infernal Academy…! You have to bring me with you!” 
 
    “There are flames,” I protested, pointing at Lucifer. “You’d be hurt. Right?” 
 
    Lucifer, who’d just been about to step through the portal Mareth had used, stopped and cleared his throat. “Any guest you bring with you would have my favor extended to them,” he explained. “So yes, you could bring Christina. I’ll leave that to you to decide. Remember our conversation.” 
 
    With that, he walked off, treading lightly across the stone. A portal formed at the far end of the hall, in the same space and of the same dimensions as the one that had brought Mareth here. Without a moment’s hesitation he stepped through, disappearing in a puff of ozone. The Prince of Darkness left us to our own devices, evidently considering the meeting adjourned. 
 
    “Conversation?” Christina looked like a deer caught in headlights. “You were talking? About me?” 
 
    Oops. Awkward. “Not so much about you, specifically,” I said, not wanting to hurt her feelings. “More about the future, and who I surround myself with.” 
 
    Christina’s gaze sharpened. She opened her mouth, no doubt to say something cutting that would shrink me down to size, but before she could, Mareth cut her off. 
 
    “Oh, geez,” the succubus said, rolling her eyes. “Master gave you the talk, didn’t he?” She pulled her features inward, making herself look like a grumpy old man—with the voice to match. “You must be careful who you select as a Queen! Blah blah blah…” 
 
    I started to laugh. Mareth was too much. “Something like that.” 
 
    The succubus clapped me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry so much about it. Just focus on having fun!” Her gaze traveled to Christina, a sly look entering her eyes. “But if you were looking for a Queen, I’d tell you that a vessel that’s both as willing as Christina and as versed in the occult as she is doesn’t come along every day. At least not in human form.” She giggled. “Plus she looks really hot in a bikini.” 
 
    I knew that from looking at her. A different part of Mareth’s spiel had lodged in my brain, though. “You’d be a willing vessel?” I asked, smirking at Christina. 
 
    She didn’t even need to think about it. “Absolutely. Unequivocally.” She made as if to jump into my arms, just barely keeping a straight face. “Take me now!” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I said, nearly breaking into laughter myself. “You don’t need to make fun of me.” 
 
    Christina shook her head. “I’m not. I... look, I…” 
 
    “Spit it out,” I said, looking at Mareth. “We’ve got to get going.” 
 
    Christina sighed heavily. “Lucifer was right,” she admitted, giving me a don’t you dare make a joke kind of look. “After you finished fixing my computer, I was totally going to fuck you. And maybe more than that—I mean, fuck. You’re like a totally different person, Luke. Even before we ended up meeting Lucifer—you’re ripped, you own your own business, there’s that whole ‘unrequited love’ thing to make the sex totally savage…” 
 
    I coughed. “Well, damn.” 
 
    “You’re exactly the kind of guy I feel like I’ve been looking for for so freaking long,” she finished. “Seriously. So yeah. Why not have a little fun?” 
 
    I’m not different, though, I thought bitterly. Maybe on the outside. But I’m still the same dude deep down, Christina. Why weren’t you into me then, huh? 
 
    Mareth raised her hands. “Obviously I can cut the sexual tension in here with a knife,” she purred, her long tongue dangling from the side of her mouth. “You can’t hide anything from me—I’m a succubus. Which means I can totally feel how much the two of you want to bone.” She gave me a look. “Don’t get weird about it—it’s one of those things you’ll have to get used to, dealing with demons.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said. “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    Mareth shrugged. “That if you’re going to bond with Christina, you do it now. You’re still a human, after all—even with the Prince of Darkness’s blessing, the other demons at the Academy are going to try and eat you alive. The more power you have when you walk through those doors, the better.” She crossed her arms beneath her ample breasts. “So if you had a girl bound to you already—or two girls—you’d be in a much better position than if you entered your freshman year alone.” 
 
    I thought about it. “Sounds like a win-win,” I said, nodding. “So...wait. Are you saying Christina and I should have sex right now?” 
 
    Christina seized the initiative. The blonde stepped forward, her posture changing in a dozen tiny ways as she stepped up to me. Her eyes smoldered, her pouty lips parted slightly as she bit down on the bottom one with her white, even teeth. 
 
    “Why not?” She sounded bold—as if she were shocked by her own boldness. “We’ve got a table. You could throw me down on it right now.” 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest like a jackhammer. God damn this girl was shameless. 
 
    She ground herself against me, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Or would you rather bend me over?” Her clothing shimmered, replaced with the skimpy string bikini she and Mareth had modeled a few moments ago. “Tug this shit to the side and ram yourself hilt-deep into my tight, wet little pussy. Because it is wet, Luke—it’s so fucking wet for you right now. You want to claim me? Give me that hot, savage fuck you were planning, pound me into the table the way you wanted to pound me into the bed—” 
 
    My hands went to her waist. In moments, the two of us were making out hot and heavy, her tongue sliding into my mouth as she grabbed my hair with both hands. I gave her ass a slap, then lifted her into my arms, preparing to carry her to the table. Next to us, Mareth did the same magic trick she’d pulled on Christina, dissolving her schoolgirl outfit in favor of a set of black lace-and-leather lingerie. 
 
    “Hell yes, let’s get this show on the road,” the succubus panted. “Fuck us both, stud! Put that big dick inside both our pussies and fuck us senseless…” 
 
    I was about to do just that. But then, right as I set Christina’s ass on the edge of the table, a wave of dizziness washed over me. 
 
    “Ah—what the fuck?” I blinked rapidly, willing the inconvenient sensation to go away. It refused to fade. Instead, it grew stronger, the room swimming around me. The lustful thoughts I’d had moments ago faded, replaced with...hunger? 
 
    My stomach gave a very undignified rumble. No, scratch that. It bellowed like a fucking minotaur. 
 
    Suddenly, both girls were staring at me. Christina gave me a very confused look, while Mareth broke into giggles. 
 
    “Uh, Luke?” Christina looked up at me, the bottom of her bikini pulled aside to reveal her bare, dripping pussy. She hadn’t been lying about being wet—she must have been soaked the whole time, thinking about me while she tried on those cute, slutty clothes. 
 
    “Welp,” Mareth purred, rolling her eyes. “Guess we’re going to need a raincheck. I didn’t expect you to start exercising your powers that quickly…” 
 
    More confusion. “Powers? What powers?” The feeling began to fade, but remained in the back of my mind. As if it had given me a temporary reprieve, but would surely return. 
 
    “Your demonic powers,” Mareth said, grinning wickedly. “You’ve been using them since the moment you put that earring on.” 
 
    “How have I been doing that?” 
 
    “You know,” she teased. “Exercising your will...making those around you submissive, horny and compliant…” 
 
    I looked down at Christina, who was clearly more turned on than any woman I’d ever seen. “Is that true, Christina? Are you only turned on by me right now because of my magic?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nah,” she said, grinning from ear to ear. “But it’s definitely not hurting.” 
 
    “It only amplified what’s already there,” Mareth explained to the blonde. “Right now, Luke is hungry. He doesn’t know how to turn his powers on and off yet, so he’s blaring out demonic energy all the time. Once he gets some food in that belly, he’ll be more than ready to satiate us both.” 
 
    Christina trembled with lust. “I fucking hope so,” she growled, staring at my cock. “Raincheck, Luke?” 
 
     It hurt. Not just emotionally—physically. To be that close to Christina and see her body aching for mine, well...let’s just say my balls were bluer than blue at the thought of waiting. But Mareth was right: I didn’t like this feeling one bit. My stomach grumbled again, the hunger deepening. What would happen if I didn’t satisfy it soon? 
 
    Food, I thought. Then fucking. Yeah. 
 
    “How about I take you out to dinner first?” I said, grinning down at Christina. “You know, the way normal people do it.” 
 
    Her irritation faded instantly. She groaned and rolled her eyes, but there was no real rancor in it—more of an oh you than an oh you bastard. I wondered if my powers had something to do with that, too. 
 
    “I could use a meal,” she said. “Although I doubt we’ll get into too many places while I’m dressed like this…” 
 
    Mareth wiggled her fingers. In moments, Christina was back in her street clothes—and, to my surprise, so was I. I supposed I’d look pretty strange walking around an ordinary neighborhood in that getup. 
 
    “Now for me,” Mareth said with a giggle. She ran a hand down her side, the slender horns on either side of her head retracting and disappearing. Her skin lightened from deep crimson to a healthy pink, her tail vanished, and in moments she looked like an ordinary college student—albeit an absurdly gorgeous one, wearing a form-fitting schoolgirl uniform. So there was that, at least. 
 
    “This should keep us from getting too many stares,” Mareth said. “I’ll go ahead and open a portal back to Christina’s house, Luke. From there, we should be able to head out. Sound good?” 
 
    Food, sex, school, I thought, looking at the two gorgeous women in front of me. The only things I gave a shit about when I was nineteen. A smirk rose to my face. Yeah. This is gonna be fun. 
 
    I took each woman’s hand, clasping it in an almost tender gesture. “Lead the way,” I said, coaxing Mareth toward the strange portal. “So what are you feeling, babe? Mexican? Italian?” 
 
    Christina gave me a secretive little smile. “I know just the place,” she said, her hand snaking around and grabbing my ass. “You’d better keep that hard-on, stud. I’m going to get fucked tonight.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” I growled, looking her in the eyes as Mareth’s portal sizzled over us. “Mareth’s taking us to dinner—but you’re my fucking dessert.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. Before she could say another word, we had left behind the strange chamber and had stepped through the portal to Christina’s house.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My beat-up van waited for us on the curb as we exited Christina’s house. Despite the amount of time we’d spent talking with Lucifer, my watch told me only a few minutes had passed since I’d activated the strange computer program hidden in Christina’s router. That seemed wrong somehow, but I didn’t question it. I was too hungry—and too horny—to think about much other than the rest of the night. 
 
    Just as Lucifer assured me, the engine roared to life on the first try. It let out a leonine roar as Christina and Mareth piled in with me, Christina tossing a hastily packed duffle back between her seat and mine as she climbed into the passenger seat. I hadn’t asked what was in there: probably clothes. 
 
    Mareth sat in the back row, leaning forward with her elbows on both of our seats. I could tell she wouldn’t put on a seatbelt, so I didn’t bother asking. She probably didn’t need one. 
 
    “Which way am I going?” I asked, backing out of the space. The van cornered sharper than I’d expected, as if whatever fixed the engine did a number on the steering, too. The gas gauge was even full, when I’d been sure the needle was pointed on empty most of the way to Morningstar Lane. More presents from the Prince of Darkness. 
 
    Christina pointed. “That way.” She let out a little laugh, as if seeing the rolling hills around her for the very first time. “This neighborhood is confusing, isn’t it? All the houses look the same, except for my block…” 
 
    “That’s suburbia,” I said, kicking the van into gear. We passed rows of houses, the streetlights lit up all down the block. “Just be glad there’s no one carrying dead squirrels around…” 
 
    The two teenagers I’d seen on my way here must have gone back home, but there were plenty of people on the streets. Joggers, a couple pushing a baby carriage, a demon out walking his dog... 
 
    Wait, what? 
 
    “Do you see that?” I asked, pointing at the dog walker. He had the body of a man, with the head of an elk. Massive antlers stuck out from either side of his head, the kind of thing any hunter would salivate to have on their trophy wall.  
 
    The van gave a jerk but remained on the road. “That guy’s a fucking demon!?” 
 
    Christina leaned forward. “Wait, what?” 
 
    “Let me see!” Mareth sprang from her lair between the seats, arching her back like a bow as she put her elbows on the dash. I couldn’t help but notice how good her ass looked in that position. “Oh, him? I’m surprised you can see that, Luke.” 
 
    “It’s just a guy,” Christina said. 
 
    “Possessions,” Mareth explained. “You’ve seen The Exorcist, right, Luke?” 
 
    The demon lifted a hand and waved as we drove by. 
 
    “I thought that was just a movie…” I muttered. 
 
    “Demonic possession is very real,” Mareth said with a shrug. “It’s even a major at the Infernal Academy. I’ve had to take a few courses in it, as prerequisites for my advanced placement succubus class.” 
 
    “Is that so? Then what the hell is that?” As we turned the corner to the next block, I saw an elderly couple out for a stroll. Only the wife had what looked like a giant black cat perched on her shoulders. As we drew closer, the cat looked at me and blinked, seemingly surprised to be noticed. A huge pince-nez with one cracked spectacle rested on its face, giving the creature an oddly dignified air. 
 
    “Oppressions,” Mareth said lustily, licking her lips. “You’ve heard of people having a monkey on their back? It’s not an expression—it’s a demon.” She sighed wistfully. “I’d so love to qualify for one of the Academy’s work-study programs in Oppression. I just know I’d be amazing at giving a sweet young prude some filthy urges…” 
 
    Hot damn, I thought. “There’s lots of them,” I realized, comparing the numbers of demons I’d seen with the number of people. “You guys are all busy with this kind of thing? Is everyone being subjected to this kind of treatment?” 
 
    “It’s a tug of war,” Mareth said, giving me another one of those shrugs that tensed the muscles of her back so beautifully. “There’s angels out there, too—either trying to influence people to be good or trying to counteract the stuff demons do. You can’t see those, though—at least, not yet.” 
 
    I thought about the slender bracelet Lucifer gave me. “Not yet,” I agreed. 
 
    Mareth glanced to the side, distracted by the tone of my voice. “Are you freaked out? I’d totally understand if you were freaked out right now. This is a lot for a mortal to take in.” 
 
    I laughed. “Honestly, I’m more freaked out by the fact that I’m not freaked out,” I admitted. “I’m not really scared or terrified, the way I figured I’d be. Instead, I’m…” 
 
    “Excited,” Christina panted. I looked over at her and knew she felt the same way. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “It’s sort of badass. There’s a whole supernatural world out there, you know? Lurking underneath of ours, just under the skin. That’s pretty fucking cool.” I shook my head as I drove. “Demons.” 
 
    “You’re a demon now,” Christina said. “Technically. Or at least a kind of demon. That’s why you can interact with the demonic world —why you can see things like possessed people and demons going about their business. I’m jealous, really.” 
 
    I nodded and put my hands back on the wheel. In the space between one blink and the next, the street in front of me exploded with a brilliant white light. 
 
    I nearly drove right off the road. Beings with wings and halos were everywhere, following behind joggers and people out walking their pets. As I watched, a floating cherub the size of a bread box bumped a baby carriage, moving it out of the path of a pothole in the road. Even the people I’d seen before with demons had angels crawling all over them — in some cases, the angels and the demons seemed to be fighting. 
 
    The dashboard glowed too, like it was possessed. I half-expected Mareth and Christina to have angelic figures clinging to them, but they seemed completely separate from the strange world overlaying our own. What, then — did my car have a guardian angel? 
 
    In an instant, the vision dissolved. I jerked the car back into the center of the road, ignoring Mareth’s expletives as she nearly fell from her perch in the backseat. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered. “Did you girls see that?” 
 
    Mareth gave me a puzzled look. “What did you see?”  
 
    “Angels with feathery wings, little cupid-like creatures — shit, I think I even saw a flying monkey. All of them had wings and halos, like something out of an old cartoon.”  
 
    Mareth tensed up all of a sudden. “Really? Are you sure you saw those things?”  
 
    “Just flashes,” I said. “But they were definitely there.”  
 
    “Wow,” Mareth said. “That’s...quite a rare ability. Maybe it’s some side effect of Lucifer’s blessing? Either way, I’m sure it will pass.”  
 
    I nodded. “So, it’s not normal to see both realms at the same time?”  
 
    “The angelic and the demonic world are separated.” Christina sounded like she was reading it out of a book. “Both of them can affect the mortal world, but neither can touch the other. Our realm, Earth, is the only way to go from one to the other.” 
 
    There was a giggle from the back seat. “That’s not entirely accurate,” Mareth said. 
 
    Christina gave a start. “What? Which part?” 
 
    “The angelic and demonic realms can interact directly with each other,” Mareth explained, “but only in certain places. And at designated times. There are all sorts of treaties and documents between our side and the angels’ that say when and where—it’s how we resolve conflicts.” She giggled. “We’ve been doing it in this manner ever since Eve first lured Adam into eating that knowledgeberry fruit.” 
 
    “What!?” I couldn’t believe that. “What the fuck is a ‘knowledgeberry’? I thought it was an apple.” 
 
    “A common misconception,” Mareth said mildly. “The Bible never states what type of fruit it was—just that it came from the tree of knowledge. Hence, knowledgeberry.” 
 
    “Shit.” I shook my head. “So how come I’ve never heard of it?” 
 
    “Well, obviously the Almighty wouldn’t want to leave any laying around after what happened the first time, now would he?” 
 
    I thought about it, then nodded. “Fair point.” 
 
    For a minute or two, we drove on in silence. Yet the atmosphere in the van continued to thicken. Christina’s gaze grew more feverish; her shoulders rose and fell faster as her attention toward the road faded in favor of me. She’s going to make a move, I thought. Any minute now. 
 
    “I wish I could see demons,” she growled, leaning over in her seat. The move put her in danger of sliding right out of her seatbelt, while practically depositing her in my lap. “I know it’s not good for me to sound this way, but—I’m jealous, Luke. It’s so cool that you get to pierce the veil.” 
 
    From the tone of her voice, I could tell she was thinking about me piercing her veil. A husky laugh echoed from the backseat. “Luke could help you with that,” Mareth said in a teasing tone. 
 
    Christina’s hand closed on the bulge in my pants. “Could he?” 
 
    Pleasure shot through me at her touch. “Fuck,” I groaned, struggling to concentrate on the road. “Is this my powers again? Am I turning the whole car on?” 
 
    Christina tugged my zipper down with a little whimper, then slid her fingers into my pants and took hold of my cock. “Does it matter? Hey, how’s that dizziness of yours?” 
 
    “Fine,” I gasped, trying to keep my eyes forward. It was a struggle not to watch what she was doing; it felt amazing. “Getting better all the time.” 
 
    “Yeah, you definitely seem better. You think you’ll be able to handle this, then?” 
 
    Before I could retort, Christina puckered her lips and spit on the crown of my cock. She worked her hands up and down the shaft a few times, making me moan, then lowered her head into my lap. Her hot, wet mouth enveloped me and my hips shot upward, filling her throat. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Mareth groaned. She sounded like Christina was doing it to her, not me. “Shit, that feels so good! That’s right, mortal, keep sucking that dick…!” 
 
    Oh right, I thought. Succubus. My fingers tangled in Christina’s hair, coaxing her deeper onto my cock. She complied eagerly, taking me all the way down to my balls like she’d never heard of the term ‘gag reflex’. The heat and friction were amazing. When she added her tongue to the mix, swirling it around my head as she bobbed up and down like a cork, I nearly came apart right then and there. 
 
    Fuck, I’m getting road head from a gorgeous babe, I thought deliriously. And there’s a succubus in the backseat getting off on the whole thing… 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” I said, my fingers digging into the back of Christina’s head. “Take it all the way down. Your mouth feels so fucking good…” 
 
    She sucked me harder at the compliment, her cheeks hollowing around my cock as her lips formed an oh-so-tight seal. At the same time she lifted her ass in the air and tugged down her jeans, fingering herself through her panties. The smell of sex filled the van, and the dizziness reared up in me but failed to take control. No way. I wasn’t going to stop this time. I was gonna enjoy the hell out of this, fill Christina’s tight little throat up with my load. 
 
    I thrust upwards into her mouth, grunting like a caveman. The road ahead swam before my vision as I hit the peak. My cock jerked against the roof of Christina’s mouth, thick ropes of semen spraying from the tip to coat her tongue. 
 
    With any other girl I’d been with, that would’ve been the cue to pull back - to finish me with her hand. Christina did no such thing. She moved like I’d given her a personal challenge to drink down every drop of my load, slowing her motions but making the hot seal of her lips even tighter than before. Relief flooded me as she milked me dry, her fingers pumping between her legs as the rich taste of my load filled her mouth... 
 
    “Look out!” Mareth screamed suddenly, grabbing my shoulders. “Luke, hit the brakes-!” 
 
    My hands jerked from the back of Christina’s head to the steering wheel. To my surprise, the van hadn’t swerved from the center of the road—a person stood in the middle of the street, looking around at nothing as if they owned the whole neighborhood. I hit the brakes with a vengeance, and fortunately Lucifer must have done a number on those on top of everything else. They squealed, tipping our van nearly onto its side but sliding past the strange man, missing him by inches. 
 
    Christina’s mouth left my lap. The blonde stared straight ahead, her face the color of skim milk. “What the fuck was that!?” 
 
    While Christina wiped her mouth, I stuck my head out of the driver’s side window. The man still stood there, as if nothing had happened. He’d barely reacted to a near head-on collision. A thought occurred to me: was he really there? Maybe I’d reacted too quickly to another of the demons Mareth had been pointing out. But then, she’d seen it as well. 
 
    The man gave a start, like someone snapping out of a trance. His gaze followed the path of our van, lingering on the skid marks across the asphalt. A dark, angry look settled over his features, and he began to shimmer. 
 
    “Tell me that’s just another one of those oppressions you were talking about,” I yelled, jerking my chin toward Mareth. 
 
    “Um, Luke?” Mareth clung to the edge of the backseat like a gargoyle, craning her neck to see the strange man. “You might want to drive…” 
 
    Too late. The edges of the man’s body wavered, turning blurry. Within the span of a heartbeat he’d grown a foot in size. A vicious growl tore itself from his throat, deepening into a register no human could match as he continued to transform. 
 
    A demon, then. Only this one wasn’t merely a possessed human, or a devil on someone’s shoulder. This creature clearly stood a rung or two higher on the food chain. 
 
    It raced across the street with a roar, coalescing into the form of an eight-foot, musclebound demon. A single large horn extended from the center of his forehead, like a rhino’s tusk. Fangs glistened in his too-wide mouth, studded with precious metals like a rapper or an Instagram star. Torn clothing hung from his frame in tatters: apparently the transformation only affected his physical body, not his clothes. 
 
    He slammed into the side of the van, nearly flipping it over. Christina screamed, pressing the body that had been so intent on pleasing me a few moments ago against the driver’s side door in hopes of escape. Mareth leapt from the backseat, landing atop the duffle bag sitting between the seats. 
 
    “Drive, Luke,” the succubus begged, pointing at the dashboard. “Before we can’t!” 
 
    “What is that guy?” I asked, reaching for the steering wheel. Something was wrong—I gunned the gas, but the van refused to move an inch. The engine whined, turning over the way it was supposed to- 
 
    I glanced in the rear view mirror. The demon held the rear bumper of the van in one hand, lifting it far enough off the ground for the wheels to lose contact. He grinned savagely at the sight of me, then dropped the bumper and sprang forward, seizing hold of the driver’s side door. 
 
    Before I knew what was happening, my feet touched the ground. The demon hauled me bodily out of the van, its claws clutching a fistful of my computer repair uniform. It dragged me toward the rear of the vehicle, growling. 
 
    “Just what the hell are you doing, buddy?” The demon lifted me off the ground, slamming me against the same spot on the van he’d dented on his approach. “You’re driving like a fucking maniac! What, did you just get your demonic driver’s permit yesterday!?” 
 
    More like ten minutes ago, I thought weakly. Struggling in the demon’s grip, I tried to get my feet back on the ground for leverage. If I didn’t do something soon, somehow, this demonic dude was going to end my stint as potential next Archlord of Hell with one single definitive squeeze. 
 
    “Listen,” I gasped, reaching for the driver’s side door. I had to get away before this guy decided to beat the shit out of me. “There’s been a mistake!” 
 
    I looked up into the demon’s eyes. For a moment, our gazes met—then the demon reared back, confusion filling its face. It dropped me to the ground, waving its hands in front of its face as if I’d blinded it with a halogen bulb. What had I done? For just an instant, I’d felt something. Something akin to the effect I had on Christina and Mareth. 
 
    Much to my surprise, the demon dropped to one knee in the street. Even in a posture of submission, the big guy had an inch or two on me. Taller than an NBA forward, I thought, still dazed from the attack. I wonder if they hire demons to play ball? 
 
    “I apologize, Lord,” the demon said, its horrifying voice twisted into a mode of contrition. “I have laid hands on one of my betters. I will accept whatever punishment you deem necessary.” 
 
    I glanced up and down the block, a little confused by the display. No one had come out to check on the commotion at least—just the same sleepy row of houses and quiet streetlights. 
 
    “That’s, uh, really not necessary,” I said, backing away. “No harm done.” Looking behind me at the huge dent in the van, I added, “no serious harm.” 
 
    The demon seemed surprised by my response. “Are you certain, my Lord? Say the word and I will flagellate myself right here on this street.” 
 
    Wouldn’t that be a sight? “No,” I said, forcing out a laugh. “Really, you don’t have to do anything like that for me. No whippings needed today, thanks.” 
 
    Mareth hopped out of the passenger’s side door, smoothing down her skirt. I noticed the way she scanned every side of the street before joining my side, checking every possible avenue of attack for threats. I liked that about her—even as a flighty demon, she kept vigilant. Although it made me wonder why she needed to keep her eyes open for potential trouble. I didn’t wonder for long though; the demon attack had shown me that it’s a dog eat dog world in the demonic realms.  
 
    “I saw that,” the succubus said, giving me an excited punch on the shoulder. “Way to fucking go, Luke.” 
 
    “Saw what?” 
 
    “The thing you did with your eyes,” Mareth purred, gesturing at her own eyes with two fingers. “It looks like the rest of your powers of darkness are beginning to appear. Even I didn’t think it would happen this fast.” She glanced down at the massive demon. “Or that they’d be so strong!” 
 
    “I did not realize who you were,” the demon rumbled, its head low to the ground. “Had I known, I never would have raised my hand against you or damaged your property.” 
 
    So I’d done this? It must be some sort of sign, I realized. When the demon saw the magic in my eyes, he knew I was one of Lucifer’s candidates for Archlord. Meaning I’m much higher up the demonic totem pole than he was. 
 
    Shit. That explained why he kept bowing and scraping, like he’d just pissed off Tony Soprano. He knew I was one of Lucifer’s close associates. 
 
    “Hey—no worries,” I said, patting the demon on the shoulder. “Really. If anything, I ought to be apologizing to you. I nearly ran you down right in the fucking street!” 
 
    His wariness dissolved into relief. “You would not have seriously hurt me,” he rumbled, looking the van up and down with a critical eye. “Not with a vehicle of that size, at least.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    When the demon didn’t rise to his feet after a few moments, the atmosphere around the van grew awkward. “You can, uh, get up now,” I said, trying my best to reassure the demon he wasn’t in trouble. I felt kind of silly about the whole thing now. 
 
    “He’s waiting for you to command him,” Mareth said matter-of-factly. 
 
    My eyebrows rose. “No shit?” 
 
    The succubus chuckled. “You’re very powerful, Luke. Even if you don’t realize it yet. When you showed your sigil to this demon, you didn’t just convince him of your status—you hit him with a compulsion. He’s your demon now.” 
 
    It took a few moments for me to digest the implications of that. “I didn’t even mean to do anything,” I said, locking eyes with Mareth. “I was just trying to get out of those catcher’s mitts he calls hands…” 
 
    Mareth shrugged. “Regardless, it’s done. I know this class of demon, Luke—they’re physically imposing but mentally weak. It should take a long time for a compulsion like the one you laid on him to wear off.” 
 
    Relief flooded me. It wears off, I realized, feeling less guilty about the whole thing. “How soon will he stop having to follow me?” I asked. 
 
    Mareth sniffed cutely. “Around thirty years,” she said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “Give or take a few months.” 
 
    “Thirty…?” I looked up and down the rows of houses, unable to believe what she’d just said. Thirty years was the length of a mortgage—if someone bought a house on this street, today, this guy would still be following my commands until the day they paid it off. 
 
    I whistled through my teeth. That was a long, long time. 
 
    “Can I just...I dunno, free him?” I asked. “Like the genie in that movie—they wished for him to be free at the end.” I tapped the demon’s knee with the side of my foot. “Hey, guy?” 
 
    The demon raised its massive red head. “Yes, Master?” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    He paused but a moment. “My name is Oni, Master.” 
 
    “Oni, cool.” I waved my hands like a stage magician doing a trick. “Oni, I grant you your freedom! You are released from my compulsion…” 
 
    I trailed off. The demon had already begun shaking its head. “Master, I cannot.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Shit. Mareth, a little help here? I’m not exactly versed in what to do with demons I’ve put a compulsion on.” 
 
    The succubus regarded the hulking demon before her coolly. “You can do anything you want,” she said, cocking one flawless eyebrow. 
 
    “Except free him, I guess,” I grunted. “Well I can’t leave you here—but you won’t fit in the van. Plus Christina would probably have a heart attack.” I cocked my head, looking back toward the driver’s seat. “How is Christina, by the way?” 
 
    “She’s rattled, but otherwise unharmed,” Mareth informed me curtly. “If you’re really having trouble, may I make a suggestion?” 
 
    The demon continued to bow before me, just waiting for commands. “Please do,” I said. 
 
    “You should command Oni to travel to the Infernal Academy,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “He’s not the sharpest knife in the drawer, to be sure, but you saw what he did to the van. He’s muscle—and you could use some muscle when you start setting up within the student body.” 
 
    Yeah, I thought, looking Oni up and down. I probably do. But this much? 
 
    Well, it would have to do. I made a decision. 
 
    “Give him directions,” I told Mareth, walking back toward the driver’s side door. It hung half-open, nearly torn from its hinges by the demon’s anger. “I’m going to check on Christina.” 
 
    “Of course,” Mareth said smoothly. “Soothe the girl. I’ll join you momentarily.” 
 
    I grinned. “I’m starting to understand why Lucifer wanted you to shadow me,” I told the succubus, climbing back into my seat. “What would I do without you?” 
 
    As Mareth gave my commands to Oni, I put my seatbelt back on and checked the engine. We’d taken some cosmetic damage, to be sure, but other than that everything seemed alright. Satisfied that we could drive out of here, I turned to Christina. “Problem’s solved. You okay?” 
 
    The blonde shook like a leaf in the passenger seat. Evidently, she hadn’t torn her eyes from the demon the entire time. “That was scary as fuck,” she panted, sounding equally frightened and excited by the turn of events. 
 
    “Hey—I handled it. That demon’s with us now.” I flashed what I hoped was a sexy smirk. “Mareth’ll be back in a minute. You want to finish what we started?” 
 
    Her eyes traveled to the bulge in my pants. For a moment I thought she was about to do just that, then she blinked and nibbled her bottom lip. 
 
    “Let’s get something to eat first,” she said. “My hands are still shaking. I need to calm down before we, ah, do anything else.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” The engine roared to life, headlights illuminating the night. This street marked the absolute edge of Christina’s neighborhood—beyond it stood strip malls and department stores galore. I’d driven this area for a while a few months ago, doing food delivery to make ends meet when the IT thing got lean. Christina didn’t need to know that, though. 
 
    “So where do you want to go?” I asked, leaning over the seat. “You figured out what you feel like yet?” 
 
    I meant it in more ways than one. Christina understood. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” she giggled, giving a start as Mareth climbed into the backseat. “I know just the place…” 
 
    “Oni’s on his way to the Academy,” Mareth said, closing the side door of the van and leaning forward in her seat. Somehow the dent the demon left hadn’t made it impossible to open and close the door, which surprised the hell out of me. “That was quite the get, Luke.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I wasn’t even trying,” I muttered. “I wonder what kinds of things I can do when I’m actually exerting myself…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Christina’s place turned out to be a greasy spoon at the intersection of an auto parts store and the local campus’s library. It was a popular hang out spot for students, gig workers, and anyone who needed caffeine and grease at all hours of the night. I liked it immediately—but I was surprised that Christina did, too. 
 
    “It’s the whole ‘satanic ritual’ thing,” she’d explained, settling into a corner booth with Mareth and me. About half of the tables were full, mostly with college students. Both of the girls sat on one side, leaving me alone on the other. “Thanks to the sacrifices I’ve made to the Prince of Darkness, I can eat whatever I want and not get fat. Which means I am getting some nachos to start with.” She picked up a laminated menu, scanning it eagerly. 
 
    “Same here,” Mareth said, bumping the blonde with a shoulder. “Succubi don’t get fat—it’s the coolest. Do you have any idea how many calories consuming mortals’ sexual energy burns?” 
 
    “Ugh, don’t get me started,” Christina said, setting down her menu. “So jealous.” 
 
    “Why would you be jealous?” I asked. “You’re both in league with Satan.” 
 
    “I’m jealous of that ass,” Christina muttered, just as a pretty brunette waitress emerged from the kitchen. She kept her curls in a stylish up-do, and the nametag pinned to one of her ample breasts said ‘MADDIE’. 
 
    “Good evening,” the waitress said, with just a hint of an accent in her voice. Her gaze flickered over each of us rapidly, already preparing to commit our drink and appetizer orders to memory. “My name’s Maddie, and I’ll be your server tonight. What can I get you three to start?” 
 
    “I’ll take the nachos plate,” Christina said, smiling up at the server. “And a glass of wine. Red—whatever’s open.” 
 
    “I’ll do the same,” Mareth said brightly. “Plus an order of tostadas.” 
 
    My stomach rumbled at the words. I glanced down at the menu, my vision swimming as another one of those waves of dizziness rolled over me. I had to eat something, soon. 
 
    Wait—why was I so hungry all of a sudden? I hadn’t started using my powers again, had I? 
 
    “I kinda feel like ordering one of everything,” I muttered, only half meaning it as a joke. At that moment, I felt like I could’ve torn my way through the entire list of entrees and still had room for three or four desserts. “Never mind. Give me a…” 
 
    Suddenly the waitress’s hand was on my own. 
 
    “Tell you what, sugar,” she purred, leaning so far forward that her tanned cleavage went on display. “How about you let me whip you up something special? You don’t have to worry about this—” she grabbed the menu out from under me, “-tonight. We’ll take care of you. Sound good?” 
 
    I looked into her eyes, already aware of what I was going to see. Maddie stared at me like she wanted to eat me right up—or she wanted me to eat her up. 
 
    “Uh, sure,” I grunted. “And some water, please?” 
 
    The waitress giggled. “Absolutely! I will be right back!” 
 
    She left our table, sashaying back and forth like a runway model. I couldn’t tear my eyes off her ass, not until she pushed through the cheesy saloon doors into the kitchen. They swung back and forth as she vanished, coming to a halt. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered. When I looked over at Christina and Mareth, both of them wore identical grins. “I think she likes me.” 
 
    “You need food,” Mareth said, her grin refusing to fade. “A lot of it…” 
 
    Just then, a second waitress appeared at our table. This one was younger, barely the age of the college students around us. A strand of blonde hair peeked out from beneath the brim of her paper hat. 
 
    “Hi!” she giggled, looking at the three of us like we were celebrities. “Have you been seen to yet?” 
 
    My eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Uh, yeah,” I said, pointing at the kitchen. “Maddie’s got us…” 
 
    Disappointment flickered in her face. “Oh. I see.” I’d thought that would be it, but instead she leaned in close, her lips grazing my ear. “Well, just know that if she displeases you in any way, I will be happy to step in and fill the breach.” Her tongue darted out, licking at the interior of my ear before she pivoted with another one of those giggles. In moments she’d gone, leaving my two girls grinning and me with a very confused look on my face. 
 
    “A lot of food,” Christina agreed, bumping fists with the succubus. 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t get it. What the fuck is going on here? Are you some kind of VIP to the local college crowd, Christina?” 
 
    Before she could respond, the saloon doors swung open. I wouldn’t have thought it possible for a diner like this to move so fast—Maddie must have lit a fire under whoever worked in the kitchen. She carried a tray of heavy plates to our table, giving me what an old girlfriend of mine euphemistically referred to as ‘bedroom eyes’ the whole walk over. 
 
    “Here you go,” she said, placing the nachos and tostadas before Christina and Mareth. She also uncorked a bottle of wine and set it down, along with two glasses. “And this is for you…” 
 
    My jaw dropped open. Once, at her request, I’d taken a girl to a date at a sushi restaurant. I’d expected small, demure pieces of fish with balls of rice stuck to the underside, the way I saw in supermarkets. Instead, the girl had ordered something called a ‘sushi boat’—an entire platter of fish, stuck to every available surface of a wooden boat like some kind of crazy ocean liner. She’d eaten it all—and stuck me with the bill. 
 
    What Maddie unveiled reminded me of that boat. Only instead of raw fish, the oversized platter held a little of everything—chicken wings, a t-bone steak, scrambled eggs. It was a veritable cornucopia of food—and it looked like it served four, at the very least. 
 
    “Enjoy,” the waitress said, licking her lips and winking. “Oh, I almost forgot.” 
 
    She set a massive mug of beer down next to me, the glass frosty with foam. Then, next to it, a shot of some dark, heady liquor. 
 
    “I ordered water,” I said mildly. 
 
    The waitress gestured over her shoulder. “They ordered it for you,” she purred, indicating a table across the room. A half-dozen sorority sisters sat there, and all of them were staring at me. “By the way, another patron will be paying for your food as well, this evening. You won’t even need to bother with a bill.” 
 
    “That’s...wow.” I should have argued, but the moment the smell of food hit my nostrils, I felt like a beast. I needed to eat. “Uh, tell them I’m very grateful…” 
 
    “I will.” The waitress put a hand on my shoulder. “And we’re very grateful to have you here,” she whispered huskily, sliding my hand between her legs. 
 
    Holy fucking shit. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said again, pulling my hand away with great reluctance. “We’ll let you know if we need anything else.” 
 
    “Please do.” The waitress turned away and left. Only after she’d gone did I realize she’d barely spoken a word to Christina and Mareth. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, turning to the girls. “That was wild…” 
 
    “He doesn’t get it yet,” Mareth said, sharing a grin with Christina. “He’s so cute when he’s failing to understand something.” 
 
    “Get what?” I asked, glancing back across the crowded diner at the table full of co-eds. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Mareth drummed her nails on the table. “You eat for free,” the succubus purred, licking her lips. “All you have to do is walk into a room and you become everyone’s favorite person. They’ll buy you drinks, pay for your meal—and those waitresses? Totally into you.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Try hitting on one, you’ll see.” 
 
    I started to understand. “They’ll give me their number, will they?” 
 
    Christina chuckled darkly. “Luke—they’ll give you their panties if you ask.” 
 
    “It doesn’t even matter if they’re married or not,” Mareth said, getting into it now. “Shit, the ring probably makes it even hotter. You could drag that girl who just brought our appetizers into the bathroom, get her on her knees—she’ll do whatever you want. Even shit she’s never done for her husband!” 
 
    “Anal,” Christina said, nibbling at the edge of a nacho. “Or a threesome with another waitress…” 
 
    The possibilities left me dizzy. “Look, I’m not doing anything like that,” I said. Not tonight, I mentally amended. “Right now, there’s only two girls I’m focused on. And they’re both sitting right across from me.” 
 
    Both Christina and Mareth looked gratified at the compliment. “You’d better dig in,” Mareth said. “Otherwise your food is going to get cold…” 
 
    It most certainly will, I thought, my stomach giving another undignified rumble. Only I don’t really think I’d care… 
 
    For a few minutes, the conversation around the table ceased. At first, I tried to apply some manners and grace to the way I ate the massive plate of food—but soon, I gave up. At least I managed to hold onto my utensils, even if they were mostly used for shoving bits of steak and macaroni and cheese into my mouth. 
 
    The massive hunger inside of me flared after a few bites, then faded once I’d torn through about a third of the platter. By the time it was half done I’d begun eating normally, able to carry on a conversation between bites. 
 
    As I looked up from the half-finished meal, I noticed the atmosphere in the diner had thickened considerably. Most of the waitresses had unbuttoned their blouses and hiked up their skirts, showing nearly as much skin as strip club hostesses. At a table near where the co-eds lounged, two students made out hot and heavy, pawing at each other as if they were alone in a hotel room and not in public. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, looking over at Christina and Mareth. “I can increase the level of lust in the general vicinity, and stoke it within mortals.” I held out a single finger. “I can force lesser demons to serve me.” I added a second finger. “What else can I do?” 
 
    Both girls had been watching me for some time. Their plates lay mostly empty, the bottle of wine between them held barely a finger of alcohol in the dark bottle. 
 
    “Lots of things,” Mareth said. “Now that you’ve taken your first steps along the Path of Darkness, the rest of your abilities will fall into place.” 
 
    I took a long draw from my beer. Damn, that was good. I’d have to ask Maddie what it was. “Such as?” 
 
    “Deception,” Mareth purred, wiggling her eyebrows. “Summoning demons. Telepathy—which I think you might already have begun to experiment with a bit. Pyromancy, telekinesis, shapeshifting…” She stopped counting and sighed happily. “Really, the sky’s the limit.” 
 
    “Pyromancy?” It was a strange thing among all the powers Mareth listed to have stuck in my brain, yet it did. “How does that work? Do I just click my fingers and--?” 
 
    I snapped my fingers. A tiny purple flame flickered into life, dancing across the tip of my thumb. “Guess I don’t need a lighter anymore,” I murmured. 
 
    “Purple,” Christina gasped, as if that meant something about how strong I was. “That is so badass.” 
 
    “I’m so wet right now,” Mareth confessed, staring into the flame. 
 
    “Me too,” Christina added. “And you look like you’re just about done with your meal…” 
 
    Huh? No I wasn’t. I still had so much left— 
 
    I glanced down at my plate, only to see a clean platter sitting before me. At some point during our conversation, I’d wolfed down the rest of my food without noticing. I hadn’t even tasted it. A feeling of satiety filled my core, letting me know I’d eaten plenty—yet there was none of the feeling of fullness I’d normally expect after eating that much food. Perhaps it was my powers, keeping the indigestion at bay. They certainly had an effect on the rest of the diner. 
 
    Our waitress emerged from the kitchen, a lusty gaze written all over her face as she approached the table. Gripping the countertop with both hands and arching her back like a bow, she let out a low growl and examined my plate. Her pose made me think of the women on the cover of lingerie catalogs. 
 
    “What an appetite you have,” the waitress purred, her eyes glittering. “Is there anything else I can get you, sir? Another drink, some more food?” She leaned further, her tits pressing against the top of the table. “Anything at all…” 
 
    Her hands moved beneath the table, gripping mine. Something warm and wet passed into my palms, balled up like a rag. For a moment that’s exactly what I thought it was—then I glanced down to see the soaked silk. 
 
    I was holding Maddie’s panties. 
 
    “I’ll be in the ladies’ bathroom in five minutes,” Maddie whispered, her voice crackling with need. “Do whatever you want to me, stud…” 
 
    She strode off without a word, only winking at me over her shoulder as she turned the corner. Both Christina and Mareth stared at me expectantly, waiting for me to say something. Slowly, I lifted the crumpled panties from beneath the table. They were black, silky, with a thong back and a tiny front. 
 
    Mareth whistled. “Told you,” the succubus said. 
 
    “She wants you to ball those up and put them in her mouth,” Christina panted. Her eyes glazed over, no doubt picturing it in her mind’s eye. “Are you going to go fuck her, Luke—or would you rather fuck me?” 
 
    Was this some kind of test? I gazed sideways at Christina, looking for some sign of trickery. Other than the fact that she looked like she wanted to touch herself beneath the table, there wasn’t anything untoward going on. I shrugged, then laughed and tucked the panties into a pocket on my uniform. 
 
    “I told you—the only women I’m interested in right now are sitting right in front of me,” I growled, pushing my plate away. Suddenly the idea of stuffing my face with more food sounded unimportant. My body held more than enough fuel to keep my powers rolling for a while, which the two women sitting across from me knew. 
 
    Time to make a move, I thought, rising from my seat. 
 
    “Come here,” I growled, taking hold of Christina’s hand. A tremor passed through her as she stood up, the intimidation factor of my eyes boring into her cutting through her too-cool exterior. She’d put this off for a while, given me her mouth as a down payment, and now nothing stood between her and me. 
 
    Christina’s cheeks flushed with heat. “Where do you want to do this?” she asked, her normally steady voice nervous. “The bathroom’s already occupied.” 
 
    “The van,” I said, nodding in that direction. How many times had I fantasized about having a woman in the back of that vehicle? I’d never expected it to happen—chicks didn’t really dig big, industrial vans. Even less so when they were filled with computer parts. But it would make a more than cozy love nest for the two of us. 
 
    My eyes slid to Marketh. Maybe three of us? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The parking lot was nearly empty by the time we left the diner—and no cars sat in the spaces around the van. By the time we made it all the way there, my cock was out of my pants and Christina had her hand around it. Her mouth sought out mine, kissing me hard as we crossed the pavement. Mareth followed, giggling and whispering words of encouragement to the blonde. 
 
    As we reached the van, I lifted her off the ground. Carrying her to the back of the vehicle, I tugged the doors open and crawled inside, Christina in my arms. A little light at the top of the cabin winked on when the door opened, illuminating a section of threadbare carpet in the van’s center. I laid Christina down on this, unbuttoning her jeans and helping her tug them down her slender thighs. 
 
    “Oh my Satan, I want this so bad,” Christina panted. She could barely keep her hands off me long enough to remove her own clothes. Her nipples were indeed pierced - tiny silver studs that looked almost dainty against her tanned skin. “I’ve been soaking wet since the moment I had your dick in my mouth…” 
 
    I grinned down at her, my legs straddling her bare waist. “You liked that, huh?” 
 
    Slowly, she nodded. “You’re so big,” she moaned, reaching for my balls and squeezing them. “Fuck, I know you’re going to fuck me so hard…” 
 
    Christina’s legs spread for me easily. Rather than tug her panties down her thighs, I simply grabbed them and ripped them off her. She let out a squeal and arched her back, surprised by the ferocity inside of me. I couldn’t help it: I wanted this. Needed this. My pulse throbbed in my temples, the inside of the van warming like an oven. My powers boiled over, bathing all three of us in an erotic frenzy. 
 
    One of Christina’s legs lifted to my shoulder; the other stretched out to rest against the wall of the van. The posture allowed her to offer her wet pussy to me, grinding it against my cock as her ass bounced up and down on the carpet. 
 
    I buried the swollen head in her folds, locking eyes with the blonde as I pushed into her. Both of us wore identical expressions of euphoria as I thrust deeper, deeper still, bottoming out inside of her slick, tight channel. 
 
    I might have been a servant of Hell, but Christina’s pussy felt like Heaven. 
 
    “Oh fuuuuck,” Christina groaned, the back of her head hitting the carpet. “Fuck me, Luke! Fuck my tight little pussy! Ungh, gawd you’re so big…!” 
 
    The compliment left me beaming. My hips moved, slowly and experimentally at first, then with greater vigor. With Christina spread wide beneath me, every thrust went deep into her core, all the way down to my balls. My cock came back slicker and slicker each time I pulled back, honey dripping down Christina’s thighs as I impaled her on my rod. 
 
    I buried my face between Christina’s breasts, licking and sucking her orbs as I pounded her harder. My mouth found a diamond-hard nipple with a tiny silver stud running through the engorged flesh and took it between my lips, swirling my tongue around it in ways that made her scream. Christina arched her back, fucking herself on me with just as much need as I had. She rose to meet me, the two of us moving like a well-oiled machine. Every thrust filled me with pleasure, the bliss rising to unbearable levels. 
 
    At some point, I became aware that three voices gasped in our van, not two. Looking up, I saw a vision that would make any man throb to see: Mareth, returned to her naughty succubus form. The beautiful demoness watched us fuck, her legs spread across the back seat and her ass in the air as she fingered her dripping, shining slit. I took one look at her and knew I had to add her to our fun. 
 
    “You can keep looking, or you can join in,” I said with a smirk, punctuating the statement with a hard thrust between Christina’s legs that made her moan. “You want some of this cock too, little demon girl?” 
 
    Mareth looked like she’d just won the lottery. “Truly? I can join you? Both of you?” 
 
    I glanced down at Christina. The blonde’s tits bounced up and down as I pounded her into the carpet, her eyes wild with abandon. “Do you have a problem with that?” I asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    Christina tilted her head back, the muscles of her throat flexing as she swallowed. “Get your cute butt down here,” the blonde panted. “Help me worship Luke. He deserves two tight, wet little pussies to fuck…” 
 
    The demon scrambled down from the seat, crawling across the back of the van on all fours. She reached Christina and kissed her upside down, her sinuous long tongue delving deep into the blonde’s throat for long moments. 
 
    Then she kept on crawling. And crawled. 
 
    Within moments, Mareth’s thighs straddled Christina’s face. She lowered her dripping, demonic slit to Christina’s mouth, wiggling her butt back and forth with a cute little giggle. When Christina’s tongue dove into her slit, she moaned and ground herself down even further. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Mareth panted, tugging off her top. The short skirt she left on; she obviously wore no panties underneath. “Kiss me, Luke. Kiss me while you fuck her…” 
 
    Just as Lucifer had implied, Mareth was pierced—and her tits were spectacular. Thin metal studs stood out against her dark nipples, forming an irresistible contrast with her deep red skin.  
 
    I grabbed the back of her neck and forced her into a kiss, the demoness’ lips parting eagerly for me. Beneath the two of us, Christina moaned and writhed harder, the pace of my fucking increasing as I explored Mareth’s body. 
 
    “Harder!” the succubus begged, her eyes rolling back in her head. “Fuck, harder…!” 
 
    For a moment, I thought she meant I should kiss her harder. Then she glanced down at Christina, her lips twisted in a wicked moue. “She’s about to cum,” the demoness confided. “I can feel it!” 
 
    I could feel it, too. The blonde’s walls clenched around me as I thrust deep, every pump between her legs sending more sweet juice from her slit. Christina’s moans had gone utterly feral, her fingers digging into the firm flesh of the succubus’ ass as she buried her face between the cherry-red thighs. 
 
    “Come for me,” I commanded, grabbing one of Christina’s breasts hard enough to bruise. The pain sent her right to the edge, added a low, primal note to her cries of passion. “Come all over that dick, Christina. Make everything between those legs nice and tight for me…” 
 
    She screamed from between the succubus’ thighs, ragged gasps escaping from her lips as she came. Christina’s walls gripped me like a vice, like she never wanted to let me go. Her soft ridges ground up and down my dick, throwing sparks as pleasure infiltrated her body. Mareth laughed, tossing her hair back as the reflection of Christina’s orgasm coursed through her. Her tail wrapped around her taut tummy, opening and closing like a fist as she rode the blonde’s pleasure. 
 
    As she came down from her peak, Christina lifted Mareth off her head. She sat up, her face covered with the demon’s juices, and kissed me madly. She’d become a wild thing in my arms, any inhibitions she might have brought to the threesome ripped away by the lust and demonic power filling the van. She would have done this no matter what: but my powers made it even hotter, nastier. 
 
    “Holy shit, I think I love you,” Christina babbled, still coming down from her bliss. She seemed stoned off it—as if she’d taken some extremely high-quality kush along with her nacho platter. “Are you gonna come inside me, Luke?” Her nails dug into my back, coaxing me even deeper into her core. “Come on, I know you want it. You need it…” 
 
    Grunting, I shifted to a sitting position. My back hit the wall of the van, Christina sitting in my lap and straddling my thighs. It put us face to face, moving the momentum to her side, and Christina seized on it immediately. She bounced up and down on my cock, a wicked expression on her face as she felt my cock jerk and throb inside of her. 
 
    “Come on, baby,” she growled, her pussy hot and wet as a furnace around me. “Go over the edge. Fuck me. Come in me!” 
 
    I upthrust into her as hard as I could, using her hair as leverage to kiss her as we fucked. A moment later and the pleasure hit the stratosphere, ripping away the world around me.  
 
    A roar that sounded like it should have come from a beast tore from my throat as I buried myself as deep as I could inside of Christina and let go.  
 
    My cock erupted, shooting thick ropes of liquid lava deep in her channel. 
 
    Christina laughed triumphantly as she felt the first burst spray her inner walls. She ground her hips down on me, rotating them in a slow circle that left me gasping as my balls drained inside of her.  
 
    “There you go,” she panted, kissing my earlobe as she held her bare skin against mine. “Give me all of it, baby. Fuck there’s so much…” 
 
    There really, really was. I shot again and again, more than I could ever remember producing before I came into my powers. Must be another one of my abilities, I thought, smiling—then the implications of that reached my brain. 
 
    “Uh, Christina?” I murmured against her neck. 
 
    She pulled back, beaming at me. “Yes, lover?” 
 
    “I didn’t put on a condom,” I grunted, stating the obvious. “Are you...you know…” 
 
    “On the pill?” She flashed a lascivious grin. “Don’t worry about a thing, Luke. I’m protected. Although I might think about flushing those pills now that we’re hooking up. Getting pregnant from the future Archlord of Hell would be so hot…” 
 
    A bolt of lust shot through me. I thought it was hot, too—which worried me. Was I ready for a thing like that? 
 
    Before I could give it much more thought, another pair of hands massaged my chest. Mareth knelt next to Christina, a hungry look in her beautiful, demonic eyes. 
 
    “My turn,” she purred, licking her lips. 
 
    I laughed. “You sure? How do you know I’m up for it?” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “With those powers of yours, you can fuck us both all night long. And I will be expecting you to do just that.” 
 
    My eyes raked over her body. Feeling bold, I retorted: “with girls like you two, I’ll have to throw in most of the morning, too.” 
 
