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Chapter 1

I’m on a date with a vampire, Caleb Holdstock thought.

The Lady Lachrymosa sat at the opposite side of the table, her blood red lips wrapped around a straw as she sipped at the drink their waitress had referred to as a ‘Blood Margarita’. The crimson liquid certainly did look like it had come straight from the vein of some elf or demoness—probably mixed with alcohol along the way to make it even more palatable. Caleb stared.

Lady Lachrymosa winked at him. “Eat your chips, honey. You look thunderstruck, poor dear.”

He was. Caleb Holdstock had been on many adventures since discovering a portal to the Wyrdworld in the basement of the home he’d inherited from his grandfather. He’d fought through fantastic worlds hidden inside of ordinary items, tangled with a bounty hunter and her armada of flying catgirls, and built a harem of gorgeous fantasy girls who were utterly in love with and devoted to him.

But this was new.

Lady Lachrymosa hadn’t been lying when she referred to Lanita’s as a Demonic-Mexican Fusion Restaurant. Though the place was definitely upscale, and a hell of a lot nicer than the establishments Caleb was used to back on Earth, it was still recognizable as a Mexican restaurant.

Colored streamers hung on the walls, and a big mural on the opposite side of the dining room depicted a group of demons and elves dressed as pistoleros drinking and dancing around a fire in the aftermath of a battle in the desert. It resembled a scene from a movie, and looking at it made Caleb wonder if creatures from the Wyrdworld had ever visited the Old West.

He turned his attention from the mural and back to the vampiress. He couldn’t help but stare at her. To be fair, most of the restaurant was staring right along with him.

To say Lady Lachrymosa was striking was like saying a thunderstorm was a little wet. The woman was a giantess, easily seven feet tall with broad shoulders, thick thighs, and a bust that looked like it could crush a man. Her skin was milk pale, almost translucent, and the little black dress she’d stuffed her curves into only heightened the contrast. Not that there was anything ‘little’ about Lady Lachrymosa.

Her eyes glowed a faint red in the candlelight. Twin pigtails hung down her shoulders, framing her amazing cleavage in a way that invited Caleb to stare. When his eyes were drawn to her breasts almost against his will, she flashed him a fanged smile.

“Normally there’d be a couple of malkini playing some music right now,” the vampiress said with a wink. “Lanita’s has a hell of a mariachi band. Had, I suppose, given all that’s going on in Hades.”

Caleb nodded. Despite the fact that they were in one of the most desirable eating establishments in the city, the atmosphere was somewhat muted. Recent events had a lot to do with that.

Under normal circumstances, Lanita’s would have been full of malkini. The catgirls were everywhere in the Wyrdworld, performing manual labor and making dirty jokes and generally wedging themselves into life in Hades with their signature combination of lewdness and cuteness. Citizens of Hades outwardly complained about the malkini, calling them a ‘plague’ and bemoaning how many eligible bachelors in the Wyrdworld had disappeared into their apartments with catgirl harems.

All that changed two weeks ago.

The malkini in the Wyrdworld were now on strike. Worse than that, they’d completely withdrawn from public life, taking their dirty jokes and cheap labor with them. Male demons and elves who hadn’t left their homes in years stumbled out into the streets, wondering where their harems had disappeared to overnight. There was turmoil in Hades, and all of it could be laid at the feet of Caleb’s worst enemy.

Belleteyn D’Amore.

Caleb’s train of thought was broken by the arrival of the waitress. She was a cute elf girl who looked like she could have been one of Eira’s cousins, and she flirted shamelessly with Caleb as she took his carne asada order. She was a little more reserved when speaking with Lady Lachrymosa.

Both of them watched the waitress sashay back into the kitchen.

“There’s another one for your harem, if you want it,” the vampiress said, chuckling as she toyed with her straw. They’d just brought her a second Blood Margarita, and she was starting to look tipsy. “Ah, to be young and horny in Hades.” Her smile turned a touch predatory. “I wouldn’t focus too much on new kitties, Caleb. Remember, you’re supposed to be focused on me tonight.”

Caleb remembered. Both of them had the same objective that night—to formally unveil the relationship between Caleb and Lady Lachrymosa. A relationship that wasn’t based on mutual attraction, though Caleb considered the vampiress an extremely attractive woman.

This was pure public relations.

Acclimating himself to the culture of the Wyrdworld had brought him many surprises. One of these was the fact that, as a man running for office in the Celestial Senate, he wasn’t simply allowed but expected to cultivate a large harem of women. It was a mark of status among the elites in Hades, and to not to do it, the way his grandfather had, would have made him seem hopelessly outdated.