    Mareth’s eyes lit up. She made to move forward, shove Christina away, and claim my cock for herself, only for the confines of the van to make themselves painfully clear. In all my fantasies of taking a woman in the back of my vehicle, there’d only been one girl with me. Though the service van was a reliable vehicle otherwise, it simply wasn’t set up for threesomes. 
 
    “There’s not a lot of room in here,” the succubus whispered, pursing her lips. “Perhaps we should find a more...suitable location to continue this.” 
 
    “Like a hotel?” I glanced out the van window, scanning the streets for any signs from one of the big chains. “We could do that, I guess…” 
 
    Mareth grinned. “I was thinking more of your subspace.” 
 
    “Subspace?” 
 
    It probably wasn’t the best time for an explanation, but Mareth was nothing if not blunt. “Remember that place where you met Lucifer and I? That was a subspace. A kind of pocket dimension, accessible by anyone with the power to do so. Every Angel of Darkness has one.” Her eyes narrowed. “There are those that say Hell itself is the original subspace, set up by our Master…” 
 
    “Hopefully mine’s a bit nicer than that,” I growled—then a gasp escaped me. My cock still throbbed gently inside Christina’s freshly fucked pussy. Feeling left out, the blonde decided to oh-so-slowly work her hips up and down my shaft, teasing me back to full hardness. 
 
    Mareth noticed. “It should be,” she said, touching my brow with her fingers. “Close your eyes and concentrate, Luke. Reach out for your subspace, and you should be able to send yourself there. Along with anyone else touching you…” 
 
    So that was why Mareth pressed her nails to my forehead. No need to do something similar with Christina; the two of us touched in the most intimate way a man and woman could. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and tried not to think of the things Christina’s pussy did to my cock. Slowly, an image formed in my mind—a simple, unadorned bedroom. In my head, it looked like nothing so much as a blank white box. I recoiled at the image, draping my own thoughts across the space in an effort to fill it. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, the three of us no longer sat in my hot, crowded van. I lay on the floor of my college dorm room, with Christina in my lap and Mareth laying across the floor a few feet away. Except this was my dorm the day I moved in, with no posters on the walls or desk in the corner of the room. Everything lay bare, unadorned. 
 
    “Wow,” I muttered, looking around. “This is crazy. How’d we teleport to my dorm?” 
 
    Mareth scoffed. “This isn’t your dormitory,” she said. “Note that there’s no door allowing you to enter or exit. No furniture, either. This is your subspace, Luke.” She looked around and sniffed. “You must have latched onto an old memory when you created it.” 
 
    Nodding, I set myself to the task of pulling out of Christina. Not that I wanted to—but it was kinda rude, with Mareth staring at us looking so unsatisfied.  
 
    “Cool,” I said. “Pretty Spartan, though. Not the kind of place I’d want to bring a couple of hot girls back to.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Mareth agreed with a chuckle. “Why don’t you give it some pep, Luke? It’s as easy as thinking about it and willing it to happen.” 
 
    Was it, now? I decided to give her words a shot. Narrowing my eyes, I focused my thoughts and tried to add a piece of furniture to my subspace. A bed: which I would obviously need, if I was going to have any fun here with Christina and Mareth. 
 
    A moment later, a four-post bed shimmered into existence, tucked against a corner of the room. Mareth had to scoot out of the way as it gained a solid form, as I’d gone for something distinctively king-sized instead of the tiny cot I remembered from college. The bed dominated the room, giving it plenty of space for cuddling and fucking. Unfortunately, only a tiny sliver of floor space remained. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Mareth said, seeing the look on my face. “You’ll be able to increase the size of this space over time. As your powers grow, so will your ability to expand this pocket dimension. You’ll be able to add more rooms, more decorations...truly, it will be a dwelling place fit for the Archlord of Hell.” 
 
    It made me a little dizzy just thinking about it. “Sounds good to me,” I said, sliding a hand around the demon girl’s waist. “I can worry about that later, though. Right now, how about we test this new bed of mine out?” 
 
    Mareth grinned from ear-to-ear. “Of course, sir,” she giggled, climbing onto the mattress. She pushed down on it with her palms, testing the softness—which was also another excuse to stick her cute butt in the air. “Ooh, it’s so soft…” 
 
    As my manhood throbbed back to full hardness, I came up behind her.  
 
    “That’s not all that’s soft,” I growled, sliding two fingers into the succubus’ exposed slit.  
 
    The lips of her sex gripped my fingers as I pumped the digits into her, exploring the demonic folds of her crevice. Just from the touch, I could tell fucking her would be a dream. Her pussy felt tight as a glove, pulsing around me in ways no human woman could match as I delved further, making her moan… 
 
    Something warm and wet wrapped itself around my cock. I looked down to see Christina kneeling next to the edge of the bed, her mouth around my shaft. She locked eyes with me as she took it deep, working her lips down to my balls until I was buried all the way in her throat. 
 
    Christina bobbed up and down my cock a few more times, then pulled off me with a wet little pop.  
 
    “Just getting you warmed up,” she whimpered, moving to stroke me with her fingers. “Also your dick is fucking amazing and I want it inside of me all the time.” 
 
    I couldn’t have imagined a more thrilling compliment. With a grunt, I forced my cock back between her lips a few times, my other hand pumping between Mareth’s thighs as the blonde sucked me off. My gaze traveled from one girl to the other, as if I couldn’t decide which sight turned me on more. 
 
    Finally, I decided I had to have both. 
 
    “Get up here,” I growled, lifting Christina onto the bed. 
 
    Now both women knelt by the edge, presenting their round asses and dripping pussies like an open offering. Standing next to the bed put me at the perfect height to thrust into them with my feet on the floor, a thing I belatedly realized I’d done without thinking when designing the room and its furniture. 
 
    I allowed both of my hands to roam, playing over Christina and Mareth’s swollen, dripping pussies. The women shivered with lust beneath me, kissing and touching each other as I fingered first one, then the other in turn.  
 
    Finally, I could take no more: I had to be inside them. 
 
    Mareth let out a whoop as my fingers gripped her hips, tugging her further over the bed. One of her legs came down on the floor—the other remained where it was, spreading her soft folds further to reveal the pink interior within the red mound. With a grunt, I buried myself inside of her, hilt-deep, groaning at the exquisite tightness and heat of her demonic pussy. 
 
    “Oh shit, I’m so jealous,” Christina whimpered, biting down on the demon girl’s bottom lip with a moan. “I wish he was stretching me out right now, Mareth. But watching you is the next best thing…” 
 
    The demon girl laughed, arching her back to get more of me inside of her as we fucked. I braced my feet against the floor, going in deep. Mareth’s ass bounced up and down wickedly as I pumped in and out of her, inviting me to spank it. My hands came down on one demonic ass cheek, then the other, reddening the firm flesh even further as I used her. 
 
    “Bad girl,” I growled, wrapping my fingers around her long, dark hair. It made a convenient handle to fuck her even deeper. “You take that dick! You take it deep…” 
 
    “Ungh, yeah,” Mareth whimpered, lost in her own lust. “You weren’t kidding, Christina—he fucks like a beast! Aaagh, fuck, I’m going to come…!” 
 
    A moment later, Mareth proved herself as good as her word. Her moans shook the walls as she shattered beneath me, her perfect body quivering from head to toe as climax washed over her. Her already snug, glove-like pussy drew around me even tighter, the friction making me gasp. My balls slapped against her thighs as I pummelled her, not slowing down for an instant as she shuddered and sobbed. This wasn’t slow or sweet: this was primal, something I needed deep down in my core. 
 
    After her orgasm, she slumped over, her tail going limp against her ass. I’d quite literally fucked her senseless, and so I turned my attention to Christina. 
 
    Lifting her off her feet—damn, that felt so easy with my powers—I moved her into the space where the succubus had knelt a moment ago. She watched me over her shoulder, eager to be filled a second time. I had no intention of giving her that satisfaction, however—not yet. 
 
    Instead, I slid just the head into her walls, seeking her clit. My swollen crown pressed against her nub, swirling around her most sensitive flesh. Still I held myself back, teasing her without giving the satisfaction of pushing into her and filling her walls. 
 
    It was too much for Christina to handle. She writhed like a cat in heat, current coursing through her veins as she tried desperately to get me inside of her. Not so fast, I thought, continuing the slow, torturous swirl. 
 
    “Oh fuck!” Christina buried her face in the blankets, her nails digging into the fabric. “Fuck, Luke, please fuck me…!” 
 
    “Not yet,” I grunted. This was too much fun. “Back in college, you never even looked my way. Why was that, Christina? Was I not good enough for you?” 
 
    I loved the way she reacted to my touch. Just the slight contact of my cock’s tip, applied to the right spot, turned Christina into a quivering mass of goo. Juice dripped down her thighs as I kept on teasing her, until she’d grown wet enough to be nearly incapable of thought. 
 
    “Please, please, please,” she begged. “Fuck, Luke, I’ll do anything…” 
 
    I could feel her coming to a peak. I also knew it wasn’t the peak she wanted: she craved the release that only came from having my cock buried deep inside of her as she went over the edge. 
 
    “I want you to say you’re sorry,” I growled, the words coming out before I could think too much about them. “For judging a book by its cover. If you’d taken a chance on me back then—well, who knows where we’d be now?” 
 
    Maybe it was a mean thing to do. But it was better to get this out of the way now. If Christina was truly going to enter the Academy along with me, I couldn’t allow feelings of bitterness toward her to distract me. Once I’d gotten a little revenge, made her feel the way she’d made me feel, everything would be fine between us. 
 
    Christina closed her eyes tight, her legs trembling beneath me. Pussy juice dripped onto the comforter as her inner walls clenched with the beginnings of her orgasm. “I...I…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Climax hit her like a thunderclap. “I’m sorry!” she screamed, her walls clamping down on nothing as she came without true release. “I’m sorry I was a bitch to you, Luke! Fuck I wish I’d known this big cock was waiting for me, I would’ve ridden it like a total whore…!” 
 
    “Apology accepted,” I growled, giving her ass a spank. “And now, that’s exactly what you’ll do.” 
 
    This time, I fucked her without mercy. With a hand on the back of her neck, I pinned her to the bed, filling her still-orgasming pussy with hard, driving strokes. This wasn’t about her pleasure, although tons of it filled her gorgeous body as I fucked her brains out. This was about me—about feeling as good as possible, about getting the hot, wicked sex I’d always wanted. 
 
    I was hurting her a little, sure. But she liked it. Every time I spanked her ass, pulled her hair, squeezed her tits a little too tight, she cried out in pleasure, her pussy clenching around me. Christina could no more deny it than she could claim she used the opposite hand to write. All the blonde could do was hang on for dear life, her body trembling as I thrust into her so hard the bed slammed against the wall. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Mareth purred, watching with eager eyes. “Fuck yeah, give it to her good, Luke! Pound that fuckin’ pussy!” 
 
    Christina clung to me like she couldn’t get enough. Her hips moved back on me like crazy, every molecule of her body focused on giving me as much pleasure as possible. Her lustfulness and her posture of total submission excited me beyond measure, and before long I felt the familiar tingle of an orgasm working its way up my shaft. The same feelings coursed through Christina, her walls quaking as a third climax made her chest heave and her eyes roll back in her head. 
 
    “Ohhhh, something’s happening,” Christina panted, her tits pressing hard against the bedspread as I fucked her to the peak. “Luke, Luke, you’re doing something to me…!” 
 
    “You’re damned right I am!” I roared, pushing right to the point of no return. “Come for me, you beautiful bitch! Come all over this cock while I pump your tight little pussy full…!” 
 
     One more hard thrust and I erupted inside of Christina, my exertion rewarded with the strongest orgasm of my life. My cock jerked inside her slick, slippery channel, spraying my load, sending the blonde over the edge into her own apex of passion. 
 
    Christina’s cry wound louder and louder, until I nearly clasped my hands over my ears. Something inhuman called out from inside her, only the whites of her eyes showing as her back arched into a tighter and tighter ‘u’ beneath me. Only now did I realize what she’d meant by feeling something happening. 
 
    Writhing all over my cock, sobbing with her third orgasm of the night, Christina began to change. 
 
    It happened slowly. Her tanned skin paled to a gothic white, starting with her face and moving down her shoulders and bare back. As the colorlessness reached the space just above her ass, leathery wings sprouted from between her shoulder blades. Horns appeared from within Christina’s blonde hair, curved like the horns used by hunters to signal the approach of their quarry. The soft skin near the apex of her thighs turned to sinuous scales, twisting down her long legs in black-and-white patterns resembling fishnet stockings. The most intimate change occurred inside of her: as my cock thrust, her inner walls molded themselves around me, forming ridges and furrows that felt as if they’d been designed specifically to amplify my pleasure. 
 
    You’d have thought all this might hurt, but from the moans erupting from Christina’s throat, the process involved nothing but hot, searing pleasure. She looked back over her shoulder at me with an awestruck expression, her eyes a uniform, unbroken black. When her tongue lolled out of her mouth it stretched as long as Mareth’s, with a cute little fork in the tip. 
 
    “Mmmaster,” she growled, her voice coming out as a bestial snarl. Then she blinked, coming back to herself, and her gaze cleared. “Luke?” 
 
    “I kinda liked that M-word,” I admitted, admiring the changes I’d just worked on Christina’s body. “Holy fuck, look at you, Christina. What the fuck did I just do to you…?” 
 
    “You fucked her three times,” Mareth giggled. The succubus lay on her side, watching us with the eagerness of a fan experiencing the season finale of their favorite show. “Don’t you remember what Lucifer told you, Luke? You get close enough to a girl, and she becomes yours…” 
 
    I thought back to the Devil’s warning. “Courtship,” I said with a snort. “That’s not exactly what that was, but okay. I guess the third time’s the charm—once or twice we can walk away from, but three makes a Queen.” I ran a hand down Christina’s back, savoring the feeling of skin on skin. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Okay? Okay?” To my surprise, there were tears in Christina’s eyes. “Luke—this is more than I ever could have hoped for! I... I’m honored that you would bless me with this power!” 
 
    I hadn’t meant to. But I guess now I was stuck with it. I gave Christina’s new demonic body another once over, picturing how she’d look at the head of a harem of similarly endowed babes. Honestly, I kind of liked the idea. 
 
    The anger and bitterness I’d felt at being spurned by her was gone—lost the moment I erupted deep inside of her, claiming her rather than making love. Christina was ambitious, wicked, and more than a little bit slutty. What else could I ask for in a partner?  
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    I pulled out of Christina slowly, leaving a streak of seed across her inner thigh. It glistened on her new black-and-white scales, standing out as she scooped it up and put the coated finger between her lips. 
 
    “Fuck, it tastes even better now that I’m a demon,” she giggled, nibbling her bottom lip. Her expression changed. “Are you sure you want this, Luke?” 
 
    “Kinda late to back out now,” I grunted, smiling to blunt the words. “Yes, Christina, I do. I want you to come to the Academy with me. And Mareth, too, if she’s okay with sticking by my side.” 
 
    The succubus rolled her eyes. “Uh, duh! Besides, I got powered up by that little encounter, too!” She grinned wickedly, reminding me by her expression that she could feel every pulse of pleasure between Christina and I. “I got a boost to my demonic powers. My ability to transmute items just got a major fucking upgrade.” 
 
    “Transmutation?” I remembered her human form—the gorgeous coed in the schoolgirl outfit. “Is that what you did back on Earth? I thought that was a glamor, or some kind of illusion magic.” 
 
    Mareth shook her head. “I don’t change appearances,” she whispered, “but the actual substance of things. A very rare, very powerful ability.” Her face brightened. “Probably another reason Lucifer hooked you up with me.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably.” I looked around the room, eager to find something new now that my lust had been sated. “I’m looking forward to finding out more about these powers, girls. Maybe once we get to the Academy, you can give me a crash course in the whole thing?” 
 
    The two beautiful, naked demons shared a look. “Happily, sir,” Mareth purred. “I love to teach…” 
 
    With that, she leaned over and gave Christina a kiss on the mouth. The newly minted demoness looked surprised for a moment, then closed her eyes and gave in to the pleasure. As they made out, Mareth passed a hand down the side of Christina’s sleek new body. A shimmer covered her, and by the time Mareth broke the kiss, Christina was human again. She looked human, in any case. 
 
    “Good,” Mareth said, doing the same thing to herself. “Once we’re at the Academy, we’ll want to strut our stuff like the sexy, badass demons we are. But until we get there, we should try to blend in.” 
 
    Christina looked down at her hands, clearly disappointed to be back in human form. “I guess,” she said with a huff, her lips perking in a smile as she turned to me. “I’ll put up with it, but only for Luke. And his cock.” 
 
    “Always,” Mareth agreed with a smirk. 
 
    I leaned over and put two hands against the wall, pressing on the border of the subspace. “So how do we get out of here?” I asked, glancing around the room. As Mareth had said, no windows and no doors. “An incantation or something?” 
 
    “You just think it,” Mareth said with a shrug. “The same way you got in.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and concentrated. A moment later, the temperature dropped, cluing me in on the fact that we no longer sat on a freshly occupied bed. I opened my eyes and found the three of us back on the floor of the van, curled up together in a ball of naked flesh. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, staring at the ceiling. “That was a fucking trip.” 
 
    “A trip I’m willing to take whenever you want,” Mareth said with a grin. “As a succubus, I’m always DTF.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed at her too-smug smile. “How many times did I make you come, again, Mareth?” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve got at least one more before I end up bound to you,” she said, laughing like she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. She pressed her body against mine, reminding me of all the things she could do with it. “You’d better make it count, stud…” 
 
    I was pretty sure I’d made Mareth come twice, actually. Which meant the next time we had sex, she’d become another member of my harem. Not that I minded—hell, I knew I wouldn’t be able to restrain myself the next time my powers amplified my arousal. But it was good to keep in mind. I wondered if she’d undergo a change like Christina had, or whether since she was already a demoness, she’d just stay the same. It was something I wanted to find out, but I figured I could wait until after we got to the Infernal Academy.  
 
    Within a few minutes, we’d dressed and arranged ourselves back into our positions in the van: me in the front seat, Christina riding shotgun, Mareth doing the sexy gargoyle thing in the back. A quick check of the clock on the dashboard told me only a few minutes had passed since I’d opened my subspace, though it felt like I’d spent at least an hour with Christina and Mareth. Another thing I had to watch out for. 
 
    Mareth’s head peeked out from between the seats. “With that business concluded,” she giggled, giving both me and Christina a naughty look, “shall we head to the Academy?” 
 
    My eyebrow rose. “We can drive there?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Mareth said with a nod. “Though not with your vehicle in this state. Not only does it lack the necessary equipment, it would make a terrible first impression on the student body.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the threadbare carpet, the beer cans, the wet patch where I’d made Christina scream. “It’s not that bad,” I shot back. “Me and this van have made a lot of good memories together…” 
 
    Mareth’s grin widened. “I wasn’t suggesting you abandon the van,” she said. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Thanks to the absolutely stellar fuck you just gave me, I’ve got the power to do exactly what’s needed. Observe…” 
 
    The succubus snapped her fingers. My vision dissolved, the world replaced with a blinding, brilliant white light. When it faded moments later, I no longer sat behind the wheel of a beat up, used van. Instead, my ass pushed against a plush leather seat. Christina sat in a similar one just next to me. The interior was sleek, full of the latest features and covered in arcane symbols. Little touches showed everywhere—the pentagram on the volume knob, the horn-shaped stick shift, the fact that the mileage counter seemed permanently stuck on 666. This was the kind of ride a Lord of Hell truly deserved. 
 
    I laughed. This was a goddamn hot rod! 
 
    “Daaaaamn,” I said, taking in the finery around me. “Nice job, Mareth.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” she giggled. The car’s lower ceiling prevented her from pretending to be a gargoyle in the back seat, but she still stretched out insolently across the back in ways that thumbed their nose at the idea of safety. “I thought you might like this better.” 
 
    “I fucking do!” I said, barely able to contain my excitement. “I’ve always fantasized about having a car like this, but I never thought I could afford one…” 
 
    Christina’s hand gripped my thigh and squeezed. “You deserve the best of everything,” she panted, the emphasis on the last word telling me she meant women even more than stuff. “And that’s what you’ll get from now on, Luke. Welcome to your new life.” 
 
    Mareth leaned forward and pushed a button on the dashboard. The radio crackled to life, filling the car with a pulsating bass beat punctuated by screams and moans in Latin. Nice fucking speakers, I thought, grinning at Christina. 
 
    “Straight ahead,” the succubus said, pointing. “Crank the fucking volume to the max and gun the engines. Give it a test drive!” 
 
    Her finger indicated a point at the far end of the parking lot. As she finished speaking, a blood-red line cut through the air, opening into a rectangular portal. Beyond it, I saw walls of flame, the asphalt replaced beyond the rent by a stone highway stretching over the lake of fire. Dimly, I made out a sign by the side of the road: Infernal Academy—next left. 
 
    Yes. Hell yes. 
 
    “I thought the road to Hell was paved with good intentions,” I said, gripping the steering wheel with both hands. 
 
    Christina leaned over and put her lips against my ear. Her hand closed around my cock, reminding me what she could do to it whenever I wanted. 
 
    “Of course not,” she whispered, her voice dropping into a demonic register for a single word. “It’s paved with bad intentions, Luke. All those wicked, wicked ideas…” 
 
    Still grinning, I put the hammer down. Christina let out a whoop of delight as her body was forced against the seat, like an astronaut on a rocket in the middle of takeoff. Mareth flipped over, nearly falling out of the cabin as her nails dug in for purchase. 
 
    “Here we go!” I roared, heading straight for the portal. “We’re on the highway to Hell!” 
 
    We cut right through the portal, the suspension beneath my new ride shifting as the asphalt changed to stone. The air conditioning cut on automatically, spraying cold air across the windows to keep them from fogging up instantly against the heat of Hell. We were on a bridge, stretching over a limitless lake of fire. The sounds of tortured screams thudded against the windows, muffled by the awesome tunes. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to expect from Hell. I’d grown up seeing different depictions of it on TV shows and in movies, and there were only a few things everyone seemed to agree on — the fire, the demons, the tortured souls trapped for all eternity. The real thing turned out to be a mish-mash of everything I’d ever heard — as if Hell tried to be everything for everyone. As we drove over the lake of fire, I caught sight of hundreds of cages suspended over the flames. The metal bars had all gone white-hot from the awesome heat, so that the poor fools trapped inside were forced to dance around constantly lest they be burnt to a crisp. As I watched, one person did just that, slumping to the floor — only to be resurrected moments later to suffer some more. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Mareth assured me. “They deserved it.” 
 
    “What’d they do?” I asked, watching as the cages receded in the rearview mirror. 
 
    Mareth and Christina shared a look. “Tax evasion,” the succubus said, her brows furrowing together. “We take that crime very seriously down here…” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if Mareth was joking or not. Before I could ask, the bridge dived into a deep tunnel through the flames. It was made of glass, and through it I could see tens of thousands of people writhing in agony. Except they weren’t flailing in pain from the flames. Instead, every one of them stared at the top of the tunnel, where a channel surrounded by thick glass ran down the spine of the underground transit. 
 
    Inside were golden tables covered in food, with naked, gorgeous demons and demonesses posing and preening. The ones inside the box took a special pleasure in the screams of the damned, reacting to it like a rock band feeding off the crowd’s energy. 
 
    “The profligate,” Mareth explained. “They wasted Earth’s gifts in life, so now they get to be taunted with visions of what they want for all eternity. Food and sex, mostly. Occasionally they get a movie night.” 
 
    By the time we made it through the end of the tunnel, emerging back into Hell proper, I felt profoundly disturbed. “What a mindfuck,” I said, shaking my head. “You guys are pretty sick down here, you know that?” 
 
    Mareth took it as a compliment. “Ah, it’s so good to be home!” the succubus laughed, tossing her head back. “Turn right here, Luke. I can’t wait for you to make your grand entrance…!” 
 
    Within moments, the stone bridge ended, replaced by a stately roundabout. I took the turn to the Infernal Academy, the world blurring from the speed as my new car tore ass up a nearby hill. The road opened onto a circular driveway, wrapped around a two-story fountain covered in sexy demons and demonesses. No water poured from their mouths, only blood. 
 
    I stopped the car and got my first look at the Infernal Academy. What I saw made me glad I’d accepted Lucifer’s offer. 
 
    “This is crazy,” I said, leaning so close to the window that my cheek nearly touched the glass. Looming over us was the main building of the Academy. Turrets and buttresses sprang from every available space, as if the builder had grown the massive stone edifice rather than putting it together by more practical means. What I’d initially taken for birds flying around the top were winged demons, ducking and diving in some kind of airborne sporting event. 
 
    It was like some weird cross between Hogwarts and an Ivy League school, except it was filled with demonic creatures of all shapes and sizes. There were students wearing what looked like gym tracksuits, while others were walking around in robes that would have given any wiccan LARPer a stiffy. 
 
    I stepped out of the car, my legs shaky beneath me. A beautiful demoness materialized out of thin air, wearing a maroon uniform that reminded me of my old IT outfit. 
 
    “Your keys, sir?” the demon girl asked. 
 
    Mareth tossed them to the demon girl. “Don’t scuff the paint,” she said haughtily, posing next to the hot rod like a girl on a magazine cover. “I just invested my power into this vehicle. You make me expend more energy repairing cosmetic damage and I’ll slit your throat.” 
 
    If the demon girl thought anything of this very physical threat, she gave no sign. “Yes, Madam,” she said with a sigh, climbing into the car. 
 
    I turned my attention to the grounds of the Academy, unable to believe my eyes. I’d been to college, so a few activities I recognized. The hacky-sack team on the green looked the same, though they were all eight-feet tall demons instead of stoners. But the rest was totally new. Insanely hot demonesses were everywhere I looked, in all shapes and sizes. Some were in forms I recognized, the others new to me entirely. Most of them wore very little clothing. 
 
    “Alright girls, pick up the pace!” a voice called. On the front lawn of the academy, a demon girl shaped like a fertility goddess led a group of her peers in exercise. Only this wasn’t yoga, or Crossfit—the women dropped to the ground on all fours, transforming in a blink into a vicious black cat. The leader clapped her hands in rhythm, each of them shifting back and forth between the two forms. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, slipping an arm around Christina’s waist. “I always knew black cats were demonic…” 
 
    Christina laughed, shimmering in my arms. Now that we’d reached the Academy she had no need for her disguise—she shrugged it off like a too-warm coat. Her body reverted to its new demonic form, her less-revealing clothes replaced with a tight white tank top and cutoff daisy dukes. She looked like a Spring Break partygoer ready for some debauchery, except she was the demon who caused the debauchery. 
 
    “That’s better,” she growled, licking her lips with her forked tongue. “Oh, the look on your face is so fucking sweet, Luke. I wish I could take a picture…” 
 
    Mareth came up behind us, throwing her arms over each of our shoulders in a gesture of camaraderie. “Welcome to the Infernal Academy! Home to imps, demons, abominations, and all manner of hellish creatures!” 
 
    “My new home,” I growled, hugging the demons tighter. “I can’t fucking wait to get settled in…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Christina, Mareth, and I stared up at the entrance to the Infernal Academy’s admissions building, a door opened at the top of the stairs.  
 
    Heads turned around the quad as a tall, beautiful demoness made her way down the steps, flashing an upside-down peace sign to a couple of people she knew as she reached the bottom. Long blonde hair reached almost all the way down to her ankles, wrapping around a sleek, pale body wearing what turned out to be very little clothing. In fact, I was fairly certain that, were it not for all that hair, she’d be standing topless before us. What kind of demon could be comfortable walking around showing so much skin? 
 
    Maybe that’s how they all are around here, I thought, devouring the newcomer with my gaze. After all, there’s no Puritans down here—they mostly all end up in the other place... 
 
    The demon came to a halt before us, sizing us up with dark, knowing eyes. Those cheekbones could cut glass, and she knew it—this woman looked regal, like the dark fairytale reflection of the beautiful princess waiting in the tower for her prince to come and rescue her. Something equally dark stirred inside of me at the sight of her, and I wondered if I’d just activated my powers again. 
 
    “Greetings,” the demoness purred. Her voice had a thick Russian accent, which only made her seem even more exotic. “You must be Mareth’s new adherents. My name is Xora. I have been assigned to walk you around the grounds and give you a tour of the Academy. It is my hope that it will be most enlightening for you both.” 
 
    I definitely felt a little intimidated locking eyes with Xora. The demoness had an almost other-worldly beauty; she looked like she should have been crawling through someone’s window during a full moon, not acting as a tour guide. From Christina’s expression, she felt much the same—with a dollop of feminine jealousy on top. 
 
    Mareth, however, already knew our guide well. Her face lit up as she leaned in, bumping elbows with the beautiful demon. “What up, Xora?” the succubus giggled. “Keepin’ it wet?” 
 
    “Always,” Xora concurred smoothly. Now that she mentioned it, I couldn’t help but notice the tiny droplets of water sticking to Xora’s cleavage. I’d taken it for sweat, but of course none of the demons down here felt the fires of Hell thanks to Lucifer’s dark blessing. Had this girl just come from the pool or something? 
 
    Mareth nudged me. “Xora’s a rusalka,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows at the taller blonde demon. “Water demon. Her kind used to drag sailors in Russian folktales down to their deaths in the briny deep.” 
 
    “We did not have to drag,” Xora laughed, preening before us like an underwear model. “One look at us and they gladly jumped overboard.” 
 
    “Like a siren,” I said, nodding. But with a sexy Russian accent. Cool. Nice to meet you, Xora… 
 
    To my surprise, Xora’s eyes narrowed at the compliment. 
 
    “He’s new, Xora,” Mareth said, detecting the icy change in the rusalka’s expression. “He doesn’t know what he’s saying.” 
 
    It was an opening, and I took it. “She is absolutely right,” I said, reaching out and taking the rusalka’s hand. Right there on the steps, in front of more than a few gawkers, I brought her pale hand to my lips and kissed it, like a suitor at an old-fashioned ball. “My apologies.” 
 
    The hurt look in her eyes faded. “Sirens are beautiful,” she explained. “But they are lazy bitches. All they do is sit around and sing all day, trying to give people hard-ons.” 
 
    “I can think of worse ways to waste time,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    Mareth nudged me. “Xora is very driven,” the succubus said, a distinct waggle in her eyebrows as she stage-whispered the words loud enough for the rusalka to hear. “She’s the captain of the Infernal Academy’s swim team. Just last week, she set new records for the 500-yard freestyle, the water-walker long jump and the no-holds-barred water polo Royal Rumble. No other demon can touch her in the water, Luke. You should really go see her at the next meet.” 
 
    I could read between the lines of Mareth’s statement. She’d make an excellent addition to the team, those eyes said. With a driven personality and a long list of accomplishments, I had no doubt. 
 
    “I prefer the breaststroke,” Xora said, crossing her arms beneath hers like the signature on a contract. Okay. The two of them had to be working together on this. 
 
    “That’s really cool,” I agreed, sliding an arm around Christina’s waist. “I had no idea demons were into sports. I guess it makes sense, though—you’ve got to keep your mind and body sharp when you’re dealing with mortals.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Xora said, smiling. The too-sharp teeth shining in her mouth gave a dangerous edge to her beauty. “Do you swim, darling?” 
 
    It took Christina a moment to realize that Xora was talking to her. “Me? Oh, um...yeah! I mean, I love going to the beach.” 
 
    Xora looked Christina up and down, her gaze lingering on the blonde’s thighs. “I’m sure you look quite a figure there,” the rusalka drawled in her strange accent. “I’d love to get you nice and wet some time…” 
 
    Mareth let out a little yelp. “Xora, this is Christina,” the succubus said, putting a hand on the small of Christina’s back. Taking the hint, Christina did a little curtsy, nodding before the rusalka. 
 
    “Very nice.” Xora squinted, as if there were tiny words written on Christina’s face and she was having trouble reading them. “You have only recently become a demon, is that correct?” 
 
    Christina gave a little start. Clearly, she hadn’t expected Xora to clock that so quickly. “Yes —I used to be human. Though I worshipped the Prince of Darkness in that form, as well. How did you know…?” 
 
    “It’s the eyes,” Xora said smugly, indicating Christina’s gaze. “You can change every other aspect of your body, but a Mog will always have those. They’ll give you away every time.” 
 
    “What’s a ‘Mog’?” I asked. I hadn’t liked the way Xora said it—as if other demons might spit on the ground with such a word in their mouth. 
 
    “Short for transmogrified,” Xora explained. “Meaning someone who wasn’t born a demon, but became one. Technically you’re in the same class of being as well, Luke—although no one would dare say that to your face. ” She gave Christina another smug look. “Don’t worry about it, darling. We’re very progressive here.” 
 
    Somehow I doubted that. I didn’t like the idea of anyone discriminating against Christina. Being looked down on by demons would definitely cut through the excitement of attending the Infernal Academy. 
 
    Xora noticed this as well, and she became eager to change the subject. “Who turned you, darling?” 
 
    “That would be Luke,” Mareth said, only a trace of nervousness in her tone as she gestured at me. “Luke, Xora—Xora, Luke. Christina’s the first official member of his, ah...entourage.” 
 
    Xora’s eyebrows shot to her hairline at that. They shot up even further when Mareth added in a low tone: “he’s one of the candidates for Archlord of Hell.” 
 
    The rusalka let out a high, ululating cry, startling two nearby demons who’d been checking the three of us out from the stairs leading up to the admissions office. Her bare feet stamped the stone, going up onto her toes for a moment as she scrutinized me with greater vigor. 
 
    “Hmm...yes. Yes!” Xora stepped around me, tracing a swift circle around the spot where I stood. “I can definitely see why Lucifer would choose this man to represent humanity at the Academy. And to think he’s already bonded with a woman deeply enough to perform a demonic transformation...well!” Suddenly she was in my face, peering at me nearly eye-to-eye. “You haven’t even signed up for a single class yet, and I’m already thinking of placing my bet on you!” 
 
    Her gaze should have unnerved me. Instead, I found myself thinking about something she’d said a moment ago. 
 
    “Uh...candidates? As in, plural?” I glanced from Mareth to Xora. 
 
    Xora was nonplussed. “Yes, of course. Were you not aware of that?” 
 
    I hadn’t been. “Lucifer made it sound like I’d already passed whatever audition he wanted from me,” I said, trying to keep the disappointment from my voice. “He sure as hell talked to me like I was his only candidate for the job…” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Xora said. Her eyes glittered with mirth, like she hadn’t expected the new guy on campus to be quite so naive. “Of course not. It wouldn’t be the Prince of Darkness’s style to just hand the keys over to the first person who comes along, now would it?” 
 
    That...made a certain amount of sense. I could admit that. Still, the revelation stung. My fatherly chat with Lucifer had left me favorably predisposed to the man—even thinking that maybe he wasn’t as bad as thousands of years of literature had led me to believe. 
 
    Idiot, I told myself. How many people throughout history fell for that shit? You really thought you could trust the LITERAL Devil? 
 
    “You said I represent humanity,” I told Xora, thinking through her words. “Does that mean that the other candidates for Archlord are all demons, like you?” 
 
    She looked a little put out. “They’re demons,” the rusalka growled. “But not like me. There are no demons like me, Luke.” 
 
    A hulking demon with the head of a goat trundled up the steps, nodded toward Xora, and made his way into the admissions office. The doors swung open automatically as he approached, revealing a lobby packed full of every kind of demon imaginable. Even in Hell, it seemed, people had to wait in line. The more I thought about it, the more I realized waiting in line was probably a natural part of Hell, the same as flames and torture. A multi-armed demon who resembled an Indian war goddess sat behind the desk, stamping admissions papers in a flurry of motion. 
 
    The hulking demon looked eager to get his classes approved—and more than a little irritated at the length of the line. Like several of the demons I’d seen on the way in, he wore loose-fitting track pants and a casual top, though the v-neck tank top that stretched across his torso had clearly been chosen to emphasize his muscles. This guy was ripped, like a champion weightlifter without the steroids. Strange runes covered his arms and legs, and as he stepped through the doors into the office, I could’ve sworn they were glowing, too. Enchantments? Some kind of protection spell, similar to the blessings Lucifer laid down on me? I had no idea, and I wasn’t eager to tap him on the shoulder and find out. 
 
    Maybe those runes were like my earring, or the bracelet Lucifer put around my wrist. A focus for his powers. Did that mean Lucifer gave the goat guy his tattoos? A disturbing possibility occurred to me: maybe my story wasn’t as extraordinary as I’d thought. How many of these demons had gotten the fatherly pep-talk from the Prince of Darkness before making their way to the Academy? 
 
    Fuck, I thought, looking the big goat-headed man up and down. If that guy’s one of my rivals, I’m in serious trouble. 
 
    “Healthy competition is a wonderful thing,” Xora was in the middle of saying to Christina. “Down here in Hell, we work on the principle known as ‘survival of the fittest.’ Those who deserve to rise in the ranks will, and those who do not. . . well. They are not worth thinking about.” 
 
    “Sounds like Earth,” I grunted, thinking of the rat race I’d just escaped from. 
 
    “Just so,” Xora agreed, a strange smile on her face. “We try our best to make the mortal realm just like home, after all.” 
 
    “We’re very good at it,” Mareth agreed, brushing up against me. I’d almost forgotten the succubus was still with us, she’d been so quiet during Xora’s speech. “Tempting humans into lust is as easy as shooting fish in a barrel, Luke. A barrel where the fish are clustered at the top, begging to be shot…” 
 
    I had to suppress a shudder. “You didn’t answer my question,” I told Xura, circling back to her. “These other candidates—none of them are like me, are they? Humans chosen by Lucifer?” 
 
    “You’ll meet them all soon enough,” the rusalka assured me. “But. . . no. You’re the only human candidate, Luke. In fact, a human attending the Infernal Academy is an extremely rare event. Our list of human alumni is extremely short—though it comprises a true elite, some of the most important figures in your history.” 
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
    “Ghengis Khan,” the rusalka said, counting on a pale, slender figure. “Vlad the Impaler. Elizabeth Bathory—a very rare co-educational transfer student! Only the best and brightest emerge from these halls, Luke.” 
 
    “Though not in a while,” Mareth added. “I can’t remember the last time the Academy had a human student. You’re the most recent one by at least a century, I believe.” 
 
    I glanced over at Christina, taking her emotional temperature. Somehow that was even easier to do now that she was a demon. Maybe the bond the two of us formed in bed together had something to do with it: all I knew was that one look at her gorgeous pale skin, her winding horns and the sinuous, fishnet stocking scales working up and down her long legs and I could see exactly what she was thinking. Worried, hungry, horny—they all lit up behind her still-human eyes like signal flares, cluing me in to her innermost thoughts with the merest gesture. The curves and the long blonde hair she’d had as a human woman remained, but the rest of her couldn’t have been more different. Her long tail clenched around her taut tummy as she watched Xora hungrily, evidently sharing my thoughts about her suitability for our cause. Christina used her tail like it was a part of her she’d had her whole life, not something she’d sprouted a few hours ago. Hell, she wore her demonic form like she’d been born to it—like being human was the costume, not her ordinary state. It suited her so well. 
 
     A strange feeling stole over me. Any of these demons I ran into at the Academy could be looking to shank me in the back. They’d be more than willing to step over my corpse if it got them another rung up the ladder toward being in Lucifer’s shoes. 
 
    I should have realized the truth. Nothing in Hell would be handed to me—I was going to have to take it. The Academy was a grounds for learning and scholarship, sure, but it was also a nest of vipers. 
 
    Now I understood why the Prince of Darkness had cautioned me to be choosy with the women I surrounded myself with. A demon bound to me was the only kind of demon I could fully trust. They were my confidants, my eyes and ears—and potentially my protection. 
 
    Which made me think all the more that Xora would make a hell of an addition to my team. She definitely seemed open to the idea, in any case. 
 
    I snaked a possessive hand around Christina’s waist. “Technically, two humans,” I said, pressing the demoness’s body against mine. “Christina only recently underwent her demonic transformation. Until last night, she was just as human as me…” 
 
    “Transformed demons—like your friend, Christina—are less rare, but still uncommon.” The emphasis Xora put on the word ‘friend’ told me she was thinking of an entirely different word. “In fact, if all of you on campus got together, you’d barely fill a single table at the cafeteria. Not that you would—most humans transformed into demons are Mogs like Christina, the thrall of some more-powerful demon.” 
 
    Christina let out a scoff. “I’m not Luke’s thrall,” she said, stamping a foot. “I’m my own person—an independent woman!” 
 
    “Of course,” Xora said smoothly. “You merely make love to Luke whenever he wishes, feel irresistibly attracted to him, and will perform any request he makes of you without complaint. But you’re not a thrall! What a thing to say!” 
 
    Her voice dripped with sarcasm, and I just had to join in. “Scratch the ‘without complaint’ part,” I said, giving Christina a good-natured chuckle. “I’ve heard plenty of it since I showed up at this girl’s doorstep…” 
 
    “Human girls complain about everything,” Mareth said with a wicked grin. Even she joined in on the fun, sensing Christina’s weakness. “It’s so important to go with the flow at the Academy.” She bit her lip, rubbing one stocking-covered leg against mine. “Us demon girls know that’s what a guy really wants…” 
 
    Christina looked like she wanted to say something cutting. Before she could, I reached down and gave her a smart little smack on her round demon booty. It jiggled invitingly beneath my fingers, and for a moment, the demoness’s eyes rolled back in her head, her long tongue lolling from the side of her mouth. The glazed expression lasted only a second before her cooler persona reasserted itself. 
 
    “Asshole,” Christina muttered—yet she was grinning. “Why do I always end up falling for jerks?” 
 
    “Because you like it,” I growled, giving the still-jiggling flesh a squeeze. “Why don’t we get this show on the road?” I asked, turning my attention back to Xora while Christina gasped. “I’d love to see the grounds, get a feel for the place so I can start making my way around unaccompanied. Maybe we could end the tour with a look at the dorms?” 
 
    It was an open invitation, and Xora took it for exactly that. She glanced from me to Christina, the word threesome practically flashing behind those dark eyes of hers, and licked her lips. 
 
    “We’ll see,” she purred, twirling a lock of long blonde hair around her finger. “We have quite a bit of ground to cover, first. The Academy is...larger than it appears from the outside. It may look quite manageable from the grounds, but demonic architecture tends to take certain shortcuts when it comes to geometry…” 
 
    I thought of the too-tall ceiling in Christina’s house and nodded. “Cool,” I said, gesturing for Xora to lead the way. “So what are we hitting first?” 
 
    Xora turned around to tell me—then frowned at a point over my shoulder. “I think there must be a problem with your vehicle,” the rusalka muttered, gesturing with her chin. “Desdemona looks extremely upset…” 
 
    I turned around to see the demon from the parking circle, double-timing it across the Academy grounds. The demons she passed took one look at her face and parted around her like a wave, giving her the space to approach us. Her maroon uniform looked as crisp and official as ever, but the look on her face was anything but. 
 
    She stopped in front of me with a quick, cursory bow, her expression tightening. “I apologize for the intrusion, sir,” her face telling me she wasn’t apologetic in the least, “but we weren’t warned prior to your valet service that you were storing a familiar in your vehicle. It’s causing some trouble.” 
 
    Xora looked poleaxed. “You brought a familiar to the Academy, too? Goodness, we may have to put you directly in the advanced classes…” 
 
    “I haven’t,” I said, frowning in confusion. “At least, I don’t think so. What are you talking about?” 
 
    Desdemona the valet gave our group an awkward look. “The, ah, creature in your trunk,” she explained, dancing around the substance of the question. I wondered if a demon’s familiars were part of some kind of privacy agreement—naming one out loud might be as big of a faux pas as sharing someone’s medical information back on Earth. “It’s obviously alive, as it’s making quite a bit of noise. We didn’t know if you wanted us to store it in your vehicle, or if you’d merely forgotten it…” 
 
    I had no idea what Desdemona meant. Had the valet found something in our trunk? Dimly, I wondered if we had a stowaway—maybe a cat or a squirrel hanging out in the back of the van, who’d been extremely surprised to find their hiding space transformed into a hot rod. Only wouldn’t Christina and I have noticed a thing like that while we were having sex? 
 
    Well, maybe not. It was hard to focus on anything but her body when the two of us were together. 
 
    Focus, I thought. Everyone’s staring at you. 
 
    “I’m not aware of any...familiar,” I said, ignoring the valet’s look. “Let’s check it out.” 
 
    Together, Mareth, Christina, and I made our way back to the car. Xora followed at a short distance, playing with the long hair wrapped around her waist like someone waiting for a juicy drama bomb to go off. The valet had helpfully brought my demonic ride back to the parking circle, leaving it roughly the same spot I’d dropped it off. 
 
    As I got closer, I heard what had set the valet on edge. The back end of the hot rod shook, muffled cries escaping the trunk. Someone in there was yelling for help, and kicking the shit out of the interior at the same time. 
 
    That definitely wasn’t an animal. It was a person. And I thought I recognized that voice. 
 
    A small crowd gathered around at the noise. A ravishing demoness in a cheerleading uniform and a buff demon with horns in a varsity tracksuit—probably her boyfriend—were trying to get my trunk open, evidently moved by the plight of whatever was inside. Even the hacky-sack kids had stopped playing and watched the scene with looks of bemusement. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said, pushing through the crowd. “That’s my ride.”  
 
    Awkward, I thought, shaking my head. They all think I tried to smuggle something into the Academy. Meanwhile, if I’d known we had someone in our trunk, I’d have dropped them off in the parking lot… 
 
    I felt for my keys, but it turned out I didn’t need them. The trunk responded to my touch, like a beast that recognized its Master. It popped open with a squeak, revealing a gorgeous young brunette who’d been in the middle of kicking the cushions separating her from the backseat. I recognized her instantly—it was our waitress from the diner. The one whose panties were in my jacket pocket. 
 
    “Maddie!?” I cried, pulling the name out of my memory. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    She blew a lock of hair out of her face, her expression brightening as she saw me. Then she noticed the looming Gothic castle of the Academy behind me and the demons crowded around the back of the hot rod, and let out a bloodcurdling scream. 
 
    “What the fuck!?” Maddie shrieked, tucking herself deeper into the trunk. “There are monsters behind you, Luke! Look out!” 
 
    I wanted to tell her that these weren’t monsters—that these people were my fellow students. Only I realized a second later that they were anything but. The moment the trunk opened to reveal Maddie hiding inside, every demon within smelling distance of my car froze in place, sniffing the air. A rich, feral scent filled the parking circle as necks snapped, the attention of everyone in the area focused solely on Maddie. The cheerleader, the valet—even Xora—stared straight at the trunk, their expressions filling with an utterly terrifying hunger. 
 
    “Fuck,” I growled, putting myself between the brunette and the crowd. “Mareth, why’s everyone gone all scary all of a sudden?” 
 
    Even Mareth was affected by whatever was going on. The succubus’s voice trembled with something dark and hungry as she spoke. “You shouldn’t have let her come here,” Mareth whispered, terror cutting through the hunger. “Oh shit, you really should not have let her come here…” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything!” I protested, holding up my hands. “She snuck in the fucking trunk! It’s not like I gave her permission!” 
 
    The crowd advanced slowly, as if they were a little frightened of me, but it was clear that fear would only last a few more moments at most. Whatever chain reaction I’d set off by letting these people see and smell Maddie, it was taking control of these people. 
 
    “You let a mortal enter the Infernal Academy,” Mareth whispered, ignoring my protests. 
 
    “I’m a mortal,” I growled, putting my hands on the cheerleader’s shoulders and pushing her away. She stuttered and missed a step, moving like a zombie. The glazed expression in her eyes faded somewhat as she picked herself up, growling. “They didn’t do this to me—” 
 
    “You’ve got Lucifer’s favor,” Mareth said. “This girl doesn’t even have so much as a contract binding her to a demon! She’s totally helpless!” 
 
    In other words, I’d just thrown a hunk of meat into the lion’s den. With no demonic power to protect her, there’d be a free-for-all to claim Maddie. These demons were about to eat her alive. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    “Step the fuck back!” I roared, reaching for my powers. Next to me, Christina did the same, extending her claws and hissing at the approaching horde of demons. I still didn’t understand exactly how they worked, but there was no reason for these demons to know that. Intimidating the hell out of them just might work. “I’m an Archlord candidate—a favorite of Lucifer himself! I claim this mortal—” 
 
    It wasn’t working. The crowd surged forward, grins stretching to demonic proportions as they tried to shove me over. A feeding frenzy ensued. Within the space of a single heartbeat, all the pretensions of the Infernal Academy fell away. This place had seemed almost civilized when I first set foot here—a real institute of higher learning. Ten seconds of Maddie in their midst cured me of all that. 
 
    These people were savages. And despite all appearances to the contrary, this was indeed Hell. 
 
    As the demons piled in, climbing over top of each other in their zeal to devour Maddie, something inside of me reacted. A red film spread over my vision, the world blurring and going dim as I reached for something deep down inside my soul. I’d felt this before —the familiar rush in my veins reminded me of the way I’d charmed everyone around me in the diner —but where that had been tinged with fun, this was filled with anger. 
 
    How dare they try and harm her, I thought, seething with rage. Just let them try! 
 
    Something black wriggled at the edges of my vision, like dark tendrils. I tensed, fearing an attack. When the tendrils of darkness failed to strike, I realized the truth: they hadn’t been summoned by one of the attacking demons. They’d come from me. I’d summoned them somehow. Another one of my powers? 
 
    No time to think. More demons closed in, bearing slavering fangs as they closed in on their prize. 
 
    I slugged the demon in the varsity jacket in the face as he tried to rush past me, hissing like a snake as he reached out for Maddie. Hitting his face felt like punching a concrete block, but he staggered backward into the two demons behind him, knocking both off their feet. 
 
    The tendrils moved like an extension of my will. They reached out and grabbed the nearest demon—with the body of an utterly gorgeous woman and the head of an elk—and did the same with her, lifting her off the ground and pushing her into the crowd. The elk demon let out a surprised yell as she flew through the crowd, as if she hadn’t seen the attack coming. 
 
    The crowd reared back, startled by the appearance of the tendrils. They’d smelled easy meat, but they hadn’t expected this. Pressing the advantage, I sent the tendrils into the crowd, scattering bodies and knocking the nearest demons off their feet. I had to create some distance, open up space for us to...what, exactly? Drive out of here? 
 
    We were surrounded by Hell. Demons as far as the eye could see. 
 
    The demon in the cheerleader outfit jumped into the trunk, reaching for Maddie. Maddie let out another one of those horror-movie shrieks and dug into the seat cushions, moving like an animal caught in a trap. Claws ripped through the demon’s fingers, extending like Freddy Kreuger’s knives as the cheerleader’s jaw unlatched and expanded. 
 
    I reached for her with a mass of tendrils, intending to pluck her from the back of the car and chuck her into the crowd. The writhing strands of darkness wrapped around her waist, only to disappear a moment later, puffing into smoke. A wave of weariness washed over me, my vision blurring for a moment. 
 
    Damn it. Whatever power I’d tapped into, I’d just used it up. The tendrils must have been some kind of special move, a powerful ability I had to charge up and use sparingly. Maybe I’d get better at it the more experience I gained. First, though, I had to save Maddie. With the tendrils gone, I charged in, using my hands. 
 
    She’d seemed so nice a minute ago, I grunted, wrapping both hands around the cheerleader’s waist. She was just trying to help someone out in trouble… 
 
    I tossed her into the crowd with a grunt, pushing them back. Such a move definitely wouldn’t have been possible without my powers, and for the first time, I realized just how much stronger I was now that I possessed Lucifer’s favor. Yet it still wasn’t enough—more demons pushed in, completely surrounding us. 
 
    I found myself back to back with Christina. A worried look filled the blonde’s face as she unfurled her wings, raising to her full, demonic height. 
 
    “There’s too many of them,” she growled, glancing at me over her shoulder. “We should let them have her—” 
 
    “No fucking way!” I snarled. “It’ll be a bloodbath.” 
 
    Christina squared up and socked an approaching demon in the jaw, adding a rake across the face with her claws for good measure. Her expression lit up at the exercising of her new powers, a wicked laugh escaping her throat. 
 
    “Fuck, fine!” Christina reached for more of her power, swinging left and right as she waded into the crowd. “Let’s see what this demon body can really do…!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but be amazed as Christina joined the fray. She moved with a grace and speed that was inhuman, dispatching attackers as quickly as they came. In moments, she had three demons on the ground, one clutching at claw marks in his throat and another screaming at the damage her tail had done to his eyes. She’d always been a fierce woman, even back in college, but this? This was something else. 
 
    Did I do this? I wondered. Or was this something that had always been deep inside of Christina, just waiting for the right guy to bring it out? Was she just waiting for permission to be this bad? 
 
    Despite the odds, we were about to win the fight. Only a few more demons remained—and those that did seemed shocked to their senses by the ferocity on display. For a moment, my heart surged with triumph. 
 
    But we’d forgotten Mareth and Xora. 
 
    The succubus managed to hold onto herself, though she had to drop to the ground and claw at the grass in sheer frustration to keep from leaping into the trunk and tearing Maddie to shreds. The fragile friendship we’d managed to forge back at the diner saved Maddie from her claws—not to mention the red-hot threesome she’d had with me and Christina. 
 
    No such bond held Xora back. 
 
    The rusalka slipped past me, one leg into the trunk before I knew what was happening. I tore my eyes from the sight of Christina kicking ass, diving in after her as she reached for Maddie. Xora’s unearthly beauty remained, but those dark eyes had elongated into slits, scales springing to the tender flesh of her cleavage and throat. As the rusalka reached further into the trunk, her already-long hair grew even longer, twisting around her arms and legs like vines. No —like snakes. Maybe that’s what they were all the time, and Xora just had the presence of mind to hide it. Golden snakes hissed and wriggled into the trunk with her, blonde hair transformed into a living weapon aimed right at Maddie’s heart.  
 
    Maddie didn’t even have the sense to scream. She took one look at that face, the visage that had brought so many sailors to their deaths, and just sat there shaking, as pale as a piece of paper. She knew she was dead. 
 
    Worse, I knew. I crawled across the trunk, desperate to cut the rusalka off, but there wasn’t enough room. Even if I grabbed Xora, tried to haul her back, she’d get those claws around Maddie’s gorgeous throat and tear it open before I could stop her. 
 
    I’d failed. 
 
    With a final effort, I shot forward and reached for Maddie. If I couldn’t stop Xora, maybe I could drag the waitress to safety. 
 
    My hands touched hers. Maddie finally found the strength to yell, pulling away from the rusalka as her claws caught the light, but it was too late. I tensed up, expecting the spray of hot, arterial blood across my face as Xora lost control. 
 
    Mareth’s voice whispered in the back of my head. A trip I’m willing to take whenever you want. Along with anyone touching you… 
 
    As the rusalka’s claws came down on Maddie, I did the only thing I could think of: I opened myself to my subspace. The world shifted around me, transforming in an instant as what had been difficult the first time now felt as easy as thought. My fingers dug into Maddie’s palms, fear filling me. When I opened my eyes, would those hands be severed at the wrists, the only part of her left? 
 
    “Luke?” Maddie’s voice trembled. “What...where are we?” 
 
    I opened my eyes. Maddie lay next to me across a king-sized bed, staring in amazement at bare white walls. The rusalka’s claws had slashed through her apron and top, leaving horrific looking gashes—but the skin underneath was tanned and healthy. She hadn’t had enough time to touch her. 
 
    We were in my subspace. 
 
    I’d saved her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the horror of being set upon by demons, Maddie took a few moments to compose herself. The brunette’s hands left mine, going to her knees as she smoothed down her skirt and felt at the tears in her top. A shocked expression settled over her, one arm hiding the gouges in her shirt as best as she could. Then she gave a thoughtful look, and let the limb fall away. 
 
    “Am I dead?” Maddie asked, her bottom lip quivering as she scooted back to the headboard and rested her shoulders against it. “Tell me the truth, Luke.” 
 
    God, look at her, I thought, all of my protective instincts firing at once. She’s fucking terrified. Poor thing… 
 
    “Not at all,” I assured her, putting a hand on her thigh. “Although you almost were.” 
 
    And I hope now that you’re here, those demons have calmed down, I thought, watching her. Hopefully they’d go back to normal, now that there was no tasty mortal being dangled in front of their faces. Otherwise, Christina had a hell of a fight on her hands. She’ll be okay, I told myself, thinking of the unholy ballet she’d done in the crowd of attacking demons. Without Maddie there to amp them up, the demons should calm down.  
 
    But I wasn’t about to leave that to fate. Time worked differently in the subspace, so while minutes ticked over here, less than seconds would pass outside. Still, I had to make sure Maddie was all good, then I’d head back and check on Christina.  
 
    Maddie winced at my touch, still frightened from what she’d seen, then relaxed after a moment as she realized it was just me.  
 
    “You’re fine, Maddie,” I continued. “You’ve just been through a lot.” 
 
    She looked skeptical. “Really? Because with all those demons attacking us, that looked a lot like Hell back there. And this certainly seems to be Purgatory. Though you’re here, so Purgatory must be a whole lot nicer than I figured it would be…” 
 
    I had to smile at that. “I appreciate the compliment,” I told her, meaning it. “Hang on a second—let me see if I can do something about that top…” 
 
    There was no way for me to know I could do that for Maddie—I just did. The more I interacted with my subspace, the more I felt like I could tweak and edit it via muscle memory. It was just like riding a bike, only in this case the bike was its own pocket dimension. 
 
    The last time I’d been here, I’d created a bed. After I’d finished with Christina and Mareth, I’d wondered if I could do even more. There’d been no time then, but now, I could experiment. Besides, what an awesome thing it would be for Maddie. She deserved some decent clothes, especially after being set upon by vicious demons.  
 
    I closed my eyes and concentrated. I pictured Maddie in my head, the way she’d looked in the diner while she handed out our drinks and our appetizers, then twisted the image slightly. I kept the skirt and the heels, but replaced the torn blouse with a sleek gray camisole, cut low in front to show off her cleavage and tight enough to showcase her curves. Before the image faded completely, I added some lacy black stockings to her legs. 
 
    When my eyes opened, Maddie wore the exact outfit I’d pictured. She stared down at herself for a long moment, eyes watering as she tried to wrap her head around this. 
 
    After a moment, she swished her thighs together. “New outfit,” she said teasingly, “but I’m still not wearing panties.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said. “You gave them to me, remember?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, I did.”  
 
    “Sorry to leave you so soon, but I need to head back to the. . . uh school and make sure my friends are OK. Will you be alright in here?”  
 
    “That’s no problem,” Maddie said, but I could see she was still a little scared and putting on a brave face.  
 
    I closed my eyes and concentrated, picturing the battle near my car.  
 
    The next time I opened my eyes, I found myself sitting in the trunk of my car. My legs hung over the side, swaying back and forth over the concrete surface of the parking circle like a little kid’s. The crowd of demons had only just begun to disperse—most of them stood around with glazed expressions, like someone who’d walked into a room only to forget why they’d entered it in the first place. 
 
    Mareth lay on the grass, slumped over to the side. The dark-haired succubus stood up as the thunk of my weight against the trunk made the hot rod bounce; that sound told her I was back. 
 
    “Oh, thank Satan,” she panted, shaking her head to clear it. “That was a very, very close call, Luke.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe a little too close…” I grunted, not looking at her. I was too busy staring at the pile of bodies on the grass, above which stood my beautiful blonde demon companion. Christina brushed her hands together, her tail flicking happily back and forth at the sight of the absolute mayhem she’d just thrown down. How many had she taken down single-handedly? A dozen? 
 
    I made a mental note to never, ever piss her off as I climbed out of the trunk. Smoothing down my robes, I raised my voice. “Alright, guys, the mortal is gone!” I roared, cupping my hands around my mouth. “Show’s over, go on home!” 
 
    It snapped the last few demons standing around out of their trances. They shuffled off, confused looks on their faces as they made their way back to whatever class or event they’d been on their way to before Maddie came to their attention. Christina watched them go, one flawless eyebrow raising at the sight of me in my fancy demonic robes. 
 
    “What did you do with the waitress?” she asked, landing next to me with a flutter of her wings. My heart skipped a beat—she’d just soared right from the bodies on the ground over to me, closing the distance like a long jumper. “Subspace?” 
 
    “Yeah, Maddie’s safe,” I said, nodding. Relief flooded me as the remaining demons walked or crawled away—last to go were the cheerleader and her varsity demon boyfriend, each carrying the other like battle wounded. A big, angry lump stood out on the cheerleader’s forehead where Christina smacked her, almost like a third horn.  
 
    “I tucked her away in the subspace,” I said.  
 
    Just then Mareth came up beside us, still rubbing her head. “I cannot believe,” she muttered, sounding hungover, “that you brought a mortal with you to the Academy…” 
 
    Christina and I shared a look. I squared my shoulders, rising to my full height like a true candidate for the position of Archlord of Hell.  
 
    “The responsibility is mine,” I agreed with a nod. “I didn’t know she was there, but I should have guessed it before opening the trunk. If I’d have known that you and the other demons would have that kind of reaction to her, I’d have driven back out of here first…” 
 
    Mareth met my gaze for a moment, still angry, then sighed. “It is so dangerous to bring a mortal to Hell,” she explained, holding her hands out in front of her. “Particularly an unbound mortal.” 
 
    “Yeah, everyone kind of blew their tops,” Christina said, watching the cheerleader and the varsity demon disappear around the cafeteria building. “What the fuck was that, anyway? I don’t remember the demons on the surface acting like that around mortals.” 
 
    “Things are different in Hell,” Mareth agreed. “Bringing an unbound mortal down here without demonic protection, like Lucifer’s blessing, is a very good way to get them killed. In an exceedingly gory fashion, I might add. It’s like throwing a rabbit to a pack of wolves. Surface demons have practiced controlling their urges—it’s one of the things you learn in the Academy, actually—but having a fresh, nubile young woman shoved in a demon’s face…” 
 
    “Like popping a bottle in front of an alcoholic,” I guessed. 
 
    Mareth blanched in response. “Something like that.” 
 
    Two figures emerged from around the other side of the hot rod. I hadn’t even realized Xora was still here. After I pulled Maddie into subspace, she must have gone nuts for a while—she and the valet looked like the co-eds I’d seen doing a ‘walk of shame’ after a weekend-long frat party. I chuckled a bit at the sight, but inside I remained wary. This woman had tried to hurt Maddie. Sure, she couldn’t control it, but still—that put a serious black mark on her resume, as far as I was concerned. 
 
    Xora seemed aware of this, as well. She kept her eyes focused on the ground as she came around to the back of the car, twirling a lock of long blonde hair between her fingers. Her hair was decidedly less snake-like than it had been while she’d been trying to get to Maddie.  
 
    “That was…unpleasant,” the rusalka said—which was as close to an apology as I was likely to get from her. “The mortal you had in the trunk, was she…?” 
 
    “She’s not hurt,” I said, watching Xora relax visibly. “You tore her clothes up something awful, though.” 
 
    “Knowing you, that was probably not a drawback,” the rusalka said, her dark eyes sparkling. “I doubt she would wish to remain clothed long in your presence, Luke…” 
 
    “If you’re trying to flatter me in the hopes I’ll forget you tried to kill my friend,” I said, cocking my head to the side, “keep it up. It’s not going to work, but I do enjoy it.” 
 
    Xora’s face fell. “Yes, well—now that this bit of action is out of the way, we can continue our tour,” she said quickly, resuming her professional facade. “Assuming none of you are in need of medical attention…?” 
 
    Mareth shook her head. “Just a little frazzled,” the succubus whispered. 
 
    “I’m pumped,” Christina growled, grinning from ear-to-ear. “Shit, I feel like I could go another few rounds. I know you mentioned there’s a swim team at the Academy. Is there boxing, too?” 
 
    “There are a number of options for someone with your love of physical combat,” Xora said with a secretive smile. “Luke. May we continue the tour? Or do you wish to make a claim for satisfaction, first?” 
 
    All three sets of eyes turned to me. I could see that it was more than a simple request as far as Xora was concerned. 
 
    “Satisfaction?” I asked, chuckling a bit. I expected Xora to laugh along with me, but her expression was deadly serious. “What, you want me to slap you with a glove and have an old-timey duel?”
 “I was the only demon who managed to harm the mortal,” Xora said smoothly. “Which means you have the right to retribution, should you so wish.” 
 
    With a start, I realized I was probably well in my rights to demand satisfaction from her. She’d attacked a woman connected to me—a woman who might very well end up next to Christina and Mareth on my team. 
 
    In other words, she’d just asked if I could forgive her—or if I was going to try and kill her. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to seeing the rest of the Academy,” I told her, filing the information into the back of my head. I might forgive, temporarily at least, but I never forgot. If Xora wanted to join me later, she had some making up to do. Miss Rusalka had her work cut out for her. “But first, I’m going to head back to the subspace and make sure Maddie isn’t freaking out too much. Can we hold off on the tour for a bit? Time works differently in my subspace, so I shouldn’t be more than a few minutes.”  
 
    “And how exactly are you intending to comfort Maddie?” Christina said, arching a perfect eyebrow.  
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know,” I said with a smile. “I’ll be back soon.”  
 
    Xora nodded at me, clearly feeling a little ashamed at wanting to eat Maddie.  
 
    I closed my eyes, concentrated, and I was back standing in my subspace.  
 
    “Everything okay?” Maddie asked me.  
 
    “Yeah, just a couple of pissed off demons. But no one was hurt all that much.”  
 
    Her gaze traveled around the room, greatly calmed down by now. “So what is this exactly, Luke? If I’m not dead, then what were those things trying to eat me?” 
 
    I struggled to come up with an explanation. Surely Maddie couldn’t handle the whole story, could she? Even with her so clearly into me, there existed certain red flags that could send any woman running away screaming from a potential hookup. Being in league with the Archlord of Hell was about as big and red a flag as you could get. 
 
    “You followed us to a...a kind of school,” I said, ignoring the fact that she’d climbed into the trunk of my vehicle when I hadn’t been looking. I figured she’d been punished enough for that already. “A school for special people.” 
 
    Her nose wrinkled. “Like Hogwarts?” 
 
    I laughed. I should have expected that. “Kind of,” I explained, crawling up the bed to be closer to her. With both of us splayed out together next to the headboard, we looked almost like a husband and wife getting ready for bed. “I’m not saying magic is real, exactly, but...I mean, you know those people weren’t exactly human…” 
 
    Maddie shuddered. “They scared the shit out of me. Although that blonde one, the one who was protecting me...that was the girl from the diner, wasn’t it? Your girlfriend—or one of your girlfriends? I didn’t know she was into cosplay—that outfit of hers was so amazing…!” 
 
    “Christina—yeah.” I was more than a little surprised that she remembered. That was no outfit, I thought. “She’s, uh, not my girlfriend exactly. I’m not entirely sure what the two of us are, to tell you the truth…” 
 
    Something less than my girlfriend, I thought, remembering Lucifer’s talk. And something much, MUCH more. 
 
    “I see.” As if the mention of another woman were all it took to focus her, Maddie now seemed uninterested in the white room around her. She’d zeroed in on me. “And is your not-exactly-girlfriend cool with random women giving you their panties in public places?” 
 
    That was easy. “Oh yeah,” I said with a chuckle. “She likes to share. Hell, she was encouraging me to go into the bathroom and fuck your brains out…” 
 
    I trailed off as Maddie’s face fell. “Why didn’t you?” the waitress asked. “I waited for you—I was ready to do whatever you wanted—and when you didn’t show up, I snuck out into the parking lot.” Her brows furrowed together. “Why’d you have your trunk open, anyway?” 
 
    “Huh?” A bolt of surprise shot through me. “I didn’t.” 
 
    Maddie shrugged. “I mean, I wouldn’t have known how to unlock it. I climbed in, and then you just took off as soon as I was inside. It’s like it was waiting for me…” 
 
    I thought of how my demonic hot rod opened its trunk with no keys, recognizing my touch. “Interesting,” I muttered. “Except I don’t know what it means.” 
 
    I assumed Maddie had snuck into my van because my magic had still been affecting her, and she’d somehow gotten the idea that catching a ride would mean I’d end up fucking her. Well, she might not have been wrong about that, but I wasn’t going to spill the beans about my powers just yet. The last thing I wanted was to scare her off —especially when she’d already been through so much. 
 
    Better to ease her into it, I told myself. Whether I was talking about my powers or the fucking, I wasn’t sure.  
 
    “So that was a school,” Maddie said, not following my train of thought. She leaned over, her head resting against my shoulder as she stared up at the white ceiling. “I didn’t know you were still in school, Luke. What’s this place, then?” 
 
    “Hmm.” I looked around the small space, trying to think of words that would make Maddie understand. The school was one thing, that had a reasonable analogue in the ‘real’ world, but this box?  
 
    “It’s kind of a private room,” I explained, trying to make it sound less insane than it was. “One only I can enter—and anyone I give permission to. Which means none of those monsters can hurt you here, Maddie. They can’t even touch you…” 
 
    “Don’t worry—I get it.” Maddie’s grin widened as she reached for yet another fantasy reference to make sense of this new world I’d thrust her into. “You’re Harry Potter, you rescued me from the bad people at Hogwarts, and now to keep me safe, you’ve stashed me in your Chamber of Secrets.” 
 
    “You clearly know those books better than I do,” I told her, shaking my head laughing. “I only saw the movies.” 
 
    She gave me a sly look, her thighs parting. “You want to see my Chamber of Secrets, Luke?” 
 
    I met her eyes, a shudder of lust passing through me. The two of us had unfinished business, after all. 
 
    “You still want that?” I asked, my voice husky. 
 
    In response, Maddie rolled to the side. Her hands roamed beneath my shirt, feeling the muscles that had sprung up thanks to my demonic power. She nibbled her bottom lip, her shoulders rising and falling faster and faster as she explored my body. 
 
    “Luke,” she purred, “I gave you my fucking panties back at the diner. And since then, you’ve saved my life and shown me you can do freaking magic.” She giggled. “Uh, of course I still want to fuck you.” 
 
    Being this close to Maddie’s body, the frustration was almost physically painful. Everything in this woman, from the way she carried herself to the look in her eyes simply screamed how into me she was. Probably I had my powers to thank for that a bit—I really needed to learn how to turn those off, sooner rather than later. Otherwise, I’d end up with stowaway beauties every time I looked the other way. 
 
    And yet… 
 
    I thought of Christina, horns and wings unfurling from her gorgeous body as we fucked. She’d wanted that, absolutely loved being transformed into a powerful demon. After all, Christina had been a Satan-worshipping cultist before I’d come along. I didn’t know much at all about Maddie, but I doubted she was yet another satanist in disguise like Chistina had been.  
 
    Shit, I thought. Maddie’s just doing her best to try and comprehend all this. If I turned her into a demon, even Harry Potter references probably couldn’t paper over the gap… 
 
    But I couldn’t just leave her. God, no. So I made the decision to be careful. 
 
    Courtship, I thought as my lips met Maddie’s. That’s not what this is. This is a “thank you for saving my life” quickie. No different than if I’d met a demon girl at a party for a quick blowie in the bathroom… 
 
    That’s what I told myself, anyway. Whatever made it okay. 
 
    Maddie’s lips opened beneath mine, her eager tongue sliding into my mouth. My hands slid down her body, squeezing her hips and tugging up her skirt to feel the contours of her firm, round ass. Then my thumb went deeper, pushing against the rough stubble of her thigh. 
 
    Maddie gasped, arching her back. The digit slid into something warm, wet and utterly primed for me. 
 
    I pictured myself pounding her into the bed—and held back. No, I thought, mastering myself. That’s a one-way ticket to demon town. Not to toot my own horn, but I’d made Christina come all over my cock three times without even realizing it. I could easily do the same to Maddie without thinking. 
 
    But there were other things we could do. 
 
    I broke the kiss, my mouth moving from her lips to the hollow of her throat. From there I kissed downward, tugging off her tight gray top and devouring the luscious breasts within. Maddie whined and moaned, losing herself completely to passion as she guided one of her hard nipples into my mouth. 
 
    “Yes, Luke, yes,” she panted, her eyes heavy-lidded. “Ohhh I need to feel you inside me! Please, I’ve been so wet thinking about it—my little pussy’s aching for your cock!” 
 
    Not yet, I thought, my mouth moving further downward. Got to have control… 
 
    Maddie let out a surprised gasp as I reached her skirt and kept going. Her thighs spread wider for me, her ass shooting off the mattress as I hiked the fabric up, planting kisses across her thigh. 
 
    “Luke, what are you doing?” she asked, her voice fast and hot. “You...ohh shit…!” 
 
    I buried my face between her legs. Suddenly, I understood why all the demons back at the Academy were so hot to chomp down on Maddie—she smelled amazing. I lost control as my tongue slid inside of her, lapping and slurping at her sensitive nub. I was every bit the monster that she’d just seen in the trunk—but where those wanted to hurt her, I wanted the exact opposite. 
 
    “Holy fuck, Luke!” Maddie’s fingers dug into the back of my head, coaxing me further between her legs. “Ohmigosh yes, oh wow that’s so good…!” 
 
    I grinned and kept right on going. Within moments, Maddie’s juices coated my face. Her pussy spasmed around nothing, clenching like a vice, so I added two fingers to the pleasure, stabbing them deep inside of her in search of her g-spot. When I found it, a ragged scream and quivering of her legs was my reward. 
 
    My cock ground against the mattress as I ate her out. I couldn’t stop my hips from moving, and soon Maddie noticed. 
 
    “Come here,” she whimpered, taking hold of my legs. “Let me taste you, Luke…” 
 
    I couldn’t resist. Pushing Maddie down on the bed, I straddled her gorgeous face, lowering my cock to her eager mouth. At the same time, I buried my face in her slit, the two of us sixty-nining in the same bed where I’d just fucked Mareth and Christina senseless. 
 
    Her hot, wet mouth enveloped my cock, sliding up and down all the way to the base. I pumped my hips harder, worried about hurting her—but she did the same to me. Maddie shot off the bed over and over again, writhing and moaning at my touch. 
 
    “Ngggggh!” Maddie groaned around my girth, the speed and tenor of her moans changing suddenly. “Lllllke, unnnngh!” 
 
    She’s going to come, I thought, pleasure filling me. And so am I… 
 
    A moment later, Maddie’s pussy boiled over. One leg wrapped over my head, pressing my face down further into her spasming box as she rode out her pleasure, her body going weightless beneath me. As a flood of juice coated my face, I shot between her lips, my cock throbbing and spurting down the brunette’s throat. Maddie’s orgasmic groans became a high, keening wail of triumph as the first jet of seed coated her tongue. She sucked and slurped me with just as much vigor as I’d given to her, milking my cock dry with her fingers as she sucked and slurped my swollen crown. 
 
    Finally, I pulled away, rolling to the other side of the bed. I had to turn around to reorient myself to the same direction as her. 
 
    “Luke, that was amazing,” Maddie panted, turning toward me on all fours. She ran a finger over her dripping lips, savoring my load. “How do you taste so fucking good…?” 
 
    “I could ask you the same question,” I growled, reaching for her. “Now I know why that rusalka couldn’t keep her hands off of you…” 
 
    For a moment, Maddie shivered at the memory. I worried that I’d seriously stepped in it, but she then relaxed in my arms. She buried her face in my chest, just basking in the feeling of skin-on-skin. 
 
    “Ready for round two?” she asked, glancing up at me with a sly look. “Eating me out is nice—believe me, I’ve never had a guy make me feel that good with just his mouth—but I’m sure you want more from me, Luke. Don’t you?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “Maddie. How many times did I just make you come?” 
 
    She looked surprised at the question. Then she grinned. “Why, you need to know how many notches to make on your bedpost?” 
 
    “It’s important,” I said. 
 
    More than anything, the seriousness of my tone got through to her. “Just once,” she said with a shrug. “Well...I guess that was maybe two, depending on how we’re counting it. I kind of came down at the end and went over the edge again when you came in my mouth.” She let out a very unladylike giggle. “Sorry to be crude, but you did ask…” 
 
    “No, it’s great,” I said, hugging her. “Believe me, it’s a total turn-on.”  
 
    Shit, I thought, holding her close. That was two already? Damn it… 
 
    Maddie must have felt my hesitation. “You have to go, don’t you?” she asked. Her eyes brimmed with the beginnings of tears. “Already?” 
 
    “I’ll come back soon,” I assured her. “Then I’ll see about getting you out of here. Maybe even get you back to the diner…” 
 
    Maddie made a face. “I don’t want to go back to the diner,” she said, laughing like it was the most absurd thing she’d ever heard. “Are you kidding me? Who would want to go back to their boring old job after seeing Hogwarts?” 
 
    I could sympathize with that. “Bit small, though,” I said, looking around the tiny room. Only now did I realize that I’d designed my subspace for boning sessions first. The bed was top of the line, but the rest of the space clearly had not been constructed for long-term residence. 
 
    Maybe it’s more like my old dorm room than I thought, chuckling. That clearly hadn’t been designed for comfort, either. But maybe I could do better for Maddie. I remembered what Mareth told me: the rumor was, Hell was the original subspace. If a pocket universe could grow to those proportions, surely my power was enough to create more than a single room. I decided to try. If I could make an apartment for Maddie, that would be great —and maybe, in time, my subspace could be even better. A world of its own, designed by me… 
 
    Well. It was something to fantasize about for the future.  
 
    “I mean, I’ll be fine,” Maddie said, though she eyed the walls with concern. “Either way, anything’s better than being out there with those monsters…” 
 
    “Sure,” I told her, closing my eyes. “But why stop there?” 
 
    The last time I’d been in my subspace, I hadn’t done much more than throw a bed against the wall and go to town. I’d been far too busy. Now, knowing that only moments were passing back at the Academy while Maddie and I tarried in here, I could afford to take my time. 
 
    I pushed outward with an exertion of mental effort, reaching for the contours of the space around me. A simple square room was nice, but depressingly simple. Surely someone with the favor of Lucifer could do something a little more exciting, right? 
 
    A door appeared in the wall of the bedroom, with a hint of narrow hallway beyond it. At the same time, the wall next to the bed stretched from the wall, transforming into a long, ornate windowpane with a glass window above it. For now, the window looked out on absolutely nothing, but I was working on that. 
 
    For now, I focused on the interior of the subspace. The hallway lengthened, stretching cross-wise against the bedroom until it opened out into a larger living room. Thinking of Christina’s exquisite house, I gave the great room the same high, sloped ceilings, along with a roaring fireplace and a soft, comfortable couch facing it. The walls I transformed as well, molding flat white nothing into wood and stone as easily as thinking about it. 
 
    The longer I worked, the more power ebbed from me. I could tell that I’d gained energy from my time with Mareth, Christina, and Maddie—yet this impromptu home design sapped that strength the more I created. Thinking quickly, I added a very basic kitchen to the side of the living room—a kind of open-concept space with little more than a sink and a refrigerator. Back along the other side of the hallway I threw in a basic bathroom of the same white material as the original room—Maddie could reach it by leaving the bedroom from the left rather than the right. 
 
    Sweat broke out on my forehead. I tried the same surfaces trick I’d done in the living room, only to find I couldn’t. It was like lifting a barbell all the way off of your chest, only to discover you’d overextended so far you couldn’t get it back onto the rack. I let go of the mental construct with a gasp, slumping over. For now, the bathroom would have to remain half-finished: functional, but made out of the same blank white canvas the bedroom had originally been built from. 
 
    “Oh my gosh!” Maddie knelt next to me, cradling my head in her arms. As she was still topless, this was one hell of a nice sensation. “Are you okay, Luke?” 
 
    I lay there for a few moments, recovering, then sat up. “Yeah, I’m alright. That window’s going to be bare for a while, though.” I gestured at the hallway. “Want to go take a tour of your new place?” 
 
    It wasn’t much. Surely, compared to the grandeur of the Academy tour Xora was ready to take me on back in Hell, a quick walk around my new subspace apartment couldn’t be anything to write home about. Yet tears sprang to Maddie’s eyes as she walked around the living room, as if she’d never seen anything more beautiful. Like she didn’t even need the Academy. 
 
    “You made all this,” she purred, running a hand down the side of the couch, “for me? Oh my gosh, Luke—you just created all this out of thin air! You’re pretty much a God in here, aren’t you?” 
 
    The way she said it made me feel like I was about ten feet tall. Fifteen, maybe. Maddie was right in that building things out of nothing felt amazing, although I felt less like God than someone playing The Sims. 
 
    Again, the thought of hell as subspace flickered through my mind. I wondered if this was how Adam and Eve felt listening to the snake in the Garden of Eden, telling them ‘you shall be like gods’. 
 
    After all, what was godhood if not the power to make all your wishes come true? 
 
    “You’re damn right,” I growled, coming around and giving her a spank on her shapely ass. “No girl of mine stays cooped up in one room. Sorry it’s not a lot—hopefully you won’t have to spend too much time here…” 
 
    Maddie shook her head. “It’s perfect,” she giggled, giving me a hug. “I love it! Don’t worry, I’ll keep it nice and clean for you. And if there’s food in that fridge, I’d be happy to make a meal for us the next time you drop by!” 
 
    Well, now. That did sound like something to look forward to. “You sure?” I asked, looking around the living room. “It won’t be lonely here waiting all by yourself?” 
 
    A touch of worry crossed Maddie’s face. “Well, maybe,” she said, her lips forming a tight little line. “But I’ve always preferred being myself.” She laughed. “Might be a little boring without you, though…” 
 
    I had an idea. My pants lay on the floor of the bedroom, discarded in my haste to hook up with Maddie. Reaching into the pockets (it’s never the first one you check, is it?), I pulled out my cell phone. I’d had it on me when I entered Hell, and the battery stood strong at the 90% mark. Thinking even faster, I wiggled my fingers at a corner of the room next to the couch. The strange hitting-the-wall feeling came back, but I had just enough juice left over to stick an outlet on the wall, a slender black brick laying on the floor next to it. I wasn’t sure how electricity worked in a world created entirely by my will, but there had to be something powering the lights and the fridge. 
 
    “You can keep this,” I said, handing her the phone. “I don’t know if you like playing games, or reading, but I have a few movies stored on the hard drive. Also there’s a charger there if it gets low, but you should be able to get away with at least a few hours before you need to do that.” 
 
    For all I knew, she might need far more. Time worked differently in subspace, after all. 
 
    “Oh, awesome!” Maddie’s face lit up as she scrolled through the phone. “I love reading! Honestly, I’ll be able to focus even better without having the Internet to distract me. What have you got on here?”
 My eyes widened as I pictured my digital library. “Uh, a whole bunch of titles,” I muttered, suddenly feeling foolish to have given it to her in the first place. 
 
    “Let’s see…” Maddie opened the app and scrolled through with her thumb. “No Harry Potter, but that’s alright...oh wow! Some of the girls on these covers are insanely hot…” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I’m into fantasy too, but I’m sort of into the smutty kind.” 
 
    Maddie wiggled her eyebrows as she looked up from the screen. “I love smutty,” she purred, thumbing the first book in a long series open. “I’m sure I’ll have plenty of naughty fantasies in my head the next time you come to see me, Luke…” 
 
    “You’re the best,” I said in amazement. “You’ll really be waiting for me at the door, with a home-cooked meal?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Maddie said, beaming. She ran a finger down my bare chest, a fire igniting in her gaze. “And when you come back, we’ll finish what we started in the bedroom…” 
 
    Yeah, I thought, feeling guilty all of a sudden. Except I can’t get you off again, Maddie. If I do that, there’s no telling what will happen… 
 
    I shook the thought off. All that was in the future; besides, Maddie looked so fucking pleased standing there in nothing but her skirt. It would’ve been a sin to worry her. 
 
    “I can’t wait,” I said, giving her a peck on the cheek. “I’ll see you soon, okay?” 
 
    She reached down and gave my cock a squeeze. “You’d better. Oh, and Luke…?” 
 
    I was already reaching for the subspace. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Maybe you better put on some clothes before you head back out there,” she said with a giggle. “Unless you want those monsters jumping on you the same way they did to me…” 
 
    Good call! With a gesture, I summoned my robes. Not my grubby IT uniform—that outfit no longer suited me. As a candidate for Archlord of Hell, I ought to look the part. The shimmering black robes Lucifer had adorned me with materialized around me, fitting my body like a tailored suit. 
 
    Maddie took one look at me and gasped. “Holy shit, you look amazing! Be careful out there, alright?” 
 
    “I will,” I told her, the world already dissolving around me. Whatever happened the next time we met, there was one thing I couldn’t deny about Maddie. 
 
    I was really, really looking forward to seeing her again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I said to Xora, Mareth, and Christina when I was back at the Infernal Academy. “Ready to start the tour?”  
 
    Xora nodded past me. “You should start by giving Desdemona your keys,” the rusalka explained as she nodded at the valet. “So that she can park your car—without the difficulties, this time.” 
 
    Yeah, I thought. That would be good. “Here you go,” I said, handing them over to the valet a bit sheepishly. I might have been pissed at Xora still, but this woman was a service worker—she wasn’t to blame. “Sorry for the trouble.” 
 
    “Do me a favor,” Desdemona snapped, “and warn me next time you’re storing something alive in your ride.” Then her face softened. “Just come up front whenever you need your vehicle,” she said in a kindlier tone. “We’ll have it out for you in a jiffy.” 
 
    I didn’t think I’d have much opportunity to go joyriding around Hell, but it was good to keep in mind. “Thanks,” I said double-timing it to catch up with the others.  
 
    Xora was busy leading Mareth and Christina across the green, which had cleared out considerably after the little fight over Maddie in my trunk. 
 
    “How’s Maddie now?” Christina asked after I’d caught up.  
 
    “She’s fine,” I said. “Safe.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Christina’s long tongue slid out of her mouth, teasing the bottom of her chin like she wanted to show me how far she could stick it out. “Did you fuck her?” 
 
    I coughed to hide my surprise at the question. “What are you talking about? I don’t just go sticking my dick in every willing woman who comes along, Christina.” 
 
    “Sure you don’t.” Her eyes narrowed, the wheels turning behind them. “You made sure to specify penetration, which tells me you did something else with our pantyless little waitress…” 
 
    “You’re just jealous,” I laughed, wrapping my hands around her waist. “You wanted another glorious threesome in subspace, didn’t you, babe?” 
 
    Her face lit up with triumph. “You did! You went to third base with her instead of all the way, because you’re scared you’re going to turn her into a demon!” She laughed and did a triumphant little jump. “I don’t know why you would be, though. Maddie’s cute. She’d make an awesome fucking demon…” 
 
    “The cafeteria is over there,” Xora said, pointing with a slender finger at a two-story building at one corner of the green. “Students at the Academy are automatically enrolled in a meal plan, so you won’t have to worry about food or drink while you’re here. Our menu encompasses a variety of specialty diets—we even have food for humans!” She grinned at me.  
 
    “I thought demons ate human food,” I said. “You’re not vegetarians or something, are you?” 
 
    Xora blanched, no doubt remembering the way she’d acted around Maddie. “A variety of diets,” she repeated, turning back around and leading us further across the green. “Dorms are over there, which we’ll visit once we’re done with everything else we have to get knocked out this afternoon.” 
 
    I turned, looking up. And up. What Xora had casually referred to as the ‘dorms’ was a ten-story building, curved like a horseshoe around the far corner of the Academy’s grounds. In sharp contrast to the buildings around it, there were no turrets, gargoyles or other ostentatious embellishments on the dormitories. It stretched to the sky, sleek and black and obsidian, seemingly carved out of the landscape rather than built. 
 
    “That’s huge,” I said, stopping in my tracks beneath the dormitory’s shadow. “You could fit an entire army of demons in there…” 
 
    “Several armies,” Xora agreed with good-natured humor. “It’s even bigger on the inside than it appears. Demonic architecture and all that. Around fifty thousand demons call the Academy dorms their home, although max occupancy is around twice that.” 
 
    “A hundred thousand,” I repeated, shocked to my core. That meant that even the huge crowds I’d seen so far comprised only a fraction of the full student body. I thought about the possessions and oppressions Mareth had pointed out in Christina’s neighborhood, before we made our journey into Hell. If the ratio of people to demons remained the same across the country, or the world, that meant the Infernal Academy had to train a whole lot of demons. 
 
    No wonder they needed dorms that could double as their own city-state. 
 
    “We also have commuter students, of course.” Xora said, leading us past the dorms. “Not every demon who attends the Infernal Academy lives on campus — a number of them drive to classes from whichever Circle of Hell they come from.” Her grin widened. “Work-study, you understand.” 
 
    As I looked up into one of the windows near the tenth floor, a beautiful purple-skinned demon appeared. She was in the middle of some kind of exercise routine, with weights in both hands and a big fluffy headband around her forehead the same shade as her skin. 
 
    She was also topless. 
 
    The demon locked eyes with me and grinned. I expected her to yell at me, or realize her nudity and duck away from the window, but she just kept standing there with a smile, inviting me to look. So I did. 
 
    Just as she seemed about to pop the window open and invite me up for more, Xora turned around and cupped a hand around her mouth. “Hell to Luke, come in, Luke! We’re way ahead of you here!” 
 
    I hustled to catch up, giving the purple-skinned demon an awkward wave. Rain check, maybe, I thought, smirking proudly. It was looking like I might be a popular guy on campus. I’ll have to keep an eye out for you later… 
 
    Xora paused at the end of the lane, spreading her arms before a massive four-story building. “And this is where you’ll be taking your classes…” 
 
    Gargoyles perched from the sides of it on each floor, their stone faces twisted in leering, wicked expressions of amusement. It was as if they were laughing at anyone foolhardy enough to venture inside, cackling over their eventual fate. 
 
    “And here,” the rusalka said, pausing before the stairs, “is where you’ll begin your demonic education. Within these halls, the seven schools of the Infernal Academy strive to provide students with all the tools they need to tempt mortals, bend the nature of reality to their whim, and more.” Xora turned to me, beaming with pride. “We paint with all the hues of Hell here, Luke.” 
 
    Inside, the vestibule resembled the lobby of a museum. Granite floors stretched beneath us, a high ceiling supported by thick columns made of the same material. Despite the size of the building, this chamber outpaced it by an order of magnitude. More demonic magic, then. 
 
    In the center of the chamber was a circular information desk. A goblin sat behind it, its green nails tapping impatiently at the formica surface as students made their way down the various halls without any need of questions. It looked up as our group approached. 
 
    “This is the tour group,” Xora said formally, giving the goblin a sideways glance. “I need two passes—one for the human, one for the transmogrified demon.” 
 
    The goblin licked his chops at the sight of Christina. Irritation filled me at sight of his bulging eyes on her, and I slammed an elbow down on the desk. “Problem?” 
 
    He turned away, pursing his lips. “Not at all. Two passes. Make sure you don’t lose them.” 
 
    They turned out to be little more than plastic stickers with the word ‘VISITOR’ written on them. The person who’d filled them out had very poor handwriting—the ‘R’ at the end of mine looked more like a ‘P’. I hadn’t quite figured out if it was an intentional insult when Xora shuffled us on, ignoring the officious little man and his tiny bit of power. 
 
    “Forgive him,” Xora said, taking the plastic squares from Christina and I as soon as we were out of sight. “Work-study program from the Fae realms: it’s so difficult for them to adjust. You won’t be needing those.” 
 
    I shrugged as she ripped the stickers neatly in two and tucked them away. “I thought we were supposed to be wearing them the whole time we’re in here?” 
 
    Xora scoffed. “This is Hell,” she said, pursing her pouty lips. “What kind of demons would we be if we followed the rules 100% of the time?” 
 
    I could understand that. “Probably make me look like an asshole, anyway,” I said. Christina hadn’t even bothered to put hers on—it would have clashed terribly with her scales. 
 
    I realized I’d just let the fact that Xora had mentioned “Fae Realms” slip by without so much as a question. I was already having the craziest day of my life, so I figured I’d leave the subject of realms beyond Heaven, Hell, and Earth alone for now.  
 
    “We’ll be making a circuit of the building,” Xora explained, leading us down a wide, well-lit corridor. Portraits of demons adorned the walls, dressed in formal attire with stoic, serious expressions. From the looks of them, this place had a seriously large number of elite alumni. “Each of the seven schools connects to two of the others—which makes it a hassle to get from class to class sometimes, but ensures each demonic student will at least get a little bit of everything on their syllabus. They form a rough circle—one whose contours you’ll get to know intimately well, Luke.” 
 
    The building had been in no way circular from the outside. I decided to roll with it. “A circle…” I said, giving the rusalka a wry smile. “A Circle of Hell, you mean?” 
 
    “Just so.” Xora seemed pleased I’d understood so quickly. “First up is a subject every demon at the Infernal Academy must contend with sooner or later. I’m sure you were very familiar with it back in your human life…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The four of us stepped through a huge set of double doors. Instantly a million different smells hit me: roasting meat, cinnamon, the rich creamy scent of a hot fudge sundae. My mouth watered uncontrollably, my stomach giving a very undignified rumble.  
 
    “Oh maaan,” Mareth groaned, following us into the hall. “I swear, I put on ten pounds every time I enter this place…” 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked, taking it all in. The hall was set up like a laboratory, the main rectangular hall giving way to several annexes, classrooms, and lecture auditoriums. But while labs were sterile and gray, this place had color to spare. I could feel the rods and cones in my eyes screaming from the onslaught of bright, primary colors. I felt like I’d won a golden ticket to go see the chocolate factory—only the Oompa Loompas had turned out to be demons in disguise. 
 
    Wait. Were Oompa Loompas demons? That would actually make a lot of sense. I made a mental note to ask someone as Xora continued with the tour. 
 
    “You’re standing in the halls of the Gluttony School,” Xora said, only a tiny sliver of her pink tongue visible in the corner of her mouth. “Here, you’ll be instructed in the magical culinary arts—as well as alchemy, apothecary, and the brewing of potions, elixirs and cordials. Each is its own field of study within the school…” 
 
    She wasn’t kidding. A half-dozen demons worked furiously behind a series of metal tables, standing in the middle of what looked like an industrial kitchen. As we watched, a female instructor wearing a chef’s outfit picked out an apple and gave it to a student. They dipped it into a boiling cauldron, adding liquids from clear glass bottles as the mixture frothed and seethed. Then they brought the apple out with a pair of tongs. 
 
    For a brief instant, the image of a skull appeared across the skin, and I gasped. Then the tongs twisted, the apple slipped, and the whole thing fell to the floor with a crash. Bits of apple coated the tiles. 
 
    “You’ll get it,” the instructor said, patting the upset student on the shoulder. “Rome wasn’t destroyed in a day, little imp…” 
 
    I was intrigued. “Is that poison they’re making? Like in the fairytale?” 
 
    Xora shrugged. “We learn to use food and drink to many effects, Luke. Poison, of course—but also medicine. Draughts to make a fair maiden sleep, elixirs to augment a demon’s strength and speed in the field—a good knowledge of Gluttony can mean the difference between success and failure on an important mission for the Lords of Hell.” 
 
    I could read between the lines. As a potential Lord of Hell myself, it would do me in good standing to understand as much of this as I could. “Good to know,” I said. 
 
    By my side, Christina looked just as excited as I was. “Look at those ovens! Those things could fit Hansel, Gretel, and the witch too, huh?” 
 
    Xora beamed with pride. “Everything at the Infernal Academy is top notch. Oh, here comes one of your potential instructors now. Ceelz, want to say hi?” 
 
    It was the demoness wearing the chef’s outfit—the one who’d shrugged off the pupil’s failure with the apple. Her suit was caked in what I first assumed was some kind of dust, but as she brushed it off her shoulders, I realized it was flour. 
 
    “Welcome, new students!” She flashed a toothy smile. Her canines were the size of my index finger, curved like the tusks of a boar. She towered over Christina, Mareth, and I, a good head taller than everyone else in the Gluttony wing. Her uniform fit her like a glove, doing little to hide the sleek muscle of her arms and legs. This woman took care of herself—she was like a sexy orc. The green skin and amber eyes only heightened the comparison. 
 
    “Students, this is Ceelz, a Professor of Demonic Cuisine. Ceelz, this is Christina and Luke. Mareth’s been assigned as their shadow at the Infernal Academy.” 
 
    Her gaze lingered for a few moments on Christina, then spent significantly longer on me. “You’re him,” she said, tapping a finger against the tip of her chin. “The new Archlord candidate, right?” 
 
    I wasn’t used to such frank treatment—even from demons. This woman had just sized me up like she wanted to eat me, although since she worked with food all day, maybe she was just hungry. She was gorgeous, sure, but more than a little bit intimidating, too. 
 
    “Luke,” I said, taking her hand in much the same way I’d done to Xora when we first met. “I—” 
 
    My hand was no longer holding hers like an old-time gentleman. She had my palm inside of hers, and squeezed like the two of us were about to start an arm-wrestling competition. Xora’s eyes went huge as she watched the tall demon give me the firmest handshake of my life. Pain flared in my bones, my eyes watering as I struggled not to let it show. Ceelz grinned savagely, as if she’d just proven something to herself. 
 
    Then something snapped inside of me, and I squeezed back. Surprise showed on Ceelz’s face as I met her grip with my own, shaking her hand back vigorously. “Nice to meet you,” I said, tucking my hand behind my back as soon as the greeting was done. I hesitated to look down, fearing I’d see nothing but mangled fingers. 
 
    Ceelz grinned. “That’s some serious power,” she said, looking at me with new eyes. She indicated Christina. “Is she your follower?” 
 
    “We’re attending the Academy together,” I said, not willing to say any more. It didn’t do to blab everything to every willing ear that came by—one of the things I’d learned in life through painful trial and error was to keep my cards close to my chest. “Maybe we’ll all end up in the same class together.” 
 
    “Yeah, I doubt that,” Ceelz said, the smile staying plastered to her face. “I bet you’re hungry after using your demonic ability like that. I’d be happy to show you some of my cooking skills some time. Working here full-time, you get used to having a hell of an appetite…” 
 
    I could have laughed. Two minutes together, and this woman had already propositioned me? Or was her offer of food more innocent than it seemed? 
 
    Xora leaned over, dropping her voice to a stage whisper. “She is not joking,” the rusalka muttered in her accent. “The woman can eat a ton. Were it not for duplication spells, demons like her would eat the rest of us out of the Academy…” 
 
    Huh. She certainly didn’t look it, from the muscles. I thought about those super-ripped people who won hot-dog eating competitions: champion eaters. Or Olympic athletes who put down thousands of calories in a single meal from all they burned off swimming or running. Ceelz looked like she could’ve been one of those kinds of girls, for sure. Real athletic. 
 
    “Good to see new blood,” Ceelz told Xora. She nodded back at a group of students trying to balance a cornucopia between them, pouring various smoky chemicals into the horn. “I’ve got to go. They’re about to cause another incident…” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Xora said, but the tall, green-skinned demoness had already moved past us. Ceelz grabbed the horn right before it tipped, some of the liquid splashing on the floor. It seethed across the tiles like water splashed on a hot grill, leaving scorch marks everywhere. “Great. The janitor’s gonna have a field day with that…” 
 
    My stomach gave another one of those bone-deep rumbles. I’d just used my powers shaking Ceelz’s hand, and it turned out matching the strength of a tough woman like that drained my demonic energy considerably. More than even redecorating Maddie’s rooms had… 
 
    A worrying thought occurred to me. “Hey, Mareth?” 
 
    The succubus had been conferring with Xora in low tones a few steps away—I figured they were discussing which wing to send us to next. She glanced up, her face brightening. “Yeah?” 
 
    “The subspace,” I said, picturing the living room I’d built with its roaring fireplace. “If I start running low on demonic energy, nothing bad happens to it, right? Like, it stays up even if I’m tapped dry?” My voice picked up a nervous energy the more I spoke. “I’ve got a live human in there right now. I’d hate for anything to happen to her…” 
 
    “It should be fine,” Mareth assured me. A mischievous look entered her eyes. “If you’re worried, though, we could grab a snack. This is the school with all the food, after all. Right, Xora?” 
 
    For a moment, Xora looked pissed at the suggestion. Then some knowledge passed between them, carried in a look, and the rusalka smiled. “Absolutely.” 
 
    Well, why not? I could use a little Gluttony myself, I thought. Shit, I’m famished all of a sudden… 
 
    Xora and Mareth led us to a room at the far end of the hall. Unlike the rest, there were no students in here cooking meals or mixing potions. It felt almost sedate in comparison. Three tables had been arranged into the shape of a ‘U’, and on them were plates of cooling food. 
 
    “These dishes were designed by demons in training for their latest exam,” Xora explained, gesturing across the table of food. “They’ve already been judged, so they were set to be thrown away shortly. Try whatever you like.” 
 
    An obvious barb sat in the middle of those words, but I was too hungry to care. My stomach felt like an empty sack, dangerously in need of filling, and each plate of food looked more inviting than the last. My eyes settled on a devildog: a pastry made of two long pieces of chocolate cake with whipped cream in the middle. They’d been one of my favorite treats ever since I was a kid, and I had to have it. 
 
    Before Xora or Mareth could warn me, I ate half the treat in a single bite. The rich, creamy goodness of the filling exploded in my mouth, along with the darker tang of the chocolate. I let out a very unmanly moan as I chewed, more than a little surprised to feel some kind of savory flakes suspended inside of the cream. Coconut? 
 
    “That’s amazing,” I groaned, wiping the side of my mouth. “Holy shit, if this is what your students are capable of, I can’t wait to sample what your chefs can do…” 
 
    Both Xora and Mareth stared at me like I’d grown a second head. 
 
    “What?” I asked, polishing off the devildog with another bite. “Whoo, that’s got a kick to it, doesn’t it? Spicy and sweet…” 
 
    “I can’t believe you managed to eat the whole thing,” Xora said, amazed. “That pastry’s enchanted with a high-level pyromancy spell, Luke.” 
 
    “I guess we know who likes it spicy,” Mareth giggled behind her fingertips. “Damn, Luke!” 
 
    I couldn’t quite believe what I was hearing. “That wasn’t spicy,” I said, wiping my brow. “Not that spicy, at least—I’ve had worse—” 
 
    A burp wormed its way up from my throat. I slammed a hand over my mouth to stifle it at the last moment, and flames shot from the corners of my mouth. Christina let out a little yelp and looked around, evidently searching for a fire extinguisher. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, my eyes watering as I started to laugh. 
 
    “So this is how I learn you’ve got a high level affinity for pyromancy on top of everything else,” Xora said, pouting spectacularly. “I was so hoping to prank you…” 
 
    “My bad,” I said. “Wait, what would’ve happened to me there if I didn’t have high-level pyromancy skill?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing the Academy’s infirmary couldn’t fix,” Xora told me, her eyes gleaming mischievously. “Our medical demons can do the most interesting things with skin grafts these days…” 
 
    I swallowed hard. If that’s what passes for a ‘prank’ among demons, I thought, then I better watch out when one actually wants to put one over on me... 
 
    Xora’s face softened. “It is what it is,” the rusalka said. “Clearly I’m just going to have to try harder.” She examined the rest of the table with a naughty look. “Want to sample any more dishes, or are you done?” 
 
    After what had happened with the devildog, I didn’t feel like taking chances. Besides, it had hit the spot—I felt much better. “Nah, that’s cool,” I said, stepping away from the table. “Christina?” 
 
    “Working on my figure,” Christina said quickly. I could tell she was hungry, too, but she was not about to let Mareth and Xora see her pig out. Also she obviously wanted to see the rest of the schools. 
 
    So did I. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Xora led us through a door at the back of the Gluttony School, and we stepped back in time. 
 
    I don’t know why it surprised me so much. Maybe it was because, after the big, modern entrance hall and the clean fixtures of the Gluttony school, I’d started thinking of the Infernal Academy as...well, as an Academy. A college. Sure, a college for hot demons and devils, but with recognizable rules and structures. Lecture halls, cafeterias, sororities—that kind of thing. 
 
    All that got blown to hell as we stepped into the next wing of the Academy. 
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    A black sky stretched above our heads, roiling with purple clouds. In front of us lay a massive stone plateau, suspended above a great dark vortex far beneath. Thick rusted chains dropped from the platform down into the darkness, with smaller chains connecting the plateau to various floating islands by means of narrow, swinging bridges. 
 
    “Oh, wow!” Christina’s face lit up as our feet touched stone. Her wings flapped excitedly across her back. “I’ve heard of this place—or at least, I think I have. This is the Arena!” 
 
    Xora gave the blonde a bewildered look. “So astute,” the rusalka murmured, as if she’d never expected a human to have that kind of knowledge. I thought of the books in Latin in Christina’s study and chuckled. “You’re correct, demoness. This the School of Wrath, where the high and mighty ideals of theory meet the blood and bone of practice.” 
 
    “This is where the fights happen,” Christina said, nudging me. A look of pure euphoria shone in her eyes, almost like when the two of us were about to get down and dirty. “Demons beat the shit out of each other—it’s supposed to teach you how to deal with combat in the real world.” 
 
    “And to prepare for the day of Judgement,” Xora intoned solemnly. 
 
    Mareth snorted. “Day of Judgement? You don’t really believe in all that, do you, Xora?” 
 
    The rusalka looked extremely put out by Mareth’s questioning. “Of course I do,” she said in a haughty tone. “One day will come the summons from below. All demons will invade the world of the living, and the final battle for existence will begin.” She grinned widely, showing those needle-like teeth she’d almost sunk into Maddie’s flesh. “I, for one, do not wish to be caught flat-footed on that day, succubus.” 
 
    Mareth gave the rusalka a dubious look. “Most of us aren’t quite as hardcore as Xora here,” the succubus explained, putting a hand on my shoulder. “The Day of Judgement is just a myth, like Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy and a woman who does anal after she’s married. Nothing for you to worry about…” 
 
    I wasn’t worried about it. I was, in point of fact, watching the fighting. Most of it seemed to be happening on those far-flung islands connected to the plateau by chain bridges. It didn’t take long to figure out why. 
 
    Out in the distance, a purple-skinned imp sent a fireball the size of a building screaming through the void. It soared toward a beautiful succubus, who at the last moment raised her wrist and sent a sheet of ice arching upward in a shower of needles. The two bursts of magic collided, and both competitors dropped to their knees to begin channeling the next assault. 
 
    “Magical battles are conducted a safe distance away from spectators,” Xora said, confirming what I already knew. “The further you get from the main plateau, the fewer rules you must follow, as well.” 
 