To Caleb, having Yui, Eira, and Desdemona in his bed every night was a dream come true and almost too much for him to handle. To Lady Lachrymosa, it was a good but disappointing start.

So the vampiress came up with a plan. She and Caleb would begin to ‘date’, going out together and being seen in the public eye. Gossip columnists under her control would get tips about their relationship—tips that Lady Lachrymosa’s agents would insist get published in their magazines. And since the vampiress had a reputation for being the sort of woman who’d tear a romantic rival’s throat out, the public would be more willing to accept Caleb’s small harem with her in it.

“I’m worth three demonesss and six elves,” the vampiress had told him when she came up with the idea. She’d been quite serious, too. “Charity ran the numbers.”

A cough brought him back to the present moment. Dinner had arrived.

Lady Lachrymosa beamed at their server as she set the plates and refills out on the table, then dismissed her with a gesture. As soon as the elf was gone, those dark eyes devoured Caleb.

“What’s the matter?” the vampiress asked. “You seem down, Caleb. Off in your own little world over there.”

The smell of carne asada filled his nostrils. Suddenly he felt his mouth water.

“I’m alright,” he said. “Just a little distracted lately. Everything that’s going on, like you said.”

“Well, try to relax,” she said with a hearty smile. “In fact, look right at me and give me a face like you want to take me into the bathroom and fuck my brains out.”

Caleb’s brows furrowed together. “Pardon?”

Lady Lachrymosa’s eyes slid to the side. He glanced over and saw a man with a camera snapping photos of the pair at their table. With a blink, Caleb leaned forward and did as the vampiress requested—putting on his most winning, panty-dropping smile.

“Is that one of yours?” he asked without dropping the smile. “Or have we attracted the attention of one of the independent outlets?”

“I didn’t invite them,” the vampiress said, smiling in a way that made her fangs look great. “But I’m not upset they’re here. Hell, they’re even getting my good side.”

Caleb sighed and tucked into his meal. He wrapped up some of the steak in one of the tortillas, along with some salsa, rice, and one of the avocado slices they’d used to garnish the dish. The first bite hit his taste buds like a bomb of flavor. He had to stop himself from moaning.

“God damn,” he said, wiping the side of his mouth with a napkin. “That’s good.”

“Lanita’s is bonita,” the vampires said, her accent caressing the syllables. “At least that’s their motto, anyway. I’m merely drinking tonight, so I wouldn’t know.”

Caleb continued to eat, keeping the paparazzi in his peripheral vision. Eventually the guy with the camera decided he’d gotten enough shots and disappeared—or probably he’d been about to be escorted out of the restaurant by security. Either way, he’d likely be outside waiting to snap more shots after the meal.

But that was later. Caleb relaxed for now.

He filled up the other two tortillas and ate them. By the time he’d polished off all three, only a small portion of the dish was left. This he ate slowly, taking his time and basking in the presence of the gorgeous vampire who was his date.

He caught a furtive smile from Lady Lachrymosa as his eyes met hers. Caleb went back and forth on whether or not the vampiress was actually interested in him, but he’d never felt a stronger connection from her than he had tonight. Maybe this relationship wouldn’t be totally for PR.

He decided to try his luck.

“I’m really glad we got to do this,” Caleb said. “I know how heartbroken you were the first time we had to cancel our date.”

Lady Lachrymosa chuckled. “We took a raincheck because the entire city was at war,” she said, downing the rest of her drink. She lifted a finger in the direction of the waitress, calling for another. “No shame in that. If the election weren’t right around the corner, I’d have put it off again. I’m sure you’d rather be with your women tonight…”

It was self-deprecating, and it was the opening Caleb was looking for. Almost as if Lady Lachrymosa herself were opening the door for him.

“Actually, I wouldn’t,” he said, meaning it. He watched as the cute elf waitress sashayed over to the table with another Blood Margarita, then traded it for Lady Lachrymosa’s empty glass. “I owe you a lot, Lady Lachrymosa. I wouldn’t have been able to get my grandfather’s business off of the ground if it weren’t for you. Hell, I’d probably still be stuck in an Item World, patting the heads of catgirls for all eternity.”

Both of them laughed at the mental image. Lady Lachrymosa’s laughter was quite a bit louder than his, causing several patrons to stare.

Lady Lachrymosa shook her head. “I doubt you needed my help,” she said, a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. “You’re a resourceful young man, Caleb. Truly your grandfather’s heir. And with all those capable women surrounding you, you’re never without help.”