    “People you fight in the real world aren’t going to be following any rules,” I growled, remembering the monstrous looks in the eyes of the demonic student body as they tried to force their way into Maddie’s trunk. “It’s kill or be killed. Dog eat dog.” 
 
    “Just so,” Xora said, amused. “Which is why we allow our students to get plenty of practice in. Observe…” 
 
    Out on the main plateau, a battle royale had just begun. A large number of demons formed a circle around a smaller few, yelling and chanting with the thrill of battle. Within the ring, demons sparred with vicious-looking edged weapons, their blades covered in blood and gore. A goat-headed monster swung a polearm at one of its fellows, missed, and got a pair of daggers in the lower back from an imp for his trouble. Sensing weakness, the rest of the competitors jumped into the fray, hacking and slashing at the goatman’s body. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I groaned, covering my mouth with a hand. My face paled as the demons hacked the goatman to pieces. The weapons they used looked like something out of a video game, but the inhuman shrieks, the entrails, and blood steaming on the ground—all of that was real. 
 
    “You seem upset,” Xora teased. “Surely you’ve grown desensitized to such violence by now? After all, we’ve put so much of it in your films, your video games…” 
 
    I was still thinking about Maddie. This is what those demons would have done to her if they’d gotten their hands on her. 
 
    “Pretty fucking savage,” I grunted, watching as the demons stepped away from what was left of the goat demon. Its horned head lay in the dirt, only strands connecting it to its shredded torso. Beneath that was little more than a puddle of slurry. “This is what you were looking forward to, Christina?” 
 
    It was Mareth who figured it out. “Oh shit,” the succubus giggled. “You think he’s actually dead, don’t you?” 
 
    Huh? 
 
    My confused expression told her everything she needed.  
 
    “Hey,” Mareth yelled, cupping her hands around her mouth. “Capras! Get the fuck up!” 
 
    The goat demon’s decapitated head shuddered. With an irritated bleat, it blinked—and the hairy head slid back down onto its neck, the wound sealing as if it had never been there. Within moments, the goat’s body stitched itself back together, becoming whole and hearty once again. 
 
    “Nice moves,” the goat demon called Capras bleated at the imp. “But the rest of it was a cheap shot!” 
 
    The imp laughed and clapped the goat demon on the back. “It’s only because we’re so scared of ya, Capras! You know we’ve got to get you down first if the rest of us have any chance to win…” 
 
    “He’s alright,” I muttered, shaking my head as the rest of the demons celebrated. Capras went from the inside of the ring to the periphery—apparently the rule was you left once you were downed. “They didn’t actually kill him…” 
 
    Xora laughed. “This is Hell, Luke,” she said, her tail curling around her gorgeous ass. “Of course you cannot be killed here—where would you even go? All injuries incurred within the arena are healed automatically by the demonic wards set up by the School. They hurt, certainly—but it is our hope that pain will train demons to be more cautious when dealing with actual combat.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I said, watching the remaining demons spar with their weapons. “And what happens if a human gets disemboweled in that Arena, Xora? Do I come jumping back up, like everyone else?” 
 
    The rusalka paused only a moment—which told me that she wasn’t 100% sure. Had anything other than instant healing ever happened to someone who was hurt in the Arena?  
 
    “Of course,” Xora said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “You and Christina both. You can try it out now, if you like—we have time.” 
 
    Suddenly Christina was at my side, tugging at my robes like a bratty teenager. “Let me do it, Luke,” she said, a manic grin spreading across her demonic face. “I want to get in there and mix it up!” 
 
    The thought of Christina lying on the ground, bleeding from a dozen wounds made my stomach turn. “I don’t like that idea,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t want to see you hurt.” 
 
    She met my gaze for a long moment, regarding me evenly. “You did see me back there with Maddie, right?” 
 
    “Of course. How could I forget?” Christina had been a thing of beauty then—a terrible beauty, indeed. 
 
    “When I waded out into those demons and started smashing in faces, I...I felt something,” she confessed, looking to Mareth and Xora for confirmation. “I don’t know about the other Schools here at the Academy, but I can tell you this: I’m a fighting demon. A combat demon. When it was just you and me standing between that crowd and Maddie, I’d never felt so fucking alive!” 
 
    “In that case, you’d be spending a lot of time here,” Xora said, her smile widening. “There’s lots to learn—combat magic, the use of hellspawned weaponry.” 
 
    “Lots of just beating the shit out of people, too,” Mareth said with a laugh. “I don’t come down here very often, myself—my specialities lay elsewhere. But I’d love to come see you spar sometime, Christina!” 
 
    Christina gave me a hopeful look. “That’s alright with you, right, Luke?” 
 
    I looked out over the field of competitors, thinking. Well hell, I thought, we’re going to have some fighting to deal with sooner or later. I’d rather Christina be prepared for it. Plus, she does look pretty hot ripping out my enemy’s throats… 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, grabbing a handful of her ass, pulling her closer to me. “I bet you could teach those guys down there a thing or three about kicking ass, babe.” 
 
    I’d never seen Christina look so gratified. Her smile was like Christmas morning. “Fuck yes,” she giggled, giving me a kiss on the cheek. “I’m gonna be your badass warrior babe. Don’t worry—when I step out of the arena, I’ll be more than ready to shimmy into some fancy dress and have you parade me on your arm…” 
 
    She pressed her body against mine, her teeth teasing my bottom lip. Sensing the two of us were about to spill into full-on making out if she didn’t do something, Xora motioned for us to focus.  
 
    “Well, how about you two have a little practice round? I have two students who are also fairly fresh, and I can promise you that they’ll provide you with more than a taste of the School of Wrath.”  
 
    Christina and I shared a look. The blonde seemed more than just willing to hop into the ring—she was excited as all hell. I couldn’t help but feel that way a little bit, too. Now that Maddie was safe, and there was a little distance between our previous fight with demons, I could admit how exciting it had been to fight them. 
 
    “Sure,” I agreed, watching Christina’s face light up. “Let’s test our mettle.” I wondered if I’d be able to do that trick with the tendrils again, or if it needed more time to recharge. 
 
    I thought we’d fight right there, on the big plateau where the rest of the demons sparred, but Xora had other ideas. She led us across a narrow chain bridge toward one of the farthest flung islands, an inky finger of rock floating in the black. I didn’t need her to tell me what that meant—this fight was about to be no holds barred. We’d be able to use magic, in addition to weapons. 
 
    No sooner had we crossed over than Xora escorted two demons over the bridge. A big crowd filled in behind them, eager to watch the newbies take on their first fight, but these two were definitely our opponents. I looked them up and down, trying to get a feel for them. A two on two fight, then—hopefully nothing Christina and I couldn’t handle. 
 
    “This is Bryan,” Xora said, tapping the back of her hand against the taller man’s chest. “He’s a Rake.” 
 
    He was very tall indeed, so much so that he would have fit right at home on an NBA basketball team if he wasn’t so weird-looking. His arms and legs seemed too long for his lanky frame, almost like Slender Man. Only whatever demons they had down here definitely predated Slender, or the rest of the creepypasta characters. 
 
    “He doesn’t look like much of a challenge,” Christina whispered. I had to agree: the demon held no weapon, not even a basic one, and he certainly didn’t seem like some sort of arcane sorcerer. Appearances could be deceiving, however—I’d learned that when Maddie showed up locked in the trunk of my car. Any demon could turn on a dime. Even a scrawny one like Bryan was a threat. 
 
    The second demon looked more along the lines of what I’d been expecting. Overlapping plates of chitinous armor sheathed his body, making him look like a massive, overgrown bug. He’d brought two swords with him, curved ones, with enough range to slash or stab without having to step close enough to a target to leave himself open for counter attack. In contrast to the rest of him, his face was almost human, which just made him look even creepier. 
 
    “Aztomund,” the second demon said, nodding respectfully at me, then Christina. “It will be a pleasure to spar with new recruits.” 
 
    “A Rake and a Scarab Demon versus a Mog and a human,” one of the demons in the crowd cackled. “Oh, this is going to be a massacre! Who wants to lay a few coins down?” 
 
    More hooting and hollering spilled from the crowd as they got into it, money exchanging hands. 
 
    “Don’t let them get you angry,” I warned Christina. With the eyes of so many demons on both of us, I wanted to put on a good show. “Save that rage for Slender Man and Bug Boy.” 
 
    The blonde chuckled. “Good nicknames,” she growled, extending her claws. “I’m more than ready, Xora. Let’s do this!” 
 
    I felt less excited about the whole thing than Christina did, to be sure. Honestly, I couldn’t help but feel like the two of us had walked into some kind of trap—a clever hazing ritual for new students. The chances of two brand new competitors facing down trained demons seemed unbelievable. It was far more likely this was intended to humiliate us, and maybe teach us a bit about the Arena’s healing abilities. 
 
    I didn’t like the idea of bleeding out. And I damn sure did not want to see Christina’s beautiful body get pulverized, even if both of us would be back up and healthy in a couple of minutes. Christina wanted this so badly. Her demonic body tensed in anticipation, crackling with an energy that was almost sexual. 
 
    Let’s give them a show, I thought, not wanting to disappoint her. And if this is a trap, let’s flip it right back on them… 
 
    A pistol appeared in Xora’s hand, forming out of the very air itself. She pulled the trigger, and a spray of confetti filled the arena. “Begin!” 
 
    “You got this, Luke!” Mareth roared, leaping up and down at the front of the crowd. “Christina, fucking kill ‘em…!” 
 
    Both demons attacked. It was as if they’d come to some silent agreement while our groups sized each other up—while Christina and I were unsure which demon to fight first, they’d already made up their minds. The big, bug-bodied demon dove past me, leaping into combat with Christina. She dove to the side, flexing her wings as she tested the larger demon’s strength and speed. 
 
    Then Bryan was dead ahead of me, and I had to focus on that. I just had to hope Christina could hold her own. 
 
    The Rake quickly revealed itself to be more than meets the eye. As he ran across the stone, his already long limbs elongated further, rubbing up against the ground. With an inhuman shriek it went from a two-legged gait to a four-legged one, charging like a lion across the plateau. I had just enough time to twist away before it barrelled into me, sliding to the demon’s side like a bullfighter. 
 
    Bryan twisted on a heel, snapping upright in an instant. As I watched, horrified, his hands contracted into fists and melted. Now he had two shorter arms with huge balls of meat on the ends, like a hammer. Before I could even come to grips with the fact that he didn’t need a weapon, that he was the weapon, razor-sharp spikes emerged from what used to be his hands. 
 
    I had no weapon to fight back with. Which meant I needed magic. 
 
    “Okay, Luke,” I growled, backing across the arena before the rake’s blows. His arms hit like trucks, but shifting so much weight around had left him slower—like he needed to put all of his strength into each punch. “Xora said you’ve got lots of aptitudes. Let’s see if we can put them into practice!” 
 
    As I ducked beneath the rake’s next swing, I held both hands in front of me and snapped my fingers. Flames roared across my palms, enough to warm them but definitely not anything like a flamethrower. The rake jumped backward, surprised by this development, suddenly wary at the appearance of magic. It didn’t realize yet that I had no idea how to use it. 
 
    During the pause in the fighting, Christina soared over my head. She’d taken to the air like she’d been born in the clouds, attacking the much larger Aztomund from above. Like me, she’d brought no weapon into the arena, but her talons functioned just as well as any blade or mace the demons might have provided her with. 
 
    I watched as she slashed downward with both claws, screaming with bloodlust as she left a gash in Aztomund’s armor. She’d generated a lot of sound and fury fighting him, but hadn’t done much damage. Those overlapping scale plates were too tough for a simple clawing to break, and Christina was beginning to realize it. 
 
    Aztomund swung with one blade, then another, feinting to either side like a dancer. It was amazing how fast such a big guy could move. One blade missed entirely, Christina’s back arching beneath it like a limbo dancer, but the other nicked her side. Black blood trickled down her leg, droplets staining the scales on her long, slender thighs. 
 
    “Damn it!” she roared, taking back to the air where it was safer. “That’s the last hit you get on me, you piece of—” 
 
    It was as far as she got. The back plates on Aztomund’s armor peeled back, like the hood retracting on a convertible. Underneath were gossamer-thin wings, flashing in the air like a dragonfly’s. It seemed impossible that such tiny, weak-looking wings could propel a big guy like the scarab demon into the air—yet when he leapt into the sky and stayed there, coming slowly but steadily after Christina, the crowd went fucking nuts. 
 
    Christina’s face fell as the scarab demon rose toward her. Any moment now, he’d tear those ugly blades across her skin, or snatch her out of the air like a bug and send her plummeting to the ground. I could already see her mangled body in my mind’s eye, the look of disbelief in her face as the lights went out… 
 
    My vision went red. 
 
    I had the tendrils out before I even knew I’d summoned them. The twin flames in my hands expanded, turning into fireballs so big you could have called me Super fucking Mario. A roar of pure, primal fury erupted from my throat, startling the crowd of demons into stunned silence. 
 
    Bryan shied away from that roar. I think he knew in his heart the moment he heard it that he was toast. Giving me a look of grim fury, he slammed both of his spiked hands together, turning the whole thing into a living halberd. The Rake charged forward with a trilling scream, trying to take me down before I could jump into the fight and help Christina. 
 
    Bryan pushed more and more mass into his weapon as he ran, turning the thing into a fucking battering ram covered in spikes. If it had hit me, it would’ve been a one-hit KO for sure. But I had no intention of letting it get that far. 
 
    Tendrils shot along the ground, forming a thick carpet a few feet in front of me. The rake charged heedlessly through, trusting he had enough momentum to reach my body. He was wrong. The thick veins of darkness wrapped around his ankles, then his knees, pinning him to the ground. 
 
    He swung anyway, trying to dislodge himself. The tendrils flexed, stressed almost to the breaking point by the counterweight of the demon’s weapon. Grinning, I lifted both hands—flames dancing on my fingers now—and reached for the masses of darkness at my shoulder. 
 
    “Burn,” I commanded the tendrils. They did. The thick coils wrapped around the rake ignited like they’d been soaked in gasoline. Bryan twisted and writhed, struggling feebly to escape their grip. I heard demons gasping, shocked at the cruelty of what I was doing. A clean kill in the arena was one thing, but this? I’d wrapped this man in a cocoon and set it ablaze. A horrible way for man or demon to die. 
 
    Finally, the rake crumpled, sinking to the stone and curling up like a bug. Most of the demons were too shocked to cheer, except for Mareth. The succubus screamed like she was on a rollercoaster, thrilled and scared all at once. 
 
    Now both Christina and Aztomund were in the air. The fight had just shifted from an even bout to two on one, yet I found myself unable to press the advantage. The scarab demon refused to touch the ground, knowing it would be outnumbered on solid footing. And while Christina was ferocious in a fight, it only took a few moments to see Aztomund clearly had more experience with airborne combat than she did. 
 
    “Get down here, you coward!” I roared, trying to taunt the demon. I launched a fireball, sending it high into the air, but accuracy wasn’t my strong suit. It had been easy enough to use my pyromancy to light an object I was touching into flames, but hitting a moving target proved far more difficult than I’d anticipated. When my third shot missed the mark entirely and nearly hit Christina, I knew I had to find some other way to contribute. 
 
    Christina twisted in mid-air, flapping frantically beneath the assault of those twin blades. Sensing victory was at hand, the scarab demon put all of his weight into a strike and flung his body forward, trying to knock the blonde right out of the air. His blade missed, but he slammed into her with a great whoop, sending Christina toppling. I gasped as she plummeted, her wings unfurling and catching her fall only inches above the ground. 
 
    Smelling blood on the wind, the crowd roared. One voice cut through the pack—Xora’s. 
 
    “He’s going to tear her apart,” the rusalka murmured. Her words should have been too soft for me to hear over the screaming crowd, yet it was as if her lips perched right next to my ear. “You’re going to have to watch her die, Luke. Unless you get up there and do something about it!’ 
 
    I roared with frustration. A sensation like thousands of hot, tiny needles stabbing skin sizzled between my shoulder blades, adding pain to my despair. I couldn’t reach Christina or Aztomund—which meant I was helpless. A weak, pitiful human, unable to save the people I cared about. 
 
    There was nothing I could do. 
 
    Until, suddenly, there was. 
 
    The flesh between my shoulder blades erupted in a gout of blood and gore. Chunks of my back rained over the crowd, spraying the front row with red liquid as two massive wings unfurled from just beneath my neck. They were longer than Christina’s, and heavier than Aztomund’s — more like a bat’s wings than a bird or an insect’s. The kind of thing you’d expect to see on Dracula, or Lucifer himself. 
 
    The crowd went utterly silent. Jaws dropped at the sight of my transformation—even Xora looked surprised by what she’d provoked inside of me. 
 
    I looked to the left, then the right, taking in my new wings. “Cool,” I said, smirking up at the sky. Christina and Aztomund were locked in combat, with the scarab demon rapidly taking the upper hand. “Let’s see what these babies can do.” 
 
    I flew. 
 
    Like just about every kid who grew up watching Superman and Goku on TV, I’d wondered what it would feel like to be able to fly. To jump into the air and never come down, to ride the wind like a bird or soar through the wide blue yonder like a jumbo jet. The real thing made all my fantasies feel like just that. Fantasies. 
 
    My heart exploded in my chest as wind blew past my face. I ascended rapidly, almost too fast to control, soaring toward the spot where Christina and Aztomund fought. Just hold on a little longer, I thought at Christina, coming up from below. A few more seconds… 
 
    I soared into the space between them, tendrils unfurling all around me. Aztomund’s sword came down on a mass of them, cutting through a half-dozen as more wrapped around his scimitar’s hilt. Aztomund’s face filled with disbelief as he fought with my tendrils, more of them seizing his second blade and tossing it back to the blood-soaked earth below. A quick wrench and the other flew free of his hand, missing the plateau entirely and tumbling into the black. 
 
    “Nice wings,” Christina purred. A glance over my shoulder confirmed that she was in an even more demonic form than usual. Glistening fangs protruded from her pouty lips, her gorgeous eyes as dark as a moonless sea. “Wanna fuck?” 
 
    I snickered. “Later. Let’s take this guy down first.” 
 
    “Keep him busy,” Christina giggled, doing something with her hands. “I’ve got a couple tricks up my sleeve I want to try…” 
 
    I could do that. With a grin, I flapped my new wings at Aztomund as hard as I could. The two of us grappled, each weaponless but doing our level best to knock the other guy out of the air. It should have been an easy win for Aztomund—he was so much bigger, after all—but his morale was broken. I had all the power, I’d transformed in front of everyone, and the name on the lips of all the demons watching below was not his, but mine. 
 
    “Luke!” Christina’s voice reached my ears, more savage than ever. “Duck!” 
 
    I dropped like a stone, cocking my head upward to enjoy the show. A spike of pure darkness pierced Aztomund, sinking into his armor like a hot knife through butter. The scarab demon howled, his wings faltering, only for another half-dozen of the sharp, glittering shards to force their way through his flesh. 
 
    It took a moment to figure out what they were. Christina’s claws. She’d removed them and lengthened them, turning them into sharp spears. They extended like Wolverine’s claws, dropping smoothly from her fingers once they reached around a six-inch length. They left new, shiny black nails behind, pointed in that way I liked to have raking down my back, so that she could either continue on with her day or reload with a whole new set of spikes. Fucking cool, I thought. 
 
     The last spike was extra long, the size of a javelin. Christina aimed this directly between the scarab demon’s eyes—it didn’t miss. Aztomund’s face collapsed, the inside of his skull caving in, and the big man crashed to the plateau beneath like a meteor. 
 
     The crowd was silent for a moment as he landed. Then they erupted in cheers. 
 
     Christina fluttered over to me, wafting on the breeze now that the combat was done. A faint sheen of sweat stood out on her body, her shoulders rising and falling rapidly. The extra-demonic features I’d seen on her in combat had already begun to fade, and she looked a little more like the Christina I knew. Utterly sexy, and totally dangerous. 
 
     “Where’d you learn to throw like that?” I asked as we landed back on the plateau. 
 
     “Track team,” she said with a grin. “I used to throw shot and the javelin, back in college. Had a hell of a long jump, too.” 
 
     “I bet,” I said, looking her up and down. “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?” 
 
     As my feet touched the ground, the power I’d felt erupt inside of me began to ebb. My wings retracted, folding inward and disappearing into my back. I felt between my shoulder blades, finding only smooth, unbroken skin where they’d emerged. Curious. The appearance of the wings had torn my clothing, but with a simple thought, the special threads Lucifer had given me repaired, good as new. 
 
     “Wings, shadespawns, pyromancy, flight,” Xora said, ticking the list off on her fingers. I had no doubt she’d committed every one of my powers to memory, and she’d be reporting it to someone later. “Most impressive, Luke.” The rusalka turned to the demon who’d started taking bets when the fight began. “You owe Mareth and I quite a bit of money, imp!” 
 
     The imp looked extremely unhappy that we’d won. “You cheated,” he hissed at the rusalka. “You knew he was one of the contenders for Archlord, and didn’t tell anyone! We wouldn’t have bet against him if we’d known…” 
 
     I stepped in between them. “You saw us both,” I said, laughing and shaking my head. “You made the call. Never place down money you’re not willing to lose. I thought demons would know that a little better than humans?” 
 
     Just then, two figures on the far side of the plateau sat up. True to what Xora had said, Bryan and Aztomund came back to life a few moments after they’d been killed, their bodies healed up like they’d never been wounded. 
 
     “Holy hell, new guy!” Bryan clapped me on the shoulder, shaking his head in disbelief. “You’ve got Lucifer’s own fury, or I’m not a thrice-damned hellion! Did that guy say you’re a candidate for Archlord, too?”
 “Yeah,” I admitted, feeling a little awkward about the whole thing. 
 
     “I can believe it,” Aztomund agreed. “I’m looking forward to seeing him take some of those noble assholes over in Pride down a peg.” His gaze turned to Christina. “You, my lady, are quite fierce—but your aerial repertoire could use some practice. If you choose to make Wrath your home, we’ll definitely have to perfect your moves.” 
 
     Christina sounded thrilled at the prospect. “I’m definitely new at it,” she said, putting a hand around my waist. “But I’m willing to learn.” 
 
     Both of us were. And it seemed we’d learned quite a lot from Wrath. 
 
    “Perhaps we should continue with the tour?” Xora asked, gesturing toward an island smaller than the rest in the distance. A long, thin chain bridge connected it to the plateau —apparently, it was the exit to the next School. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We stepped through and found ourselves surrounded by smoke. 
 
    “Uh, Xora?” I asked, looking all around. “What’s going on in here? It looks like someone should pull the fire alarm…” 
 
    My companions had disappeared—I reached out in all directions, trying to grab onto Christina or Mareth, but they’d dissolved the moment we stepped through the door. I was all alone. 
 
    Holding my hands in front of myself, I took a hesitant step forward. The ground remained solid beneath my feet, so I took another—then another. 
 
    “Hello?” I asked, cupping my hands around my mouth. “Fuck, where did everybody go? Is this some kind of prank?” 
 
    A few steps further through the smoke, a figure appeared in the gloom. Finally! I sprinted forward, reaching for them, only to slam into something hard and cold. The figure did the same—reaching at me, only to slump over and slide to their knees. Had they been just as caught off-guard as I’d been? 
 
    A moment later, I realized my mistake. I was still alone—staring at myself in a mirror. The whole hall was covered in mirrors, every available surface enclosed in shiny, reflective glass. Tiny reflected Luke faces stared back at me, blinking as I blinked at them. 
 
    Laughter echoed down the hall. I cocked my head, trying to discern its direction. It seemed to be happening both in front of and behind me, from both places at once. 
 
    “Gluttony,” I growled, picking a direction and heading that way. “Then Wrath. Only Smoke and Mirrors isn’t a deadly sin, is it? So what the fuck is this…?” 
 
    The laughter grew louder the further I walked into the smoke. With a start, I realized I’d lost track of which direction I’d come from: I couldn’t have found my way back to the Wrath School if my life depended on it. Which, I now knew, it just might. 
 
    Surely, they wouldn’t leave me in here, would they? I couldn’t be trapped forever in this strange realm? 
 
    As I passed the next set of mirrors, I saw a familiar face: Christina’s. She stood to the side, her face pressed against a nearby pane of glass. No, wait—she was inside the glass, staring at me. 
 
    Only now did I realize she was in human form, not demonic. This wasn’t Christina, was it? 
 
    “Where am I?” I asked, hoping that whatever this was, it would help me. It did look just like Christina after all. 
 
    The reflection looked me up and down, chuckling. “It’s been a long time, Luke,” she said. “How did you end up running your own business? Back in college, you seemed like such a…” 
 
    I’d seen all this before. We’d had this conversation. “A slacker,” I grunted. “Yeah, that’s what I used to be—” 
 
    The reflection giggled. “—a loser,” she finished, something malicious entering her eyes. “You couldn’t have gotten a date with me if you were the last man on campus. You just had to sit there and seethe like a little loser…” 
 
    My eyebrows shot to my hairline. “Come again?” 
 
    “Other people have what you want,” the reflection purred, wrapping a lock of blonde hair around its finger. “The money. The power. The status, and the pretty girl on their arm so everyone else knows they have it, too. Don’t you want it, Luke? Don’t you just want it so bad you can fucking taste it…!” 
 
    I shook my head. “Whatever you think this is, it isn’t working,” I said, the beginnings of a smirk tugging at my lips. “I’m already having sex with you, Christina. Why would I be jealous...wait a second! I know what you are!” 
 
    “I’m what you can’t have,” the fake Christina growled, her tone going vicious. “All the things dangled in front of your face that you can never, ever touch—” 
 
    “Exactly,” I shot back, the smoke settling around me. “This is the Envy School, isn’t it? Which must make you one of their top students…” 
 
    The false Christina looked like I’d punched her in the stomach. Her expression collapsed—then she stepped right out of the mirror, flickering into the form of an obscenely beautiful demoness. She only stayed that way for a moment before transforming again, taking the form of a white stag with a twelve-point spread. Then a floating sword, a swarm of bats...every step brought a new form. 
 
    “Uh, hello?” I asked, reaching out a hand. “What’s up with you—?” 
 
    “There you are!” 
 
    A hand came down on my shoulder. I turned, the last of the smoke sinking to the floor, just in time to see Xora standing behind me. A worried expression filled the rusalka’s face. Christina and Mareth were just behind her —evidently, we’d been together the whole time. 
 
    “You have to be careful here,” Xora chided me. “There are some powerful demons practicing their tricks in this School. It’s—” 
 
    “Envy, yeah,” I said, jerking a thumb at the transforming demon. “I got that. That demon sure tried to make me jealous as hell.” 
 
    Mareth looked gobsmacked. “What did she do?” 
 
    “Transformed into Christina,” I said, with a lustful gaze at the real woman. “And told me some things I didn’t like.” 
 
    A low, knowing chuckle left Xora’s throat. “They like to do that. They say they’ve ‘turned you green’ if they provoke an actual reaction out of you. You know, green with envy and all that?” 
 
    “She failed,” I grunted, wrapping an arm around Christina’s waist. “Because I don’t envy anyone at all. I’ve got everything I need, right here.” 
 
    Christina, I thought. Mareth. Maddie. Nice little group I’m forming here, isn’t it? 
 
    Xora shook her head, watching the demoness make her way through the smoky, mirror-filled hall. “She’s been studying so hard, she doesn’t even notice she’s casting a mimicry spell with every other step,” she muttered. “It’s a surprise that one managed to latch onto you at all.” She shook herself, as if she were in danger of breaking apart as well. “I hope she didn’t say anything too disturbing, Luke.” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    Xora nodded. “Envy School students,” she said, waving away some smoke, “specialize in getting inside of their targets’s heads. They master mimicry, glamors, illusion magic, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Smoke and mirrors,” I agreed, gesturing to the decoration. 
 
    “Exactly. Very useful for those demons who are enlisted by mortal forces.” 
 
    I reached out, steadying myself against a mirror. It left a smear from my fingertips, which some janitorial demon would no doubt have to clean up. “Mortals? I wasn’t aware ordinary humans could command demons?” 
 
    “Not command,” Xora said coldly. “And not ordinary humans. Mediums, spirit-catchers, psychics. The real kinds, that is —not the kinds with commercials on TV. When they do their so-called ‘magic’, what they’re really doing is communing with the spirit world. They might touch a creature like that one,” here she gestured at the transforming demon, “and it would need to take many forms in order to convince her of its honesty.” 
 
    “All while ensnaring them in your traps,” I said, thinking of the mind-fuck the fake Christina had tried to lay on me. “No offense, but this is definitely not my thing, Xora. I’m more of a direct guy.” 
 
    “I had figured,” Xora said with a smile. “Should you remain with Mareth for a long while, she can assist you in that area.” 
 
    I looked over the now-blushing succubus, who’d been fidgeting with her schoolgirl uniform while Xora spoke. “So that’s your thing, then, Mareth?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Mareth trilled, clearly embarrassed. “I’d be happy to show you a few illusion tricks later, if you’d like? I can make myself look like just about anybody…” 
 
    About a dozen different erotic possibilities filled my head at the words. “I’d love that. First, though, maybe we should get somewhere where I don’t feel like I’m in a goddamn funhouse?” 
 
    Xora led us through the hall of mirrors, pausing here and there to reorient herself. toward the end of the hallway the room stretched like one of those optical illusions, and what had appeared to be a tiny door halfway up the wall became a full-sized one down on the floor. 
 
    “Gluttony, Wrath, Envy,” I told Christina as we reached the door, counting the words on my fingers. “I’m starting to sense a pattern here.” 
 
    “I was wondering when you’d figure it out,” Christina giggled, flashing her demonic smile. “What do you think the next one will be? Lust?” 
 
    “Kinda hope they’ll save that one for last,” I said with a smirk. “Maybe Sloth, though. I could use a break…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As we passed into the next hall, the carnival attraction air of Envy’s hall of mirrors gave way to the sedate gray walls of a bank. We walked across marble floors, patterned in overlapping scales of green and silver. The green was the same shade as money, the silver the gleaming surface of a coin. Everything in here gave an appearance of age and security, the stability of a great monument or building to weather the years and remain standing tall. This wasn’t your local bank stuck in the corner of a strip mall or suburb—this was more like Fort Knox. 
 
    Christina’s heels clicked across the floor as she followed Xora through the lobby. Across the way I could see the entrance to a massive vault, a grate made of heavy iron bars half-retracted into the ceiling and ready to snap shut at the slightest security threat. Imps and other demons came in and out of it, their arms laden with sacks of coins, jewels, and heavy gold bars. 
 
    “So this has got to be Greed,” I said, matching my step between Christina and Mareth. It felt good to have them on either side of me—we felt like more of a team that way, like they were my entourage and I was some kind of Infernal Academy VIP. I felt like that more and more all the time. The fight with the demons who had wanted Maddie had already faded into the back of my consciousness. Nothing I’d seen since then raised the hairs on the back of my neck, made me feel like taking this place over would be too much of a challenge. 
 
    I had a fighter in Christina and a potential illusionist in Mareth. What else would I need to rise to the top of the ranks? 
 
    “Very clever,” Xora said, her words dripping with good-natured sarcasm. She gestured just past the vault, where a small glass window stood out in the marble wall. “Was it the dragon that tipped you off?” 
 
    I hadn’t seen anything like that. “Bullshit,” I said, craning my neck to see. “There’s no dragon! Dragons aren’t demons.” 
 
    “Of course they are,” Xora said with a laugh. “Someone’s not familiar with the Book of Revelation, I see.” 
 
    “You will be,” Mareth said, blowing a lock of dark hair out of her eyes. It flapped over her horns, giving her a cute, rumpled appearance before she smoothed it down. “Course prerequisites. You have to be able to give chapter and verse before they’ll let you handle advanced grimoires…” 
 
    I discarded that worry for the moment. The dragon was more interesting. “Let me see…” 
 
    The window looked out onto a vast, cylindrical chamber. There was no other way to put it—it looked like Scrooge McDuck’s money pit, with the thick carpet of gold coins to match. Diamonds, rubies, and other precious jewels studded the hoard like piercings on an alt-model, gleaming and glittering with an eerie light. I gasped at the sight. There was enough money in there to buy most of Earth’s nations outright—if not permanently tank their economy, at least. 
 
    The pile bulged in the center, rising as high as a hill, and sitting on the top was a red-scaled dragon. Xora had been right, this was no fairy-tale beast. Malice glittered in its dark, ancient eyes, its body sinuous like a giant snake rather than the more dinosaur-like creatures I’d grown up seeing in fantasy movies and TV shows. 
 
    The dragon’s gaze met mine, a puff of smoke escaping its nostrils. Don’t even think about it, that puff seemed to be saying. I could sympathize. With so much wealth on display, every new student to see this horde must have been green with envy. 
 
    Ah. So that was why the two were set up this way. Envy did lead to greed, after all. 
 
    “I’m almost frightened to ask what you all do with all this money,” I said, glancing at Xora and Mareth over my shoulder. Christina stood next to me, tapping a heel against the floor as she waited for her turn to see. “It’s enough to make anyone the richest man or woman on Earth…” 
 
    I turned back. The splendid vista was gone. The only thing I could see through the window was a blurry red smear. The hell? 
 
    “Where’d the money go?” I asked, tapping the glass. “Is this some kind of spell?” 
 
    Blink. The window moved like a shutter, a massive eyelid coming down and raising up just as quickly. 
 
    I shot back from the square of glass like a bullet, nearly going over on my ass. “The dragon!” I cried. “Fuck!” 
 
    Both Xora and Mareth began to laugh. “It does that,” Mareth giggled, looking like she’d been through the same prank the first time she’d been to the Greed School, too. “Just about every student falls for it, too.” 
 
    “The dragon’s an ornery beast,” Xora said in a cooler tone. “And with good reason. Those are no ordinary coins you see in that vault, Luke.” 
 
    The massive eye retreated, the dragon settling back on top of the hoard. Undaunted, Christina peeked into the tiny window when it became clear I was in no hurry to look again. “I feel like I could go for a swim in all that,” the demoness whispered, a strange tone entering her voice. “God, I bet it would feel like the most decadent thing in the whole world…” 
 
    Dimly, I remembered Christina had strong feelings about decadence being a laudable quality for those who followed the Prince of Darkness. She might have been a demon now, but some things remained the same, no matter what. 
 
    “It would likely be quite painful,” Xora said with a faint smile. “Cartoons are just that —entertainment. They don’t reflect reality in any way. Case in point: each of those coins is far more than a simple means of exchanging goods and services. Each represents a mortal’s soul.” 
 
    Christina’s jaw hit the floor. “They’re soul contracts?” 
 
    Xora looked briefly confused at this response. “That’s right,” the rusalka said with a chuckle. “You’re a Mog—I keep forgetting. You probably signed one of those contracts, didn’t you?” 
 
    As Christina nodded, I looked out over the pile with new eyes. Each one of those tiny coins represented a mortal’s soul? There were so many —picking a single one out from the pack was like plucking a single grain of sand off of a beach. And yet they represented the very core of what it meant to be a person. A human soul, individual and irreplaceable… 
 
    “Mine must be in there somewhere,” Christina purred, putting her face against the glass. “It’s been years since I signed my contract with the Prince of Darkness, though —it’s probably near the bottom somewhere, underneath too many coins.” A frown spread across her demonic visage. “Or maybe I’m one of the jewels?” 
 
    “The jewels are...special cases,” Xora said, turning away from the glass. “They don’t represent mortals at all—they’re the tokens of powerful demons who have sworn their service to our Lord. Not your ordinary imps or incubi, either. Names like Nyarlathotep. Yaldabaoth. Abbadon…” 
 
    Abbadon. Where had I seen that name before? That’s right—on the Morningstar Program. The computer program that had brought Christina and I to hell in the first place. As I stared at those jewels, taking in each one, I wondered what forces beyond my control those glittering gems might represent.  
 
    “Come along,” Xora said, disrupting my train of thought. “The dragon’s not going to do a trick if you keep staring at it. You wouldn’t like the pranks it starts playing after it finishes with the eye thing.” 
 
    Not wanting to know what the dragon would consider a ‘prank’ for someone caught staring at it for too long, I quickly followed Xora and the rest of our group. Beyond the cavernous entrance of the bank lay a hall of lecture rooms, facing each other at intervals like the rooms of a courthouse. In fact, almost before I’d realized it, we’d swapped one for the other. 
 
    Xora paused before a room in which two cackling demons in white wigs were arguing vigorously. It seemed to be some kind of organized debate, where the two argued a point in front of a hooting crowd while a handful of instructors scored their responses and arguments. 
 
    “Demonic law,” the rusalka explained in a whisper. She put a finger over her lips to indicate we should stay silent. Only a moment later, I realized it wasn’t a finger—that was one of her living strands of hair, teasing her glossy, pouty lips. I recoiled backwards, hitting the doorframe, and both demons turned mid-argument to stare at me. 
 
    “As I was saying,” the taller demon growled, turning back to the crowd, “the evidence is ridiculous on its face! Prima facie, the presence of a fine summer morning or the dappling of rain on one’s forearms while running down the street with a loved one is not admissible evidence against a legally binding contract! Res ipsa loquitur, Your Honor!” 
 
    Several demons in the front row hooted and hollered. One even tossed a wig of its own in the air, catching it in clawed fingertips before shoving it back down on top of its bald head. 
 
    “Sunlight?” I asked, dropping my voice as I spoke to Xora. “Romance? What the hell are they talking about?” 
 
    It was Mareth who spoke up. “They’re rehashing the Daniel Webster case,” the succubus said with a giggle. “It’s a common first-year scenario. One of the very few times in which a court of law found against the Devil, in point of fact.” 
 
    “And he never forgot it,” Xora added ruefully, watching the demons argue. 
 
    “‘If he be merely on a frolic of his own’,” the first demon quoted, trying to regain momentum, “then one can hardly—” 
 
    “Silence!” 
 
    “Heretic!” 
 
    The whole thing broke down rapidly from that point. Xora shuffled me away, a little embarrassed at the sight. “Without the law, mankind is little more than an angry mob,” she said by way of explanation. “As you can plainly see.” 
 
    “Demons, too,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t get it. Wrath being an arena makes sense, so does Envy being all smoke and mirrors, I guess. But Greed’s both a bank and a courthouse?” 
 
    Xora shrugged. Behind her, a fat demon in the silken robes of a judge squeezed through the opposite doorway, entering a different classroom to thunderous applause. “Every sin of man comes through a courtroom, it’s true: from avarice to usury. But these demons aren’t just arguing old court cases. Witness!” 
 
    The rusalka peeled back a curtain near the end of the hallway. Within, a number of demons with academic robes thrown over their street clothes worked with long pens, scraping them across parchment. As I watched, a cute demon with a single horn growing from her forehead dipped a quill in ink, licked the tip, and made an alteration to her work. 
 
    “Mara,” Xora said, indicating the one-horned demon. “Show our new students a sample of your work.” 
 
    Mara looked up from her work, irritated by the distraction. She handed the scroll over to me, and I held it between me and Christina so that both of us could look it over. 
 
    “Yep,” Christina purred knowingly. “I’ve seen one of these before.” 
 
    I hadn’t. I’d heard of such things, of course—horror novels and science fiction were full of them—but I’d always expected the language in them to be flowery and full of double meanings, like a blade capable of wounding its wielder as easily as its target. This was a contract that spelled out in precise legal wording what a person would receive in exchange for selling their soul to the Devil. This one contained a complaint so long it covered most of the scroll. Apparently this person had been wronged by some sort of customer service associate, and they were willing to exchange their soul in return for the business the employee worked for going bankrupt. Evil, indeed, I thought, my eyebrows raising. Someone would sell their soul to the Devil for that? 
 
    Well, not the Devil. Some demon with a name I didn’t recognize. The Devil himself probably didn’t need to bother with contracts: a handshake and a crossroads was all he needed. 
 
    “Thank you, Mara. That will be all.” Xora took the scroll from my hands and gave it back to the demon. She began working on it again almost immediately, smoothing it out across the surface of her desk. “Greed is all about what binds people, Luke. What they truly value. Be that gold, their good looks, or power over others.” 
 
    “We give it to them,” Mareth said solemnly from behind the rusalka. “For a price, of course.” 
 
    “A price I gladly paid,” Christina added with a chuckle. “Hey, there’s not a horde of those contracts laying around anywhere in here, is there? I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on my original agreement with Lucifer and making a few alterations to the text…” 
 
    Xora and Mareth both laughed like this was the funniest joke they’d heard in a long time. But it got me thinking. 
 
    “I’d assume whatever contract you signed no longer applies to you,” I mused, looking at Christina. “After all, you signed it when you were a human. You’re not a human any longer—you’re a demon.” I looked at Xora, pieces snapping together in my brain. “A demon can’t sign a demonic contract, can they? I mean, I know Lucifer can, but — he’s the Devil. Could another demon take possession of another demon’s soul? Their will?” 
 
    Taking my dick out and pissing all over the floor probably would’ve offended her less. Xora’s already pale face went sheet white at the suggestion, her long locks twisting upward like snakes preparing to strike. 
 
    “Shit, what did I say?” I asked. “I was just messing around. Arguing the law, you know?” 
 
    “Such magic,” Xora said, soothing her hair down with a visible effort, “is absolutely illegal. Not to mention extremely dangerous. A demon binding the soul of another demon—or worse, a mortal binding the soul of a demon—would be expelled from the Infernal Academy at the very least. More likely, they’d have to have a personal talk with Lucifer…” 
 
    Oh shit, I thought. She’s not talking about Oni, is she? 
 
    I’d almost forgotten all about the big guy. Mareth had given him directions to the Infernal Academy after I’d nearly hit him with my car and bound him to me. Meaning he ought to be here by now. Now that I thought about it, I was a little surprised I hadn’t run into him at the front gates or something like that. I hoped he was alright, and that he’d made it to Hell okay. I made a mental note to check once I was done with the tour. 
 
    In the meantime, I should have shut the fuck up. The looks both Xora and Mareth were giving me trended in that direction—only Christina looked interested in taking this discussion further. But I couldn’t just let it go at that; not when what Xora described sounded so much like my own power. 
 
    “But I’ve bound Christina to me,” I said, putting an arm around the blonde’s waist as I spoke. Her tail caressed my wrist, then wrapped gently around it and tugged the hand holding her hips down to her ass. Cheeky girl, I thought proudly. “She didn’t used to be a demon before—I did that, when her and Mareth and I got freaky in my subspace. You were even joking about how she has to do what I say earlier. How is that any different than these binding rituals that are so illegal?” 
 
    Xora had apparently stopped listening at the word ‘Mareth’. The rusalka’s jaw hit the floor, her hair tightening so hard around her breasts and neck it threatened to cut off her circulation. 
 
    “You were involved in this, as well?” Xora asked, her cheeks going beet-red. Apparently the fact that Mareth was more than just my guide hadn’t been common knowledge. “With this student? With two students?” 
 
    Mareth’s shocked look quickly turned into a grin. “Normally demons don’t kiss and tell,” she said, her long tongue lolling from her mouth. “But it’s worth it just to see that look on Xora’s face. Don’t give me that shit, rusalka. You offered to get wet with Luke less than an hour ago…” 
 
    “I hadn’t realized I was treading where you’d already ventured,” Xora said roughly, giving the succubus a hard look. “And if you didn’t spread your legs for anything with a pulse that manages to make it into Hell, I might not have to worry about such things!” 
 
    Shit. This could be bad. “Both of you calm down,” I growled, a tingly feeling spreading from my fingertips all the way up my arms. “There’s plenty of me to go around. Mareth and Christina can both attest to that.” 
 
    The atmosphere thickened around us. Xora and Mareth trailed off, each staring at a point somewhere far beyond the back of my head. Their expressions glazed over, and for a moment I wondered what I’d done. Fuck, was that tingling my powers? 
 
    Xora shook her head, the expression fading. “A human candidate with access to pyromancy and mesmerism,” the rusalka snorted. “And who can summon darkness tendrils, to boot. Will wonders never cease?” 
 
    Mareth remained in whatever state I’d put her in for several more moments. The succubus blinked slowly, a vapid smile spreading across her face before she snapped out of it and realized what she was doing. 
 
    “Damn, dude,” the succubus growled, rubbing her face. “It took me weeks to learn how to do that. You haven’t even taken a single class yet…” 
 
    That’s a good sign, I thought, staring down at my fingers. They still tingled faintly, as if I’d reached into some inner well of magic and a few drops of it lingered on my skin. Neat. 
 
    “I guess I’m full of surprises,” I said, shaking my head. “What’s next on the docket, girls? Three more to go, yeah?” 
 
    Xora nodded. “Oh yes. You’re going to like this one, Luke.” 
 
    I grinned. I had a pretty good idea what that meant. Wrath, Envy, Greed...Lust must be next! Considering how hot the demon girls just walking around campus were, I could only imagine what the ones who specialized in provoking lust in mortals would be like. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For a few moments after we reached the next room, I thought the Lust School was exactly where we were. The next hall we entered was set up like a gymnasium: specifically, a yoga studio. Demon girls in leotards and ankle warmers laid across thick mats, contorting their bodies in positions that would have caused severe joint damage to an ordinary human who tried to mimic them. I began salivating at the sight, distracted by all the firm female flesh on display. 
 
    Which was why it took me a minute to realize how high up we were. 
 
    Gradually, I came to see that the deep green hue surrounding us wasn’t wallpaper—it was the sky. A sulfurous sky full of billowing yellow clouds, carrying with them the caustic scent of brimstone. Moreover, Christina, Mareth, Xora, and I stood very close to the edge of this hall. 
 
    “Oh shit,” I grunted, stepping away. I’d lost my balance, stumbling against Christina. She gave a little start and followed my gaze, her own eyes widening at the sight of all that open space. 
 
    Xora and Mareth, on the other hand, seemed used to it. They surveyed the women on their mats for only a moment, much more interested in whatever was happening far above our heads. Xora I understood, but I couldn’t believe Mareth didn’t linger on those skin tight spandex uniforms for longer, devouring demonic curves along with me. 
 
    I kept on staring. As I looked, I noticed that the demons weren’t moving. They were all still, save for the instructor at the head of the class. She was a hippie-looking demon woman with a white mohawk, a thick pair of coke-bottle glasses, and leathery robes that looked like they’d been stolen off an extra from the old Land of the Lost TV show. 
 
    “Release the energy,” the woman intoned solemnly, treating the class as if they weren’t all still as statues. “Allow your nightmare forms to flow through the air, expanding naturally in whatever way feels correct to you. Should you need to recharge, the sky is thick with clouds…” 
 
    Huh? What were these demons doing, anyway? Clearly this wasn’t Lust: my first impression had been wrong. These girls were hot, but whatever they learned here wasn’t carnal in nature— 
 
    I glanced up into the sky, looking for some sign of the class’ purpose. 
 
    And found myself staring into the most terrifying thing I’d ever seen. 
 
    Above our heads, monsters churned in the deep green sky. Living nightmares streaked through the sky, like all my childhood fears made flesh. They slobbered all over each other with their thick jaws, drooling and gibbering in ear-splitting tones as they unleashed pandemonium through the sky. 
 
    I dropped to the floor, reaching for my powers. “Holy shit, look out!” I screamed, grabbing Christina and tugging her down along with me. Cthulhu, the Boogeyman, the creepy clown from that movie I saw when I was nine years old—they had nothing on these freaks. Sweat poured down my back at just the sight of them, filling me with an ancient, primal fear that left my limbs quivering. 
 
    “Luke, what’s wrong?” Christina cocked her head, watching the display with a great deal more composure than I’d shown. “What is it?” 
 
    What? Did she not see them somehow? “Those things,” I growled, mastering myself with an effort. “Those...those monsters…” 
 
    Mareth dropped to her hands and knees besides us, her schoolgirl’s skirt riding almost all the way up her ass. Under most circumstances I’d have used that as an opportunity for a spank, but these weren’t most circumstances. 
 
    “Oh geez! We should have warned you,” the succubus said, helping me to my feet. “There’s nothing to be afraid of, Luke. They’re not really demons—just night terrors.” 
 
    “Most new students find the spectacle amusing,” Xora added, watching the nightmares dance. “I’m going to go ahead and assume you won’t be interested in anything beyond the basic requirements in the Sloth school, then?” 
 
    Sloth school. That made a certain kind of sense. Those gorgeous women on the mats were certainly down for the count. The spirits flying around the air, making spooky faces and recharging themselves on clouds, must be some kind of nightmare forms they practiced making. Now that I knew what they were, most of their terror had fled. 
 
    It was the whole ‘forgotten childhood fears’ thing that threw me off my game. I resolved to not let that happen again. 
 
    “You assume correctly,” I said, wiping my forehead as I regained my feet. The only way out is through, I told myself, shaking off the last of my fear. Learning how to turn into a nightmare would be a surefire way to never be afraid of them again — as long as I had the guts to try. “Damn fine job,” I said in a louder voice, speaking to the instructor. “You really got me good!” 
 
    The instructor acknowledged my complement with a nod. “Return to your bodies now, students,” she intoned, picking up a large stick laying on the floor next to her and using it to ring a small silver bell. “You’ve done enough haunting for one class. Sink back into your physical bodies, and return to the classroom once more…” 
 
    Slowly, the whirling vortex of nightmare demons did just that. First one, then a group sank to the level of the classroom, diving into a demon laying inert on the mat. As each one disappeared into a demonic body, the person on the mat gave a start and shot into a sitting position, like someone snapped out of a nightmare. 
 
    The last two spun around each other longer than the others, clearly stronger. One waggled a long tongue at me, trying again to send me to my knees in horror. This time I wasn’t having it. I met the horror’s glare with one of my own, and the creature sank with disappointment into the body of a blue-skinned demon girl in a sweatshirt and jeans. When she rolled over, grinning at me, I saw the logo of the Infernal Academy on her back. A seven-pointed star stood out on the fabric, an arcane symbol at the tip of each representing one of the schools based around the deadly sins. The spokes of the star knotted together in the center, forming the backdrop to a demonic goat’s head with long, curling horns. 
 
    “Very good, class,” the instructor said, sounding like she meant it. “You’re really getting the hang of navigating in nightmare form. Next week, we’ll make our first attempts at entering the dreams of mortals.” 
 
    “This class is much better than the last one,” Xora said, nudging me. “This, as you’ve no doubt figured out, is the Sloth school: devoted to haunting the dreams of mortals and contacting them beyond the veil of night. Very fun stuff—it was always my favorite class to attend, personally.” 
 
    “Gee, I have no idea why,” I said sarcastically. The class filed out, though the blue-skinned demon girl lingered a moment, her eyes on me. 
 
    “Sorry to startle you,” she said, her voice surprisingly nice for someone who cut such a horrifying nightmare. 
 
    I shook my head. “No worries. All part of the learning process, right?” 
 
    She gave me a final, interested look, then followed the rest of the class out. 
 
    “Did you have night terrors when you were a kid or something?” Mareth asked, once we were alone. “You had a really strong reaction to that display—even for a mortal.” 
 
    I was about to tell her that was the exact truth. Before I could stop myself—after all, confessing my deepest fears to any demon was probably a very bad idea in this place—Xora cleared her throat, cutting me off. “It’s not his fault,” she said, pointing after the blue-skinned demon. “That particular student is extremely skilled. A prodigy, in fact.” 
 
    Mareth’s face lit up. “Oh, I’ve heard about that! Some really powerful nightmare demons can pull nearby humans into their created worlds. They call it a Vortex, and it’s apparently a real trip! Kind of like your subspace, Luke!” She giggled, no doubt recollecting both her and Christina kneeling across my bed, their asses and pussies in the air. 
 
    “I’ll have to be careful around that one, then,” I muttered, shaking my head. “How about you, Christina? You think this might be one of your specialties?” 
 
    Christina gave the roiling sky above us a final look, then sniffed loudly. “Nah, I don’t think so. This place stinks. Besides, I’d rather get up in somebody’s face than try and slip into their dreams. I saw that movie, and shit got weird for Leo. I’m still not sure what that ending was trying to say…” 
 
    With a laugh, I pulled her into a hug. “Nah—definitely simpler to keep things in the here and now. I’m sure it’s a very powerful ability, though, in the right hands.” 
 
    “It’s caused a lot of mayhem,” Mareth said with a secretive smile. “Both here and on Earth.” 
 
    We left the tower of Sloth behind, Xora leading the three of us through a beaded curtain hidden against a section of the sky. The sudden change in pressure made my ears pop—within a few steps, we’d gone from feeling high in the air to being deep underground. The air was cool and damp, smelling faintly of incense and earth. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve been waiting for this one,” Xora said with a sharp look at Christina and me. “We save our Lord’s primary sin for last in these parts, and since there’s only two left, you can tell by simple process of elimination where you are. Follow me.” 
 
    Christina and I shared a look. She mouthed the word lust, a wicked look spreading across her face. Clearly she was just as excited as I was. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We descended lower through a stone tunnel, carved deep into the Earth. Torches lit the walls, giving enough light to continue walking without casting enough illumination to see our destination. The steps beneath us were slick with dew, arcane symbols carved into them with greater frequency the further down we got. 
 