“True, but it’s good to have friends,” he said, putting his hand on the vampire’s. “Friends who aren’t afraid to snap some necks and rip the hearts out of my enemy’s chests.”

Lady Lachrymosa looked startled. Her eyes flickered to his hand, then she retracted her own. For a moment, she looked awfully uncertain. It wasn’t a look the vampire wore well.

“You don’t need to do that,” Lady Lachrymosa said, covering her awkwardness with a smile. “The photographer has already left for the evening—”

Caleb leaned forward. “I don’t give a shit about the photographer,” he said, letting his eyes roam over Lady Lachrymosa’s body.

Even a blind man sitting in the restaurant could have felt the chemistry between them. Spots of color rose to Lady Lachrymosa’s cheeks, looking almost like makeup on her supernaturally pale face.

She looked flattered. “You’re quite bold,” she said, taking a flustered sip of her margarita. “You do remember that I once threatened to bury you alive, yes?”

“And have your vampire friends desecrate my grave,” Caleb said, remembering. "Don’t threaten me with a good time, Lady L.”

The vampiress tossed back her head and laughed, loud and long. Her breasts jiggled in their confines, giving Caleb quite the view, and he felt a hot flush run down his spine and stop between his legs.

“You are more entertaining than any mortal I have dealt with in years,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “You’re a great deal more interesting than your grandfather was. Such a fuddy-duddy! No, you truly know how to live your life. I’m excited about the future of Hades with you in the Senate, young man.”

“I have big plans.” Caleb thought again of Belleteyn D’Amore and her plan to take over his grandfather’s Senate seat. Forming a new political party called the Party for Basic Rights and Humanity, or BRAH for short, she’d announced her intention to steal away his birthright. Having her in charge in Hades would be a disaster, which was why people like Lady Lachrymosa were so keen for Caleb to take over Gene Holdstock’s old seat.

But some of Belleteyn’s ideas weren’t so crazy.

“Oh?” Now Lady Lachrymosa looked interested. “For me, or for the city?”

Her smile was sly and naughty, and Caleb found himself matching it with one of his own.

“Both,” he said. “I think Belleteyn is correct about the malkini rights movement.”

As an ageless being, Lady Lachrymosa hid her surprise well—but it was impossible to miss the slight widening of her eyes or the way her jaw subtly dropped at Caleb’s proclamation.

“The malkini… are not very popular right now,” the vampiress said, looking around the dining room. “And that’s putting it mildly.”

“I know,” Caleb agreed. He’d been thinking about it for a while—almost from the moment his malkini maid Mitzi grabbed Bellteyn’s special snake statue and pledged her allegiance to the new ‘Princess’ of Hades. “Everyone’s missing the catgirls right now, though they’re telling themselves they aren’t. The malkini kept Hades running smoothly, and they did it for barely any compensation. They deserve more than a choice between being manual laborers or catgirl sex toys. I intend to give it to them.”

Lady Lachrymosa gasped. “A reformer,” she said, shaking her head in amazement. “Caleb Holdstock, I never would have guessed!”

He paused. With that subtle, shark-like smile, it was always hard to tell if Lady Lachrymosa was agreeing with him or not. The same lips that praised his ideas could be eagerly picturing what it would be like to sink their fangs into his throat.

“Does that shock you?” Caleb asked. “I’m grateful for your support, Lady Lachrymosa, really I am—from you and from all of Omega. But my principles are my principles. I couldn’t live with myself if I used my power to make people like Mitzi into little more than slaves.”

Lady Lachrymosa was already lifting a hand. “Oh no no no, I’m all for it,” she insisted. “Granted, you’ll have a hell of a hard time pushing any of your high-minded ‘principles’ through the Celestial Senate, but you’re more than welcome to try.” She smiled, twirling her margarita glass. “Do not worry, young man. I’m fully in your corner. I support your bid for Senate completely, and will back you over that silly bint Belleteyn.”

And she put her hand over top of Caleb’s.

“It will be a pleasure to have fresh blood in the Senate.” She closed her eyes and gently groaned as she placed the pad of her thumb against the artery in Caleb’s wrist, feeling his pulse. “Listen, can I be perfectly frank with you, Caleb?”

“I wish you would.” His wrist looked tiny compared to Lady Lachrymosa’s hand. The way she squeezed it, he knew the vampire was holding back her tremendous strength.

It made him wonder what else that strength could do—say, in the bedroom.

“Good.” The vampire’s grin once again grew predatory, but this time Caleb didn’t feel like a lamb being watched over by a wolf. Rather, both of them were the wolves. “I am good at many things, but romance is not one of them. I’m more apt to simply communicate what I want to a potential partner, quickly and directly, than do all this beating around the bush you mortals like to engage in.”