    “This place feels old,” I said, steadying myself on the wall. “Like I’m going to see some ancient oracle or some shit…” 
 
    “Lust is a very old sin,” Xora said without turning around. She led the way, a few steps ahead of the rest of us. “Some would say it’s the very first sin mortals committed—that Adam and Eve’s lust for knowledge is what corrupted them and led to the fall of Man.” 
 
    That sounded pretty ironclad to me. “You don’t agree?” 
 
    Xora looked over her shoulder at me, her dark eyes glittering in the torchlight like jewels. “You humans always think it’s about you,” she said, licking her lips. “A greater sin preceded yours, you know.” 
 
    “The Fall,” Mareth murmured, her hands clasped before her almost in prayer. 
 
    “When Lucifer was cast out of heaven?” Christina asked. 
 
    Xora nodded. “One day, however, he shall return,” the rusalka said with a fierce expression. “And the combined might of every demon within Hell shall be at his back.” 
 
    “That’ll have to be soon, then, right?” I asked, guiding myself down the side of the rock wall. “Given that he’s dying and all…” 
 
    A sob from my side caught my attention. Mareth covered her mouth with her hand, her eyes shut tight and brimming with tears. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the succubus said, shaking her head like she knew exactly how awkward she looked. “I’m not trying to cause a scene. It’s just so sad…” 
 
    Xora came around and embraced her. Their two shadows merged into one in the torchlight, stretching across the bare rock. 
 
    “We try not to think about it,” the rusalka explained, holding Mareth tight as the succubus recovered herself. “Most of Hell does the same—it’s too much to bear, too unprecedented. To lose Lucifer, the morning star, after thousands of years of darkness and sin, is almost too much for a demon to comprehend.” 
 
    “Everyone treats it like a game,” Mareth murmured, wiping her eyes. “Like the trials to become the next Archlord is just something fun we’re doing for our Lord, and he’s going to reveal at the end it was all some big joke. But it’s serious. The Prince of Darkness is dying, and there’s nothing we can do about it!” 
 
    Wasn’t there? “Does anyone know what’s causing it?” I asked, trying not to sound too curious about the whole thing. That wasn’t a good look when both Mareth and Xora were so sad. “A guy like him, it can’t just be old age or something like that, right? Maybe there’s a way to stop it?” 
 
    Xora shook her head. “No one knows. I’m not even certain our Lord knows himself. But as sure as the fires of Hell burn, Luke, he is dying. Lucifer is dying.” 
 
    A moan split the darkness, shocking us into silence. 
 
    Xora recovered first. “Until then,” she said, slowly replacing her sad look with a mischievous smile, “there will be lots of fucking in the meantime. Observe…” 
 
    The sounds of moaning grew louder as we reached the bottom of the stairs. There was no second-guessing what those noises meant this close to the school: all of us had heard those cries before, had provoked them in others or made them ourselves. They were the sounds of ecstasy: of hard, primal fucking. 
 
    “Look at this,” Christina gasped, stopping at a series of carvings in the wall. At first there were only a few, but as we got closer to the hall they appeared with greater frequency. “These figures. Are they…?” 
 
    I followed her gaze, then coughed. Oh wow. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “They’re copulating.” 
 
    Carved into the walls were murals depicting various sex acts. Not the ordinary kind, either—the images the demons of the Academy had adorned the Lust school with made the Kama Sutra look tame in comparison. Every kink, every fetish, every position I could think of was represented. A few steps later, what had been two figure diagrams expanded to three people, then four… 
 
    Christina let out a low, throaty moan as she fingered a carving showing two women kneeling before a man, their backs arched with their asses stuck up high in the air. Both girls had looks of rapturous adoration on their faces, while the man’s gaze was cold and cruel. 
 
    “Remind you of anything?” she growled, grabbing hold of the front of my pants. 
 
    It did. It really fucking did— 
 
    “Oh, stop,” Xora said, rolling her eyes. “No unsanctioned copulation in the Lust school halls. Academy rules.” 
 
    Christina’s face filled with disbelief. “You’re kidding.” She gestured into the darkness, where the moans had reached a fever pitch. A few of them sounded like they were about to go over the edge. “We’re not allowed to fuck in here?” 
 
    Mareth stepped in. “Oh, you can fuck,” she giggled, running one of her jet black nails from just beneath her eye down to her chin. “You have to, in fact. But sex is learning in here, Christina. You and Luke can’t just fuck like rabbits and expect to call yourselves experienced. You’re dealing with professionals in here!” 
 
    Christina stared at the bulge in my pants for a few more moments, licking her lips. Honestly, I wanted her to drop to her knees. If there were any of the seven schools to break the rules in, it was definitely this one. She held herself back with a visible effort, digging her nails into her palm. 
 
    “Fine,” Christina growled, her voice sounding more demonic than ever before. “But you’re accompanying me on my first day of class, Luke. You too, Mareth. We’ll show these bitches what ‘professional’ really means…” 
 
    We reached the bottom of the stairs, which emptied out into a wide cavern bathed in torchlight. My first impression had been correct: this did indeed look like some ancient Greek temple, the kind of place where brave heroes came to seek the advice of the Gods and Goddesses. The attire in here reflected that idea, with demons of all stripes wearing little more than short black tunics tied on with simple gold bands. I guess the idea is for easy access, I thought, noting a bank of lockers along the far wall where a demon’s normal clothing would be stored while class was in session. 
 
    If in the Greed school, students had been vociferous in their arguments about the law, and the Wrath school gravely determined to showcase the arts of fighting, the devotees of the Lust school seemed almost flighty in comparison. Male and female demons flickered in and out of rooms, some of them with messed up hair and robes that hung half-torn off their sleek or muscled bodies. Every room we passed echoed with orgasmic cries, along with the patient instructions of a teacher—or a TA with plenty of T&A. 
 
    One of the curtains hung open for us to see what was happening inside as we passed. A brown-skinned demon with the legs of a goat and two massive horns on either side of his head reclined in a hammock, two different women taking turns running their mouths up and down his thick, throbbing cock. With a grunt, he lifted one up and took her in several different positions, flashing through each one as quickly as a gymnast at an exhibition. 
 
    “Very good!” the instructor—an utterly gorgeous pixie wearing nothing but a smile—announced to the class. As I watched, I realized nearly every demon in the room was engaged in some manual or oral stimulation. Probably keeping themselves ready for their turn on the hammock, I realized, as this was clearly some kind of pop quiz. 
 
    “I want to spend some more time in this room,” Christina panted, her cheeks as red as apples. “Luke, why don’t you hop in that hammock and let me and Mareth show off our skills?” 
 
    That sounded like a damn fine idea to me—but Xora had other plans. “It would have to be Luke,” the rusalka warned, ignoring the increasing speed of the husky groans as both demon girls picked up the pace. “Under better circumstances, someone would have warned you before your transformation, but I might as well tell you now. As a Mog, you’re bound specifically to Luke, and only Luke. Along with the rest of his bonded, of course. Having sexual relations with anyone except Luke, or any other demons Luke binds to himself, would cause an...unpleasant effect.” 
 
    “Unpleasant how?” I asked. 
 
    “You won’t die,” Xora said, winking at Christina. “But you’ll wish you were dead.” 
 
    Christina took the news extremely well. “That’s fine,” she said, giving my ass a naughty squeeze. She seemed even more turned on than usual, as if that were possible. “I definitely have zero intentions of being with anyone other than Luke at the Academy. Along with any other demons he decides to bind,” she added, biting her lip and looking at Mareth. 
 
    I better do that soon, then, I thought, looking the succubus up and down. I definitely need to lock a girl like her down... 
 
     “It’s not all fun and games,” the rusalka snapped, hustling us past the curtain. From the other side, the satyr demon let out a roar of passion that ended in a grunt of disappointment. He’d clearly shot his load all over the two sexy demon girls, finishing the lesson too quickly. Better luck next time, pal, I thought. I’d do no such thing with Christina and Mareth. 
 
    “Sex is pretty fucking fun,” Christina protested. She reached behind her ass as she walked, fiddling with the zipper of my pants. I stiffened, in more ways than one, as she reached in and subtly pulled my cock free of the fabric. “What’s not to like?” 
 
    “Uh, Christina?” I whispered. “The fuck are you doing?” 
 
    “Yes of course, the mechanics of penetration are universally pleasurable,” Xora ranted, her voice loud enough to muffle the sound of Christina fucking with my zipper. While the rusalka spoke, Christina hiked up the leather skirt hugging her ass. I gasped at the sight of her bare, dripping pussy—she had no panties on underneath. I was about four inches away from being inside her, just from where I was standing. 
 
    “Go on,” Christina said in a high, whimpering voice. “You were talking about penetration—” 
 
    She slammed her hips back on me, and I was inside her. I bit down on my knuckle to stifle a moan, the only thing that saved me. Being inside the Lust school had turned Christina on immensely, and her tight little pussy gripped me like a glove as she impaled herself on my cock. I couldn’t believe how hot and wet she was. 
 
    “But there are other dimensions to sexuality,” Xora continued, oblivious to the covert sex happening a few feet away from her. The sound of Christina’s ass slapping my hips melted into the fucking all around us, hiding it from her. “Aspects that are much more complicated than insert Part A into Slot B. Are you listening, Luke?” 
 
    “Uh haaaah,” I growled, my fingers digging into Christina’s hips. She giggled, working herself back on me an inch at a time. Her walls ground around me tight enough to throw sparks. Between her hot demon pussy and the illicit thrill of what we were doing, I knew I’d only last a few more seconds. I was fucking there, and Christina knew it. 
 
    Xora, somehow, accepted my line, going back to her lecture. Mareth’s ears perked up at the sound of my pleasure, however, and soon the beautiful succubus took a step back, leaning over to see what was happening behind Christina. 
 
    “You are bad,” Mareth mouthed, licking her lips. “Go for it, Luke. Fill her up…” 
 
    I hit the edge and came apart. My fingers dug into Christina’s demonic hips hard enough to bruise as I thrust into her, covering the movement with a feigned cough. My cock jerked hard against her inner walls and suddenly I was pumping a load inside her tight little pussy, right there in the hallway of the Lust school. Christina pressed her body oh-so-hard against mine as my balls drained into her, her soft folds clenching around me like a vise. As I came down from my peak, she shuddered in my arms, and I knew she’d just gotten off, too. 
 
    I pulled out of her quickly and tucked my cock back into my pants. “My seed is dripping down your thigh,” I whispered. 
 
    Christina grinned wickedly. “Then I’ll fit right in here, won’t I? Hell, half the girls in here are squeaking when they walk—” 
 
    She turned around—and walked face-first into Xora. 
 
    The rusalka stared down at her, suddenly so much taller than she seemed. “Did you really think you could get away with that? That I wouldn’t notice!?” 
 
    Christina stared down at her thighs, wincing. “Kinda?” 
 
    For a moment, I thought we were really in for it. Then Xora’s expression softened, turning into something more akin to oh, you than oh you’re expelled. 
 
    “Everyone does that,” the rusalka admitted. “Once. And only once, do you understand? Repeat offenders get reported to Lucifer, and you certainly wouldn’t want that…” 
 
    Christina swallowed hard. “Certainly not,” she said, smoothing her skirt back down. 
 
    A wry smile tugged at the corner of Xora’s mouth. “As I was saying, not all sexual expression is as pleasurable or dominating as what you and Luke do in the privacy of your own quarters.” She emphasized the word privacy ironically, since we’d done what we just did right out in public. “Join us for classes, Luke, and you can expect at least a few of your introductory incubus tutorials to look more like this…” 
 
    Xora tugged back a final curtain with a leer. Behind it was the massive demon I’d seen climbing the stairs to the admissions office back when I’d first arrived. He was naked now, and the glowing runes I’d seen etched into his skin covered not just his arms, but his entire body. 
 
    Along with a number of painful welts. 
 
    “Bow to your Mistress!” A succubus stood above him, one leg on the floor and the other up on a chair like she was shooting a rum commercial. A studded leather whip flashed in her hand, cracking three tails against the strong demon’s back. “Tell her what a disgusting worm you are, slave, and perhaps you’ll be allowed to taste her pussy…!” 
 
    My stomach dropped. This room was the exact opposite of what Christina and I had just done. Here, the woman held all the power, and the man was merely her plaything. I watched the massive demon bow his head low, whimpering as the succubus struck with the whip again and again. The demon made not a single sound of protest, just continued moaning ‘yes, Mistress’ over and over again. 
 
    “See what I mean?” Xora closed the curtain. “Different strokes for different folks. If you want to follow the Path of Lust to its end, you’ll have to stroke with the best of them.” 
 
    I could feel my face had gone pale. “Maybe I’ll skip the advanced classes, then?” 
 
    “You sure?” Christina’s tongue grazed my cheek, though she was a good three steps away. God damn that girl’s anatomy was special. “I think me holding the whip could be a good change of pace…” 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” I snapped, giving her a spank on the bottom. “I’m not into that.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” she panted, though I half-expected I’d get an earful later. “I’ve definitely seen enough to know what I’m specializing in, though. A major in Wrath—and a minor in Lust.” 
 
    “If you’re going to minor in Lust,” Xora said, “you’ll need to involve Luke quite a bit. It’s unusual for a new student to nominate partners for their classes, though it’s certainly allowed. In the case of a Mog studying under a more powerful demon, it would even be considered a prudent idea.” 
 
    Christina giggled at that. “How about it, Luke? Will you be my lab partner? Help me learn all that naughty sex stuff so I can be a good little demon?” 
 
    “You’re pretty damn good at it already,” I said, my head still swimming from the very public sex we’d just have. “Fuck, I’d say you’re a natural. I’d definitely love to help you get some A’s...and maybe some BJ’s, HJ’s…” 
 
    Christina’s eyes narrowed. “You asshole,” she said, giving me a playful punch on the shoulder. “I can’t wait!” 
 
    “Ah, but you haven’t seen the end!” Now that we’d reached the end of the Lust hall, Mareth’s crimson body shivered with excitement. She hadn’t been this jazzed up for any of the other schools, which meant whatever we were about to experience was special. “Xora saved the best for last!” 
 
    “Yes, although it’s not for those who are last,” the rusalka said, gesturing at the final door. “Only the best and brightest are allowed to rise through the ranks of this school, Luke. It’s the Prince of Darkness’s alma mater, the original school from which all the sins and powers of Hell flow. Welcome, Luke and Christina, to Pride…!” 
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    I can see why they save this place for last, I thought, following Christina and Mareth inside. Both of my companions wore awestruck expressions at the sight of the Pride school, though Mareth had seen it herself so many times the emotion should have worn off by now. But it hadn’t—and I got the distinct impression it never would for me, either. 
 
    “Mount Olympus,” I whispered, stepping into Pride’s atrium. If the Wrath school camped out on a battlefield, this was the general’s tent—and also the trophy room, where the spoils of war were displayed. Opulence dripped from every molecule of the place, like a VIP lounge in Valhalla. 
 
    Massive braziers lit the mountaintop up like a bonfire. There was only one main path to take you through Pride—it went straight to the top of the hill, surrounded by temples and arenas and stalls selling every manner of weapons and accessories. Each time my eyes thought they’d found the thing to stare at for the rest of my time here, I noticed something even grander. Golden armor, its overlapping scales as strong as mithril and as flexible as cotton. Weapons enchanted with flames, bolts of lightning, waves of ice. Tamed pets as fierce as dangerous as the phantoms that gamboled at the top of the Sloth school. 
 
    If the Infernal Academy was an MMO, this was the quest hub for high-level players only. The place where you could get all the late-game stuff to let you smash new players, and rocket your way to the top of the leaderboards. 
 
    As if conjured by my thought, we passed a board hanging from a temple at the side of the path. Emblazoned on it were the words STUDENT RANKINGS, along with a list of demons, classifications according to their majors/minors, and a shimmering illusion of their portraits. No one I recognized. 
 
    Wait, no. There was one—the blue-skinned beauty who’d given me such a fright. She hovered around the middle of the top twenty demons, near the top of the food chain but not quite above it. I made a promise to myself right then and there to get myself at the top of that list. Any demons I brought onto my team, like Christina and Mareth, would be there right beneath me. 
 
    “Ah, you’ve noticed the Rankings,” Xora said, giving them a dismissive glance. “You won’t need to worry about those for a couple of years, at the least.” 
 
    Sounds like someone’s irritated she’s not on there, I thought. “I’d like to check out my competition for Archlord,” I said, gesturing at the board. 
 
    “You’ll meet them soon enough,” the rusalka said with a sudden yawn. I wondered how much this tour had taken out of her, and how often she had to do it for new students. “Before I take you to the very Seat of Pride, a little housekeeping. This side of the street”—she indicated with a wave of her hand—“sells high-level weapons and armor. Not the sort of thing any ordinary first-year would carry, although if you’ve got the coin, they’ll gladly sell to you. Could be a real boon if you’re looking to claw your way to the top of your freshman classes.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I said. I was already thinking about a hell of a lot more than my freshman classes. “What about the other side?” 
 
    “Potions,” the rusalka said, “spells, and accessories. That last category generally involves jewelry, which alters your attributes. You already have quite a powerful one glittering there on your ear.” 
 
    Without thinking, I reached for the earring. I’d almost forgotten about it. “Oh yeah,” I said. “Lucifer gave that to me.” 
 
    Xora nodded ruefully. “They’ve noticed,” she said, with dismal humor. 
 
    I didn’t understand what she meant —until suddenly, I did. Our arrival hadn’t gone unnoticed. Several people at the stalls and markets had stopped what they were doing, turned to watch us pass with expressions that ranged from hard all the way to gleeful. My competition, I thought. The other potential Archlords must all be here. 
 
    “Maybe we should keep moving,” Mareth whispered, cocking her head toward a couple toughs staring us down with more rancor than the rest. “We’ve been in one fight already today. . .” 
 
    Xora scoffed. “There’ll be no fights on the street,” she said, waving a hand. “Being among the Infernal royalty confers certain privileges to a student. The ability to buy and sell from these markets is one of them, Luke. Any student of the Infernal Academy can pick up ordinary gear from the commissary, but these wares are only available to a select few. I would recommend you remember that—and not waste it.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said, surveying the armor on display at a nearby stall. It was designed for a svelte woman, heavy in the bust and showing off lots of skin. Christina would have looked great in it. “I’m assuming I can buy my bound demons weapons and items here, too?” 
 
    “You can,” Xora agreed with a nod. “It’s even possible to resell items you pick up here. There have been demons in the past who’ve made a business out of supplying elite gear to those without the...access special students like you have. However, most find such a thing distasteful.” A shit-eating grin flashed across her face. “It’s a matter of Pride, you see.” 
 
    The two guys staring at me stared all the harder at that. I was sorely tempted to stick out my tongue and make a rude gesture, but the last thing I needed was more trouble. I’d tempted fate enough sneaking my cock into Christina back in the Lust school. 
 
    “Understood,” I said, turning away before the situation could boil over. “So Pride is where the best and brightest hang out, huh?” 
 
    Xora talked as we walked, leading us through the market toward a tall white tent between two temple-like buildings. “It’s where the greatest demons gather—the ones closest in spirit to our Lord, the Prince of Darkness. Other schools teach magic, or combat, but Pride teaches command. Here you’ll learn strategy, tactics, demonic management, and leadership. You’ll learn to turn an enemy into a friend, and a friend into a worshipful zealot.” 
 
    “That’s a lot,” I said, stunned. 
 
    “That’s not even close to everything,” Xora said, her smile widening as she ticked off more subjects. “Commanding lesser demons—like the one you’ve already bound to you. Summoning new ones, creating armies to serve you. Even creating entirely new categories of demon is not beyond those who follow the Pride School. This is the big leagues, Luke. A mere step beneath Lucifer’s power.” 
 
    Mareth’s voice dropped to a whisper. “This is where you belong.” 
 
    I didn’t need anyone to tell me that. I could feel it in my bones. 
 
    We paused before the tent, giving me a moment to gather my thoughts. “I’ve decided,” I told Xora—though I meant the words every bit as much for Christina and Mareth as for her. Maybe more, since they followed me. “This is my major, for sure. I want to be a Pride demon. I want to be the next Archlord.” 
 
    Tears welled in Mareth’s eyes. Christina squeezed my shoulder, like she’d never been more proud to be my girl. 
 
    Xora’s smile grew wider. “Well, now, let’s not get too hasty.” 
 
    “Huh?” Something twisted in my stomach. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Before we can get started,” Xora told me, drawing out the words like knives, “you need to be tested. All students new to the Infernal Academy take an aptitude test, which tells us where their natural skills lie. The students themselves have little choice in the matter.” 
 
    Icicles filled my chest. “I...see,” I said, watching my dreams fade before my eyes. What if the Academy’s tests decided I wasn’t a good fit for Pride? What if they wanted me to go back to Sloth? Shit, just the tour had been a major ordeal. I’d almost died, after all. What would a final exam look like to these demons? 
 
    No, I told myself. There’s no way. I didn’t come this far to fail now. I’d kicked ass during the Wrath tour, right? Christina and I beat the shit out of those two demons—but maybe I wouldn’t get the credit for that, and Christina would. She was a shoe-in to end up one of these Wrath and Lust demons for sure, but what about me? 
 
    Lucifer wouldn’t give the title of Archlord of Hell to some guy who washed out and ended up in Gluttony, washing dishes and duplicating mince pies for a hungry student body. Or maybe I’d fail the test outright, and end up a janitor. 
 
    Horrible visions flashed before my eyes. All the women who’d shown interest in me—the topless girl in the dorms who’d nearly called me in, the blue-skinned girl who wielded nightmares, the sexy demonesses in Lust—none of them would look at me twice if I didn’t make a good showing in this exam. Even Christina and Mareth might start treating me differently if I bombed the exam. Sure, they’d be sympathetic, and Christina would remain bound to me no matter what, but our relationship would never be the same. 
 
    Calm down, Luke, I commanded myself. You’ve done great so far—and beginner’s luck is bullshit. Even if the test is hard—like crazy fucking hard—you can do this. You’re Lucifer’s chosen… 
 
    Wasn’t I? Hadn’t I just learned I wasn’t as special as I thought? 
 
    “What’s the test look like?” Christina asked. 
 
    Suddenly I realized—both Xora and Mareth were struggling to hold back laughter. 
 
    “It involves a tour of all seven schools,” Xora said, giggling behind her fingers. “During which, a skilled instructor makes notes of the student’s reactions and decisions when dealing with some of the pitfalls and introductory problems of that school. The instructor’s decisions are announced at the conclusion of the tour, right when the new recruits reach the Seat of Pride.” 
 
    Now I was laughing, too. “I’m guessing that’s this tent, right here?” 
 
    Xora nodded, wiping tears from her eyes. “Welcome to Pride, Luke. Christina, you’re going to make one hell of a Wrath demon. And after your performance in the Lust school, a minor in succubus-style activities would be an excellent fit for someone of your caliber…” 
 
    My heart leapt into my throat. We’d done it! The tour was the test all along. There had never been any doubt. Christina and I were going to be exactly the demons we were meant to be. 
 
    As I went to embrace Christina and Mareth, the sound of a horn split the market. Onlookers froze in their tracks, commerce grinding to a halt as every head in the square turned toward the same place: the tent we’d stopped in front of. Xora’s jaw hit the floor as black smoke poured from the entrance, the single horn joined by a whole cacophony of demonic instruments. The bass thudded so loud it shook the stones of the market, sending wares off of their stalls. 
 
    “Oh, no fucking way,” Christina panted, looking like she’d just heard a celebrity was in town. “No way are we this fucking lucky on top of everything else…” 
 
    “What?” I asked, just as a figure emerged from the tent. The horns hit a crescendo, the beat dropping as an utterly beautiful demoness stepped from the flap and into the sun. A half-dozen retainers crowded around her, kneeling as the elegantly dressed woman stretched to her full height and took in the sight of the market. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Mareth hissed. She ducked behind Christina and me, not wanting this person to see her. How could she not, though? This was the most attractive demon I’d ever laid eyes on. The kind of woman men burned empires for, conquered cities and sailed the seven seas to meet. 
 
    “Headmistress,” Xora said, dropping smoothly to her knees. Around the square, demons hastened to do the same. “It is a privilege to be in your presence…” 
 
    Oh shit. I dropped to the dirt next to Christina, inadvertently revealing Mareth standing behind me. The succubus gave a squeal and tried to hide behind a nearby palm, doing a terrible job of it. 
 
    The demoness chuckled. “Luke,” she purred, my voice in her mouth the sweetest thing I’d ever heard. “Rise.” 
 
    I did. In more ways than one. I had to adjust my robes as I stood. 
 
    Strong men were putty before this woman, I could tell. It took every bit of steel in my backbone not to fall back to my knees and mindlessly praise her beauty. Only with a great effort did I manage a tiny bow, inclining my head. 
 
    “H-hello,” I said, tapping into my power. The feeling of anxiety receded; I stood straight again. “I’m Luke.” 
 
    “Oh, I know who you are,” the demoness purred, resting her hand on a retainer’s head. “I’ve heard so much about you. My husband has really taken a shine to you—especially for a human.” 
 
    Husband? But that meant...oh no… 
 
    The demoness grinned as if she could read my thoughts. “It’s so good to meet you,” she said, inclining her head. “My name is Lilith. I’m Lucifer’s wife.” 
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    “Allow me to extend an official welcome to both of you,” Lilith purred, her long nails playing along a fringe of her exquisite robes. “You’ve passed your respective entrance exams for the Infernal Academy, and can now be considered part of our newest crop of students. Congratulations.” 
 
    The words barely registered. I stood frozen in my tracks, spell-bound by the demonic beauty of the woman in front of me. It wasn’t a surprise that Lucifer had a wife—if anything, as the Archlord of Hell, he was entitled to a harem the size of any great conqueror throughout history. I’d just never expected him to have such a sexy wife. 
 
    It’s like Santa Claus. You’d expect the woman beside him to be some kind-faced, sweet matron—not a sleek beauty dressed like the head priestess at the temple of a fertility goddess. One look at Lilith and I completely understood why the Prince of Darkness took her as a wife. 
 
    Christina was just as surprised as me, but for entirely different reasons. “Oh my Satan,” she whispered, rising smoothly beside me at a hand signal from Lilith. “I’ve heard so much about you, Headmistress! I never expected to be brought into your presence—I never hoped for such an honor…” 
 
    “All good things you’ve heard, I hope,” Lilith purred. She acted like reactions such as Christina’s were par for the course, like a celebrity who’s used to being chased down by adoring fans. “I didn’t watch your entire entrance exam, of course, but I did see that little fracas in the Arena over at the Wrath School. Those were excellent moves. You’ll be a credit to that house, Christina.” 
 
    Tears sprung to the blonde’s eyes at the compliment. “Oh Headmistress, thank you so much! Wait...does that mean I’m officially in Wrath? I’m a wrath demon?” 
 
    Lilith snickered. She had the cold, cruel face of an empress for sure—those cheekbones of hers could cut glass. Again the urge to drop to my knees before this demoness coursed through me, though it was weaker this time. Good thing, too. Doing that would be even more embarrassing than Christina treating her like Taylor Swift. 
 
    “I was going to let a retainer read the final results,” Lilith said, gesturing around the square, “but why not. After all, you two are no ordinary students. My husband’s told me so much about you…” 
 
    Dimly, I realized that everyone within earshot had stopped what they were doing and watched in silence, as captivated by Lilith as I was. I got the distinct impression face-to-face contact with the Headmistress was a rare thing, indeed—and from the looks on some of the demons watching, not necessarily a thing to be desired. I could understand that—this woman looked like she could dispense fury just as easily as grace. 
 
    Lilith cleared her throat. “Your performance in the Arena bodes well for your fighting skills,” the Headmistress intoned. “And your...extracurricular activities during your tour of the Lust school speak of a particularly strong zeal for the pleasures of the flesh. That part was quite enthralling, if I do say so myself…” 
 
    Christina had gone red as a stop sign. I couldn’t see my own face, but I was sure I looked much the same. Lilith had been spying on us then, too? 
 
    “As such, I am pleased to confer to you the title of Wrathlust,” Lilith finished, leaning over and tapping one of Christina’s shoulders. It was a simple gesture, yet for a moment the air crackled with potential energy. Christina looked as solemn as if she’d been knighted. “A major in the Wrath school and a minor in Lust, as you so astutely guessed.” 
 
    I wondered if that meant my guesses would be correct, too. Honestly, I hadn’t given a ton of thought to what I wanted my minor to be. I just knew the Pride school was definitely for me. Wrath would be good; that way I could spar with Christina and keep an eye on her. Definitely not Envy, or Sloth—if Lilith had been watching when we’d toured those wings, she’d know those schools weren’t for me. 
 
    I didn’t have to wait long to have my curiosity sated. Before Christina could babble out another set of tearful thanks, Lilith turned smoothly to me. Those deep, almond eyes met mine, and I nearly groaned in response. The look she gave me went straight to my cock, and suddenly I was glad I’d tucked in my robes when I rose to my feet. 
 
    “As for you, Luke…” Lilith’s glossy lips pursed in a pout. “My husband and I spoke personally about your potential career path.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. The gazes of the demons watching sharpened, their interest piqued by the mention of Lucifer himself. As those around us fell silent, I heard a tiny groan from somewhere behind me. 
 
    “Like Hell she did,” Mareth whispered from her hiding place. “She hasn’t talked to Lucifer in at least a hundred years…” 
 
    If Lilith heard Mareth’s declaration, she gave no sign. “After a great deal of thought, and review of your performance during the tour, the Academy has decided to place you along the path of the Pridegreed. A major in Pride, with the full privileges of the Market along with it, and a minor in the Greed school.” 
 
    As soon as she said Pride, my knees threatened to give out from under me. It was exactly what I’d wanted—what I’d been hoping for from the moment I saw the Pride school. This place, more than anywhere else in the Infernal Academy, was my true home. Where I would shine above the rest of the demons, climb the ladder, and ascend to my future post as the Archlord of Hell. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, bowing as Lilith tapped my shoulder the same way she’d done to Christina. A faint spark crackled near my neck as she did it, like the static shock you get rubbing socks on carpet and touching something metal. 
 
    Greed, huh? That wasn’t a bad choice, all things considered. I didn’t consider myself a terribly greedy person, though I also wouldn’t have called myself ‘proud’ before this whole business with Lucifer changed my life. Greed dealt with the claiming of mortal souls and binding people through contracts—both of which I’d have to know like the back of my hand if I was going to slip into Lucifer’s shoes. Plus, I enjoyed arguing with people—and I wouldn’t mind taking another look at that dragon… 
 
    As Lilith leaned in, delivering the tap, she suddenly closed in. Her lips brushed my ear, her voice dropping to a delightfully husky, feminine whisper. “Consider your schools more like general guidelines,” she purred, and I fancied I could feel the edge of her tongue against my lobe. “As a candidate for Archlord, you’ll be able to take selective classes in other Schools should you choose. The master of Hell is expected to be something of a Renaissance man…” 
 
    I’d figured as much. For a moment, I couldn’t think—the contact with Lilith’s tongue shocked me to my core. She let out a very un-headmistress like giggle, looking almost as girlish as Mareth for a moment, then gestured at the tent flap behind her. 
 
    “If you’d like to join me inside, we have just a small bit of your orientation remaining.” One of the retainers moved to the side of the flap, holding it open for his Mistress. The crowd around us began to disperse, sensing that the fun part was over. 
 
    We probably just have to sign some forms, I thought, staring at the square of darkness. Although knowing this place, we have to sign them in blood… 
 
    Christina and I shared a look, then followed Lilith to the tent. Feeling impetuous, I wrapped a hand around Christina’s waist and gave her ass a squeeze as we walked, casually asserting her status as one of my girls to anyone who wanted to see. I figured it was good to get that out in the open right up front, to keep things clear with any demons who might want to shoot their shot with the new girl. 
 
     We’d almost reached the tent when Lilith stiffened. She turned around slowly, a wicked smile spreading across her face. “One second,” the demoness purred. “I almost forgot that you brought another bit of business with you.” 
 
    At first I thought we’d done something wrong—then I realized Lilith wasn’t looking at us. I followed her gaze to the palm tree shading the market square, and the succubus in a schoolgirl outfit doing a terrible job of hiding behind it. From the look on Mareth’s face, she thought she’d gotten away with it. More likely, Lilith had seen her all along and was waiting for this moment, giving her hope only to snatch it away. 
 
    Lilith pointed at the ground in front of her with a kindly smile. “Come here,” she purred, gesturing at Mareth. “Don’t be frightened, child. You’re just as much a member of this group as Luke or Christina. Don’t forget, I’ve been watching you too.” 
 
    The change in Mareth surprised me. She pouted like a bratty teenager who’d been told she couldn’t go out after curfew as she marched up to Lilith, planting her feet firmly on the ground. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Headmistress,” she growled icily, folding her arms beneath her breasts. 
 
    Lilith just stared at her. The moment lengthened, turning awkward. Neither of them moved a muscle—they just stared at each other, waiting for the other to blink. 
 
    Finally, Mareth sighed and rolled her eyes. “Good afternoon, Auntie,” she said, like the word had to be dragged out of her with hooks. 
 
    Lilith laughed at that— a rich, musical sound. “That’s better,” she said, tapping the side of one crimson cheek with an obsidian-black nail. “Why don’t you come here and give your auntie a kiss?” 
 
    “Not on your life,” Mareth murmured. She resumed glaring, as if this was the new line in the sand the succubus was trying not to cross. 
 
    I found the strength to speak. “Auntie?” 
 
    Mareth gave me an awkward look. Thankfully for her, nearly the entire crowd had cleared out at this point, going back to whatever wheeling and dealing they’d been busy with at the Market. “Yeah, Lilith is technically my aunt. My mom and Lucifer were a thing for a while, and then she had me.” 
 
    “He had quite a taste for succubi around the end of the 90’s,” Lilith murmured, looking not altogether happy about it. “I blame that awful show with the witches who were sisters. We should have never installed cable TV down here…” 
 
    I remembered Lucifer singing Mareth’s mom’s praises when he first introduced me to the succubus as my guide. I should have realized then that he’d sampled the goods himself, and that his interest in Mareth had been more fatherly than a simple ‘mentor-mentee’ relationship. I wondered just how many kids the Prince of Darkness had fathered over the years, and how many I might run into on my way to becoming Archlord. 
 
    “I consider myself an Auntie to every one of my husband’s children,” Lilith said, doing such a perfect wicked stepmother routine that I got chills. “Even the ones born out of wedlock.” 
 
    A stormcloud passed over Mareth’s face. Rather than reply with a cutting remark, she turned to me. “My mother never wore Lucifer’s ring,” she explained, like it was no big deal. “But the two of them had a very passionate relationship. She still talks about it like it was just yesterday.” 
 
    Lilith’s expression soured. Clearly Mareth had just hit on what was a very sore subject for the Headmistress. Maybe Mareth hadn’t been exaggerating when she said Lucifer hadn’t talked to Lilith for a hundred years. Maybe he had more wives than he could count—or perhaps Lilith was just a cold fish in bed, so he preferred spending intimate time with other women. Either way, you could’ve cut the animosity between the older demoness and the young succubus with a knife. 
 
    “Would you like to come in with us?” Lilith said suddenly, her grin going just a touch too wide. “I would love to catch up with you, niece. It’s been too long…” 
 
    “Nah, I’ll wait out here,” Mareth said, gazing from Lilith to me. Then, to my surprise, she leaned over and made out with me. Her tongue slid into my mouth, and suddenly my hands were at her waist, hugging her to me. I felt her snicker as she broke the kiss, running her claws down my chest like a friendly pet. 
 
    “Don’t leave Pride without me,” the succubus panted. “You or Christina. I’ll escort you both to the dorms when you’re done with Auntie over here.” 
 
    Lilith looked utterly fucking furious. I’m sad to say I didn’t understand the reason she was that pissed off—it wouldn’t become clear until later. When it did, I’d be kicking myself. 
 
    “Sure thing,” I growled, giving her the same pat on the ass I’d given Christina. Her tail twitched like a leg kicking out in the middle of sex, then coiled around the small of her back as she strode off, winking at me over her shoulder. 
 
    “She’s so fucking cool,” Christina said, her voice thick with lust. “I can’t wait for you to claim her, baby.” 
 
    Lilith gestured angrily at the interior of the tent. “We don’t have all day,” she said, her voice rising to a high, imperious tone. “If you’d please follow me…” 
 
    The air was cooler and damper inside the tent, almost like the underground temple of the Lust school. A lush carpet covered in intricate pentagrams stretched across the floor, so thick that the heels of Lilith’s boots sank into the fabric as she walked. A chandelier with a living flame hung from the ceiling, pacing its tiny cylindrical cell like a tiger in a zoo cage as the shadows stretched and flickered over the canvas walls. 
 
    Lilith’s desk stood at the far wall. It was carved out of stone of similar hue and type of the walls of the Greed school, with one bit of ornamentation: a carved chicken’s foot at each corner rather than an ordinary table leg. Baba Yaga, I thought, remembering a class on mythology I’d taken back in college. So that’s where the Russians got that idea from… 
 
    With a gesture, Lilith dismissed her retainers. She settled down in a high-backed chair with red velvet cushions on the opposite side of the desk, the intricate goat’s head emblem I’d already begun to recognize as the logo of the Infernal Academy carved in the wood above her head. Before I could ask if it was specific to the Pride School — and if it might be a souvenir reminding Lilith of her own path up through the ranks — she motioned for us to sit in the two chairs the servants laid out. These were nowhere near as comfortable as Lilith’s seat—probably on purpose. 
 
    The Headmistress picked up a scroll from the desk, flipping through it with her long nails. “There’s a whole introductory welcome speech I’m supposed to read you, written by Lucifer himself,” she said sarcastically. “But it’s dreadfully boring, and since you’ve already spoken to the man himself, I assume we can dispense with the pleasantries and get down to the nitty-gritty.” 
 
    That sounded good to me. I nodded. 
 
    “Before I begin, would you like some water? Tea? The blood of Christ, served in a ram’s horn?” 
 
    My jaw dropped open at that last one. Christina’s, too. “You don’t really have…?” 
 
    “A joke,” Lilith assured me, though her face had a curiously pinched expression. 
 
    “How about some coffee?” Christina asked hopefully. “Luke and I are both a little tired after our whirlwind tour of the Infernal Academy. Right, Luke?” 
 
    “A little caffeine sounds great,” I agreed. 
 
    Lilith clapped her hands together three times, raising her voice. “Servants! Bring coffee!” 
 
    Two of the retainers we’d seen earlier entered the tent from the rear, carrying a steaming pot of coffee and three mugs. One poured, while the other distributed the pick-me-up to me, Christina, and Lilith. The coffee was black as the Ace of Spades and smelled the way sunlight smells to a plant as it first bursts through the Earth. 
 
    “Holy cow,” I whispered, taking an experimental sip. It was both the best and strongest coffee I’d ever tasted. “That’ll put some hair on your chest. Woof.” 
 
    “We’re connoisseurs of caffeine down here,” Lilith purred lustily. “It’s my lifeblood, Luke, really it is.” 
 
    Christina stared down into her mug with a mournful expression. “There’s, ah—no cream or sugar? Nothing like that?” 
 
    Lilith’s eyes widened a fraction, the pupils contracting. “We only drink it black in Hell,” the Headmistress said in a haughty tone. “Anything else is...well, it’s simply not coffee! Adulterating your brew is the sort of thing the cloud-sitters do. I wouldn’t recommend asking for anything to add to your coffee outside of this tent, Christina—unless you wish to be shunned even more than a Mog normally is.” 
 
    The words hit Christina in the gut. I didn’t like Lilith talking to her that way, not one bit. 
 
    “No one’s going to give Christina any shit,” I growled, angrier than I’d intended. “If they do, they can deal with me.” 
 
    Lilith sat back in her chair, her brows shooting to her hairline. Belatedly, I realized I’d just indirectly threatened the Headmistress of my new school. Great. 
 
    “It’s good, though,” I said, holding up my cup like an olive branch. “Try it, Christina. I bet you won’t even need to add anything to it.” 
 
    She took a dainty little sip. “Oh geez! Wow, I think I just singed my lip!” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it,” Lilith said wryly. “Give it a thousand years or so, you’ll be drinking it by the bucketload.” 
 
    A simple enough phrase, but the implications left me reeling. “What do you mean, a thousand years?” I asked, glancing at Christina for confirmation. As a transformed demon, I supposed I should have expected Christina to have an extended lifespan, but me as well? “I’m not really going to live that long, am I?” 
 
    “If no one kills you first,” Lilith said mildly, sipping at her coffee. “I’m surprised this hasn’t occurred to you already, Luke. Why would Lucifer go through all this trouble to install a potential successor, only to have them keel over and die a few decades later?” 
 
    My mind swam with the possibilities. “So if I make it to the top and become Archlord,” I said, trying to come to grips with it, “then I’ll live for thousands of years?” 
 
    Lilith set her mug to the side. “Young man, you’ll live for thousands of years now,” she said, giving Christina a surprised look. She clearly expected someone to have broken this down for me before this meeting. “You’ll also remain a young man for quite a few centuries, with all the...ahem, stamina that implies. The next few decades should be very exciting for you, surely. As I said, if no one kills you first, that is.” 
 
    Thousands of years. I’d never really thought about the end—I was way too young to be worried about things that probably wouldn’t happen until I was old and gray. Yet hearing it straight from Lilith’s mouth: that the power Lucifer had given me would keep me young and handsome for centuries, alive for an entire millenia or more...wow. 
 
    My jokes are going to get out of style quick, I thought, focusing on the wrong thing entirely. I’ll have to keep up on my pop culture. Shit, if I end up Archlord, maybe I’ll end up MAKING pop culture... 
 
    The retainers withdrew as quickly as they’d come, leaving the pot of coffee sitting on Lilith’s desk. I took it and refilled the top half of my mug, using the movement to check Lilith out a little bit more. 
 
    “You’ve been Headmistress for a thousand years?” I asked, taking another sip of coffee. Topping it off made it even hotter, and I had to suppress a wince. “That’s some tenure.” 
 
     Christina kicked me beneath the table. Lilith saw it and laughed. 
 
     “No, it’s alright,” she said, chuckling. “Normally it’s considered extremely impolite to ask a demoness about her age, but you were an ordinary human until very recently. Besides, we’re alone now—we can let our hair down somewhat.” She tucked her fingers together, running her nails between each digit in a sensual motion. “I’ve been Headmistress of the Infernal Academy for just over a thousand years, actually. I hope you don’t mind being in the presence of an older woman, young man…” 
 
     Is she flirting with me? I wondered. Fooling around with one of Lucifer’s girls was playing with fire—literally—but as she said, we were alone. Besides, I could trust Christina to keep her lips zipped. 
 
     “Actually, I prefer that,” I said, leaning back in my chair and taking another swallow of coffee. “Enthusiasm is great, of course, but experience beats it nine times out of ten.” 
 
    Lilith’s face lit up like a Christmas tree. “Really? My badness, what a forward young man you are!” 
 
     I couldn’t keep the smirk off my face. “Honestly, I’m surprised a gorgeous demon like yourself condescends to show the ropes to new students. You’d think you’d be better served out on the field, making angels kneel to you or something like that.” 
 
     A high, keening whine left Christina’s throat. I realized what I’d stepped in when Lilith’s good humor evaporated, an angry expression hardening her coldly beautiful face. 
 
     “I should be,” the Headmistress muttered, speaking as if to herself. “If only things were different, I’d be where I belong and not sitting here listening to half-formed demonic brats disrespect me…” 
 
     Shit. Christina’s leg kept right on kicking me, though this time Lilith failed to remark on it. Even more so than bringing up Mareth’s mom, I could tell I’d just reached out and pissed all over Lilith’s third rail. I probably couldn’t have made her angrier if I’d tried to. 
 
     Yet at the same time, I was learning something interesting. Lilith felt trapped here, surely, and that undoubtedly had something to do with the fact that she hadn’t spoken to Lucifer in years. Decades, if Mareth was truly to be believed—I’d have to ask her later. Assuming I left the tent alive, that is. 
 
     Lilith mastered herself with a great effort, putting both elbows on the desk. “Perhaps,” the demoness said with a snarl, “once there’s a new Archlord on the throne of Hell, my true talents will be recognized.” 
 
     “Absolutely,” Christina said, holding up her hands. The blonde looked desperate to smooth this over with Lilith sooner, rather than later. I could understand that—I’d just insulted someone she considered a celebrity. “Luke has one hell of an eye for talent, in fact. He’s building a team, and we’re going to knock those other candidates for Archlord out of contention.” 
 
     “I didn’t even realize there were other candidates,” I said, flashing Lilith a smirk that was more smug than I felt. “I figured I just had to reach out and take it.” 
 
     Lilith’s face formed a little ‘o’ of surprise. Then she grinned, quite unexpectedly, and took such a deep sip of her coffee that the mug was nearly empty when she was done. 
 
     “That’s the kind of attitude I like to see,” the Headmistress said after she’d swallowed. She’d gone back to sex kitten mode like I’d flipped a switch somewhere inside of her.  
 
    She changes moods like Christina puts on clothes, I realized. I need to be really careful around this woman. 
 
     “The Academy,” I said, pouring Lilith a new cup of coffee as soon as she put down her mug. She gave me a surprised look, startled by my gallantry. “I believe you were going to go over some of the more boring points of our orientation?” 
 
     Lilith wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. Two very cute horns sprang from either side of her head, a deep spiral groove cut into each almost like a drill. “Of course,” she said, smiling through her awkwardness. “I allowed myself to get a little carried away—my apologies. You need the basics.” 
 
     Both Christina and I leaned forward. 
 
     “Classes run year round,” Lilith explained, dropping into a didactic tone I would soon come to recognize. This was the way a demon or demoness sounded when they were giving a lecture—the kind they didn’t have much personal excitement about or stake in. Later on, I’d learn to avoid the instructors who sounded like it too much of the time. “You’ll have them six days a week, all save for Sinday—which would be Sunday to those of you used to Earth. We do the Sabbath a little bit different around here—like our coffee, it’s distinctly black.” 
 
     “Sounds like a heavy course load,” I said, rubbing my hands together. It would be a lot, of that I was sure, but I was ready. Christina, too. 
 
     “Not that we don’t have breaks and holidays, of course,” Lilith added with a wave of her hand. “The year is filled with celebratory events, most of which you’ll learn by heart. A calendar of events is published in the student commons, and you’ll be able to access it via your subspace as well, once you link that up to the Academy. Assuming you’ve learned how to access your subspace, that is.” 
 
     “I have,” I told her. Now it was my turn to kick Christina. The last thing Lilith needed to hear was that I’d had a threesome in mine the first time I opened my subspace—or that there was a live human hanging out there at this very moment. Not for the first time, I wondered how Maddie was doing. 
 
     “No problems there, then,” Lilith agreed with a smirk. “We don’t follow the calendar of the Saints, obviously, but we have our own pantheon of champions and superstars to compensate. You might be surprised at a few of the names you see when you get the full list…” 
 
     “I’m so excited,” Christina murmured. She turned to me, a big smile on her face, her wings flapping eagerly over her shoulders. “Thank you so much for bringing me here, Luke. This is everything I could have ever dreamed of and more…” 
 
     “Hey,” I told her, putting a hand on her thigh. “You’ve earned this.” 
 
     With a start, I realized I believed it. Any bitterness I’d felt toward Christina back in her human form had well and truly faded. Melted away in the hot, tight warmth of her luscious body. I didn’t even really think of her as a human anymore—this was my demon girl sitting next to me, my ride-or-die chick. We were a team, and that team was going to start getting a lot larger soon. 
 
     “So cute,” Lilith said—though, did I detect a trace of bitterness in that tone? “Now, we don’t have a lot of rules at the Infernal Academy. We leave strictness and austerity to those pious fools far up above.” 
 
    In a flash, the room was bathed in a holy, golden light. Two angels stood behind Lilith, each trying their damndest to tug her backwards, away from Christina and me. Although they worked with all their might, their muscles straining, the demoness remained calmly sitting in her chair, completely oblivious. What the Hell? 
 
    It only lasted a moment—like that strange vision I’d had while driving around Christina’s neighborhood, it quickly faded. Lilith gave me a strange look, her flawlessly plucked eyebrows rubbing together across her forehead as she tried to figure me out. 
 
     “The angels,” I said, thinking of the strange decision the Morningstar Program presented me with. What would have happened if I’d selected the Angel of Light, really? 
 
     “Just so,” Lilith hissed. “You can break quite a few of the so-called ‘rules’ down here, as you two learned in the Lust wing. But one you must follow is attendance. You’re expected to show up promptly to all of your lessons, and remain in class throughout your term. I know it’s very tempting to play hooky, or sneak out midway through a lesson for a tryst with this or that demon. You might think that such rules are flexible, the same way we treat the restrictions around fraternization, partying, and visiting the Fae realm. That’s why I’m here to tell you: it’s not. Tardiness and absences will dramatically affect your grades, and throw a wrench in your quest to become Archlord.” 
 
     I nodded. “I understand,” I told Lilith. There’s that word again, I thought, squinting. The Fae Realm. Xora told me one of the people working here was a transfer student from there. “Can I ask a question?” 
 
     Lilith trailed off, bewildered by my request. “I suppose,” she said, giving me a put-upon look. 
 
     “I know that this is the Infernal Realm,”I said, confirming it with a glance at Christina, who nodded. “And I know that the angels—the ‘cloud-sitters’, as you so eloquently put it—live in the Celestial Realm.” I sat back in my seat. “But I’ve never heard of the Fae Realm before.” 
 
     “Nor should you have,” Lilith said with a shrug. “I doubt even Christina has heard of it. It wouldn’t be in any of the books our Lord gives his rank-and-file devotees. It’s possible you’ll go there one day—our curriculum involves a number of field trips to various other Realms and Circles of Hell. There’s even some practical on-the-job training for our advanced students.” She grinned. “We’re not some ivory tower where theory is exalted to the exclusion of practice. Leave that to the angels. Our graduates come out ready: ready to torment mortals, to form soul contracts, to bind lesser demons beneath them.” 
 
     “And the Fae?” I asked, unwilling to let it go. Something about that word tugged at the back of my brain. 
 
     “I suppose,” Lilith said, giving me a strange look. “If that’s your aim, however, you might want to learn to crawl before you run, so to speak. Entering the Fae Realm requires some very difficult rituals—and, potentially, some intramural cooperation with the...other side.” 
 
     Lilith spit to the side as she finished her sentence, as if mentioning collaboration with angels disgusted her. After a moment, Christina leaned over and did the same. 
 
     They don’t like the idea of working with angels at all, I thought. And yet, Lucifer didn’t have this prejudice at all. Hell, he seemed pretty excited about me potentially having angelic powers… 
 
     “Lucifer was an angel once,” I blurted, before I could stop myself. “A fallen angel.” 
 
     Christina let out a little squeak, her eyes going wide as dinner plates. Lilith looked poleaxed. 
 
     “An astute point,” the gorgeous demoness finally said. Far above her head, the living flame in the chandelier twirled, alternating dappled bars of shadow and light across the canvas walls. “We could all stand to remember that, I suppose. I wasn’t aware that you knew about the other Fallen Angels, Luke.” 
 
    I didn’t. “Others?” 
 
    The corner of Lilith’s mouth curled in a smirk, and I realized she’d let me into this little narrative trap on purpose. She wanted to tell me. “A very special cohort of demons,” she purred, putting one hand over the other. Her nails raked the back of her hand, showing off like a model. “Very close to our Lord. The only demons to neither come from Hell itself or be transmogrified by a demonic entity or mortal.” Her eyes traveled to the ceiling. “They came from up there. That’s all I’ll say about them for now.” 
 
     For a moment, there was silence in the tent. Christina leaned over and put her hand over mine, sniffing loudly. I didn’t need to be a mind reader to know that both she and Lilith were thinking about Lucifer’s mortality. 
 
    “I was a human once,” Lilith suddenly blurted. For a moment, she looked almost vulnerable. “I don’t suppose you knew that, did you? Either of you?” 
 
    Both Christina and I shook our heads. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you would,” Lilith purred, tapping a complicated rhythm across the tabletop with her nails. She paused so long I almost expected that to be it, then she continued. “Like you, I was not transmogrified in order to gain my demonic powers. My abilities have been augmented by my bond to the Prince of Darkness, of course—but my immortality came from a different source.” She gazed up at the ceiling, a hateful look spreading across her gorgeous face. “By him.” 
 
    It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know who she meant. “The Almighty?” I asked, provoking Christina to wince again and kick me. That name sounded too exalting, I supposed. “The Man Upstairs?” 
 
    “That’s a good name for him,” Lilith said ruefully. “Like a landlord—one who never shows up when you need your plumbing fixed or your fuse box reset, but always expects you to follow the rules.” She leaned forward suddenly, her ass lifting into the air behind her. Her tail was longer than Christina’s, and segmented with overlapping scales like a dragon’s. “You mean to tell me you’ve really never heard of the Lilith? The one they named the fair after?” 
 
    “I never paid much attention in Bible school as a kid,” I admitted. 
 
    “Not that it would have done you much good!” Lilith said with a laugh. “Considering your current occupation. Well, I’ll have you know, I was Adam’s wife. Before Eve—she of the forbidden fruit and the conveniently placed fig leaf. I never bothered with either, which might be why the ‘Man Upstairs’ cast me out in the first place.” 
 