“Alright. You’re not going to shock me. Any chance of that ended around the time I added a third woman to my harem.”

He had a harem. That still blew his mind when he thought about it.

The vampiress leaned forward in her seat, her grin somewhere between a predator's smile and a coquette's promise. "I would like you to take me back to your apartment," she said, looking deep into his eyes. "And I would like you to fuck my brains out."

It was exactly what Caleb had been hoping to hear.

"I think I can handle that. Waitress — check, please?"

The cute young elf was already standing by. She'd either been anticipating Lady Lachrymosa's request, or she'd been assigned specifically to their table and theirs alone. Given their VIP status, either felt likely.

The vampiress waved off Caleb's attempts to pay. "Please," she said, dismissing his chivalry with a gesture. "Your chivalry is appreciated, Crafter, but this is a business dinner." She produced a slender black card and handed it to the waitress. "It's all on Omega's expense account. Gratuity included."

He was glad for that last part. Caleb didn't know what tipping culture was like in the Wyrdworld, but the last thing he wanted was to pick up a reputation as a miser. Especially when he was running for political office.

The waitress came back with their receipt in record time. The entire walk back to the car, Caleb felt as if he were walking on air—both from the promise of the gorgeous vampiress on his arm and the sheer amazement of the new world he'd come to live in. The night was young and filled with promise, just like his life.

It's good to be a Crafter, Caleb thought as he stepped out into the night.

He thought night because of what his watch told him, but in truth Hades never really had a proper day or night cycle. The city lay beneath a massive stone ceiling, hidden deep beneath the ground at the base of the highway leading beneath the World Tree. The glow of its magma rivers lit the metropolis no matter what hour it was—and just like New York City, it was never fully asleep.

A few pedestrians gathered outside the restaurant. Caleb spotted the man from earlier with the camera lounging across the street, making a show of checking the time. As he saw Caleb and Lady Lachrymosa, he reached for his camera while trying to look casual.

Fuck it, Caleb thought. Let's give the papers a show.

Without an ounce of hesitation, Caleb grabbed the vampire's round, heart-shaped ass. Lady Lachrymosa straightened up in surprise, gasping, but that only made it look even hotter and more impressive as Caleb seized the back of her neck with his free hand to pull the vampire down for a kiss. With her body bent down and her ruby red lips against his in full view of the cameras, he looked like nothing so much as David in the middle of giving Goliath what for.

He heard the cameras clicking away, capturing the scene. It would make a good picture for tomorrow's magazines—but for the moment, it just felt amazing to make out with a gorgeous vampire.

Caleb held the kiss for a while, then broke it with a big grin. "So," he said. "My place?"

The vampiress looked from the cameraman back to him. She chuckled.

"Please," she said, taking his hand. "Lead the way, Crafter."

Together, she and Caleb walked into the night.


Chapter 2

Hades smelled like sin and sulfur.

The land of elves, demons, and all other manner of fantasy creatures was nearing low tide. The streets around Lanita’s were nearly empty as Caleb and his date made their way into the parking lot, walking hand in hand.

Neither of them had anything to fear from Hades and its residents—Lady Lachrymosa was more than capable of defending them. Honestly, Caleb would have worried about the sanity of anyone who saw the seven foot vampire walking with him and decided she would be a good target to rob.

Mare was waiting for them. The demoness’s carriage dominated the back half of the parking lot, while the driver herself sat in the top seat with her feet up, reading a smutty magazine. She perked up as Caleb and Lady Lachrymosa approached.

“Evening, boss,” the demonesses said, giving Caleb a come hither smile. “How’d the date go?”

“Fine.” He shared a glance—and a grin—with the vampire at his side. “Lady Lachrymosa’s made a change of plans, Mare. She’d like to see my grandfather’s apartment.”

Mare’s brows rose to her hairline. “Oh, sure thing, boss! Heading back home instead of to Omega!”

The demonesses slid from her seat and opened the door for them both. With Lady Lachrymosa as a passenger there was no way for Mare to keep the top down on the carriage—she had to open it to the night. It was more romantic that way, Caleb thought.

Though the effect was spoiled somewhat by the lack of proper mounts.

In better times, before what the press in Hades euphemistically referred to as ‘M-Day’, Mare’s carriage had been pulled by a team of trained, dedicated malkini. Now, like all the catgirls throughout the Wyrdworld, Mare’s girls were on strike, taken from their positions by the wicked Belleteyn D’Amore. Without their supply of ready manual labor, most industries in Hades had been thrown into turmoil. Every day, Lady Lachrymosa’s offices were besieged by requests for magical assistance, with crucial industries bemoaning the lack of easy, cheap catgirl labor.

Fortunately, Caleb was able to get Mare a special dispensation. Her carriage now ran on a small magical engine, which could get them anywhere in the Wyrdworld they needed to be in a jiffy.

The drive through Hades took perhaps a half hour, but to Caleb it felt like it was over in moments. A wise man once said that all time was relative: that by placing your hands on a hot stove, you could make a second feel as if it were an hour long, and that by placing your hands on a hot woman, you could make that same hour feel like a second. Lady Lachrymosa was definitely that kind of woman. Just looking at her made Caleb feel both excited and intimidated. It didn’t help that she knew she was a walking sex symbol, and that she wanted him just as badly as he wanted her.

The engine left a trail of purple smoke behind them as they wound through the streets. It gathered around the rear of the carriage as they reached Caleb’s condominium, which was located in the hills along the southern edge of Hades. This was one of the most desirable areas of the city, which was why Caleb’s grandfather had lived here when he served in the Celestial Senate.

As the carriage slowed to a stop, Caleb’s eyes were drawn to the high windows. It could have just been his imagination, but he fancied he could see his girlfriends peering down at them from his home. Were they surprised to see Lady Lachrymosa with him? He thought not. Most of them had teased them about this exact possibility.

“Home at last,” Mare said with relish. “Should I keep the carriage running for you, Lady Lachrymosa, or…?”

Mare trailed off as the vampiress climbed out of the vehicle. The look she gave Caleb was all the answer the demoness needed. Her services would no longer be necessary tonight.

“Alright then,” Mare whispered, shooting a wink in Caleb’s direction. “Have a great night, boss.”

He would. And he knew Mare would, as well—the demoness had quarters not far from his own. She’d probably wait a respectable interval until they disappeared into his apartments before making her way to her own condo.

“We won’t need to take the stairs?” Lady Lachrymosa asked, cocking an eyebrow as they made their way across the lobby. “My goodness, that’s excellent.”

“This is one of the only buildings in Hades that ran on magic before the malkini revolted,” Caleb explained. “We haven’t had to alter anything to change with the times. I heard things are a little trickier at your place of business?”

That was putting it mildly. The elevators at the Omega building were powered by a fleet of cable-handling malkini—with them gone, the stairs were the only option. The vampires of Omega had no trouble with this, being able to fly up to whatever floor they wanted to work on, but their visitors had no such gifts.

As the elevator ascended through the apartment complex, Lady Lachrymosa’s gaze strayed to Caleb’s staff—what residents of the Wyrdworld called his vorlesen.

“I’ve heard you’ve gotten rather good at using that,” the vampiress said with a smile. “Been putting in some practice, have you?”

Caleb nodded. “Desdemona promised she’d whip me into a half-decent Crafter. So far, she’s been making good on her promise—no thanks to me. I’m afraid I’m a pretty lousy student.”

“Nonsense!” Lady Lachrymosa’s brows furrowed together. “You’ve done a great deal of good work, Caleb. Not many people would have been able to fight their way out of the traps Belleteyn laid for you inside of the Item World!”

Caleb thought about those traps. In the first, the bounty hunter had ambushed them with a squadron of aerial malkini. They’d only managed to win the day thanks to Belleteyn overlooking one of Caleb’s allies—his childhood friend, Yui. Injured in an accident when they were teenagers, she’d been confined for her entire adult life in a wheelchair, which meant Belleteyn considered her no threat. But her Fae blood healed her inside of the Wyrdworld, allowing her to push Belleteyn into the abyss at the critical moment and save them all. Since then, Yui had sworn to never leave the Wyrdworld again—her last trip back to Earth had been to quickly handle her affairs and disperse her money and worldly possessions to her family.

Belleteyn’s second assault hadn’t been a frontal assault. It was sneaky: a meeting with one of the Fae, living in a world hidden within a glittering diamond. That Fae, a woman who called herself Alecto, tried to trick Caleb into giving her his name—a mistake that would have erased him utterly from existence. Instead, he’d managed to turn the tables on the Fae woman, tricking her into expressing gratitude toward him. After that, she’d been forced to allow them to leave.

Both attacks had taught Caleb much about the way the Wyrdworld worked. But he wasn’t an expert by any stretch of the term. There was no telling what tricks Belleteyn might be cooking up, especially now that it was an open secret in Hades that Caleb would be running for his grandfather’s seat in the Celestial Senate. He and Lady Lachrymosa were still working on the exact date and time of the announcement.