    “You refused to serve,” Christina said, her eyes fixed on Lilith. She said it like she was talking about her favorite musical artist’s best album. “You told Adam to go fuck himself.” 
 
    “The world would be a better place if he had,” Lilith said with another laugh. “Much more peaceful. Anyway, once I was cast from the Garden, I bounced around a bit—on the rebound, you know how it is—and then I met him. Lucifer.” 
 
    “And the rest is history?” 
 
    Lilith’s smile widened. “Just as with Adam, I was our Lord’s first wife. The first woman to share his bed, to bear his children—to be called his partner. A woman like me is a Queen of Queens, Luke. Someone like me deserves the best of everything, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    Then, I had the weirdest vision.  
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    When the vision hit me, it washed over me so quickly that it took long moments to recover. Within the span of a blink, the tent and its stately desk vanished, replaced with a high-vaulted chamber that smelled of incense and sex. Cool, damp air covered my now-naked body, reminding me so much of the Lust School that for a moment that’s exactly where I thought I’d been teleported. 
 
    Then pleasure coursed through me, and I realized something far stranger had just occurred. 
 
    Lilith—the same Lilith I’d just been speaking to—hung upside-down from the ceiling, her sinuous legs wrapped in long, dark belts that suspended her upright. She writhed against me, presenting her spread pucker for my cock as I plunged deep into her tightest, most forbidden opening. Lilith and I were fucking in mid-air. The wings I’d summoned in Wrath’s arena fluttered gently behind me, holding me aloft as I fucked Lucifer’s wife in the ass. 
 
    Holy shit, I thought, dazed. What is happening…! 
 
    “Harder!” the phantom Lilith whined, gagging around the word like I had my cock buried down her throat. Only I was fucking her ass. I glanced down, trying to get a better look at the gorgeous demoness, when I became aware that those weren’t belts around Lilith’s legs. 
 
    They were my tendrils. I’d summoned my shadow power at some point during this sex, and apparently I’d learned to use them to their fullest extent. A half-dozen of the thin, flexible tendrils wrapped around themselves like a coil of rope to pound her tight demon pussy, stretching her walls in multiple directions at once. More filled her mouth. It was these she spoke around: sucking and slurping at them with her long tongue as she spread her ass wider for me. 
 
    “Yesh, Luke, yesh! Ahh, I haven’t been fucked like this in centuries…!” 
 
    What was this? A vision of what was to come—a transmission from the Ghost of Booty Call Future? Was I really going to fuck Lucifer’s wife? Or was this some prank she’d beamed inside my head, trying to throw me off-balance? 
 
    The vision dissolved as quickly as it came, leaving me staring at the real Lilith. The demoness yawned theatrically, but the look in her eyes was heat incarnate. I crossed one leg over the other in my seat, hiding the bulge that had sprung up the moment the vision started. God damn that felt so real… 
 
    Christina stared at us both, looking from one to the other as I gazed into Lilith’s eyes. “Um, did I just miss something?” 
 
    “Nothing at all,” I said, blinking first. Christina didn’t need to know about this—I wasn’t sure anyone needed to know, in point of fact. Lucifer was my patron, the source of my powers. The idea that I might go to bed with his wife—might have insanely kinky sex with her using the very powers he gave me—would probably not endear me to the hearts of many demons. 
 
    I’d definitely be thinking about it later, though. In great detail. 
 
     “You’re set on inheriting his throne, aren’t you?” Lilith asked, a new emotion entering her eyes. I could tell she hadn’t quite made up her mind about me yet—although her sensual interest in me was beyond question, after whatever that was. “You haven’t changed your mind about that, have you, Luke?” 
 
     How could she even ask that? “Of course not,” I said, meaning it. “That’s the goal, Lilith. I’m a candidate for Archlord—and I intend to be the candidate.” 
 
     “Top of the heap,” Christina said with a laugh, squeezing my thigh. “King of the hill.” 
 
     Lilith pouted theatrically. Her bottom lip protruded from her coldly beautiful face, a gesture that didn’t suit her at all.  
 
    “My poor husband,” she whimpered, her shoulders beginning to shake. “I can’t believe he’s on his way out the door! My husband, the Prince of Darkness, shuffling off this mortal coil and leaving Hell without a leader! Oh, what shall I ever do without him…!” 
 
     You don’t give a shit, I realized, trying not to stare. It couldn’t have been more obvious that Lilith’s distress at Lucifer’s impending demise was faked. Despite her great beauty and presumably consummate power, acting was not one of her strong suits. Christina felt the same thing; her smile froze on her face, a little of the starstruck expression she’d had since she met Lilith fading. 
 
     Again I asked the question I’d posed to Mareth and Christina—as one of Lucifer’s wives, Lilith might have a better answer than most. “Do you know why he’s dying?” I asked, shaking my head back and forth as I set the now-empty mug of coffee on the edge of the desk. “Does anyone?” 
 
     “If he knows,” Lilith said bitterly, “he certainly hasn’t confided in me.” 
 
     Maybe you have something to do with it, I thought. But even as the idea occurred to me, I dismissed it. Not that Lilith didn’t have a motive, or something to gain from Lucifer’s death. But she was functionally trapped inside the Infernal Academy: like a bird in a golden cage. I couldn’t see her having the means or the opportunity to strike down the Prince of Darkness. 
 
     Besides, it almost felt too easy. Any good detective always suspected the spouse in a murder case, but this felt too obvious. Too out in the open. So much so that I intended to ask Lucifer the next time I met him, just to clear it up. Either way, the next time I found myself face-to-face with the Devil, I intended to get some answers. 
 
     “No one knows the day or the hour when the Prince of Darkness will finally cross over for good,” Lilith explained, her tone solemn. “Which is why it’s important to me that we have an heir in place when Lucifer finally does die. Hence, the Archlord trials.” 
 
     It took a few seconds for the implication of this to sink into my brain. “Hopefully we’ll have enough time,” I said, glancing at Christina to confirm. “I can’t believe I never asked this before—is the Infernal Academy a four-year institution? Most colleges are, but I’ve never been to one in Hell before.” 
 
     Lilith nodded as if she’d expected this question. Finally, we were back on firmer ground—I could sense our little detour about Lucifer’s mortality had left her somewhat shaken. 
 
     “We don’t base our classes on anything as restrictive as years,” the Headmistress explained with pleasure. “Our instructors teach the relevant skills to demons, giving them hands-on instruction in the impious and infernal Arts. Then, you are tested. Once a student passes their tests, they’re promoted to the next rank in that particular school.” 
 
     “It sounds like things could get a little lopsided,” Christina said, her face skeptical. “What if a demon excels in one area, but struggles in another? Take me for example. I’m a Wrathlust—what if I rise higher in the Wrath school than I do in the Lust one?” 
 
     “Oh, you definitely won’t struggle with Lust,” I growled, raking her up and down with my gaze. 
 
     Christina had the temerity to blush, but I could tell she’d be doing something very different if Lilith weren’t present. Probably getting a little more of that ‘hands-on’ experience the Headmistress kept going on about.  
 
    “Even so,” Christina said. “It’s a possibility, right?” 
 
     “It can be,” Lilith said, giving us both another one of those expansive shrugs. “But it’s not something most demons run into, in my experience. Most do put more emphasis on their majors rather than their demonic minors, to be sure, but there’s an equal amount of experience to go around.” A wicked grin rose to her face. “Besides, you’ll be sampling all our classes, won’t you, Luke?” 
 
     “Absolutely,” I said as Christina gave me a proud little glance. “I’m looking forward to sampling everything the Academy has to offer.” 
 
     “Oh, really? Everything?” Lilith leaned over in a way that made the Headmistress look less like an authority figure than a cougar on the prowl. “Perhaps you’d be interested in some private lessons later, then?” 
 
     Again, that vision of her riding me upside-down filled my mind. No amount of coffee could prepare me for that proposition. 
 
     “Any other rules we should be aware of before you let us go?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder at the tent flap. Mareth must have been getting antsy by now. Maybe she’d found something fun to do, but I didn’t like the thought of her standing outside like some kind of puppy, waiting for us to finish up in here. “We’re both pretty wiped—I’d love to see these dorms…” 
 
     Lilith cleared her throat. “There is one thing,” she said, rising smoothly from behind the desk. “Normally, this would be taken care of at the admissions desk, but since you’re already here—ah, here we go…” 
 
     The beautiful demoness waved her hands in a complicated pattern, tracing symbols in the air. For a moment, there was the merest suggestion of a sigil in the space between her fingers—then the symbol erupted with light, forming a rent in the air. A subspace, I realized, watching as Lilith reached inside, a look on her face like she was waiting for someone to hand her something. I guess she wasn’t kidding when she said every demon has one… 
 
     What Lilith removed from her personal subspace was a massive tome, like one of those oversized Bibles they kept on display in historic churches. Only this thing was the antithesis of a Bible. Arcane symbols studded every inch of available cover space. The book crackled like pigskin as Lilith opened it and set it on the table. I swallowed hard, trying not to think of what they’d bound this book with. 
 
     “I’ll need just a little bit of your essence,” Lilith said, turning to a blank page. With a start, I noted columns of names stretching across the page, in letters so tiny they were almost unreadable. “Don’t worry, it won’t hurt very much. Christina, you first, please. Give me your hand.” 
 
     When Christina wasn’t quite fast enough, Lilith took her wrist and tugged it over the page. The demoness’ fangs flashed, one of her long dark nails pressing into the pad of Christina’s index finger. Christina let out a tiny expression of pain as the nail pierced skin, drawing a black drop of blood from the newly formed wound. 
 
    “That’s better,” Lilith said, sounding like she was getting off on Christina’s pain. For all I knew, maybe she was. “Just touch it to the page, dear. Don’t be shy. You’ve signed enough contracts already—we know exactly who your soul belongs to…” 
 
    A drop of Christina’s blood trickled to the page. It landed just beneath the latest name in the column, sizzling like a spoonful of oil spilled on a hot stove. A thin plume of acrid black smoke poured from the page, obscuring the blood. When it faded, Christina’s name lay beneath the most recent one in the book. 
 
    “You are now an official student of the Infernal Academy,” Lilith intoned solemnly. “While the previous strictures on your soul remain, you’ve also pledged yourself to the Academy and all the evil for which it stands.” 
 
    “One Hell, under Lucifer, with lust and lechery for all,” Christina added, smiling faintly. “Your turn, Luke. Give Lilith your finger.” 
 
    With more than a little hesitation, I extended a hand. Lilith seized it like she was about to slide it between her slender thighs, yet all she did was take the same nail that had just pierced Christina’s finger and use it to cut into mine. The pain felt sharper than it should have, the world blurring for just a moment as if some power flared inside of me. Deep down, I knew whatever ritual this entailed involved far more than a single drop of blood. 
 
    More smoke poured from the pages, and my name appeared beneath Christina’s. Lilith’s hand remained on mine, caressing it, then she let go and allowed me to sink back into my chair. 
 
    “You know,” I said, “I was joking to myself about signing forms in blood when I came in here. I didn’t expect I might actually have to do it…” 
 
    Lilith laughed knowingly. “Congratulations, Luke. You’re now an official student of the Infernal Academy. Both of you might be a little drained after this ritual, despite the simplicity of it.” 
 
    I nodded, although I didn’t feel anything. The set of Christina’s shoulders belied a touch of weariness, but I felt as fresh as a spring daisy. Maybe it was the coffee—or perhaps Lucifer’s blessing gave me abilities beyond other demons. 
 
    “I know right now, the two of you probably want to go exploring,” the demoness laughed, as if remembering her own freshman days at the Academy. “Have some fun, see the sights—maybe even sow a few wild oats. But I highly recommend you get some rest. Your classes begin after next Sinday—which is the day after tomorrow—and you won’t get any leeway from your instructors just because you’re new. You have two days to get settled in, dears. Trust me, you’ll have plenty of time to have fun.” 
 
    As if Lilith had cast a spell for just that moment to illustrate her point, Christina yawned explosively. “Excuse me,” she said, holding the back of her hand over her mouth. “Yikes, I’m so sorry…” 
 
    “It’s quite alright,” Lilith said, rising from her chair. Apparently, our meeting with her was over. “My niece will escort you to the dorms. Give her my best—to all appearances to the contrary, I do care about her. I wish she’d be a little bit nicer to her Auntie, that’s all.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I said, flashing Lilith a big, fake smile. I’d seen what was behind those gorgeous, demonic eyes. Lucifer’s wife might have been one of the most talented charmers I’d ever seen, but there was something inside of her more ancient than the first shark who chowed down on an unsuspecting fish. I was damned sure Mareth had good reason to dislike her. 
 
    Mareth waited for us outside the tent, leaning against one of the pillars in the Market. She let out a relieved sigh as Christina and I emerged into the afternoon sun, as if she hadn’t expected us to escape in one piece. 
 
    “Luke,” she whispered, practically jumping into my arms. “Did she do the whole thing with the blood and the pricked finger?” 
 
    I started to laugh. Mareth felt good in my arms—hell, she even smelled good. I liked having her with us a lot. 
 
    “She does that with everyone, huh?” I asked. “I guess we should feel flattered.” 
 
    Mareth groaned and rolled her eyes. “She’s such a drama queen,” the succubus said, her tail running up my thigh. “The shit I could tell you about her, Luke. She’s been at the center of nearly every scandal the Infernal Academy’s had in the last thousand years.” 
 
    I could imagine. “Don’t worry,” I said, mentally going over my interactions with Lilith. “I’m pretty sure I let her know exactly which girls I’m looking to chase in my time here at this school.” 
 
    Mareth beamed. And yet, I couldn’t forget the crack about ‘older women’ I’d made in Lilith’s presence. Christina hadn’t forgotten, either, though she was good enough to not say anything. I had a feeling this wouldn’t be the last time I ended up in a room with the beautiful Lilith: and it wouldn’t be the only time she made a pass at me. 
 
    Getting involved with one of Lucifer’s wives was probably one of the worst things I could do at the Infernal Academy—but when she looked like that, well...it might be too much temptation to resist. Up until that vision, I’d thought Lilith was bound by the same kind of magic that kept Christina and Mareth faithful to me. But after seeing the demoness suspended from the ceiling, I wondered if she’d found some way around Lucifer’s restrictions. 
 
    I set Mareth back on her feet, watching proudly as she gave Christina the same hug and welcome to the student body. “Let’s hit the dorms,” I told her, already mentally counting the number of times I’d need to make her come in order to bind her to me. “Christina and I are both exhausted—maybe we could get some takeout and spend the night in…” 
 
    A giant stepped out from behind a pillar. 
 
    For a moment as I stepped between Mareth, Christina, and the newcomer, my brain was telling me the three of us were under attack. I thought that maybe one of the guys who’d been staring at us in the Market had decided to take a crack at me, or a candidate for Archlord had already decided to move against the competition. I felt for my powers, preparing to snap my fingers and toss another salvo of those fireballs from the Wrath arena at the intruder. 
 
    Then I recognized the huge, hulking brute standing before me, and my stomach dropped. 
 
    He hadn’t been waiting for us at the dorms. That would have been too easy—and not what his new Master wanted. 
 
    Oni had followed us all the way to Pride. 
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    “You’re really lucky I didn’t go in the tent with you,” Mareth explained. “I found this big lug walking around the market square, asking demons if they’d seen you. He was using your name and everything. Another few minutes and people would have started asking questions…” 
 
    Oni couldn’t have looked more out of place in the market if he’d tried. He still wore the tattered clothes he’d had on in the middle of the street when he’d transformed, ripping out of the body of a possessed human like a snake shedding its skin. The big horn in the center of his forehead drooped as he stared at a point between his feet, like a chastened child. He got more than a few stares from demonic passersby as they made their way across the market. With the metal all over his teeth and the intricate runes covering every inch of his massive biceps, he looked like a fairly high-level demon—but he sure as hell didn’t act like it. 
 
    As I was still trying to figure out what to do with the big guy, Xora came around the corner. The rusalka carried a basket under her arm, filled with potions she’d picked up at stalls while we met with Lilith. Her eyes crinkled in a smile as she saw Mareth, Christina, and I together—then narrowed with curiosity when she saw Oni. 
 
    “I trust your meeting with Lilith went well,” Xora said wryly, “since you’re still in one piece. Who’s your friend, and why does he look like someone kicked his puppy?” 
 
    As if Xora’s words were the trigger to some hidden signal, Oni snapped out of whatever trance he’d been in. The big demon’s face lit up when he saw me. He charged forward, dropping to his knees before the tent and lowering his face to the stones. 
 
    “Master,” Oni said, sounding almost comically relieved. “Finally, I have found you…!” 
 
    Heads snapped up and down the market square. This wasn’t something you saw every day—especially not in Pride. 
 
    “Get him up, get him up!” Mareth hissed, poking me in the side. “Quick, before someone comes over here, Luke!” 
 
    Yeah, I definitely didn’t like this guy bowing to me. “Uh, Oni—stand up, dude,” I commanded, patting his slab-like shoulders. “Try to look a little bit more normal, please.” 
 
    “Hmm? Oh yes.” Oni rose to his feet, more tears opening in his already threadbare pants as his leg muscles flexed. “My will is yours to command, Master. I have traveled to the Infernal Academy as you ordered. I await your next request.” 
 
    Two demons so close in appearance they could have been twins craned their necks, passing the intersection in front of the tent. “Everything okay here?” one of them asked, looking Oni up and down. 
 
    I struggled to find the words. To my surprise, it was Xora who stepped. 
 
    “Prank,” the rusalka said, making a ‘jerking-off’ motion with her hand. “They love hazing the new demons, don’t they?” 
 
    The two demons snickered and moved on. Almost as soon they’d gone, I relaxed. “Thanks, Xora,” I said, turning back to the rusalka. “I owe you one—” 
 
    Xora grabbed the collar of my shirt. “Please tell me,” the rusalka hissed, dropping her voice to an angry whisper, “that this isn’t what it looks like. That it’s anything other than what it looks like.” 
 
    The fabric clutched at my throat. “What does it look like?” I asked hoarsely. 
 
    She let go of my shirt, turning with an irritated expression to Mareth. “It looks like you’ve bound a demon to you in an extremely illegal act of magical dominance,” the rusalka growled. “Furthermore, from her reaction it looks like your shadow knew about this ever since your arrival, and failed to tell me.” 
 
    “It was an accident,” Mareth said, holding up her hands in a placating manner. She’d seen the way Xora grabbed me and didn’t want to be next. “Luke had no idea what he was doing. Oni attacked our car while we were driving through Christina’s neighborhood. He was just trying to protect me and her.” 
 
    Xora gave the succubus a skeptical look. “Is this true, Luke?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    I stared back. “Look, you’ve seen me do things like three times already without even knowing I could do them,” I said, feeling a little miffed at not being believed. “Clearly my demonic powers work on instinct, at least some of them do. Mareth’s right: Oni was threatening us, and I reacted without thinking.” I turned to the succubus with a glare. “You could have warned me, though. I had no idea what I was doing to Oni was illegal. And I did try to release him from his bond.” 
 
    For a moment, Xora’s eyes twinkled with mirth. “I think I’d have liked to see you try that,” she said, looking up at the big demon with a sigh. The whole time we’d talked, he’d just been standing there placidly, waiting for me to give him a new set of commands. “This will certainly make your first semester at the Infernal Academy more interesting. Not to mention more difficult. ” 
 
    “I would have warned Luke,” Mareth said, giving Xora a sideways glance. “I didn’t know he was that powerful. I mean, he’s a brand-new student—he’s never even set foot inside a classroom! What kind of novice demon could perform a full-on domination spell?” She shrugged. “I assumed he’d done an ordinary charm: the kind of thing that would wear off in a day or two. If I’d known he was going to steal Oni’s will and bind him for a full-on thirty years, well—shit, I’d have tried to stop him…” 
 
    Xora drew up short. “Is that what you think happened?” the rusalka asked sharply. 
 
    Mareth realized too late that she’d just walked onto thin ice. “It’s not the worst thing in the world, Xora. Luke’s probably going to need some muscle at the Academy, and Oni’s a prime candidate.” 
 
    The rusalka shook her head. “I’m surprised you can’t feel the difference in the magic,” she said, sniffing dismissively. “The binding Luke cast on Oni is much stronger than a thirty-year bond. He’s obligated Oni to serve him in perpetuity.” 
 
    I’d never seen Mareth look so shocked. “Oh shit,” the succubus murmured, turning her wide eyes on me. “In that case, I’d definitely have tried to stop him…” 
 
    “What...what does that mean?” I asked. “Oni’s my slave forever? Fuck, I didn’t mean to make him do that! There’s got to be some way to reverse this!” 
 
    “What’s done is done,” Christina said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Luke did the right thing, and both of you should stop doubting him. Oni seems docile now, but you should have seen him during that accident. He would have torn Mareth and I apart…” 
 
    Oni looked hurt. “I would never harm one of Master’s demons,” the hulking brute protested, frowning deeply. “You are his women—I can sense that he has bound you, and the succubus is not far behind. I will protect you just as stridently as I protect Master himself.” 
 
    “Okay, we need to make something clear right out of the gate,” I snapped, stepping into the fray. Every time Oni said it—or rather, rumbled it like a boulder breaking apart—more demons did a double-take. Thanks, Lucifer, I thought, wishing for the first time that maybe I hadn’t been given quite as much power at the jump. “It’s right and proper that you should call me Master, Oni—because that’s what I am. But if you keep using that word out in public, you’re going to get us all in a lot of trouble. Could you maybe keep it to only when we’re alone?” An idea occurred to me. “You could just call me ‘sir’ otherwise. That seems like a fair enough compromise.” 
 
    Oni nodded. “Yes, sir,” the hulking demon said, slipping the word on easily. “But in my heart, I will always be saying Master.” 
 
    “That’s fine. And stop acting like you’re my servant—it just looks weird when you’re, like, twice as tall as me. People are going to ask questions if you look too much like a slave. You need to be more like a Mafia don’s enforcer. You know what that is?” 
 
    Oni’s posture changed. It was subtle, but he looked less submissive—more like a friend hanging out with his Academy clique, instead of a butler waiting on the man of the house. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Oni said, nodding. “I will do both of those things for you.” 
 
    Xora looked with deepening dismay from Oni to me. “I need to get out of here,” the rusalka said, shaking her head. “I was going to turn you over to Mareth at this point anyway. Technically, I really should not know that you’ve got a demon bound to you, Luke. For your sake, I’m going to pretend I didn’t see any of”—she waved all around her, indicating Oni— “this.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a laugh. “Catch you later?” 
 
    Xora winked. “You know it.” Then the rusalka was gone, sashaying down the lane like she owned it. 
 
    I watched her go for a few moments, my gaze fixed on her fabulous ass. Then I turned my attention back to Oni, and my girls. “Alright, big guy,” I said, looking up at him, “I guess you’re coming with us. Let’s hit the dorms.” 
 
    As we walked, putting Pride behind us, I kept turning the situation with Oni over in my mind. I wondered if, like I’d seen in the Greed School, there was a jewel somewhere representing the accidental bond I’d formed between myself and this huge demon. If so, I wanted to know what shape and cut it took—and if anyone else might recognize it for what it was. It wouldn’t do for a secret like this to get out. 
 
    It’s so unfair, I thought, stepping off of the elevator. We’d taken it straight down to the entrance of the building, a shortcut accessed after the complete tour of the seven schools. After all, Pride came before a fall. No one’s complaining that I bound Christina to me, or that I’m going to do the same to Mareth as soon as I get the chance. These demons consider it proper and natural that I should turn the hottest, most powerful demons into my personal harem squad. But something I did completely by ACCIDENT might get me in trouble? 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder. Oni followed in my, Christina, and Mareth’s wake, like he was guarding our back. One thing was certainly clear—he didn’t ‘serve’ me in the same way that Christina did. The demoness kept her free will (and her ability to be a pain in my ass), even though she now found me irresistible and loved the idea of helping me build a harem of demon babes. 
 
    It came down to this: Christina could tell me ‘no.’ She could contradict me, even though she’d never do that in public. Oni wasn’t capable of any rebellion—he was like a slave. It disturbed me, even as it made me realize what an immense power such an ability could be in the hands of an amoral demon. 
 
    By the time we reached the dormitories, the fires of Hell had begun to burn low. There was no true night down here—it was hard to have a day and night circle without a sun or any stars to steer by. With the lake of fire burning lower, it provided a contrast all the same, bathing the green in a crepuscular glow that meant fewer sports, more beers, and couples cuddling in the grass. 
 
    “I’m not sure what we should do about you, Oni,” I said as we reached the short set of steps leading to the entrance.  
 
    Demons streamed in and out, some in their academic robes and some dressed up as if for a night on the town. My eyes were caught for a moment by an absurdly hot demoness in a skintight minidress: it was the topless girl I’d seen beaming at me earlier. She flashed a naughty wink and wiggled her fingers at me as she passed, as if to say I’ll be seeing you later. 
 
    “I don’t understand the question, Master,” Oni rumbled. “I will do whatever you command.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” I said, looking to Mareth and Christina for help. “I’m not sure what you can do here at the Academy. I mean, you can’t stay with me a hundred percent of the time. If nothing else, I need my privacy.” 
 
    Mareth and Christina shared a look. They knew exactly what I meant by that. 
 
    “I’m sure there’s plenty of things we could sign a big guy like him up for,” the succubus agreed. “Have you ever been to the Infernal Academy, Oni?” 
 
    He shrugged. On him, that was enough to make the pavement shudder. “I used to be in the Wrath school,” he explained, nodding at Mareth. “I had to drop out after a year. My family fell on hard times, and needed me to help make ends meet.” 
 
    Ice filled my stomach. “Oh shit,” I muttered, putting my hand against my forehead. “I’m taking you away from working for your family? You’ve got a Mom Oni and a Pop Oni who are wondering where their oldest has run off to?” 
 
    Oni chuckled and shook his head. “No need to worry about them, Luke. They bet on Karl in the most recent high-stakes Archlord head-to-head. They won themselves more shards than they know what to do with. I’m not costing them anything by being here—they will be fine without me.” 
 
    That made me feel a little bit better. I would’ve hated to think there was some innocent family out there suffering because of me, even if they were demons. 
 
    “I guess you should just stick with us for now,” I said, staring up at the sleek obsidian building. The evening flames cast eerie shadows across its surface, making the whole thing look even more like a demonic fingernail than it did in the daytime. “We’ll see if we can’t hook you up with some quarters, along with the rest of us. Actually, something’s just occurred to me. Mareth, do I even need a dorm room?” 
 
    The succubus frowned. “Why would you not need a place to stay?” she asked. “Were you planning on bed hopping through your entire stay at the Academy?” 
 
    “He’d probably be able to do it, too,” Christina added, waggling her long tongue. “Every girl we’ve run into so far has been all over him. If I was still human, I might even be jealous.” 
 
    I ignored that for the moment, as well as the images the idea put in my head. “I have a subspace,” I said, thinking of the small but cozy apartment I’d created with my powers. Maddie was still inside, waiting for me. I wondered how many books she’d read while I was gone—and what she might be wearing when I popped back in to see her. “I get the impression most people use theirs as storage space, the way Lilith did, but I’ve built mine into a whole living space. Why not just hop in and out of my subspace whenever I need to?” 
 
    To Mareth’s credit, she took the question seriously. “Technically, you can,” she said, looking up at a high window in the building’s obsidian frame. “Most demon’s subspaces aren’t much bigger than a suitcase or a broom closet—they’re typically used for storage space, like Lilith did. Yours being big enough to have sex inside is something of an anomaly, and like most of your powers, it probably comes from Lucifer.” 
 
    I nodded to show I understood. 
 
    “You don’t have to stay at the dorms—although if you do, and you link your subspace to it, you’ll get a ton of extra benefits. Like more power to upgrade your subspace. And you can still keep the time difference, with time passing slower in your subspace. It’s pretty much one hour in Hell for every eight hours in your subspace. It’ll leave more time for study, sleeping, and. . . other things.”  
 
    “Understood.” Mareth was right—being able to spend a long period in subspace with only a short time passing in Hell was a useful trick. And more time for sex was never a bad thing. “What’s the other reason most people choose the dorms?” 
 
    To this, Mareth laughed. “Because they’re dorms. Half the fun of the Infernal Academy is getting the authentic college experience. Keggers, sneaking your girlfriend into your room past the RA—although you won’t have to do that, bound demons are always permitted to visit—and general chaos and mayhem. You know, the fun part of college!” 
 
    By the end of her spiel, I found myself grinning. “I do want that,” I told her, thinking of all the crazy memories I’d likely make during my time at the Academy. “I certainly don’t want to miss out on anything. But I also like using my subspace. I guess I’ll just flip between the two for now on while I figure things out.” 
 
    “Just remember to synchronize your watches,” Mareth said with a grin, watching a gorgeous demoness in gym clothes make her way down the stairs. “Passing out for eight hours in subspace to find only one has elapsed back on campus can be a... disorienting experience.” 
 
    “Gives a whole new meaning to the ‘walk of shame’,” I said with a smirk. “I need to check on Maddie in my subspace soon, Mareth—but first, you think you can get me and Christina a place to lay our heads?” 
 
    “Fuck yes,” Christina added, putting an arm over my shoulder. “I’m so looking forward to getting a bed underneath us, baby…” 
 
    Mareth’s grin widened. “I know the RA on the Eastern Wing of the 7th floor,” she said, glancing up toward that level of the building. “It’s one of the cooler places to hang out. I bet she can find a way to make it work for you—they’re always looking to give new students a leg up.” 
 
    We entered the lobby of the dormitory, Oni needing to duck low to avoid bumping his head on the top of the door frame. Mareth, Christina, and I paused before a circular desk at the room’s center, where a green-skinned imp in a security outfit checked residents in and out of the building. 
 
    “Got a couple newbies, Lou,” Mareth said, jerking her thumb over her shoulder as we approached. “I want to take them up to 7th, see if Sophe can get them situated.” 
 
    The imp peered over Mareth’s shoulders, its large wings flapping with irritation. Unlike most demons I’d seen, whose wings tended to be small and either batlike or insectoid, the imp’s wingspan looked to be several times larger than his own body. Bet it saves him money on blankets, I thought. 
 
    “The Mog and the Human are no problem,” he said, tapping a clipboard. “The big guy might need a specialty suite, though.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of him,” Mareth assured the imp. “Just get these two a visitor’s pass. Cool?” 
 
    The imp shrugged. “Sure.” In short order, Christina and I signed our names (no blood needed this time, just ink), and received glossy stickers with the word VISITOR written on them in black block letters. “Have a nice day.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mareth led us to a great glass elevator at the rear of the lobby. No, not one elevator—a whole bank of them, five or six in total. None of them were idle, and I got the impression they almost never were. Groups of giggling demons got on and off constantly, either coming back to rest after classes or heading out for a night on the town. Although there was lots to do from just what I’d seen so far. 
 
    “The dorms are practically their own self-contained ecosystem,” Mareth said as we stepped into the elevator, as if she’d been reading my thoughts. We’d had to wait a trip or two, as Oni took up so much space we weren’t able to bring any extra demons up with us. “We have our own gymnasium and swimming pool, an arcade, a bowling alley, and a nightclub. While the food and drink options don’t quite match up to the full array on sale at the cafeteria, there’s still plenty of vending machines for a late-night nosh.” 
 
    Before long, I had my face pressed up against the glass. Christina did the same—we couldn’t help it. We were like kids in a candy store: every floor brought some new wonder, some new delight for beautiful young demons and demonesses to enjoy. Demon girls in bikinis swam laps across one floor’s Olympic-sized pool, while a half-dozen hot tubs full of drunk babes studded the other side. The next floor appeared to be dark, before it was raked by neon lights—this was the club Mareth had just mentioned. We could barely see through all the smoke, but it definitely looked like the kind of place Christina and I could tear up an evening. Probably with a few friends, too. 
 
    “Floor seven,” Mareth announced, pulling us back from the glass as the button with a big stylized ‘7’ lit up. “Stand back, both of you. You don’t want to look like tourists, now do you?” 
 
    The door opened. A group of angels stood staring at us. 
 
    I tensed up, dropping into a battle stance, but Mareth’s hands were already going to my shoulders. The angels stepped into the elevator, laughing and joking, their halos stapled onto their horns with crude bits of string and adhesive. 
 
    I let out a laugh. These weren’t angels—they were demons playing dress-up. 
 
    “Theme party?” Mareth asked as the three of us stepped out of the elevator. 
 
    A nerdy-looking demon with thick glasses lifted his halo and nodded, giving her schoolgirl outfit a much longer look than was necessary. “Yeah, it’s Angel Night down in Limbo,” he said. “Bet you’d make a cute one!” 
 
    Damn, I thought. He might have looked like a dweeb, but he clearly wasn’t afraid to shoot his shot. 
 
    “I’m already spoken for,” Mareth purred, wrapping her tail around my waist. “You guys have fun, though!” 
 
    The demons dressed as angels cheered as the doors swung shut, leaving us alone at the entrance to the residential wing of the dorms. As soon as they were gone, Mareth pressed her body against mine, nearly nibbling the black lipstick off the bottom of her pout. 
 
    “I am spoken for, right?” she asked, sliding one thigh against the bulge in my pants. “You’re still planning on binding me, Luke? I can’t remember how many more times we need to do it before it’ll happen for me, but trust me—I’m more than willing, however long it takes…” 
 
    I kissed her. My tongue slid into her mouth, the taste of cinnamon and brimstone melding on my tastebuds. “Absolutely,” I growled, breaking the kiss. “As soon as we can get a bed under us.” 
 
    “Good,” Mareth agreed with a giggle. “Let’s get to work on that, then.” 
 
    “Can’t wait,” Christina said, giving the succubus a sly smile. “I’m looking forward to having you on the team, Mareth. And I’m even more looking forward to testing a hypothesis of mine.” 
 
    Mareth looked over her shoulder as we made our way down the hall. “Oh yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    Christina’s grin turned savage. “Whether only orgasms Luke gives you count,” the beautiful demon purred, “or whether bound demons can do it, too. Because if I can, I’m going to make sure you lose your binding cherry all over my sweet little tongue…” 
 
    Mareth’s face flushed even redder than usual as she turned away. “Uh, wow. Yeah, I’m definitely looking forward to joining you two…” 
 
    Just around the corner, the hallway widened out into a suite of dorms. Windows looked out on the courtyard, evenly spaced in the walls. While the outside of the dormitory was an imposing obsidian edifice, the interior looked so much like my old college I’d kind of gotten used to it without thinking. Sure, the place was nicer—a lot nicer—but it still felt like home. 
 
    Another booth with a desk inside waited just at the entrance. It reminded me of the check-in counter at a hotel—not the super-fancy kind, just your ordinary Hampton Inn. Behind the desk stood a woman so human-looking that I initially assumed she was a human. The only recognizably demonic thing about her was a pair of short, stubby horns sticking from either side of her forehead, like a miniature version of a billy goat’s. She was short—shorter than Christina and Mareth, neither of whom came up to my chin. She’d be about as tiny compared to either woman, what some of the cruder guys back at college would have referred to as a spinner. Meaning you could pick her up in the middle of sex and spin her like a top, and she’d probably like it. 
 
    This woman didn’t particularly look like she’d like that—at least, not right now. She was in the middle of yelling at two other demons, one of whom cowered on the other side of the desk while the other kept trying to defend themself. Neither approach seemed to be calming her down in the least.  
 
    “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times,” the short demon growled, sounding like every overworked RA I’d ever met, “no spells after midnight!” 
 
    “We were just having fun,” the demon who hadn’t cowered tried to explain, wiggling his arms. He had long, flexible tendrils like an octopus, only even more than the eight an octopus would have. “We weren’t trying to hurt anyone…!” 
 
    The short demon in charge sighed. “We were this close to having a full-on hex drill last night, Carlton. At three in the morning! Both of you know the hex alarms get super sensitive after midnight, because no one in the dorms is supposed to be casting any spells. So do me a favor, and take care of all your dick charms and weed duplication cantrips before the magic hour, okay? Save us all the trouble?” 
 
    “Yes, Sophe,” both demons grumbled. Within moments, they’d left the desk, looking properly chastened. The small woman wiped her hands on her leggings, noticed us standing there, then gave a start and came around the desk. When she did, I nearly whistled—damn, this girl was stacked. She might have been a spinner, but she had curves in all the right places. 
 
    “Hey, Mareth,” the woman the demons had called Sophe said. Instead of shaking hands or hugging, she and Mareth did a strange thing where they kind of bumped their boobs together, leaving them both jiggling. “Who are the new kids? You need me to find them a room?” 
 
    “Sophe,” Mareth giggled, holding a hand toward the two of us with great pride, “this is Luke and Christina. The new Archlord candidate and his Mog—so she’ll need a pass to share his bed.” Mareth waited a beat. “So will I.” 
 
    This last bit escaped Sophe’s notice for the moment. She was too intent on the both of us to hear it. 
 
    “Hold up,” Sophe said, her face lighting up. “You’re the two demons who kicked Bryan and Aztomund’s asses in the Wrath Arena?” 
 
    There wasn’t much to the entrance to the dorms proper, but there were a couple of couches sitting around and a TV on the wall in one corner. It looked to be some sort of demonic cooking show, where a gorgeous female demon in a chef’s outfit showed off recipes sure to claim the stomachs and souls of mortals. I was pretty sure the cookbook she had on and kept holding up about ‘serving man’ meant it in more ways than one. 
 
    The few demons who’d gathered there to hang out recognized the name Aztomund, and suddenly all eyes in the lounge moved to stare at us. Great. 
 
    “That would be us,” I said, sliding a hand around Christina’s side. She took my hand and slid it under one of her breasts, because she knew everyone was watching. “I guess word travels fast in the Academy, huh?” 
 
    “Like you wouldn’t believe,” the demoness said with a smile. “I’m Sophe, by the way. RA for the Eastern Wing of the Seventh Floor—home to just over a hundred demons. Probably well over a hundred now with you here. It’s nice to meet you!” 
 
    Unlike Mareth, I didn’t get the bumping-boob treatment, which was probably just as well. I still didn’t know my own strength, and I would’ve hated to knock a little thing like her over. 
 
    “I’m going to apologize in advance if this is a rude question,” I said, stepping between the gawkers and Sophe. “But when we first got to this floor, I almost thought you were another human. I’ve never seen a demoness quite like you before, Sophe.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “You think I’m exotic?” she asked, looking down at herself like I’d just told her she should consider a career as a runway model. “Geez, I’m just a garden variety yokai, Luke. We make good choices for jobs like Resident Assistant, because we’re very territorial. You’ll probably see plenty of girls like me around the Academy…” 
 
    She’s shy, I thought, smirking to myself. Well, maybe not shy—but definitely unused to compliments… 
 
    Something dark flashed in my vision. It was like I was seeing this girl the way Lucifer would see her—as a resource, something that could improve my fortunes if used in the right way. And being on good footing with the RA of my dorm could only be a good thing… 
 
    I took her hand and kissed it, like the good guy in an old movie. I felt her pulse quicken, thumping like a hummingbird’s wings where my thumb caressed her wrist. Oh yeah, that dark thing inside of me whispered. She’s into me. A little attention and this girl could be putty in my hands… 
 
    Where was this coming from? I didn’t care—it felt good. 
 
    “Wow,” Sophe whimpered, slowly bringing her hand to her cleavage. “I, uh, I don’t know what to say, Luke…” 
 
    “He’s a charmer,” Mareth said with a wry smile. Yet there was a touch of irritation there, too. Looks like someone’s jealous, I told myself. She hasn’t been bound yet, and she really, REALLY wants to be… 
 
    If I didn’t plow Mareth’s field soon and make her mine, she’d probably rip my clothes off in public and make what Christina did in the Lust School look tame by comparison. We had to get on the move. 
 
    “I was thinking Luke needs one of the special rooms,” Mareth said, wiggling her eyebrows. “As an Archlord candidate, he’s already got a subspace you could drive a truck through. Maybe one of the ‘bring your own kit’ suites?” 
 
    Sophe thought it over for a moment, then moved back behind the desk. When I leaned over, I saw a laptop on the other side with a floor plan of the dorms—along with a generous expanse of Sophe’s cleavage. She caught me looking and winked, fully enchanted with me now. 
 
    “I’ve got just the thing,” she said, tapping a button on the laptop. “It looks like it’s the only one of its class available right now, so it is going to cost you.” She put a finger to her lips, pursing them in thought. “But an Archlord candidate should be able to afford it, right?” 
 
    I should? That was news to me. “How much are we talking?” I asked, glancing at Mareth. She’d know better than me about a thing like this.  
 
    With a start, I realized I didn’t have a clue about demonic currency, or how it corresponded to Earth money. I only knew about coins and jewels because I’d seen them in the Greed School, being guarded by that dragon. But those had been special cases—a living emblem of the contract for a mortal or demon’s soul. Surely these demons didn’t use such precious currency in vending machines? 
 
    “Two hundred shards,” Sophe said, her tone telling me that was quite a bit of money, indeed. “I’m sorry—normally I’d try to cut you in on a better rate. But it really is the only one available…” 
 
    I could see the frustration in Mareth’s eyes. “Screw it,” the succubus growled, speaking low enough that Sophe couldn’t hear. “The things I do to get laid…” 
 
    As Sophe pulled out a device connected to the laptop by a long cord, Mareth sighed and raised her palm. A glowing symbol appeared at the center, stretched between her fingers. Sophe’s device pressed against the golden aura on Mareth’s palm, and it flickered before an electronic ding filled the stall. 
 
    “Payment processed,” Sophe said, glancing at the screen. “It’ll take them just a minute to get the room ready.” 
 
    I decided to take this moment to get some more clarification about money. After all, it sounded like Mareth had just spent quite a lot of it on me.  
 
    “What are shards?” I asked, turning to the succubus while Sophe busied herself behind the desk. 
 
    “The primary currency of Hell,” Mareth said, looking down at her now symbolless palm. “What I just did was the demonic equivalent of swiping your credit card at a cash register. Only you definitely wouldn’t want to apply for credit down in Hell. The rates are killer, and I’m not talking about interest.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” I said, vowing to avoid them whenever possible. “Was that a lot of money, Mareth? I didn’t put you out at all, did I?” 
 
    Mareth remained staring at her palm for a moment longer, then shook herself out of her trance. “It’s really no big deal,” she said, shrugging. “I can always call my Mom and ask for some shards if things get really tight.” 
 
    Christina perked up. “Actually, shouldn’t you have some money?” she asked me, glancing at my palm. “Lucifer probably gave you some spending money back when he activated your powers. It wouldn’t do for an Archlord candidate to not have at least a little walking around change…” 
 
    Really? Interesting. “I might be sitting on a goldmine—who knows?” I held up my palm and ran a finger over it in a spiral, concentrating. “How do I make it work, exactly?” 
 
    “You’re doing it right,” Mareth assured me, taking hold of my wrist. “Just concentrate a little harder…” 
 
    I did. Numbers appeared on my palm, backed by a sigil that looked like two pentagrams layered on top of each other. Everyone must have their own personal design, I thought. Kind of like how credit cards have different numbers and pictures on them… 
 
    I should have expected my total. 666 shards, the glowing aura on my palm informed me. 
 
    Christina and Mareth watched it shimmer, each of them leaning over my opposite side. Like the angel and the devil on a guy’s shoulders, except in this case both of them were up to no good. 
 
    “Not too shabby,” Mareth said, nodding approvingly. “Lucifer definitely left you with enough to go shopping in the Market, but not so much that you won’t have to work a little bit to catch up. I know it seems like a lot, but it’ll run out eventually.” 
 
    “Let me pay you back,” I told the succubus, holding up my palm. Was it as easy as pushing mine against hers and thinking about it? Or did we need to go somewhere special for the transfer? “You just spent two hundred shards on my room.” 
 
    In response, Mareth just grinned. “Nah, it’s totally cool. But if you’re feeling guilty, maybe you could pay me in another kind of coin…” 
 
    I knew what she meant. Her hands gripped my belt, like she wanted to tear it off me and go down right there in the middle of the student lounge. 
 
    My hands went to her hips. “I get it,” I growled, pinning her to me. My lips went to her ear, dropping to a husky whisper. “Don’t you worry about a thing, little demon girl — you’re getting bound. If you think I could go without feeling that hot demon pussy again, you’re sadly mistaken.” 
 
    Mareth let out a pleased squeal. “I’m not mistaken,” she purred, “just eager.” She batted her eyelashes hopefully. “As soon as we get to the dorms, right?” 
 
    “The very second there’s a locked door between us and the rest of the world,” I told her, my eyes boring holes into hers. “Then it’s on.” 
 
    The succubus held my gaze a moment longer, her thighs squeezing together. “Fuck yes,” she panted, her cheeks flushing with heat. “Sophe, how’s that room cleaning coming along? Is it ready yet?” 
 
    “Just finished up,” Sophe said, looking up from her laptop. “Everything’s linked up. It’s room 777, down at the end of the hall on the left.” She pointed, a look on her face like she kind of wanted to join in. “Enjoy.” 
 
    “Come on!” Mareth took my hand and Christina’s, leading us down the hall.  
 
    Some dorm rooms were open, a demon strumming a guitar or playing a video game. Several looked up and waved or nodded as we passed by.  
 
    I wouldn’t have minded introducing myself to some of the other students, but right now, if I didn’t fuck Mareth, the top might come right off the succubus’s head. I’d never seen anyone, human or demon, who needed it as badly as Mareth. 
 
    “Hang on a second,” I said as we reached the door. Mareth’s head turned sharply, and Christina was only barely able to restrain her. “Maddie’s in there.” 
 
    Both of my women shared a look.  
 
    “So?” Mareth asked. “You want her to join in, too?” 
 
    I kind of did, but maybe not all at once. Not before I’d had her by myself. “I don’t want to scare her,” I grunted, stilling both women into silence. “The last time she saw demons, they were trying to rip her clothes off and eat her.” 
 
    “These demons just want to rip her clothes off,” Christina purred as she gestured at herself and Mareth. “Though I wouldn’t mind eating her just a little bit…” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Let me go in first,” I said, holding both women back a bit from the door. “Just for a minute. I’ll calm her down, explain the two of you to her, then we can all sit down and have a chat.” 
 
    “A chat,” Mareth giggled. “Sure.” She glanced down at her wrist, as if at a non-existent watch. “You’ve got sixty seconds.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Steeling myself, I opened the door to my dorm room. This time there was no sense of dissolution, or the sudden wrenching sensation I associated with entering subspace: I just walked through the door and there I was, standing in the little living room I’d created for Maddie. I could even see Christina and Mareth in the hall—until I closed the door, that is. 
 
    Okay, Luke, I thought, rubbing my hands together. Gotta explain things fast. Those two horny demonesses are about to kick the door down… 
 
    Maddie wasn’t in the living room. As I made my way down the hall, the sound of music reached my ears. I recognized the tune—it was one of the ones I had saved on my phone, the same phone I’d given to Maddie. It mixed with the sound of water turned on full blast. 
 
    “Hello?” I asked, pausing before the bathroom door. Steam billowed from underneath the crack; I tried the knob but it was locked. “Maddie?” 
 
    She’s taking a shower, I thought, a little guiltily. Getting herself ready for my visit. She’s got no idea company’s coming— 
 
    Just then, the door opened. “Hey hey,” Mareth growled, practically pouncing on the couch. Her skirt rode all the way up her ass, showing off a generous expanse of thigh and the swell of her mound. “Dinner time, Luke.” 
 
    I jerked a thumb back at the bathroom. “Maddie’s taking a shower,” I said by way of explanation. “She doesn’t know we’re here.” 
 
    “Perfect,” the succubus purred. She reached for the buttons on her top, unfastening them one after the other. “We’ve got just enough time for a quickie…” 
 
    I glanced at the still closed door. “Where’s Christina?” 
 
    Mareth’s grin widened. “I convinced your girlfriend to let me do this solo,” the succubus explained. “The act of binding is so hot, so intimate, that she recognized you and I should experience it one-on-one.” 
 
    Huh. “I’m surprised she agreed to that,” I said. “Wha—” 
 
    That was as far as I got. Unable to restrain herself any longer, Mareth literally tore off her top and jumped into my arms.  Her nipples pressed against my chest, the coldness of her piercings contrasting beautifully with the warmth of her skin. Mareth wasn’t just hotter than an ordinary human, she was literally hotter—like a living bonfire in my arms, whimpering with need. 
 
    “Maddie’s going to freak if she catches us like this,” I growled—yet I was already hiking her plaid skirt up over her fabulous ass. Beneath it, her mound was soft and swollen, dripping with juice. She’s been walking around like that all day, a primal part of my mind whispered. So fucking turned on —so ready for me to fuck her… 
 
    “I can be quick,” the succubus panted, gesturing toward the couch.  
 
    I carried her over there and set her ass on the edge of the top, groaning as she spread her legs and wrapped them around me. Her eagerness excited me, and the constant reminder of how hot and wet she was made my cock throb.  
 
    “Trust me, this isn’t going to take long,” she said. “I’ve been riding this edge all fucking day—” 
 
    Mareth broke off with a scream as I freed my cock from my pants and plunged it inside of her. She was right; this wasn’t going to be slow or sweet. With Maddie in the shower, blissfully unaware of the hot demon sex going on just feet away, I was going to have to fuck Mareth fast. 
 
    Good thing that’s exactly what I wanted—and just what she needed. 
 
    I tilted her back over the couch, letting her fall across it with just her ass over the edge as I pounded her. The tips of Mareth’s horns hit the couch cushion and punctured right through, leaving deep gashes in the fabric. “Oh shit,” I grunted, my voice tight with pleasure. I should have been pissed, but it didn’t even matter—Mareth was so tight and wet, I would’ve forgiven her anything. 
 
    “It’s fine, you can fix it,” the demoness whimpered, grinding her hips in a circle as I thrust downward into her heavenly tightness.  
 
    I literally fucked her into the couch, using her like a jackhammer to slam into the cushions over and over again. Her horns did more damage each time, shredding the cushions to ribbons, and finally, I heard something in the frame creak and snap. 
 
    “Oh shit!” Mareth screamed, going weightless in my arms.  
 
    The couch buckled beneath us, sinking inward like a balloon with the air let out. I wasted no time—I refused to let my dick leave that perfect demon pussy for even a single second. Grabbing her around the waist, I lifted her off the ground, flinging her like a ragdoll toward the kitchen counter. 
 
    She came down hard, her head bouncing off the formica. With another woman that would’ve been an end to the fun, maybe even a concussion, but Mareth groaned like I’d just slapped her ass with a whip.  
 
    “Fuck yes!” the succubus panted, her eyes rolling back in her head. Drool trickled from the side of her mouth as she went momentarily blind with pain, her long tongue lolling. “Do it again, Luke! Fuck, you’re such a savage…!” 
 
    I was. This was the roughest fucking sex I’d ever had. I’d never even dared to treat Christina this way: these were my darkest impulses writ large, the kind of sex I’d always wanted to have but was too chicken to ask for. No, not ask for—to reach out and take. 
 
    I took Mareth, using her like a hot little fuckdoll as I slammed her into the counter again and again. She fucking loved it. 
 
    As cracks spread through the surface of the counter, Mareth’s pussy clenched around me and boiled over.  
 
    Suddenly, the beautiful demoness was screaming my name, her long black nails scraping the formica as she went over the edge. Her wings extended as far as they could go, her legs trembling like I’d hit her with a taser as her inner walls clenched around me. 
 
    “Luke! Oh Luke...I’m cumming! Fuck, don’t stop…!” 
 
    I didn’t fucking stop. I pounded her harder, like I wanted to break her in half. Maybe I did. I’d never done anything like this before—and the pleasure building up inside of me was so strong I never, ever wanted to stop. 
 
    I’d thought Mareth had had only one orgasm the last time she, Christina, and I had been together, but it must have been two. Or maybe she’d rubbed one out while she watched Christina and I in Lust; I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that as Mareth’s pleasure hit the stratosphere, her body began to change beneath me. 
 
    Scales emerged over her beautiful crimson skin, like the Dragon I’d seen guarding the horde in the Envy School. Her eyes narrowed to slits, turning into one massive iris that could see through any darkness or magic spell. Her already long horns lengthened further, circling in on each other into rich spirals like a hypnotist’s pocket watch. Fangs glittered from her mouth, her body going even more demonic and powerful as she became bound to me. 
 
    It was a little intimidating, I had to admit. But what it did to Mareth between her thighs ensured I kept on thrusting, kept pounding her like there was no tomorrow. Because it felt so fucking amazing. 
 
    Her inner walls rippled around me with every thrust, then clenched like a fist every time I tried to pull back. She was tighter than tight, like her pelvic muscles had grown fingers and were stroking me off while I fucked her. It was the craziest feeling in the world, but the things it did to me made me grunt and groan like a fucking caveman. 
 
    “Mine,” I growled, pinning her down by her shoulders as I stretched her walls around me. “All mine…!” 
 
    Mareth opened her mouth, and her voice was like a choir of fallen angels. “All yours,” she panted, her heavy breasts bouncing as she fucked herself back on me. “I belong to you, Master! I serve you — I worship you! Please, please fill my tight little pussy with your load…!” 
 