“Desdemona.” Lady Lachrymosa’s eyes took on a faraway tint, as if she were peering at the past through rose-colored glasses. “I remember that girl. Mooned over your grandfather quite a bit back in the day, but he never felt the same way about her as she did about him.” She looked Caleb up and down, smiling faintly. “I guess she got the last laugh though, hmm?”

“I guess.”

“Strange though,” she continued, giving him a wry look. “Beings like me might not be that good at counting the years, Caleb, but even I know that Desdemona ought by rights to be an old maid by now. And yet she looks barely a decade or two older than you and Yui. How did that happen, Crafter?”

Here, Caleb faltered. The truth was, he didn’t know how Desdemona’s age had been reverted. He’d watched the years simply melt away from her face as she passed the threshold into the Wyrdworld. She’d referred to her gift as a ‘boon’, and implied it had been granted to her back in the days when she’d acted as his grandfather’s assistant. But she’d been remarkably reserved about the details.

“It’s not a glamor, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Caleb said, matching the vampire’s smirk with one of his own. If she wanted to play those games, then so could he. “The face and the body match. If you’ve got any doubts about that, I’m sure Desdemona will gladly dispel them personally.”

For a moment, Lady Lachrymosa stared at Caleb open mouthed. Then she tossed back her head and laughed, showing her fangs. It never failed to amaze him how doing so put his face directly level with her cleavage, giving him a sneak preview of her bounty.

“Personally!” The vampiress chuckled, shaking her head. “My, you have grown bold since inheriting your grandfather’s power. You’re no longer the boy who wandered into my office to ask for clemency in dealing with Eira Greenwreath’s debt, are you? You really will make an excellent Senator.”

Around them, the elevator slid to a smooth stop as it reached Caleb’s floor, the doors opening almost soundlessly.

“Unlike most of the Celestial Senate, you haven’t let the whole malkini uprising blind you to the tensions between Hades’s clans,” the vampiress continued. “With me in your corner and a Greenwreath in your bed, the people will know that they can rally around you in times of trouble—”

That was as far as she got. Caleb’s front door was already open—a vision of femininity in puffy pajamas stood in the doorway, her midnight black hair tied in a loose ponytail. She looked like she’d been waiting up for Caleb, and the vampire standing beside him was no big surprise.

“Welcome home, babe!” Yui came up and gave Caleb a kiss on the cheek. “I see your date must have gone really well. You are formally invited into the apartment, Lady Lachrymosa.”

It was a nice touch. Vampires didn’t respect most of the ‘Hollywood’ rules around their existence, but the requirement to be invited into a dwelling before entering it was one of the Earth myths descended from actual fact. The vampiress had already been welcomed into the home, so Caleb doubted Yui’s invitation was necessary, but it was a friendly gesture all the same.

Lady Lachrymosa inclined her head in a gesture of respect.

“Thank you for welcoming me into your home,” she said, flashing Caleb a wink. “Caleb and I had a lovely meal, and I said I simply must come see how the decorating has been coming along on your apartments. I wasn’t able to take in the place the last time I was here…”

The last time Lady Lachrymosa had been in Caleb’s home, it had been to supervise him and his harem as they entered the Item World within M’s mysterious diamond. She’d brought her assistant then, an accountant with the all too appropriate name of Charity.

Yui looked only too happy to have Lady Lachrymosa among them. “Come in!” she said, leading the vampiress by the hand into the foyer. “Everyone’s here! We’ve just been hanging out, having a chill night.”

She wasn’t exaggerating. Caleb’s girlfriends lounged in the living room, along with a couple of their friends. Eira and Yui looked to have been polishing off a couple bottles of wine from his grandfather’s cellar, while Desdemona was watching Wyrdworld News and making a few notes on a legal pad. A paperback book sat next to her in the recliner—he recognized it as one that had belonged to his malkini maid, Mitzi, before Belleteyn’s commands forced her to go mad along with the rest of her species. A particularly risqué volume of catgirl erotica.

“Hey, Caleb.” Eira smiled, looking up from the couch. A pair of elves from Eira’s neighborhood sat near her, looking starstruck at the arrival of both Caleb and Lady Lachrymosa. “Just having a girls’ night in. Didn’t expect you home so soon!”

“It’s good that you’re here,” Desdemona added. “Some of Kerr’s underground sources have heard whispers about another attack between the Blackveil and Moonwraith clans. She’s worried the armistice might not hold.”

Lady Lachrymosa’s face twisted in an expression of disbelief. “The silly bint told you that? The lady who guards the highway at the entrance to the World Tree?”

Desdemona blinked. She hadn’t realized until that moment that the vampiress had no idea they’d acquired Kerr as an intelligence asset.

“She’s feeding you bullshit,” the vampiress continued. “The leaders of Blackveil and Moonwraith are solid at rocks right now. As long as neither of them have access to malkini, sneak attacks on each other are going to be the furthest things from their minds. I’m surprised you listen to a thing that silly slut has to say—”

A shape barreled out of the shadows.

It leapt across the living room, hitting Caleb in the chest. He fell backward onto the carpet, dropping his vorlesen to the side as the massive figure landed on top of his chest. Something wet raked his face, then another something.

Then two more.

“Good boy!” Caleb laughed, reaching up and stroking one of Cerebus’s necks. “I was wondering where you ran off to!”

The three-headed dog was Caleb’s, a beast he’d adopted from Kerr with the gate guard’s thanks. The beast slobbered all over him, as affectionate as any puppy, its massive paws pushing down on his chest like bags of flour. He had to gasp through his laughter and roll to the side to avoid being crushed.

“Goodness,” Lady Lachrymosa said mildly. “I thought I was going to have to drag that thing off of you! You looked like you were under attack!”

“A love attack, maybe,” Caleb said, scratching beneath the pup’s ears.

“We’ll have to jump all over you next time you walk through the door.” Yui came up and patted the hellhound’s heads until the beast calmed down, then watched as it padded into the kitchen.

“Yeah, we’ll pin you down.” Eira giggled drunkenly. “And slobber all over you!”

Yui gave the elf girl an indulgent smile, then turned to their visitor. “Were you going to hang out with us?” she asked, her face as well-composed as any actress. “Or… wait! Didn’t you tell me you wanted Caleb to show you that thing in the bedroom?”

He had to hand it to Yui. You could take her off of Earth and into a fantasy realm, but she’d still be every bit of a wingwoman as she’d been back in college.

“There are some improvements Caleb wished to show me,” Lady Lachrymosa replied. By the look on her face, she was clearly picking up what Yui was putting down. “And there was something about a lovely view of Hades? It was the envy of all the other Senators, from what I understand…”

“We’ll be back later,” Caleb said, taking the vampiress by the hand. “Let me know if you need anything, alright?”

“We’ll be fine,” Yui said with a wink. “Have fun.”

“Have a great night!” Eira said, holding up her glass of wine with a lewd giggle.

As they left the living room, Caleb heard Eira asking Desdemona what it was vampires ate for breakfast. She was asking Dez if she could fix it for Lady Lachrymosa as the pair disappeared around the corner.

Caleb and Lady Lachrymosa made it a few steps before the giggles overpowered them.

“I’m sorry,” Caleb told the vampire. “They get excited about this kind of thing.”

“That’s quite alright,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “I like that. It’s obvious your women expected me to come back to your apartment with you tonight, and by their reactions, they’re letting you know they approve.” She cocked her head to the side. “As I’ve said, creatures like me appreciate the direct approach.”

Caleb met her gaze. “In that case, how about that view?”

“That would be lovely. Lead the way.”

He did. Someone had clearly been at work in the bedroom—not only was the room freshly dusted and the sheets cleaned, but there were candles on the shelves just waiting to be lit. A quick application from the silver dog’s head on his staff set each of them aflame, bathing the room in a romantic glow.

Lady Lachrymosa stood before the window, looking over the city. The curtains were open, allowing anyone lying in bed a panoramic view of the supernatural metropolis. She stared from the window for long moments, placing one pale palm against the glass.

“You know, I was joking when I said I wanted to see this,” she said, turning to face Caleb. He sat on the foot of the bed, his staff on the floor and just beneath the mattress. “But it really is impressive. You may very well have the nicest view in the entire city, Caleb Holdstock.”

“With you standing there, I absolutely do,” Caleb said, patting the mattress next to him. “Come here.”

Lady Lachrymosa smirked, then nibbled her bottom lip with her fangs. “You would command me, Crafter? A being old and powerful enough to snap you in half without even breaking a sweat?”

Caleb didn’t hesitate. “Of course,” he said, staring deep into her eyes. “Because that’s what you want, Lady Lachrymosa. You want to be dominated.”

A shudder passed through her curvy frame. “Yes,” she admitted, the word torn from her in a ragged gasp. “You really do see to the heart of things, don’t you?”

Caleb nodded. “Take off that dress,” he said, spreading his legs on the bed. “I want to see that body of yours.”