    My hand went to her throat as I hit the point of no return. I expected Mareth to fight, to scream, but she guided her slender neck into my fingers, laughing like the wickedest demoness in Hell. This girl trusted me with her life now—if I wanted to choke her in the bedroom, treat her like my personal demonic whore, then she was totally into it. 
 
    That thought carried me over the edge. I squeezed her tight, one hand around her throat and the other on her hip for leverage. The rush became unbearable, one more hard thrust sending me into bliss. Thick ropes of white-hot seed exploded from my cock, spraying deep into Mareth’s demonic channel. I swear to God, Lucifer, whatever—her transformed pussy sucked me like a mouth as I shot, drinking down my load and sending it right to her fertile demon womb. I let out a long hrrrrrngh, fireworks going off behind my eyes as I emptied myself inside of her. 
 
    I came down from my peak slowly, with Mareth’s inner muscles milking me dry inch by glorious inch. For a long time, the world shrank down to that perfect point of contact between us, her demonic eyes locked with mine as we watched every tiny expression of pleasure on each other’s face. Finally, I pulled out of her, leaving a final streak of seed across her thigh. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, tucking my cock back into my pants. I turned in a slow circle, surveying the room. Busted couch, broken kitchen counter—I was going to have some major cleaning up to do. “Shit, we sure made a mess…” 
 
    “It’s fixed easily enough,” Mareth assured me, rising to her feet. In this new form of hers, she was exactly as tall I was. She looked utterly badass, like Christina when she really let herself go in the middle of combat, but a little scary, too. “Oh, whoops, here we go…” 
 
    Mareth shimmered, and a moment later, she was back to the schoolgirl I knew. “I couldn’t hold it for super long,” she admitted, glancing down at her naked body. She had more curves without the extra demon edge, less muscle. The hot, dripping trail of semen down her thigh remained on both bodies. “My new form is permanent, and it’ll always be lurking in the background. But for now at least, well...it’ll come when I do.” Mareth giggled. “I’ll get more practice with it eventually, Master, I promise.” 
 
    I thought of telling her not to refer to me as ‘Master’ — but it was fucking hot. Besides, I liked it. I might even get Christina to try calling me that, too, I thought. If she doesn’t deck me in the face first, she might actually go for it… 
 
    That reminded me that Christina was still waiting outside. “You can grab Christina,” I told Mareth, nodding at the door. “She’s probably been listening in this whole time, jealous as Hell.” 
 
    Mareth laughed, her head rocking back on her shoulders. Now that she was freshly fucked, all the tension in her body had evaporated. She was loose and easy, ready for a night on the town or just a long chill session on the couch. I liked that about her. 
 
    “Christina told me she was going to check out the arcade,” the succubus said, her gaze traveling to the still-closed bathroom. “She’ll catch up with us whenever. But I’d bet all the shards in your palm that hot little waitress had an ear against the door, touching herself while she heard you fuck my brains out…” 
 
    The thought both excited and disturbed me. I hoped we hadn’t frightened Maddie too bad. “What’s she still doing in there?” I wondered, stepping over broken shards of the couch. 
 
    Mareth shrugged. “Humans and their need to be so clean,” she said, waving a hand. “She’s got to have been in there for at least a half-hour now. Like I said, she’s probably been getting off listening to us—” 
 
    “The water’s still running,” I said. A pang shot through my stomach—something was wrong. “Maddie? Maddie, you okay?” 
 
    I knocked at the door, harder this time. Still nothing. 
 
    “Mareth, put some clothes on,” I said, taking a step back into the hallway. “I’m going to kick this fucking door down.” 
 
    “What? Why?” Mareth’s eyebrows furrowed together. 
 
    “If she’s in there, the last thing I want her to see is a naked demoness,” I grunted, mentally calculating the angle I’d need to hit to kick the knob. “Just do it!” 
 
    While Mareth searched for her clothes, I delivered two swift kicks to the bathroom door. The water kept on running, the blissful music from my phone playing on the other side like nothing was wrong. My mind filled with dreadful possibilities: Maddie had had an accident, slipped in the tub. Anything could have happened while I was gone. 
 
    “Damn it! It won’t budge!” The door was made of that white, unformed stuff I’d carved the subspace out of to begin with. Apparently, it was like trying to tunnel through bedrock. 
 
    Mareth paused, her skirt wrapped halfway around her bare ass. The white streak of my seed dripped almost all the way down to her knee, completely forgotten in the emergency. 
 
    “This is your subspace,” the succubus said, gesturing with her nails. “Just unsummon the damn thing!” 
 
    Good idea, I thought, closing my eyes and concentrating. If I could build out the subspace, I could delete parts of it just as easily. I pictured the bare, empty doorway, nothing blocking me from entering, and a moment later steam billowed out onto my face. The door was gone. 
 
    So was Maddie. 
 
    I stepped into the bathroom as more steam filled the subspace. The shower was on full-blast, and I cut it off as I examined the tiny space. My phone lay on the edge of the sink, playing the same playlist of songs over and over again. The mirror was completely fogged up, all except for a doodle Maddie had presumably left while getting her shower ready: a heart, with L&M scrawled in the middle. 
 
    Luke and Maddie, I thought, my heart sinking. What the fuck… 
 
    “She’s not here,” I growled, stepping back into the living room. Already sweat was breaking out on Mareth’s beautiful skin from the humidity. “Where the hell could she possibly have gone?” 
 
    Mareth stared blankly at me, still adjusting her wardrobe. She paused, cocking her head, then marched past me and stuck her own head through the bathroom door. “She’s gone,” the succubus said in a flat tone. 
 
    “I know!” 
 
    “That’s...that’s not possible,” Mareth murmured. “Nothing gets in or out of a subspace unless the owner wills it. She couldn’t have left!” 
 
    I looked around the room in confusion. “Are you suggesting she’s hiding somewhere?” I asked, walking into the bedroom. The big king-sized bed still dominated the tiny space—there was certainly no Maddie-sized hole anywhere for the waitress to hide. “She’s not here, Mareth!” 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” the succubus said, shaking her head in disbelief. She looked at the splintered remains of the couch beneath her feet, as if Maddie were going to jump out from beneath it any moment and proclaim the whole thing a wonderful prank. “Maybe she slipped out when they synchronized your dorm? I guess she could have walked out the front door then, before we came in?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Then why leave the water running? And the phone? No, she was in the middle of taking a shower, Maddie.” Like the woman in Psycho, I thought, ice filling my stomach. What the fuck happened to her? 
 
    A horrible thought occurred to me. “Those demons all wanted to eat Maddie,” I told Mareth, the color draining from my face. “There’s no way one of them could have made it in here and...oh fuck. She’d be totally defenseless…” 
 
    And it would be my fault, I told myself. After all, I’d left her here while I went running around the Schools. I’d been getting my dick wet in Christina and Mareth, leaving her in the lurch. I’d trusted no one could get to her in here—but apparently, I’d been wrong. 
 
    “It must be some kind of glitch,” Mareth told me, trying to calm me down. The succubus found her schoolgirl top, took one look at the mess she’d made of it, and ran a hand over her breasts instead. They shimmered, and suddenly she was wearing a brand new crop-top with spaghetti straps. No bra necessary. “Look, there’s no sign of a struggle, right? No blood?” 
 
    Her words calmed me down. “You’re right,” I said, glancing back into the bathroom. “Yeah, it’s like she just disappeared.” 
 
    “She probably just...I don’t know! Maybe she found her way back to Earth somehow.” Mareth put a hand to her chin, thinking. Somehow, while I’d been freaking out, she’d used her magic to bring her body and fashion completely on point. To look at her, you’d never have thought she’d gotten piledrived into a kitchen counter with an Archlord candidate’s dick inside her just a few minutes ago. “I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “We grab Christina,” she said, gesturing at the door, “and we go to the Subspace Commission. That’s an office on campus that handles any issues related to student subspaces—problems with water and power, accidentally creating rooms with non-Euclidean geometry, that kind of thing. My first semester, there was an imp who was really into M.C. Escher—the stairs in his subspace went upwards and downwards at the same time—” 
 
    “Mareth,” I said sharply, startling the succubus into silence. “Are you telling me we should check the fucking lost & found!?” 
 
    The succubus flashed a sheepish smile. “It’s worth a shot?” 
 
    My hand went to my forehead. “For a human woman…! Shit, alright—we’ll start there, I guess. Even if they can’t find Maddie, hopefully they can tell us more. She’d better be okay.” 
 
    If she wasn’t, it was my fault. Finding her was my responsibility, and as far as I was concerned, the rest of the Academy’s obligations could wait. 
 
    That waitress needed my help. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The nearest arcade inside the dormitories was a floor down, over on level six. I was antsy the whole way, tapping my foot in the elevator like it couldn’t possibly move fast enough for me. Every moment we wasted was another where Maddie could potentially be in trouble, screaming on her knees in front of some hideous demon who wanted to chow down on her like a Maddie sandwich. Mareth noticed how out of it I was—even through the afterglow of our amazing sex, the anxiety stood out clear as day. 
 
    “We’re going to find her,” the succubus said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “I promise you that, Master. Your problems are my problems now.” 
 
    I’d been so fixated on Maddie’s disappearance, I’d almost forgotten the transformation I’d just put Mareth through. “You mean that?” I asked, taking hold of her wrist. 
 
    She giggled. “You’re damn right. I’m your demon now. You’re stuck with me and Christina for a long, long time, buster. You’d better get used to having two gorgeous babes waiting on your every need…” 
 
    Her words sharpened me like nothing else. I slid a hand beneath her skirt, running my thumb along the still-damp slit of her freshly fucked pussy. Mareth shuddered, and I knew at a level more instinctive and primal than thought that I could’ve pinned her against the elevator right then and there, fucked her brains out all over again. She wanted it. 
 
    “There’s no two girls at this school I’d rather have on my team,” I growled against her neck, my fingers working within her. “But if you think I’m going to be satisfied stopping at two, little demon girl, you’ve got another thing coming…” 
 
    I pulled away as the elevator door opened, leaving her gasping. Mareth stared at me for a moment, her wide eyes unfocused. Spots of color rose to her cheeks as new demons filed into the elevator, wrinkling their noses at the smell of sex. 
 
    “Damn,” Mareth purred, following me down the hall. “Yeah, I definitely lucked out having you for a Master.” She grew thoughtful. “Or do you want me to use a different name with you in public, like with Oni?” 
 
    I slapped her on the ass as we reached the door to the arcade. Her butt had a nice jiggle. “Fuck no,” I told her. “It’s ‘Master’ 100% of the time. Why else would I have these powers?” 
 
    She laughed like that’s just what she wanted to hear. “Yes, Master!” 
 
    The arcade was filled with all sorts of crazy games, from ordinary ones I recognized like skeeball with a ‘demonic’ twist to attractions I couldn’t even guess the function of. Normally, I would’ve spent the whole afternoon checking them out, entranced by all the cool entertainment on display, but we didn’t have the time. I made a mental note to come back and raincheck the place, as it looked amazing, then strode through the aisles looking for Christina. 
 
    She’d taken up a stall near the back—a shooting gallery, from the looks of it. It was set up like an Old West town, with saloons and paper tumbleweeds stacked on top of each other where targets would pop up. Except that instead of the Hatfields & McCoys, you shot at the Angels & Demons. As I approached, a half-dozen angelic cowboys shot out from behind buildings, twirling lassos that turned into halos at the point where they made a circle. 
 
    At first, I couldn’t find the gun. Then I realized Christina needed no such thing—she was using the organic blades she’d formed from her nails during the fight in the Wrath Arena, spearing the little targets as they emerged. From the looks of things, she’d been at it for a while, and she was really, really good at it. A list of high scores scrolled on the side of the booth, with her name third for the week. Twelfth overall, which wasn’t bad at all for a beginner. 
 
    “Take that!” Christina laughed, a wicked growl erupting from her throat as she tossed three nail-blades at once. They speared two more angels, then took a cute demonic cowboy right between the eyes. A high-score tone dinged. Christina leaned over, laughing triumphantly, and put both hands against a pad near the underside of the machine. Her hands glowed when she touched it, and I realized it was recharging her demon energy so she could fire more shots. 
 
    “SPECIAL BONUS ROUND UNLOCKED!” the machine trilled, a giant devil popping out of the center of the tableau. It played a golden fiddle, showing off before a terrified man on a hickory stump, and the jaunty tune that played during the shootouts now had a jazzy fiddle added to the soundtrack. 
 
    Christina looked thrilled. Then she saw the two of us and turned away abruptly, the game completely forgotten. 
 
    “Oh hey!” she purred, holding a sheaf of long needles in her fingers. A faint sheen of sweat covered her body from the exertion, contrasting with the dark scales covering her demonic hips and bust. “Check this shit out — I’m getting really good at molding these little spikes. I could probably do something way more complicated than just a throwing knife…” 
 
    She trailed off at the look on our faces. “Oh no,” Christina said, her expression filling with alarm. “What happened? Did you not go through with the binding? Did Mareth try to make you do that thing she and I were joking about? I told you Luke wouldn’t be comfortable with it, Mareth…” 
 
    “No, the binding was wonderful,” Mareth said. 
 
    “Yeah, it was awesome,” I said. ”Wait—what thing!?” 
 
    Christina’s mouth opened wide. “I, uh...it was just a kink,” she said, flexing her demonic claws. “Not the kind of thing you’d want to talk about in public.” She moved on quickly, sharing a look with Mareth like they’d both been caught with their hands in the cookie jar. “So I’m not going to be Luke’s only wife,” she said, relaxing a touch. “We should be celebrating, right? You want to go back to the dorms and I can really welcome Mareth to the group, or would you rather hit the town and tear some clubs up?” 
 
    “Neither,” I said, shaking my head. “Christina—Maddie wasn’t in my subspace. She’s gone.” 
 
    Christina looked from me to Mareth, likely expecting this to be some kind of prank. “Haha, very funny. You just don’t want to tell me about the smoking-hot threesome you all had, because then I’ll be jealous. I bet Maddie’s back in your room having to ice herself off after how hard you pounded her—” 
 
    “I’m not joking,” I said firmly. “She’s gone, Christina. Vanished.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Christina whispered. She leaned over and hit a button on the side of her shooting game, and the devil retracted back into the cabinet. ‘GAME OVER’ flashed at the top, and what looked like about ten thousand tickets spilled out of the machine. 
 
    “I’ll cash these in later,” Christina said, wrapping the strand around her wrist. “We’ve got to get going. Where the hell is Oni?” 
 
    “He followed you to the arcade,” Mareth said, nodding towards the other side of the game-filled floor. “I think he wanted to give Luke and me some privacy. That’s him over there, right?” 
 
    It was hard to miss him. The hulking demon squatted in a corner of the arcade, working at some machine none of us could see due to his bulk. I’d expected him to be alone, but as we got closer, I realized he’d drawn a small crowd. The group gathered around one of those basketball machines, where you try to make shots from various distances for points—only Oni was tall enough to just loom over the machine and drop the balls in. 
 
    Each of the demons hanging out with him had enough tickets to make Christina’s haul seem small by comparison. A big, dumb grin stretched across his face as he power-slammed three more balls through the hoop, hitting nothing but net. More tickets spilled out, and the demons cheered. 
 
    “Oni,” I called, cupping a hand around my mouth. “Come on, dude, we’ve gotta go. Emergency.” 
 
    He gave a start and turned away from the crowd. “My Master needs me,” he rumbled, giving the demon nearest the ticket dispenser a nod. “Enjoy the rest of your game.” 
 
    “Sure thing, dude!” the lead demon said. The group looked like they’d never seen such a bounty before. “Any time!” 
 
    “Told you,” Mareth said with a smirk as Oni joined us. “There’s plenty of jobs for a big guy like him to tackle at the Academy. You should think about putting him to work for you, earn a few extra shards. Maybe get into the whole loan shark racket—it’s a pretty common side-gig in Hell. Your garden variety imp, goblin, or pixie would think twice about welching on a debt with a slab of muscle like that as an enforcer!” 
 
    It was an interesting idea. But it would have to wait—right now, finding Maddie took precedence. 
 
    Together, the four of us made our way out of the dormitories and to the Subspace Commission. It wasn’t a building of its own: instead, it comprised a single floor of a general administrative building, the kind of place you didn’t need to go unless you had a very specialized problem that needed solving. A tuition check that bounced, the wrong mortal’s soul on a contract due to a misspelling—that sort of thing. 
 
    The whole way there, I worried about Maddie. Even if she’d been taken just before Mareth and I showed up in subspace and started getting busy, it meant she was missing for the better part of an hour. Anything could have happened to her by now—and anyone. I found myself scrutinizing the eyes of the demons I passed, as if they concealed ill intent. By now, nearly everyone on campus knew I was one of the Archlord candidates. They’d also seen that I’d brought a human to the Academy, stashing them in the trunk of my car accidentally. 
 
    What if some enterprising young demon put two and two together, and decided this was the best way to kneecap a newcomer? I hardly knew Maddie, but I felt responsible for her. We’d had a connection—brief, hot, unfulfilled—back in her diner, and making her come all over my face in my subspace had only deepened my need to be inside her, to claim her the way I’d done to Christina and Mareth. My magic was the reason she’d fallen into Hell and gotten mixed up in all of this in the first place. 
 
    I promised I’d keep her safe, I thought to myself as the elevator worked its way up to the Subspace Commission’s floor. She told me she was going to make me a home-cooked meal. That she liked fantasy novels with lots of sex in them. I’d be an idiot to let anything happen to a girl like that… 
 
    The elevator opened, revealing a smallish office. There was a line to see the next available demon, with a velvet rope wrapping back and forth like at the DMV, but at this time of day there were no students in line waiting to be served. I headed for the nearest booth, directing Oni to sit in two of the chairs, with Christina and Mareth just behind me. 
 
    A middle-aged demoness sat behind the counter, her hair done up in a tall beehive. Something twitched in it, and I realized there were actual bees inside of her coiffure—it wasn’t just a style. Her skin was the same yellow shade of the characters on The Simpsons, making her look more than a little bit like Homer’s wife, Marge. 
 
    If my experience in the mortal world was anything to go by, this demoness was about to be a royal pain in the ass. Except I didn’t have time to deal with any bullshit; I had to find Maddie.  
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    I forced a smile to my face, and the demoness behind the counter only looked back at me with a vacant stare, as though I were the last person she wanted to provide anything resembling good customer service. 
 
    “How can I help you?” the demoness asked. A nametag on the front of her jacket read Doris. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, putting my elbows on the counter. The demoness made a face at that, but didn’t say anything. “I had a person in my subspace this afternoon. A, uh, guest. I came back a few minutes ago and she was gone.” 
 
    An elbow jostled my side. “Ask her about the lost and found,” Mareth whispered. 
 
    “I think she, ah, might have gotten glitched out somehow?” It felt silly to even ask. “Do you have a subspace lost and found, or something like that?” 
 
    Doris’s eyes narrowed. “Are you certain the guest didn’t just leave?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “From what I saw, she was in the middle of a shower. The water was running, and she was playing some music. She just...disappeared.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Doris reached beneath the counter and pulled out a tablet with a stylus. “Building and room number?” 
 
    “Eastern Wing, Seventh Floor,” I said, remembering what Sophe had told me. “Room 777.” 
 
    The demoness tapped the screen a few times. Words scrolled across it in a tiny font, and she nodded as if the result were expected. “I don’t have a record of entrances and exits,” she said, setting the tablet down. “The owner of the location hasn’t signed up for subspace insurance.” 
 
    What?  
 
    “I should have figured Hell would have insurance,” I growled, running a hand through my hair. “Look, where could she possibly go? I tucked her in there for safekeeping, and now she’s gone! This is a mortal we’re talking about—she’s not safe anywhere in the Academy…” 
 
    “Please sir, calm down,” Doris said blandly. “Would you like to fill out an official complaint form? If property stored in a subspace becomes damaged or missing, students are entitled to compensation. Generally up to the full market value of the property. Assuming the Academy is found to be at fault, of course...” 
 
    I let out a harsh, flat bark of a laugh. “Maddie isn’t property! She’s a human being! All I care about is finding the woman I put in that subspace, okay!?” 
 
    “A human woman?” Doris said, her eyebrows shooting to her hairline. 
 
    The fist inside of my chest unclenched. “Yes,” I said, feeling like we were finally getting somewhere. “She’s a mortal who followed us to Hell, and she’s in way over her head—” 
 
    “Humans aren’t covered under regulations,” Doris said flatly. “Subspace insurance wouldn’t help you either, in that case, other than maybe to identify when the human left the location.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I want to know!” I said, slamming a hand down on the counter. “I don’t give a shit what’s covered or not!” The edges of my vision dimmed, turning red. I could feel that strange second sight welling up inside of me, showing things the way Lucifer saw them. Where before I’d seen opportunity when I looked at Sophe, here I saw nothing but an obstacle. A stubborn, unreasonable obstacle. 
 
    “So you want to know who’s been in and out of your subspace, is that it?” 
 
    More anger built inside of me. “Yes! That’s exactly what I want to know. Is there a record?” 
 
    “There is. But you’ll have to file a complaint.” Doris motioned toward a table behind her, where a stack of complaint forms awaited dropoff and processing. “Once it’s been received, a subspace investigator will be dispatched to look into the nature of your complaint. After a thorough review—normally between two and four weeks—they’ll decide whether it’s worthy of further investigation.” 
 
    I stared at that stack of papers, and something broke inside of me.  
 
    “Maddie doesn’t have two to four weeks,” I said, the words coming out in such a growl that Christina and Mareth took an unconscious step back. “This is an innocent woman we’re talking about. You’re going to tell me how she got out of my subspace, and who else might have been in there, or so help me…” 
 
    Doris cocked an eyebrow, as if she’d heard this all many times before. “You’ll what?” 
 
    Dark, leathery wings erupted from my back. This time the transformation was less painful,  as if I’d already gotten used to it. The shadow tendrils were back as well, floating to either side of me in thick tangles like an octopus’s arms. I slammed them down on either side of the desk, startling Doris into silence. 
 
     “Holy shit, Luke,” Christina whispered, both intimidated and incredibly turned on by my display of force. 
 
    “There’s no need to hurt anybody,” Mareth added, jumping in. “I’m sure we can talk this over—” 
 
    “You’re going to help me,” I said to Doris, my voice distorted to inhuman proportions, “or you’re going to find out the kind of Hell an Archlord candidate can rain down. Now can you help me or not!?” 
 
    I expected her to sink to the ground, begging and pleading for mercy. I should have realized that bureaucrats are bureaucrats—and that petty tyrants aren’t any better in Hell than back on Earth. 
 
    “Don’t you make demands of me, young man,” Doris snorted, for all the world like I was some snot-nosed teenager instead of a powerful demon. “The process is the process, and everyone has to go through it whether they like it or not. I don’t care if you’re Lucifer himself—Hell has rules!” 
 
    My tendrils wrapped themselves around her desk, lifting it off the ground. The pile of complaint forms behind Doris tipped over, spraying all over the floor. The woman herself remained sitting, placidly looking up at me like I was just another in a long line of petty humiliations she’d had to endure. 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough,” Doris said, gesturing at a door set in the far wall. “If you want to make a scene, I’ll have you removed. Security!” 
 
    I hardly noticed the two demons approaching. Both of them were nearly as big and burly as Oni, dressed in identical black security uniforms with silver goat’s-head badges. Their muscles rippled underneath the fabric—clearly these guys hit the Academy gyms harder than most. 
 
    “Put the desk down, sir,” one of the demons said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “I’m going to have ask you to leave—” 
 
    No. Fuck that. I wasn’t leaving without answers. If that meant I had to break a few heads to find out where Maddie had been taken, well—Lucifer would forgive me, right? It’s the kind of thing he’d do? 
 
    That strange second sight welled up in me as the man’s fingers tightened on my shoulder. Damn right it’s what he’d do. 
 
    “Relax,” I told the demon, faking like I’d go along quietly. He relaxed a fraction—and that’s when I slugged him in the face. Even with my demonic strength, it was like trying to punch through a boulder. If I hadn’t caught him off-guard, it wouldn’t have worked, but I was lucky that way. He took a step backward, stumbling into the other demon and giving me space to work. 
 
    I dropped the desk, the tabletop cracking as it slammed back into the ground. Doris slid backward in her chair, smoothly scooting out of the way of the fight as I wrapped tendrils around the first demon and lifted him off his feet. 
 
    “You’re making a mistake!” the first demon gasped, my tendrils wrapping around his throat as he went upside-down into the air.  
 
    “That’s what college is all about,” I grunted, ducking beneath the second demon’s arms. “Oni, help me out. This is looking a little too much like a fair fight…” 
 
    The second demon recovered from his missed punch and lunged at me, pulling a pair of obsidian handcuffs from a pouch at his belt. Smoke poured from them, as if they were enchanted, and I shuddered to think what those cuffs would probably do to me. Turn off my magic, maybe, or something even worse. 
 
    Fortunately, I didn’t have to find out. Shock filled the demon’s face as his feet left the floor, hugged from behind by Oni. The hulking demon lifted the security guard into his arms like a child, squeezing until he dropped the handcuffs to the floor. 
 
    “He’s disabled, Master,” Oni rumbled, glancing from the man to the first demon who now hung completely cocooned in tendrils. “Would you like me to kill him?” 
 
    Before I could answer, the door to the Subspace Commission slammed open. Doris and the rest of us turned to see as Lilith strode into the office, her hands on her hips like a Queen surveying a city she’d just conquered. She’d changed out of the lush robes she wore back in the Pride School and into a stylish dress, but she still looked elegant and composed—less a priestess than a mature professional taking a night out on the town. Her heels clicked against the hardwood floor as she sashayed across the office, in a crazy rhythm that made me think she had to be walking funny. It took a moment to realize her tail was tapping right along with her heels, almost mischievous. 
 
     She took one look at the two restrained demons and sighed. 
 
    “My oh my, doesn’t this just look like a lawsuit waiting to happen,” she growled, putting her chin in one of her palms. “Do me a favor and put my employees down, Luke. You’ve had more than enough fun with them.” 
 
    I almost didn’t. Releasing the demonic anger coursing through my veins was harder than I expected. It felt weak, almost like giving up. If Lilith hadn’t been so inhumanly beautiful, hadn’t been looking at me like my strength both intimidated and aroused her, I might not have been able to let it go. 
 
    Finally, the tendrils retracted. I lowered the first guard back to his feet, sputtering and coughing as the bands of darkness left his nose and mouth. I let Oni keep holding the second guy back, though, just in case. 
 
    Lilith watched with an arched eyebrow as my wings slid back into the hollow between my shoulders. Just like before, they left tears in my robes but nothing else save for smooth, untouched skin. I was getting used to that, too. 
 
    “This young man attacked me,” Doris said, finding her voice now that the violence was over. “I want him disciplined!” 
 
    “Then file a complaint,” Lilith purred, glancing at the ruined stack of forms behind her. “Just make sure you get all of those filled out first.” 
 
    Doris turned around, her face going sour. “I won’t forget this.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Lilith said, another heavy sigh wracking her frame. “Luke. Why don’t we go for a walk? There’s obviously something on your mind if you’re accosting my security forces.” 
 
    The last of my rage faded. I looked over at Christina and Mareth, both a little ashamed of the looks on their faces and savoring it a bit. The mix of fear and longing when I went over into full-on demonic savage mode was definitely something I could get accustomed to. 
 
    “Just us?” I asked, wary. “One of my friends is already missing, Lilith. I’d rather not let the rest of the group out of my sight.” 
 
    “‘Friends’,” Lilith said wickedly, making air quotes with her fingers. “If that’s what you want to call them…” She paused, thinking it over. “Fine. Have them follow us at a respectable distance. And please tell your muscled friend to put Fernando down. I can’t afford another demonic Workman’s Comp claim…” 
 
    As it turned out, Lilith knew a shortcut to the green. It made me wonder what kind of other secret passages and hidden tunnels might have been built into the Academy—and whether they had anything to do with Maddie’s disappearance. 
 
    Outside, a few groups lounged and played sports out on the green. A pair of demonic co-ed’s having a late-night picnic scattered as Lilith trampled right through their spot, treating them with no more regard than she would an anthill. Heads turned up and down the square, watching me walk with the Headmistress with more than a little jealousy. Every demoness here wanted to be Lilith, and every male demon wanted to be with her. It made me realize what a power couple the two of us would make—there was just the little matter of her being married to the fucking Devil… 
 
    “The goblin who ran into me as I was taking my evening constitutional through the student commons didn’t have much time to explain what was going on,” she said, stepping around a rock in the path. “He just shouted something about an ‘Archlord candidate’ causing an incident down in the Subspace Commission offices. Of course I knew it had to be you. Whatever is the matter?” 
 
    I’d cooled down considerably by this point, but the thought of Maddie made my vision momentarily flash red. “I’m assuming you heard about the visitor I accidentally brought to the Academy?” 
 
    “The mortal?” Lilith’s eyes widened a touch. “I thought she was torn to shreds.” 
 
    Jesus, I thought, a little taken aback. And that didn’t bother you? Every time I started thinking of Lilith as just a very attractive woman, something came around to remind me she was an amoral monster. Still hot as Hell, though. 
 
    “Christina and I saved her,” I said, shaking my head. “I tucked her in my subspace for safekeeping—” 
 
    Lilith’s face lit up. “Your subspace is large enough to live in? How wonderful! That’s a very rare privilege—normally only granted to demons of very great power.” A naughty look spread across her face. “You’ll have to let me see it sometime.” 
 
    Another flash of that vision rocked my mind. Lilith upside down, her ass in the air as my tendrils put her through a one-man gangbang. I shook my head to dismiss it. I hadn’t found the room where the vision took place yet, but it definitely wasn’t my subspace. 
 
    “That’s not the problem,” I said huskily. “She’s missing. Maddie’s gone, and I have no idea where she might be. If she shows her face in public, demons are going to rip her apart…” 
 
    Lilith just laughed. “Young man, you should have come to me. Honestly, going to the bureaucracy is a sucker’s move. Nothing in Hell ever gets done by the book—you of all people should understand that. If you’d just visited my tent, we could have come to some sort of...mutually agreeable arrangement.” 
 
    It was another attempt to hit on me. I allowed it this time, though: anything that got me closer to Maddie was just fine with me. Okay, maybe it was a huge ego boost to have Lucifer’s wife flirt with me, too. 
 
    “You can help me, then?” I asked. “Give me an idea where I should start searching?” 
 
    Lilith sized me up for several more steps. I could see in her face she’d already decided to help me—this pause wasn’t about that. More like she was deciding what to ask for in return for the favor. Considering the number of ‘jokes’ about sex she’d made while we walked, I had some idea what she might demand from me. 
 
    We were nearly to the end of the green when she glanced behind us. Christina, Mareth, and Oni followed a few steps behind, like Lilith had requested. Both of my women craned their necks, trying to spy on the conversation. For his part, Oni kept his head on a swivel, scanning the area for any potential threats. 
 
    “Have you bound my niece yet?” Lilith asked in a too-casual tone. “She seemed so eager for it the last time we met….” 
 
    “Was she?” I didn’t remember Mareth making any overtures in that direction—not in front of Lilith, in any case. She’d been nothing but prickly to her ‘Auntie’. 
 
    Lilith tossed her head back, laughing loud and long. “Young man, a demoness of my caliber can simply smell ‘slut’ on a woman. That little succubus was drunk on you—she couldn’t wait to spread her legs and get a little access to your power.” Lilith paused on the concrete path leading to the cafeteria, grinning. “Well? Did you?” 
 
    Should I lie? Considering everything Mareth had told me about Lilith, I gathered it was a bad idea to tell her I was nailing her niece. But if the Headmistress was as smart as she appeared, she’d undoubtedly know I was lying. 
 
    Who knows, I thought. Maybe she really COULD smell Mareth’s arousal. That means she has to already know… 
 
    “Both Chrsitina and Mareth are bound to me,” I admitted, meeting the Headmistress’ gaze without shame. “They’re both on the team, and I’m looking forward to deepening my bonds with them.” 
 
    “Oh, I just bet you are,” Lilith said, pursing her lips. Her expression was inscrutable. Did this knowledge upset her? Piss her off? Leave her bemused? If a painter could have frozen her face in that moment, art critics could have spent decades arguing over it. 
 
    Finally, I could take the silence no longer. “Please, Lilith,” I asked, hating the words even as I said them. “I need your help.” 
 
    Lilith cocked her head to the side, as if she were tasting blood on the night air. “Your request is granted,” she purred, stepping so close to me that I felt the heat rolling off her skin. “But I want something in return, young man.” 
 
    Here we go, I thought, swallowing. “Anything,” I said, thinking of Maddie. 
 
    Lilith chuckled low in her throat. “Anything? Young man, you should know better than to let a demoness make the rules of a contract. But this once—just this once, mind you—I’ll be merciful. I’ll give you a fairer deal than you deserve.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    Her nails played idly with the tear across my shoulder blades, as if the spot where my wings emerged fascinated her. “You will owe me a favor,” she growled. 
 
    “A favor?” 
 
    “Mmh hmm,” the Headmistress said with a nod. “At a time of my choosing, I will send a messenger to you. They’ll have a task for you to perform—and whatever it is, you will do it for me. Without question or hesitation. No matter what it is, you understand?” 
 
    I was a bit confused. Were we still talking about a booty call? It almost sounded like Lilith wanted me to kill someone. I realized then I’d been mentally preparing myself to do to Lilith exactly what I’d seen in that vision, Lucifer or no. But what if she had even darker plans for me? 
 
    My gaze followed her. The Headmistress stared at my women, bathing them in a gaze that was almost wistful. 
 
    “I won’t break up with Mareth for you,” I told Lilith. “And I won’t do anything that would hurt Christina.” I paused a moment. “Or Oni.” 
 
    Lilith was so taken aback that she actually gasped. Then more of that high, discordant laughter filled the square—so much so that nearby students shrank from it. 
 
    “My, you do think highly of yourself, don’t you? My dear boy, if I wanted you to break up with my niece, I wouldn’t waste something as momentous as a favor on it.” Her grin went sharklike. “I’d simply tear the bitch limb from limb.” 
 
    That was an unpleasant image.  
 
    “Alright,” I said, taking her hand and squeezing it. “It’s a deal, then.” 
 
    Lilith stared down at my hand as if she’d never seen it before, then gave it a cursory shake. “Very good. No need for a formal contract—I’ll consider your word your bond.” The Headmistress cleared her throat, turning back toward the dormitories. “A little birdie told me that there have been certain...incidents involving student subspaces lately. Mostly petty theft and vandalism, but still very powerful—and very illegal. The sort of thing a student could get in a great deal of trouble for, were they to be found out.” Lilith spread her hands. “From what you’ve told me, it sounds like this person has escalated to kidnapping!” 
 
    “Tell me who,” I growled, nearly losing my temper. I had to know. “Give me a name.” 
 
    Lilith pursed her glossy lips. “Young man, what makes you think I know who this person is?” 
 
    “You know everything,” I shot back bitterly. I shouldn’t have said it, but I was beyond caring. “You even know about that vision of you and me, I bet. You’re probably the one who put it in my fucking head…” 
 
    It was a strange thing, watching the faked confusion on Lilith’s face deepen into the real thing. “Vision? What vision?” 
 
    Suddenly the ball was in my court. “You don’t know?” 
 
    “All signs and portents are required to be reported promptly,” the Headmistress growled, her body sizzling like a live wire. “We take prophecies very seriously at this Academy, Luke —especially when they involve those chosen by Lucifer—” 
 
    “The name,” I grunted, cutting her off. Damn but it felt good to do that—to have her on the back foot for once. I could almost see myself taking control of her the way I’d done in the vision. “And then maybe you can make that your favor once I deal with the asshole who took Maddie.” 
 
    For a moment, I thought Lilith was likely to argue the point. Then her shoulders slumped, and she blinked first. “His name is Karl,” the Headmistress whispered. “A rather dashing young demon from everything I’ve heard about him. Many students are betting on him to win the Archlord trials…” 
 
    “They’re not the only people betting on him,” I growled, a memory searing my brain. “Oni!” 
 
    The big demon quickened his pace, coming up beside Lilith and I in three massive steps. “Yes, Master? Is there a problem?” 
 
    “You told me your family bet on a demon named Karl,” I said, looking up at Oni. “Won a bunch of shards on some battle he fought. Would you recognize him if you saw him?” 
 
    Oni nodded. “Of course, Master.” 
 
    “He lives on Level Twelve of the Dormitory,” Lilith giggled, crossing her arms beneath her ample breasts. “Western Wing, I believe. If you drop in on him now, you might be able to catch him unawares…” 
 
    Oh, I was damn sure of that. “Let’s go, Oni. We’ve got a lead.” As he made his way back to Christina and Mareth, I turned to Lilith. “Thank you for this, Headmistress. I won’t forget it.” 
 
    “See that you don’t,” she said, her nose wrinkling. I could tell she was still trying to figure out what I meant by a vision. “I’ll be calling on you soon, Luke. Make sure you are ready for my summons.” 
 
    I would. But first, I needed to teach this Karl a lesson. 
 
    By the time I was done, people were going to be betting on a very different candidate for Archlord. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The walk back to the dorms was much faster than the leisurely stroll I’d taken away from them with Lilith. At this time of evening, even the few groups of demons on the green were scattered—as I made my way past them, they scattered further. It took some time for me to understand those frightened glances, so like Maddie’s as the demons tried to force their way into my trunk. 
 
    My wings were out. Along with them, my tendrils. I must have looked like an absolute fucking monster. A grin rose to my face. Good. 
 
    The guard who’d been sitting behind the desk the first time we’d entered the dorms had gone off-duty. In his place sat an imp roughly the color and dimensions of a can of Coca-Cola. He looked up as we entered, his steely eyes glinting with irritation. “Got your passes…?” 
 
    He trailed off as I approached the counter, looking up and up. My wings brushed the ceiling of the vestibule, tendrils spreading over the sprinkler system as my power pushed out in all directions at once. I couldn’t help it—I was pissed. 
 
    “I’m looking for someone,” I growled, barely able to form the words around my demonic form. “Karl. Level Twelve. What room?” 
 
    It was strange how much sharper my senses were in this form. I could feel the wheels turning behind the imp’s eyes as he weighed the potential trouble he’d be in for breaking confidentiality versus the hurt I’d put on him for keeping his mouth shut. I could feel Mareth and Christina’s arousal—Lilith was right, the succubus was basically walking around squeaking from being so turned on—and could even sense the bond I’d slammed over Oni’s will. That last one tasted like biting down on the edge of a rusty knife, but I refused to shy away from it. It was my fault it was there, after all. 
 
    The imp reared back in his seat. “I’m not supposed to—” 
 
    Tendrils slammed on the table, making the guard jump a foot out of his seat. “Wrong answer.” 
 
    “Twelve-seventy-two,” the imp blurted, his hands shaking. “Second to the end of the hall, the big black door. You can’t miss it.” 
 
    I turned away without a word, heading for the elevator. Christina and Mareth followed in my wake, a sharp look from Oni enough to keep any other demons from thinking of getting involved. 
 
    The four of us squeezed into an elevator and waited for it to rise. An awkward silence reigned, punctuated by occasional worried glances from Christina and Mareth. 
 
    “So,” Christina said, trying to break the tension. “What’s the Infernal Academy’s official policy on murdering fellow students?” 
 
    It was meant in jest, but Mareth pursed her lips thoughtfully at the question. “It’s fair game,” she said with a shrug, “as long as it’s not a permanent kill. You have to do way more than just rip a demon apart to kill them completely. There’s a certain level of leeway given to students in Hell for just such an occasion…” 
 
    “I’m going to do more than just rip him apart,” I growled, watching one floor give way to the next. “If this Karl fucker has so much as laid a finger on Maddie, I’m going to turn him inside out. Then you can tell me exactly how much damage I have to do to make that shit permanent.” 
 
    Mareth swallowed hard. “You’re joking, right? I know you’ve managed to get Lilith on your side—you might want to watch your back with that one, by the way—but even she wouldn’t be able to get you off the hook for irreversible destruction of a student.” 
 
    “I don’t think he cares,” Christina said mildly. 
 
    The elevator dinged, announcing we’d reached our floor. “She’s right,” I said, jerking a thumb at Christina as I stepped out. “I don’t.” 
 
    Level Twelve must have been some kind of deluxe, luxury-level of the dormitories. Somehow that felt appropriate—like I’d stepped into the final boss’ lair in a video game. The hallway was black stone, with a thick blood-red carpet covering the floor that must have taken thousands of hours of stitching to get just right. The ceiling drew up into a high arch over the actual dorm rooms themselves, like the four of us were walking through a cathedral. 
 
    “How many shards does one of these suites cost?” I asked as we made our way towards Karl’s room. 
 
    “If you have to ask,” Mareth said, giving a door with an inlaid gold skull-and-crossbones motif the side eye, “then you can’t afford it.” 
 
    I answered with a grunt. “This one’s got to be it,” I said, pointing. “The one with the guards.” 
 
    Towards the end of the hall, one door loomed larger than the others. In fact it was a set of double-doors, with massive skull-shaped knockers like the entrance to Dracula’s castle. A pair of beetle-backed demons who looked like they could be Aztomund’s cousins lounged on either side of it, standing watch. They perked up as we came closer, reaching for their weapons. One had a long whip made of tendrils studded with shards of glass—the other held a wicked-looking mace. 
 
    “What do you—” 
 
    That was as far as they got. I didn’t even bother speaking to these mooks. Before they could utter another word or draw down with those weapons, I hit them with so many tendrils they couldn’t cope. As they struggled and coughed, tendrils streamed into their noses and mouths, reaching for the sensitive meat within their skulls. 
 
    More tendrils. More darkness. 
 
    More. 
 
    Both demons’ heads exploded with sickening pops, spraying the door behind them with blood and gore. Christina gasped as their bodies slumped to the floor, their necks little more than headless stumps. 
 
    I stared over the lifeless demons for a moment, considering. “You did say I wouldn’t get in trouble unless I permanently kill demons, right?” 
 
    Mareth looked like she couldn’t decide whether to scream or jump my bones right there in the hallway. “R-Right,” she gasped, stepping around the spreading pool of blood on the carpet. “You’ve got maybe five minutes before these demons patch themselves together enough to take a crack at you. Maybe a little more, since that was especially...brutal.” 
 
    As if in response to Mareth’s explanation, the bodies began to twitch. Pieces of skull slid across the carpet, knitting themselves back to the demon’s ruined heads. I knew we had to move. 
 
    Five minutes, I grunted, reaching for the doorknob in the shape of a skull. Once I get my hands on Karl, I’ll give that asshole way more than five minutes… 
 
    To my surprise, the doors weren’t locked. They swung open easily before my touch, as if the hinges had been greased. I guess when you’ve got two heavies to guard it for you, I thought, you can afford to forget to lock things behind you. 
 
    A mistake I’d never give Karl the opportunity to repeat. 
 
    The double doors opened on a square of darkness. Not just a dark hallway, or a dingy bedroom—complete and total darkness, like the absence of not just light but space itself. For a moment I worried I’d popped open some kind of portal, sprung a clever trap, and hopped backwards fluttering my wings. They wrapped around Christina and Mareth as I landed, shielding them from any blast of magic that might come from that negative space. 
 
    Instead, the landscape twisted and changed. A musty scent filled the corridor as I beheld what looked like the deepest, darkest dungeon a medieval madman could build. Lichens and moss covered wet, slippery stones, like the sewer level in a video game. I’d never been a fan of those back in the day, and I wasn’t now. 
 
    “Gross!” Mareth wrinkled her nose as she stepped into the hallway. “Does he actually live like this?” 
 
    I shook my head, thinking. “This is a subspace,” I said. “Karl’s subspace. Most demons use them as storage, but he’s obviously made his bigger. Maybe it rotates—like you have to open the door one certain way to get to the living quarters.” 
 
    “While the other sends you to the dungeon,” Christina finished bitterly. “Fucking great. Hey, hold on—do you hear that?” 
 
    For a moment, I didn’t. Then an unmistakable sound reached my ears. A woman sobbing. 
 
    It sharpened my senses like nothing else could. I raced through the hallways, heedless, every one of my protective instincts activating at once. That sounded like Maddie—and if it was, she sounded hurt. Either way, it was a woman in trouble. I couldn’t back down from that. 
 
    Green, brackish water flowed down the center of each hallway in a recessed sluice. I stayed away from it as I made my way toward the voice, nearly tripping on the smooth stone steps. Everything down here was decrepit and dank, like the kind of oubliette you’d throw prisoners into who didn’t have a hope of ever seeing the light of day. Lock them up and throw away the key, I thought, my pulse pounding as the sound of sobbing grew closer. That’s not you, though, Maddie. I’m coming… 
 
    The long hallway split into three different directions, the gross water frothing as it splintered off into opposite paths. Here was a row of cells, the iron bars grown over with moss and half-covered with vines. The sobbing came from the final one of these, which stood with its door wide open. 
 
    “Maddie!? Is that you!?” I raced over, stepping over plant growth in the path. Whatever this place was, it hadn’t been maintained in a very long time. Whoever tucked people in this subspace didn’t particularly care what happened to them —which meant I needed to get Maddie out of here. 
 
    A trembling voice reached my ears. “Luke? Help me!” Maddie sounded like she was mere steps away. 
 
    “I’m coming!” I roared, tossing the half-opened cell door completely off its hinges. Somewhere far behind me, Christina, Mareth, and Oni struggled to keep up, howling warnings that I didn’t heed. Maddie gave me tunnel vision, made the only important thing in the world saving her. 
 
    My blood boiled as I saw the female figure sitting on the bench of the cell. Maddie hid her face in her hands, half turned away from the door with her knees tucked underneath of her. She’d clearly been crying for some time, and from the look of her, she’d been through a lot. My heart hurt at the sight. 
 
    I’m going to find this motherfucker and tear him apart, I thought, stepping into the cell. With an effort, I kept the rage out of my voice. “Maddie,” I said, reaching out a hand. “It’s me. It’s Luke. You’re safe now, babe—I’m not going to let anyone hurt you…” 
 
    A giggle burst from between Maddie’s fingers. “I knew you’d come for me,” she said, her shoulders shaking with what I assumed to be sobs. “I’ve been trapped in here so long!” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I said, relief flooding me as I made to pick her up. Right as I reached her, the hands around her face dropped—and I reared backwards. 
 
    Maddie’s grin stretched from ear-to-ear, too wide to be formed by a normal human face. The mirthful, mischievous light I’d seen so many times in the waitress’ gaze was nowhere to be found—her eyes were like cold, dead pits in their sockets. Her smile froze on her face, like the rictus of a freshly slain corpse. 
 
    “Maddie? What the fuck—” 
 
    “Hello Luke,” the Not-Maddie growled. It’s voice was distorted, the way mine got whenever I fully activated my demonic form. “How I have been dying to finally meet you…” 
 
    As the figure spoke, it tore at its face. It peeled Maddie’s skin back like a grape, discarding her scalp and hair like a cheaply made Halloween costume. No—this wasn’t Maddie at all. Whatever this was, it hadn’t eaten her; it had fashioned a clever disguise. It wanted to get me in nice and close, separated from my friends— 
 
    I realized the trap a moment too late. The door I’d just ripped off its hinges shimmered, replaced to its former glory—then slamming shut in my face. Christina and Mareth rounded the corner, but now a locked door stood between them and me. I’d just been cut off from the rest of my group. 
 
    This was a trap. Which meant that the person wearing a Maddie suit had to be… 
 
    “Karl,” I growled, reaching for my demonic powers. “You son of a bitch…!” 
 
    He’d discarded the last of his Maddie suit by the time I turned back around. Standing before me was a handsome, blonde-headed demon with a shit-eating grin and a set of robes as luxurious as my own. A pair of delicate horns extended from either side of his head, one of the only things that would have clued in a casual observer to his demon nature. Like the girl I’d met back at the dorms, Karl looked more like a human than most students at the Academy. If our school had been turned into a movie, he’d be the good-looking quarterback who’s always juggling a cheerleader or two. 
 
    “So you’re the new Archlord candidate,” Karl said, kicking his way free of the remainder of his Maddie suit. “I have to say, I might have overestimated you. I can’t believe you plunged headlong into a trap to save a piece of mortal pussy—” 
 
    Tendrils slammed into the wall to the immediate left and right of his head. Bits of dust and plaster covered Karl’s robes as more of my demonic tendrils unfurled, ready to rip him limb from limb. To my surprise, he didn’t flinch—nor did he look the least bit troubled to be locked in a cell with me. 
 
    “Now, now,” Karl said, giving the tendril nearest his face a dismissive little wave. “There’s no need for violence. It wouldn’t do you any good, anyway. This is my subspace, Luke. Everything you see here—every droplet of water, every brick of the dungeon—is my creation. I am the Master here. You think you can kill me? Tear me limb from limb and I’ll just regenerate.” 
 
    I grit my teeth. “Maybe,” I growled. “But it’ll sure feel good to bash your fucking face in!” 
 
    Karl rolled his eyes. “In here, you have to win every fight, Luke. I only have to get lucky once. If you die, or your little human girlfriend?” He wiggled a finger back and forth, chiding me. “No regeneration for her—or you. So if you want to see your human again, I suggest you smarten up quick.” 
 
    Dark, leathery wings ripped themselves free from between my shoulder blades. There almost wasn’t enough space in the cell for them. 
 
    “What would you suggest?” I growled, going full-on demon mode. 
 
    “We can end this right now,” Karl said, spreading his arms in a gesture of contrition that was almost certainly fake. “All you have to do is do something for me, Luke. One favor, then I’ll hand your human back and we can go our separate ways.” 
 
    It reminded me so strongly of the deal I’d made with Lilith that for a moment, I was taken aback. But I was pretty sure this bargain wouldn’t have anywhere near as happy an ending were I to accept. 
 
    I forced my voice back into a more human tone. “What could you possibly want from me?” 
 
    Karl chuckled. “Hell is no place for a human, Luke. If anything, your experience trying to keep this pretty little human safe should have taught you that. What I want is for you to leave. Give up, withdraw from the Infernal Academy. Quit while you’re ahead: take your little blonde Mog and go back to Earth. Have a nice white picket fence, two and a half kids, and give up thinking you can conquer Hell as the new Archlord. Because trust me, human—you do not have what it takes.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I growled, shaking my head. “I’ll never do that, Karl. I am the next Archlord.” 
 
    He laughed without humor. “The fact that you charged into this cell for a human proves you’re not Lucifer’s true chosen,” he said, smugly stepping from between two of my tendrils. “The Prince of Darkness would never stick his neck out like that.” He came up closer, savoring his little logical victory. “Face it, Luke—you’re too soft for this business. Too weak. You have too much heart for it.” 
 
    I let him approach. My face fell; anyone watching me would think Karl had won. That I was about to give in, to agree with his assessment. 
 
    “You mean that? Lucifer wouldn’t risk himself to save a human?” My voice trembled as I said it, as if I were at the end of my rope. 
 
    Karl nodded sympathetically. “That’s right. The Prince of Darkness would never—” 
 
    He’d stepped too close. The tendrils hanging around my shoulders shot out, all of them at once, wrapping around him from his neck to his ankles. Karl let out a surprised shout as I lifted him off the ground. 
 
    “The Prince of Darkness,” I roared, the tendrils around Karl squeezing him as tightly as a boa constrictor, “would never give up something that belongs to him! Maddie is mine, Karl, every bit as much as Christina and Mareth. As much as the top of your precious leaderboard is mine. As much as the title of Archlord is mine…!” 
 
    The tendrils wrapped tighter and tighter as I spoke. Karl’s words of protest soon transformed into screams of pain as bones broke, splintering and shattering as I choked the life out of him. 
 
    Just as he threatened to pass out, the tendrils relaxed a fraction. I stepped forward, bringing my face close to his. “Give me my human,” I growled, spit flying over his face, “and I’ll leave you alone. For now.” 
 
    Karl’s face twisted. “Fuck you,” the demon sneered. “This is my world—” 
 
    That was as far as he got. Karl burst like an overripe melon, blood and gore spraying across the walls of the cell as my tendrils squeezed his innards dry. A wheeze escaped his throat like the air being let out of a balloon as I dropped his remains to the cell floor. 
 
    I loomed over the wreck of his body, my face contorted in rage. “Who’s too soft now, motherfucker?” 
 
    The rattling of bars reached my ears. Christina and Mareth tore at the bars of my cell, struggling to rip it open. A big vein of muscle flexed in Christina’s neck as she tugged at the locked door, but the steel refused to budge. 
 
    “Luke!” Mareth reached through the bars, her nails grazing my wings. “We can’t get the door open—” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” I grunted, kicking the meat sack that had once held Karl’s skeleton. “Look.” 
 
    The blood staining the floor hadn’t come to rest—it shimmied across the floor like a living thing, droplets of it rolling back toward Karl’s body. Chunks of gore slowly rolled across the stones, heading back toward their Master. Karl hadn’t been lying about his regenerative ability. 
 
    “Fuck,” Christina hissed, pulling harder at the door. “Luke, you’ve got to get out there!” 
 
    I turned around, silencing all three members of my team with a glare. “Find. Maddie.” I commanded, meeting Christina’s gaze, then Mareth’s, then Oni’s. “Every time I kill Karl, he’ll get back up—but I can hold him off for a good long while. You focus on finding where he’s stashed Maddie. I’ll keep him from getting in the way.” 
 
    Mareth’s lips formed a tight little line. “But Master—” 
 
    “I told you to go!” I roared. Behind me, Karl was already rising to his feet, the gashes in his skin stitching themselves back together. A single lock of blonde hair hung from the side of his hair, the rest of it planting itself back in his scalp follicle by follicle. “Don’t fucking disobey me!” 
 
    They sprinted off, each taking one of the paths leading from the triple intersection. I hoped Maddie lay at the end of one of them—otherwise, this was going to be one hell of a long fight. 
 
    As they raced off, hunting for Maddie, I turned around and faced Karl. His body was almost totally reformed now—even the smug, shit-eating grin was back on his face. 
 
    “Alright, bitch,” I snarled, flapping my wings. “Ready for round two?” 
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    I had to hand it to Karl—he might have been an utter bastard, but he was a fast learner. 
 
    As the demonic master of this subspace pulled himself back together, he charged. My tendrils wouldn’t last forever, but for the moment it was the easiest thing in the world to wrap him up and rip him apart again, piece by piece. Which was why he got in close, forcing me to fight him face-to-face. 
 
    Well, face to half-a-face. He hadn’t quite finished piecing the rest of his bits on yet. 
 
    He lunged forward, wrapping his arms around my neck. The two of us grappled, my wings proving to be more of a hindrance in the confined space than the advantage they’d been in the Wrath Arena. I toppled backward, the side of my face slamming into one of the bars of the cell. 
 
    “Same offer,” Karl said, the words from his still-ruined throat watery with blood. “Give up and go away! You can’t possibly beat me, human!” 
 
    I put a knee right in that torn throat, stifling any further conversation. Karl’s arms left mine, reaching for the wound, and the momentum in the fight shifted. I headbutted him in what was left of his face, his nose cracking and flying off into a corner of the room. 
 
    Got to keep him from reforming, I realized. He’s less powerful when he’s pulling himself back together. 
 
    It was a good plan. Problem was, Karl had just realized the same thing. He ducked and weaved like a prizefighter, bobbing away as my tendrils swung. He backed up again and again, putting him square in my long-range attacks but allowing more chunks of him to reconstitute. My tendrils ripped at his chest, opening up the wounds that were busy closing, but I wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    Growling, I snapped my fingers and charged up twin fireballs. Flames sprang to life across my fingers, filling the confined cell with the brimstone smell of smoke. I didn’t have the best track record of aiming the things, but with Karl mere feet from my face, I could hardly miss. 
 
    Fire flew from my fingers. Karl ducked to the side, throwing up a magical shield at the last moment. It blocked the largest section of the flames, sending them to either side across the walls. The cell warmed rapidly, sweat dripping from my skin as I tried to close the distance. 
 
    Just a little closer, I thought, reaching out for Karl. Quit running away, you piece of shit…! 
 
    As the last lock of blonde hair sprang from Karl’s head, I backed him into a corner and struck. Tendrils hammered his body, puncturing one eyeball and thrusting deep into his skull. The demon slumped to the side, something inside his head snapping as more tendrils punched through his brain. 
 
    That’s two, I thought, tossing Karl’s corpse to the floor. Don’t get back up if you know what’s good for you, asshole. But I knew he would—and soon. 
 
    “How’s the hunt going!?” I cried, amplifying my voice with magic. “Where’s Maddie?” 
 
    Christina’s voice echoed down her corridor, distorted almost beyond recognition: “I can’t find her! She’s not here!” 
 
    “She’s not here, either!” Mareth growled. 
 
    Oni remained silent. Shit, no luck there, either, I thought. 
 
    The ruin I’d left of Karl’s head had already begun reforming. The process moved faster this time, either because I’d done less damage than the last time I’d killed him or Karl just had more mastery of the subspace around him. I let out a frustrated growl and turned to the cell door, intent on tearing the fucking thing apart the way I’d done a few minutes ago. Killing Karl wasn’t going to work long term—but maybe if I locked him in this cell, we could disable him long enough to grab Maddie and escape. 
 
    It wasn’t much of a plan. But we’d wandered in here without a clue that we were stepping into Karl’s world, and now we were stuck. I wasn’t leaving without Maddie, and none of my friends were having any luck finding her. Which meant I’d probably need to get out of this cell and track her down myself. 
 
    Two quick finger snaps filled my palms with new flames. I concentrated on them, increasing their heat until the fire dancing across my fingers went white, then blue. Pressing my palms to the lock, I groaned from the heat as the bars of the cell went white-hot. Slowly the steel turned a deep, demonic red, giving gently inward as the lock began to melt… 
 
    A pair of arms wrapped around my neck from behind. “You should never turn your back on an opponent!” Karl hissed, his body fully re-formed. “That’ll be the last mistake you ever make, human!” 
 
    Karl’s fingers dug into my throat. My wings beat against him, tendrils grabbing for his mouth and his eyes, but he was too tenacious. He hung on like a bull rider clinging to a bucking bronco, like no amount of temporary pain was going to stop him. As I watched, struggling to get free, a tendril ripped off a chunk of his scalp and splashed it against the wall. He just laughed. 
 
    The edges of my vision began to dim. I turned and slammed him against the wall, desperate to dislodge Karl, but he locked his legs around my chest and used his core muscles to hold on tight. If Mareth or Christina were around, they could rip him off me, but I’d sent them down the hallways in search of Maddie. I was trapped. 
 
    “Nighty night,” Karl whispered through gritted teeth. “By the time your friends make it back to check in, you’ll already be dead, Luke. You should have taken my offer while you had the chance…” 
 
    The tendrils gripping at Karl’s ears dissolved. I felt my wings retract like it was happening to someone else, the sensation of the cell around me strangely muted. Each of my eyelids felt like it weighed about a half-ton, and suddenly I could hardly remain on my feet. 
 
    He’s going to choke me out, I thought, panic cutting through the haze. He won’t stop until I’m fucking dead…! 
 
    I did the only thing I could think of. With the last of my strength, I heaved my now-human body at the scorching-hot door of the cell. 
 
    Pain flared up my arms. The lock bent, weakened from the terrible heat of my fireballs, then snapped. The cell door sprang open, and both of us fell out into the hallway. Karl’s hands left my throat as he tumbled, landing in a heap on the slick stone floor. 
 
    I fell to my hands and knees, gasping. For long, long moments I struggled to rise, feeling desperately for my demonic powers. I had to charge back up, kill Karl again so that he couldn’t hurt my friends— 
 
    Suddenly my head was underwater. Karl had come up and shoved my face into the channel of water running down the center of the hallway. Foul green fluid filled my mouth and eyes as I fought, trying to get my head out of the rush. I could hear Karl saying things far above me, but it was like straining to hear conversation from the bottom of a well. 
 
    I managed to flip onto my back. This did nothing to get me out of the water, as Karl pushed me down even harder, but it did let me raise my hands to his face. Somehow, even after seeing me do the trick multiple times, he still saw me as an unarmed human. 
 
    I grabbed his face and snapped my fingers. His head caught fire, and I was free. 
 
    I sat up, spitting a mouthful of disgusting sewer water all over the floor. Karl backed away, clawing at his face with agonized cries, in too much pain to do the smart thing and stick his face in the water. Flames lapped at his golden blonde hair, singing it right down to the roots. He batted at himself over and over again, wriggling back and forth like a fish out of water as he tried to quell the flame. 
 
    In an instant, I was above him. The tendrils refused to come when I called, but my wings unfurled from my back. Outside of the cell, in the intersection of the sewer paths, they could reach their full, magnificent grandeur. Their silhouette covered Karl as he clutched the burned ruin of his face, trying to shrug off the pain and attack. 
 
    “I’ll kill you as many times as this takes,” I growled, my voice distorting as my full demonic strength rushed in. “Or we can make this easy, Karl. Give me Maddie, and my friends and I will leave you to lick your wounds…” 
 
    Karl stared up at me, despair in his eyes. I thought he was going to do just that: give in, hand over ‘the human’ and cut his losses. He lay in a pile of blackened gore, torn by dozens of demonic wounds. Even with the healing ability given to him by the subspace, this had to be hurting him. It was an unpleasant experience to be sure. 
 
    “We’ll fight on the leaderboards,” I added, giving him an out with some dignity. “The way true demons should. There’s no reason for us to scrap like this, Karl. Let’s both do our best, and show the Academy who is the better demon.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed at the assumed insult. “You think because Lucifer gave you a pat on the head and a demon girl to fuck, you’re a match for me? You don’t deserve to be the Archlord, Luke. This Academy will eat you alive!” 
 
    “Then why don’t you let it?” I countered, spreading my arms. “You’re losing, Karl. I know I can’t kill you, but every death makes you look a little weaker. You want the rest of the school to know you couldn’t take down a single human in a realm where you make the rules?” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Karl spat. 
 
    I kicked him in the chest, my face contorted in a snarl. “Give me Maddie!” 
 
    Karl rocked back on his elbows, sizing me up. “Fucking humans,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Too distracted by the girl on the end of your dick to see the big picture. You care more about that mewling twat then you do Lucifer’s favor—” 
 
    My knee came down on his throat. With considerable surprise, I realized I could just pin him like this—he wouldn’t be able to rise. I’d weakened him enough to keep him down on the ground while Mareth, Oni, and Christina hunted for Maddie. 
 
    “I give a fuck about what’s mine,” I growled, twisting my knee a bit. “Lucifer understands that, asshole. That’s why he chose me in the first place…” 
 
    A rumble carried down the third branch of the hallway. Unlike Christina and Mareth, I hadn’t heard a word yet from Oni. When he finally spoke, my heart leapt into my throat. 
 
    “Master! I have found your little human!” 
 
    “Maddie,” I gasped, half-rising into a crouch. “Get her to the exit—” 
 
    A fist slammed into my face. Karl used my moment of surprise to shift his weight beneath me, freeing his throat. I fell to the side, the smooth stones of the sewer smacking me between the shoulder blades. 
 
    Fuck! That hurt! 
 
    “Sorry, Luke,” Karl growled, rising to his feet beside me. He moved unsteadily, as if I’d beaten his sense of balance right out of him. He took a staggering step away, then another, grasping out for the wall to remain upright. “Can’t let you have that girl. I might not be able to hang your head over my mantle today, that’s for damn sure, but I can bag me a cute little human instead…” 
 
    No! 
 
    Karl reached out, the air between his outstretched palms shimmering. Whatever magic he’d charged up, he was going to tear Maddie to pieces, the same way all those demons who’d tried to get into my trunk had wanted to do. The sound of footsteps thudded through the corridor as Oni charged into the intersection, Maddie cradled like a baby in his massive arms. 
 
    “Oni!” I roared, springing to my feet in a surge of strength. “Look out!” 
 
    Lightning flashed from Karl’s fingers. I slammed into him a moment later, knocking him off his feet, but the damage was done. Oni had rounded the corner and walked right into Karl’s spell. 
 
    The world slowed down as I raced across the stones, stepping over the channel in the center of the floor. Smoke rose from Oni’s clothing, obscuring my view of Maddie. Was she hurt? Had she been burnt to a crisp? 
 
    As I approached, I realized the runes on Oni’s arms had begun to glow. It was those symbols the lightning had struck, leaving deep welts across the massive demon’s skin. But Maddie, tucked in between his arms, had been unhurt. Though Oni looked like he’d spent a few too many hours in a tanning bed. 
 
    “Holy shit, Oni, thank you,” I gasped. 
 
    “No thanks are necessary, Master,” the big man rumbled. “I merely protected what was yours.” 
 
    On cue, Christina and Mareth emerged from their respective paths. Christina’s face lit up at the sight of Maddie, and tears spilled down Mareth’s crimson cheeks. We’d done it. Maddie was free. All we had to do was get out of here, and the fight was won. 
 
    “Thank fuck,” Christina growled, brushing a touseled lock of Maddie’s hair away from her forehead. The poor waitress had her face buried in Oni’s chest, clinging to him like a piece of driftwood after a shipwreck. I couldn’t blame her—none of this likely made the slightest bit of sense to the poor girl. She must have felt like she’d been dropped into...well, into Hell. 
 
    Our reunion was cut short by the sound of cackling, maniacal laughter. 
 
    Karl stood at the end of the hallway, drawing power around himself. “Well done,” the demon growled, grasping hold of the nearest wall. “But none of you are leaving. I’m not finished playing with you yet!” 
 
    Shit, I thought. He’s back up. Again. 
 
    “Oni, sprint for the exit!” I clapped the hulking demon on the shoulder, like someone ordering a horse to gallop. “Get Maddie out of here. Christina, Mareth—you cover him. I’ll take the rear and hold Karl back. I’ve already proven I can kill him as many times as I have to…” 
 
    “Um, Master?” Oni’s voice came from somewhere behind me. “I do not think I can sprint to this ‘exit’ as you’ve requested…” 
 
    I turned. The walls melted around Oni, the environment itself reconfiguring to Karl’s wishes. He molded it, the same way I’d carved an apartment out of my subspace—only he’d had a hell of a lot more practice at it than I had. A shimmer spread across the walls, every surface on which we stood growing as watery as the sewer channel running through the dungeon. 
 
    “Hold onto something!” I screamed. “Find the exit!” 
 
    Karl’s voice came from everywhere at once. “There is no exit!” the demon screamed, his voice pitched with triumph. “This is my world, bitches! I control the horizontal and the vertical! Do not adjust your set!” 
 
    Christina stumbled against me, then jumped into the air as the ground beneath us erupted into a fractal mass of spikes. They spread across the floor, covering walls which melted like butter. Stalactites hung from the ceiling, spewing jets of liquid fire as the prison around us began to collapse. 
 
    Christina held me aloft. Mareth did the same with Maddie, cradling her as the succubus flapped her wings to stay above the spikes. Oni wasn’t so lucky. The big man broke wall after wall, his sides pierced by razor-sharp needles. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Luke,” Christina sobbed, looking at the devastation all around her. “We shouldn’t have come here. This was such a mistake…” 
 
    “Fuck that!” I growled. “Bring me toward Karl! Then you grab Oni and get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    Christina’s eyebrows drew together. “How?” she asked, looking around the Salvador Dali nightmare Karl had just turned his subspace into. “You heard Karl—he shut the only exit. There’s no way out of here!” 
 
    “He’s lying,” I said. “His subspace is registered to the dormitories, just like mine. Which means there’s an exit that synchronized to local Academy time!” In order to snap Christina out of it, I did the one thing certain to recenter her—I gave her a hearty slap on her firm, round ass. “We just have to find it!” 
 
    She giggled. “Shit, you’re right!” She gauged the distance between us and Karl. The demon had carved a plateau out of the melting landscape, almost like the sparring islands in the Wrath Arena. “You sure you can beat him one more time?” 
 
    “It’s like shooting fish in a barrel,” I told her. “Only the fish like to say stupid shit before they get shot!” 
 
    With a laugh, Christina launched me. My wings unfurled, covering the rest of the distance as the world fell away beneath us. What had been a simple dungeon was now a grand, open pit filled with lava. Only a few boulders made of glitched chunks from the former dungeon—a cell door here, a sewer line there—remained, giving Oni and Mareth something to perch on. 
 
    I landed on the largest plateau, slamming Karl to the ground. We rolled, stopping inches from a hot plume of lava. Heat rolled over my skin, nearly baking me in my robes. 
 
    “You just don’t give up, do you?” Karl sputtered, struggling to rise. “I’ll just have to collapse this entire subspace, then! Crush you like a bug - AAAAHHHHH!” 
 
    I grabbed his neck and twisted, shoving him face first into the lava. It was the same move he’d done to me when this was still a sewer, only back then I’d gotten a faceful of gross water. This burnt Karl’s features clean off. His body twitched spasmodically as the pain infiltrated his body, the front of his neck and chest bursting into flames from the heat. 
 
    “You’ll do no such thing,” I said, trusting he still had the means to hear me. “I wonder how long it would take you to reform yourself if I burnt you down to cinders, Karl? Bet that would keep you down a hell of a long time compared to a tendril in the brain…” 
 
    As if summoned by the words, my demonic tendrils reformed. I scooped Karl up with them, tipping him upside down and hanging him over the lava. The tendrils wrapped around him until he was completely immobilized, then I hung him on a crag of rock overlooking the plateau. The top of his head was mere inches away from the churning surface of the lava. His head caught flame, burnt to a crisp, then reformed—only to touch the lava again and burn anew. 
 
    “Luke!” Christina’s voice called to me. I looked, and saw our group arrayed on the far side of the chamber. Between two of the melted monuments that had once been wings of the prison, an arch stood made of much sterner stuff. Beneath it was a simple wooden door, the kind of thing you could pass every day for a week and never think much about.  
 
    The exit, I thought. Got to be… 
 
    I took off like a fucking rocket, soaring through the subspace. All around us, the last few structures collapsed into lava, melting away like a dropped scoop of ice cream. The tendrils around Karl’s body held him over the churning maelstrom of death, the only thing keeping his body whole. 
 
    I landed next to the portal and planted a kiss on Christina’s lips. “You found it,” I growled, giving her ass a squeeze. “Good girl.” 
 
    “Hey, I helped too!” Mareth cried. “Squeeze my butt, too!” 
 
    “Later,” I said with a laugh. “After we get out of here. And give Oni some medical attention.” 
 
    “Luke!” Karl’s voice echoed across the subspace. “Well done! You are truly a formidable opponent! I look forward to competing with you—” 
 
    Christina blew a lock of blonde hair out of her face and pivoted on a heel. “Eat shit, asshole!” she yelled, tossing a nail-shard with the accuracy of a sniper rifle. It cut through the tendril suspending Karl, sending the entire mass he’d been tied up in falling to the lava below. Karl shrieked in mingled pain and horror as he sank into the sizzling lava, struggling to free himself from his bonds as his body burned. 
 
    “I hate that guy,” Christina said with a giggle. “Can we please go home now?” 
 
    We could. We stepped through the portal and out of Karl’s subspace, back into the hallway of the Infernal Academy’s dormitories. 
 
    Home at last. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As we stepped into the hallway outside of Karl’s suite, we found a nasty surprise waiting for us. Both of the security demons I’d dispatched on the way in had fully regenerated, their bloodied bodies reformed and waiting for us on the other side. 
 
    Normally they would have been no trouble to dispatch—but after fighting Karl any number of times inside of his subspace, my demonic powers were tapped out for the moment. Both demons advanced, their faces contorted into expressions of monstrous hunger as they caught sight of Maddie in Oni’s arms. One look at her and they ignored me entirely—they didn’t even notice Christina and Mareth as they pushed past, so intent were they on consuming an innocent young mortal. Bringing Maddie into the Academy was like dangling raw meat in front of starving dogs—and I needed to do something about that as soon as possible. 
 
    The first demon lunged for Maddie, its claws extending—only for a black shard to blossom between its eyes. Turning their backs on Christina and Mareth was a major mistake. More jet-black knives flashed from Christina’s fingers, hitting their targets with incredible accuracy. Mareth’s claws did the rest, carving the distracted demons apart before they had time to tear their gazes away from Maddie. 
 
    “Nice job,” I said, looking over the two corpses of Karl’s security demons. Neither of them had managed to lay a finger on Oni, much less on Maddie. I made a mental note to remind myself of this later—I could do a hell of a lot of damage on all my own, but relying on my team made us even more powerful. 
 
    “We need to get Maddie out of here,” Mareth said, staring at the woman in Oni’s arms. “This is just going to keep happening as long as we’re in the Academy. Right now, half the demons on this floor are going into a frenzy and don’t even know why.” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” I said, thinking fast. “Everybody take my hand.” 
 
    I held both fists outward, extending one to Oni and the other to Christina and Mareth. Oni took mine immediately and placed it on Maddie’s shoulder, holding his own palm over mine. Christina and Mareth stared at my other hand as if they’d never seen it before, sharing a confused look. 
 
    “You think the power of friendship is going to protect Maddie?” Christina asked, arching an eyebrow. “The only thing that’s going to shield that girl is turning her into a demon. You should pin her up against the wall right here and give her a long, hard fuck—” 
 
    I laughed. “Subspace,” I shot back, grabbing Christina’s wrist. “Now. We can talk about it there.” 
 
    Mareth’s eyes lit up. “Great idea,” the succubus purred, “but I’m not holding onto your hand to get there…” 
 
    I gasped as Mareth slipped her hand into my pants. The thing her fingers found in there was just as firm as my hand, but felt much better to have her holding it. 
 
    “We’re going to have to do something about your subspace so it doesn’t get invaded again,” Mareth purred against my ear. She didn’t realize I’d stopped thinking about anything but her fingers around my cock. “As soon as we can, we need to go visit Doris at the Subspace Commission and get some security installed. It’ll be expensive.”  
 
    “But it’ll be worth it,” I said as she squeezed my member. “I don’t want anyone fucking with me, my women, or my subspace again.”  
 
    I closed my eyes, struggling to concentrate. It was tough with Mareth feeling me up, and Christina jumping into the game, too. But after a few moments, the world dissolved around us, dumping our party back into the living room I’d created as the entrance of my subspace. 
 
    The place looked worse for wear. The cushy couch I’d made for Maddie to lay on was still torn to splinters, the kitchen counter cracked from the impacts of Mareth’s horns. At least all the steam and mist from the bathroom had cleared up—I would’ve hated for my subspace to get moldy. 
 
    As we passed through, Christina surveyed the damage with a jealous expression. “Damn, you two tore up this place,” she growled, nibbling her bottom lip. “I wish I’d been there to join in on the fun…” 
 
    I motioned for Oni to hand me Maddie. He gave her to me with a nod, passing the waitress into my arms. 
 
    I ran a hand down Maddie’s back. The poor girl trembled in my arms, squeezing me so tight it felt like one of my ribs might crack at any moment. She was terrified.  
 
    “Let me get you all somewhere to chill out,” I said as I looked up at Mareth, Christina, and Oni.  
 
    I waved a hand over the couch, and it reformed like an Ikea catalog in reverse. Pieces snapped back into place, moving like a VHS on fast-forward as that particular bit of damage was repaired. I didn’t touch the kitchen counter, fearing I might overextend my power too much. Besides, the visual reminder of how hard I’d fucked Mareth was a nice touch. I might just keep it. 
 
    Maddie’s eye opened a tiny crack, then shut back tightly. “Luke?” she whispered, as if she were afraid raising her voice might bring the monsters under her bed out to eat her. “Is that...is that you?” 
 
    Poor thing, I thought, stroking her hair. Jesus, I’ve really put you through a lot, haven’t I? 
 
    “It’s me, Maddie,” I assured her, holding her in my arms. Christina and Mareth took up places on the couch, watching me, while Oni sat cross-legged on the floor before the fire. “You’re safe now. You’re back in my apartment—the special one where nobody can hurt you…” 
 
    “That’s what you told me before,” she whimpered, shuddering. “But that awful man came and took me away. At first I thought he was normal—then I saw those horns…” 
 
    “I know, Maddie,” I said, every protective instinct inside of me going into overdrive. “I’m so, so sorry. I should have explained things better from the start. There are demons in the room with us right now, but they’re not going to hurt you, alright? They’re my friends.” I chuckled. “A couple of them are way more than my friends, actually…” 
 
    “I still don’t want to look,” she whispered, shaking her head. I didn’t blame her—demons were pretty terrifying when you weren’t the one having sex with them, after all. “They’re your friends from the diner, right? Christina and Mareth?” 
 
    I stood up a little straighter, surprised. Both Christina and Mareth looked the same. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I’m surprised you remember them…” 
 
    A little giggle spilled from Maddie’s throat. “I remember all my customers’ names,” she admitted, clinging to the front of my robes. “Especially the cute ones. Helps me get better tips that way.” 
 
    Well. That might be a way to make this next part easier. 
 
    “Maddie...there’s one way I might be able to help you with all this. If you’ll hear me out?” 
 
    There was no response from Maddie. 
 
    “I know, I know,” I said, chuckling a little bit. “This is all really scary. But if you’ll just listen to what I have to say…” 
 
    “Luke,” Mareth said. “She’s asleep.” 
 
    Ah. So she was. In all the excitement, Maddie passed out. Well, I couldn’t really blame her—it had been an exciting few days. Now that I thought about it, when was the last time Maddie slept. When was the last time I slept? 
 
    The tiredness I hadn’t allowed myself to feel rushed in, and my knees sagged. “Fuck,” I grunted, shifting Maddie’s weight from one arm to the other. “I think we could all use a break after that little adventure…” 
 
    Both Christina and Mareth looked like they’d much rather have encouraged me to fuck Maddie back to full wakefulness rather than wait any longer. Yet after a few moments, they shared a look and shrugged. 
 
    “Let her catch a nap,” Christina said, stretching out on the couch. “We could all use one—you included.” Her tongue lolled out of the side of her mouth, as if reminding me all the things she could do with it. “You think you’ll need a little help falling asleep?” 
 
    “Nah,” I said, carrying Maddie towards the bedroom. “I’m fucking wiped.” 
 
    Someone—probably Maddie herself—had made up the king-sized bed while we were away. The sheets and pillows were pristine, as if the woman herself had been looking forward to slipping underneath the covers with me when I got back to my subspace. I tucked her in, not terribly worried about the blood all over her clothing. It would wash out. 
 
    “Rest up, babygirl,” I said, putting my fingers against Maddie’s forehead. “We’ll talk about this in the morning.” 
 
    By the time I got back to the living room, Christina and Mareth had both passed out. The two demon girls lay in a tangle of each other’s arms, snoozing peacefully. I longed to join them, but there wasn’t enough room on the couch for all three of us without waking them up and shoving them aside. 
 
    Oni sat in front of the fire, his eyes trained on the door. “You don’t need a nap?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his massive head from side to side. “I require very little rest, Master,” he rumbled, his hands on his knees. “You should lie down along with the rest of the group. You need to recharge your demonic energy. Should any demons attempt to gain access to this subspace, I will stop them.” 
 
    I had no doubt that he would. And that bed looked so fucking cozy… 
 
    Another yawn sealed the deal. I was fucking wiped. “Wake me up if anything happens,” I told Oni, retreating towards the bedroom. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Oni said. 
 
    The bedroom was dark as I climbed beneath the covers, snuggling up next to Maddie. Karl’s blood made a mess of the blankets, but I was too tired to care. I threw an arm over Maddie’s side, holding her close, and by the time my head hit the pillow I was out like a light. 
 
    I’m not sure how long we slept. Time inside of subspace was already weird—I just know that when my eyes opened, Maddie’s body curled up next to mine beneath the blankets, I felt like a million bucks. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, kissing Maddie awake. “How you doin’?” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open. For a long moment I could tell she didn’t remember where she was or what had happened, and was just giddy with the excitement of waking up next to me. That was a good feeling. Then memory came rushing in, and she closed her eyes and snuggled up next to me tighter. 
 
    “Are those demons still here?” Maddie asked, nodding towards the bedroom door. 
 
    “Yeah, but they’re asleep,” I said, rubbing her lower back. “Even demons need to do that every now and then. Actually, scratch that. Do you smell that?” 
 
    It had been so long since I’d experienced the scent of something as ordinary as bacon and eggs that my mouth began to water. Maddie’s stomach let out a very undignified rumble as she pressed her body against mine, and she giggled at her own embarrassment. 
 
    “I think one of those demons you’re so afraid of made us some breakfast,” I said. “Tell you what—if you want to keep your eyes closed, I’ll guide you out there. We can talk about that proposal I wanted to go over with you yesterday…” 
 
    Maddie thought it over for a moment or two, then nodded. “Sure. I’m starving. And it’ll be good to have someone else waiting on me for a change.” 
 
    So that’s how we ended up at the kitchen counter, being served breakfast by two gorgeous demon girls. Not that Maddie saw them, of course. She also didn’t notice the huge cracks in the surface of the table we were eating on, which was good. She might have asked about it, and I wouldn’t have lied—I’d have told her about Mareth’s horns and how much she’d loved getting taken in such a rough way. After all, if I’d tried to lie, the succubus would’ve gloated over the truth. 
 
    We were halfway through our plates when Christina spoke up. “Are you going to keep your eyes closed around us forever?” the blonde demoness teased. “You know we’re not going to eat you, right? I mean, not in the bad way…” 
 
    “Soon,” she said, in a way that let me know her fear was now mostly just for show. “I want to hear what Luke has to say, first. I nodded off before he could explain it to me yesterday. Something about my future?” 
 
    Aw shit, I thought. Here we go. 
 
    Maddie’s future was indeed the topic of conversation. It hung in the balance, and while I could influence her in one direction or the other, it would be up to her whether she joined the team. I really, really hoped she did, though—she’d make one hell of an asset to our group. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, pushing my plate away. “You’ve had a couple of close calls already, Maddie. Clearly, you’ve figured out by now that when you climbed into my trunk, we weren’t heading to the Hundred Acre Wood. I won’t mince words with you—this is Hell. Christina and Mareth are demons, but they’re bound to me. I’m a potential candidate to replace Lucifer as Archlord.” 
 
    To her credit, Maddie took this news with more calmness than I expected. “The Lucifer?” she asked, her eyes going wide. “Like, the Devil?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I said with a sigh. “Suffice to say, we’ve got to do something about you, Maddie. I can’t have you walking around out in the Academy when every demon within a hundred yard radius looks at you like a delicious meal. So you’ve got a choice to make.” 
 
    A single tear trickled down Maddie’s cheek, but she smiled. “I don’t see that I do have a choice,” she said, laughing a bit. “You’re the only thing standing between me and those monsters, Luke. I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you…” 
 
    It was kind of your fault to begin with, I thought but didn’t say. I hadn’t asked Maddie to climb into my trunk and follow me to Hell, but here we were. 
 
    “If you want, I could...I could take you back to Earth,” I said, a catch in my voice. “I wouldn’t blame you—not after everything that’s happened. I know dealing with all this has been a total mindfuck. But I’m kind of thinking you don’t want that, do you, Maddie? After all, you’re a brave woman—you followed me down here, hiding in the trunk. I think you wanted an adventure.” 
 
    “I got one,” she said, her eyes still shut tight. “And you’re right, Luke. I don’t think I can go back to being a waitress after all this. So what’s the other option?” 
 
    One of my hands moved downward, massaging her lower back as we got to the difficult part. Reminding her I was there. 
 
    “Mareth was always...like the way she is,” I said, ignoring the way the succubus stuck out her tongue at the remark. “But Christina used to be a human, Maddie—just like you. She was frightened by demons, and freaked out by the whole Hell thing.” That was a lie, but a pretty white one in the grand scheme of things. She didn’t need to know Christina had been almost as excited by the Infernal Academy as I was. “Then I turned her into a demon. My demon. And all that fear—it just went away.” 
 
    Maddie nodded in my arms. “I remember—at first, when I saw you guys in the trunk, I thought you were all in costumes. But you weren’t, were you? That’s the way Christina looks now.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “You can open your eyes and look at her if you want. She won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Not unless you want me to,” Christina purred in a sultry tone. 
 
    Maddie snickered at that. “I’m okay like this for now,” she said. “I don’t need to freak out again. I kind of like just sitting here in your arms with my eyes closed, actually, Luke.” 
 
    “I like it, too,” I admitted. “Remember when you and I, uh, fooled around in subspace? And you wanted me to go all the way, but I held back?” 
 
    “How could I forget?” Maddie said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smile. 
 
    “That would’ve turned you into a demon,” I told her, holding her tighter. “If we go all the way now, you and me, you’ll transform just like Christina did. You’d be part of the team, and you wouldn’t be afraid anymore. You’d be able to fly—to do magic. We’d all love to have you join us…” 
 
    “Fuck yes,” Mareth said, giggling. “You’re so cute, Mads. You’d make the sexiest little demon…” 
 
    Maddie thought about it for a long time—so long, in fact, that I’d started to wonder if she’d gone to sleep in my arms when she spoke again.  
 
    “I don’t want to be weak anymore,” she said, her face pushed into my chest. “I don’t really want to be a demon, Luke—but if that’s what it takes to stop being so helpless, then that’s what I want to do.” She looked up at me, her eyes opening. She still refused to take in the rest of the room—those eyes were for me, only. “Take me,” she whispered. “Turn me, whatever you want to call it. Because I’m not leaving you, Luke. If I’ve got to be a demon to join your team, then...fuck. Do it!” 
 
    My hand slid even lower, cupping Maddie’s firm ass. Both of my demon girls grinned at the sight, their long tongues bobbing. 
 
    “You mean that, Maddie?” I asked. “You can’t take this back. Once you’re in, you’re in.” 
 
    She beamed up at me, her eyes rolling back for a moment as my hand slid between her thighs. “Yes, Luke,” she panted, burying her face against my neck. “Claim me and add me to your harem, Master…!” 
 
    She started to laugh, and so did I. “Where the fuck did you hear that?” 
 
    She giggled. “Those books you left me to read while you were gone,” she said. “That’s the way all the princesses and concubines talked in them. I thought you liked that kind of thing?” 
 
    All of a sudden, I became keenly aware that both Maddie and I were covered in Karl’s blood. “I do,” I told her, glancing over at the bathroom door. “I’ve got an idea. Why don’t the two of us get washed up?” 
 
    Maddie’s eyebrows wiggled. “Yes, sir,” she whispered, moaning with relief as she pressed her body against me. “I’m so ready for that. I need a nice, hot soak!” 
 
    I glanced up at my group. “We’ll be back in a bit,” I said, realizing that all of them meant to stay right where they were. “Maybe you should have a look around the dorms…?” 
 
    Both Christina and Mareth shook their heads.  
 
    “No way,” Christina said. “We’re not leaving you alone after all that. We’ll be right here. You go and have fun!” 
 
    “We’ll be cheering you on,” Mareth added with a giggle.  
 
    “I will guard the door, Master,” Oni rumbled. He was the only one in the subspace who didn’t seem to find this whole thing hilarious. “I will alert Mistresses Christina and Mareth should we have any intruders.” 
 
    “Thanks, Oni,” I said, turning my gaze on my two demon girls. “No pranks, you understand? We’ll be out when we’re done—I don’t want to hear anyone sneaking the door open, or any shit like that.” 
 
    “We’ll be very respectful,” Mareth cooed. “The binding ritual is an extremely intimate event.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Luke,” Christina said, yawning and stretching out across the couch. “We’ve got plenty to entertain us here. Hey, there’s booze in the fridge, right?” 
 
    I laughed. This group was going to be just fine. More than fine, actually. A new family. 
 
    Then I carried Maddie into the bathroom to fuck her brains out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Maddie,” I said, closing the door behind us. “We’re alone now.” 
 
    Now that there was a locked door between us and the rest of the group, Maddie opened her eyes and allowed herself to look around the room. Unlike the rest of my subspace, the bathroom hadn’t been touched during my binding session with Mareth. Everything was right where it belonged, from the plush towels hanging from the rack to the thick bath mat on the tile floor. Maddie let out a happy little squeal and stepped onto that mat, brushing herself off. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, glancing back at the door. “I know I don’t have to worry about them, that they’re your friends, but they’re still scary…” 
 
    “Hey!” a muffled voice came through the door. “We heard that!” 
 
    Maddie rolled her eyes. “Maybe we should get some water running, huh? Give us a little privacy?” 
 
    My hands went back to her sides, holding her tight. Now that this moment was finally here, I almost couldn’t believe it. She looked so good, and I’d already made her come twice when the two of us fooled around in my subspace last time. This next one would be it—once we were done, Maddie would be mine forever. My beautiful demon. 
 
    I tried to picture what Maddie’s demonic form might look like. Try as I might, I couldn’t figure it—the form of a succubus didn’t seem to suit her at all. I hoped she’d stay just as sweet as she was now, even with the powers of Hell on her side. 
 
    I went to kiss her, and she pulled away. “You’re covered in blood,” she said with a little laugh. “Hang on a second—don’t look, okay?” 
 
    She climbed into the tub and shut the curtain behind herself. I watched the reflection of it in the mirror—where there’d once been a little heart scrawled on the fogged-up surface, my initials and Maddie’s in the middle. I sighed thinking of it. Too sweet by half to be a proper demon… 
 
    Well, it was something to worry about for later. Maddie would get with the program. Besides, she could be sweet, but she was certainly hot, too. 
 
    I heard the water kick on, steam rising from behind the curtain. “What are you going to do in there with your clothes on?” I asked, my eyebrows raising. “You okay?” 
 
    In response, a wadded up ball of fabric shot over the curtain rod and onto the floor. It was Maddie’s top. 
 
    “Get undressed,” she said, the showerhead switching on. “Don’t you dare look at me until I scrub some of this awful stuff off, Luke! Give me just a minute…!” 
 
    More clothing shot over the side of the shower. Maddie undressed with brutal efficiency, sighs of pleasure coming from behind the curtain as she sprayed her body down. The mirror fogged over as I watched, the air in the bathroom going steamy and hot. Cheers came from the living room, where Christina and Mareth eagerly awaited the sounds of Maddie and I going at it like bunnies. 
 
    I stripped off my own clothes, leaving them in a pile next to Maddie’s. As I finished undressing, Maddie’s bra and panties flew over the shower bar in a tangle, landing at my feet. That’s got to be everything, I thought, grinning. My cock stood stiff and erect against my thigh, throbbing with need. Maddie was right behind that curtain, getting all wet and soaped up just for me… 
 
    The curtain retracted a few inches. Maddie’s face peeked out from the side, covered in suds. “Well? Are you getting in here or not?” 
 
    With a laugh, I pulled back the curtain and stepped into the stall. Steam billowed around our bodies as I pulled Maddy into my arms, kissing her hard. Water flowed down my body, washing away the blood and sweat from my battle with Karl. The soothing heat of the water felt amazing—almost as amazing as Maddie’s naked body in my arms. 
 
    And what a body! Soap bubbles clung to Maddie’s bare breasts, dripping down into the valley between her thighs. Eagerness filled every molecule of her body as I lifted her ass with both hands and pinned her against the wall, my kisses going from her mouth to her neck. She spread her legs wide for me, locking her ankles behind my hips in that way that screams a girl isn’t going to let you pull out. 
 
    Not that I would. After waiting what felt like so long to be with Maddie, nothing was going to stop me from enjoying her gorgeous body to the fullest. 
 
    The throbbing head of my cock pressed against the roughness of her inner thigh. She grabbed me around the base, aimed me into her folds, and locked eyes with me.  
 
    “Take me,” she begged, working her hips in a tight little circle around my girth.  
 
    The tip of my crown swirled over her clit, and she nearly came apart right then and there. Her nails dug into my back as she lost control.  
 
    “Luke, please…!” 
 
    I thrust home. Maddie cried out with pleasure as I bottomed out inside of her, the round fullness of her ass slamming against the wall of the shower. Water poured down my bare back as I filled her again and again, stretching her tight walls around my prick. Maddie fit me like a glove, like she’d been made for me. She nibbled my earlobe as I went deep, lifting her hips to meet me. 
 
    Sex with Christina and Mareth had been amazing, no doubts about that. But Maddie had a totally different energy. It was hot, of course, and sweet—but something about being inside her felt a lot more like making love than hard, primal fucking. Her legs tightened around me, welcoming me deeper into her core, and her hungry mouth found mine and kissed me like she could never tire of it. 
 
    “Luke, that’s so good,” she panted, her eyes rolling back in her head as she met me thrust for wonderful thrust. “I feel so connected to you, baby! I can feel every little movement of you inside me! Are you feeling it, too?” 
 
    “Yes,” I gasped. “Holy shit, Maddie, yes…!” 
 
    The sound of applause reached our ears. Maddie started to laugh, then slapped the wall of the shower several times as if asking our audience to knock it off. I couldn’t fault Christina and Mareth for getting off on the idea of me binding Maddie. 
 
    “Ignore them,” I growled against Maddie’s neck. A thick cord of muscle flexed there on every thrust, as if she couldn’t contain her pleasure. “They’re just jealous, baby. They wish they were in here getting this dick instead of listening to you getting fucked…” 
 
    Maddie’s mouth formed a little ‘o’ of surprise. Her eyes filled with love and devotion, like the entire world outside the stall had ceased to exist. I’d expected both of us to kind of get off on having the rest of the group listening to us, but Maddie made the whole thing feel kind of...profane. 
 
    Fuck. Why was a demon worried about what was profane all of a sudden? 
 
    To rid myself of those thoughts, I fucked Maddie harder. The shower stall shook like a tambourine, rocking in a rhythm deeper than the tides as I buried myself as hard and deep inside Maddie’s pussy as I could. Her walls gripped me tight, filling the room with the wet, primal sounds of fucking as we both worked our way to the peak. 
 
    “I love you,” Maddie gasped into my ear. “I love you so much, Luke, and I always will! I’ll always support you—I’ll take such good care of you, make you the best possible man you can be…!” 
 
    Oh fuck! Her words touched places in me I didn’t even know I had. The contrast between this sex and the hard, nasty fucking I’d had with Mareth couldn’t have been clearer. Maddie worked on a whole other wavelength—one filled with love and respect, rather than lust and daring. 
 
    “Jesus, Mads,” I grunted, looking down at her soft, soapy tits as I pumped between her legs like a piston. “Fuck, you’re so beautiful…” 
 
    Maddie tangled her fingers in my hair and pulled me into another deep, intimate kiss. “Come inside me,” she begged, her eyes lighting up as she ground her walls around me. “Come for me, Luke, give me your seed. I want to have your babies—I want you to make me pregnant! You’d make such a wonderful father, I love you so much…” 
 
    Fatherhood. Family. Suddenly all that old-school shit—it sounded good. Better than good. Like it was the most important thing in the world. What the fuck was happening to me? 
 
    I wanted to be a demon, but Maddie was bringing out something totally different in me. Something vulnerable, but strong. Open, but dominating. I felt things for this girl. My eyes met hers, boring holes into her soul as I pushed past the point of no return and kept right on thrusting… 
 
    “Maddie, ungh oh fuck here it comes!” 
 
    She locked her legs around me oh-so-tight, pulling me deep into her pussy. “Let it all out,” she begged, her nails digging into my shoulders. “Give it all to me, Luke—give me everything, baby. I’m here, I’m right here…” 
 
    I roared with bliss as Maddie’s words sent me over the edge. Fireworks exploded behind my eyes as I erupted, thick spurts of hot, creamy seed splashing against her inner walls. She held me tight as I pumped her full, whispering words of love and devotion in my ear as my balls drained inside of her. Telling me how great I was. How strong. How loved. 
 
    It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. Maddie giggled, kissing me as I came down from my peak. She didn’t let me pull out, though—those legs stayed locked around me, keeping every drop of my thick cum right where it belonged. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I expected to be looking down at a demon. Instead, Maddie’s all too human smile met mine. 
 
    “You didn’t...uh, finish?” I asked, glancing around the stall. 
 
    Maddie laughed and shook her head. “It was really, really hard to hold back,” she said, finally pulling off me. “I think I’m a little scared.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” I said, running a hand down her side. “It’s going to be great. Better than great.” 
 
    She smiled and nodded. “I know,” Maddie said, putting her hands on the shower bar. “Luke, would you...would you mind doing it from behind? I really like it doggy style, and I don’t want any of my demon...stuff cutting you up or hurting you when it pops out like Christina’s did.” 
 
    I thought of laughing it off, assuring her she couldn’t hurt me—but instead, I elected to take her seriously. “Of course,” I said, guiding one of her legs up onto the side of shower. Her thick, round ass bobbed back on me, her dripping pussy still spasming just beneath. She’d gotten close to the edge, alright—now I was going to send her right over. “Just relax and let it happen. Are you ready?” 
 
    Maddie looked at me over her shoulder, giving me a nervous look. My still-hard cock pushed into her folds, stretching the silky walls around my swollen crown. Maddie grunted, only the whites of her eyes showing for a moment. 
 
    “Yes,” she said thickly. She grabbed my side and pulled me harder into her, encouraging me to fuck her faster. “Fuck me, Luke—pound my pussy! Give it to me hard and fast, make me cum…!” 
 
    As far as I was concerned, that was just what the doctor ordered. This wasn’t the slow, sweet sex we’d just had—this was rough, primal fucking. Maddie loved it. Her hips slammed back on me over and over again, the curtain rod nearly falling from its place as she clawed at it, whining with bliss. Christina and Maddie got back into the mix, giving tips and howling like they wanted to throw popcorn at the door. 
 
    Maddie’s body beneath mine was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. My balls slapped against her hips as I fucked her harder and harder, eager to bring her to her third orgasm. To bind her to me, to make her my demon— 
 
    Suddenly Maddie’s body began to glow. 
 
    “Oh fuck, Luke!” Maddie arched her back, crying out in pleasure. “It’s happening, baby! I’m coming—oh fuck, I’m gonna cum!” 
 
    I watched in amazement as Maddie hit the peak. Her inner walls clenched around me like a vise, quivering up and down my cock as her pleasure went stratospheric. The leg that was on the shower’s side riser kicked out madly, losing control as a flood of juice met my cock’s next thrust. 
 
    Her cry of passion rose higher, then higher. Becoming a single, piercing note like an opera singer hitting a crescendo. 
 
    “Luke yes oh my god it’s so good baby…!” 
 
    Maddie began to change. But to my shock, no horns sprouted from the waitress’s head. No tail emerged from her lower back to spank her ass cheeks as she rode my cock through her orgasm. There weren’t even scales on her flushed skin as she cried out my name, sobbing and shuddering with release. 
 
    Instead, wings emerged from Maddie’s back. Brilliant white, feathery wings. 
 
    Angel’s wings. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    In a flash, the world was ripped away. 
 
    Before I even had time to process the sight of beautiful angel wings sprouting from Maddie’s back, the subspace collapsed around us. The two of us stood on top of a platform high in the air, water dripping from our naked bodies. Maddie pulled off me with a final whimper of pleasure, wrapping her wings around her glorious body to hide her nudity. Blue sky surrounded us from horizon to horizon. Where the fuck were we…? 
 
    I looked down. This wasn’t a platform. Maddie and I stood on a cloud. 
 
    “What the fuck!” I was so startled I nearly fell. Maddie reached out and grabbed hold of me, tugging me back from the edge. “Maddie, what happened to you—” 
 
    Maddie’s hands went everywhere. She hugged me tight, laughing the whole time, all smiles now that her transformation was complete. “You did it, baby,” she said, examining her new wings. “You were so right, Luke. I’m not scared anymore. I’m not weak, either.” She flexed her wings like a weightlifter showing off their biceps. “I’ve been filled with power. A higher power, if you get my drift.” 
 
    Something clicked inside my head. The different feeling I had when I was with Maddie. Lucifer giving me a bracelet imbued with Celestial power, ‘just in case’. The Morningstar Program back in Christina’s bedroom, giving me a choice between the Angel of Darkness and the Angel of Light… 
 
    Maddie wasn’t meant to become a demon at all. She was an angel. I’d just bound a fucking angel to my power. 
 
    Just beyond us, a set of golden gates stretched across the sky. Were these them? The Pearly Gates? 
 
    “I thought those were a myth,” I said, wrapping a hand around Maddie.  
 
    In this case, the myth couldn’t hold a candle to the reality. This truly was Heaven—golden, gleaming gates with the splendor of tall, arching towers behind them. Behind the Pearly Gates stretched an entire city, with a skyline no human metropolis could match. What I first took for massive birds flying over the city were actually Angels, diving and maneuvering in mock-battles over the city that had an entire crowd cheering for them. Team sports for angels? 
 
    Lucifer told me there was an Academy up here, too, I realized. But I hadn’t expected the ‘college town’ surrounding it to literally be Heaven. This was incredible. 
 
    The longer I stared at it, the more time seemed to fade away. A deep, peaceful sensation of contentment filled me, as if the rest of my life was a long journey and my weary bones were finally home at last. Something inside me longed to step through those gates, to discard the worries and cares I’d been burdened with in the mortal world and enter a realm where none of those things mattered any longer. 
 
    My gaze traveled up and up, to the single blazing star overlooking the Celestial City. A miniature sun, bathing this realm in a permanent summer’s day. The perfect weather… 
 
    The sun moved. For a moment I became certain it was looking right at me. A sudden urge to drop to my knees before it coursed through my veins, nearly unbearable. Then the great sun shimmered, going still, and the sensation passed. 
 
    “Luke?” Maddie’s hand gripped my shoulder. “Are you alright?” 
 
    It couldn’t have been, I told myself. I refused to believe it—admitting it would have been like blowing my conception of the universe wide open. That had to be some big Angel, some major authority checking in on me. It couldn’t have been HIM, right? 
 
    The Almighty? God? 
 
    Had He just taken note of me for a brief moment? And if so—did he like what he saw? 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, a little blasphemy steadying my thoughts, “are we really on the other side?” 
 
    “I think so,” Maddie said with an excited smile. “Which means you need a new look, Master…” 
 
    Maddie ran one hand down her naked body, raking the nails of the other down my chest. A shimmer filled the air, and suddenly both of us were fully dressed. These weren’t the robes I wore at the Infernal Academy—instead of the black and red of demonic investiture, these finely spun uniforms were white and gold. Mine was light and comfortable, like a karate master’s outfit, while Maddie’s looked like nothing so much as a sheath of silk wrapped skintight around her flawless curves. 
 
    She might be an angel, I thought, looking my newest girl up and down, but she’s definitely got a naughty side… 
 
    Just then, a man flew from the top of the gates. He blew a golden trumpet, and the gates opened a crack as he landed a few feet away. Holy shit. This guy had a halo. 
 
    An angel. 
 
    He had a kindly face, like the grandpa in a family movie. “Hello, Madeline,” he said, holding out his arms. “I am Myles Featherfinger, official member of the welcoming committee. It is my duty and pleasure to welcome you to the Celestial Academy. We are so glad you finally managed to join us…” 
 
    “Hold up,” I said, stepping out from behind Maddie’s wings. “Celestial Academy? Shit, so this is where angels get their lessons!” 
 
    “Where they earn their halos,” the man said, pointing at his own. His kindly look evaporated as he did a double-take, no doubt recognizing me. “You!?” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah,” I said, putting my arm around Maddie’s waist. “‘Madeleine’ here is my girl. So you’re going to let her go to school here?” 
 
    “It looks so cool,” Maddie said, gazing up at the heavenly gates. Her eyes were as big as saucers. “Please tell me I can, Luke! I want to learn to be a good angel so I can serve you like Christina and Mareth…” 
 
    The angel who’d welcomed us was no longer listening. “What are you doing here!?” he demanded, blowing three angry bursts on his trumpet. “Your kind are forbidden from approaching the Celestial Academy! Do not think your heavenly garb hides your true nature. You are hellspawn. Your presence here. . . this is an assault against the heavens!” 
 
    “Woah, calm down,” I said, holding out a hand. “I was just teleported here, my guy. I had no choice in the matter…” 
 
    He looked like he was about to send for reinforcements. Then the cloud next to him erupted with a puff of smoke, and the poor angel looked like he was about to shit himself. 
 
    I couldn’t really blame him, though. When Lucifer stepped out of that cloud, a stone’s throw from the Pearly Gates, I could’ve done the same thing, too. 
 
    The decrepit old man I’d met inside of subspace was gone. I wasn’t sure if Lucifer had truly regained his previous form or if this was some sort of illusion to intimidate the angels—either way, it didn’t really matter. He was back to the way I’d seen him briefly during our first meeting: a devastatingly handsome man with dark hair and piercing eyes, wearing a tailored black suit. Like Christopher Lee in his prime, back when he played Count Dracula. I understood why a demoness like Lilith would throw everything away to serve a man like that. 
 
    “Luke is correct,” the Prince of Darkness said with a smirk. “I teleported Luke and Maddie here, you see. Relax—I’m not trying to get inside your precious school.” He gestured at the Pearly Gates with a toothy grin. “I just wanted to give my protege a blessing on his first day at the Celestial Academy.” 
 
    More angels appeared at the top of the gates. The first guy’s trumpet must have summoned them. They took one look at Lucifer and dived, covering the distance to our cloud in a matter of moments. Each of them wore golden armor that matched the gates behind them, jeweled tridents clutched in their fists. Unlike the guy who’d greeted us at the gate, these angels looked like they’d seen combat—those weapons clearly weren’t just for show. If this conflict turned ugly, they could do some major damage. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this!?” the first angel roared. “Begone from our Academy, you spawn of Satan!” 
 
    “Now, now, I am no spawn. I am Satan himself. You must be new. I think you’ll find all the paperwork is in order,” Lucifer replied smoothly. The sight of a dozen angry angels didn’t perturb him in the slightest. “Luke here is one of your newest students. He and Maddie will be attending the Celestial Academy. Together.”  
 
    Then Lucifer grinned right at me. “You didn’t think becoming the Archlord would be easy, did you? If you want to be my new replacement, you’re going to have to learn to work both sides of the fence. The other candidates don’t have this opportunity, Luke. You’re the only human. The only candidate with the benefit of attending both Academies, the only one who has access to both Angel of Darkness and Angel of Light pathways. It’ll put a target on your head.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, facing down Lucifer. A crowd of angry angels. The newly minted one who depended on me. 
 
    “That’s right,” Lucifer said with a laugh. “Dual Enrollment, my boy! You’ll be attending both Academies from now on. Good luck. You’re going to need it…” 
 
    I stared up at the gates of my new school, Maddie squeezed against my side. Two Academies!? Just what the Hell had I gotten myself into... 
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