Some of the women Caleb had been lucky enough to share his bed with got nervous and self-conscious when it was time to disrobe. Not Lady Lachrymosa. The vampire knew exactly how to entice a mortal man, and she used all of her assets to their greatest effect.

She reached behind her back and undid the knot at her lower back, then slipped each strap of her black dress down her pale shoulders. She wore no bra beneath it, for she didn’t need to. Despite their age and heaviness, her breasts were almost supernaturally perky—they stood firmly from her frame, each pale orb topped with a nipple as dark as rich chocolate.

Caleb couldn’t help it—he groaned. A smile spread across the vampire’s face as she watched the way his eyes became fixed on her amazing rack.

“You like these?” She ran a hand between her tits. “Many men have dreamed of burying themselves right here. Their faces, their cocks…”

At the look on his face, Lady Lachrymosa fell silent.

“I don’t want to hear about ‘many men’,” he said, his tone brooking no complaint. “I don’t want to hear about any men, Lady Lachrymosa. As far as you’re concerned, I’m the only creature in the Wyrdworld with a cock. If we’re going to do this, you need to be loyal to me. No other guys, and no other women except those in the harem.”

The vampiress grinned. “If that’s what’s required for an alliance with you, I wouldn’t have it any other way, Crafter,” she said in a husky whisper.

He chuckled. “You’re not undressed yet.”

Lady Lachrymosa quickly fixed that.


Chapter 3

Caleb’s eyes widened as he watched the beautiful, ethereal vampire remove her dress. Lady Lachrymosa tugged the fabric down an inch at a time, exposing more and more of her pale, creamy skin. Behind her, the lights of Hades burned like a flock of fireflies, highlighting her nudity.

Her thighs were so thick that Caleb couldn’t help but wonder how they’d feel wrapped around his waist. Her ass was so big, round, and perfect that she’d need to spread herself as wide as a gymnast in order to allow him to bury his prick hilt-deep inside of her. Her legs… shit, they were amazing.

Lady Lachrymosa let the dress fall to her feet, her eyes never leaving Caleb. She drank in his reaction, getting off on it as she watched him stiffen in his pants. With a start, Caleb realized that she wasn’t just looking at him—she was looking into him. At his blood.

She can see it, he thought. She’s a predator at heart. She can feel the way my heart’s going thud-thud-thud, pumping all that hot blood through my body. Most of it stopping at my…

Lady Lachrymosa kicked her dress away. She kept her heels on, which made her legs and ass look amazing. And what struck Caleb as even more amazing was the fact that, other than what was on top of her head, the vampire didn’t seem to have a single strand of hair on her body.

Her arms, her legs, the slit between her thighs—all bare. All smooth.

Lady Lachrymosa made to approach, but Caleb held up a hand. “Ah ah, not like that,” he said, wiggling a finger. Then he gestured to the carpet. “Crawl.”

The vampiress cocked an eyebrow. “You expect me to crawl to you? You are an impertinent man!”

“And you are a horny fucking vampire,” Caleb said with a smile. “I know you never fucked my grandfather, Lachrymosa, which means I’m willing to bet you’ve never had a Crafter before. If you want to feel my vorlesen inside you, vampire, you’re going to have to earn it. Now crawl.”

Holy shit, he thought. Though he kept his facial features steady, inside his mind was a whirl of amazement. Did I really just say that!?

He’d never been so dominant before. Not even with the women who’d already agreed to be in his harem—the ones who’d bound themselves to him, body and soul. This was something completely new. A line being crossed, or a whole pack of them.

For an instant, he worried that he’d gone too far. That Lady Lachrymosa would laugh, or worse, would expose her fangs and jump him. If she did that here, now, with his vorlesen out of reach, he might not be able to call for help in time…

The vampiress sank to her knees.

“Yes, sir,” she said, with just a hint of brattiness in her tone. “Should I crawl like this?”

And without an ounce of shame or hesitation, Lady Lachrymosa went face down and ass up.

Caleb groaned with lust as she arched her back, letting her midnight dark ponytails trail across her rippling back muscles. Lady Lachrymosa’s ass was a perfect heart shape, and her thighs were parted to show the pale pink folds deep within her slit.

As she crawled across the carpet, he couldn’t believe how lucky he was. Here was one of the most powerful creatures in the Wyrdworld, a woman who ate the most fearsome power brokers in Hades for lunch, and she was crawling naked across his bedroom floor like a cat in heat. All because he commanded her to.

When the vampiress reached him, she got on her knees. She was so tall that sitting up straight would have put her on a level with Caleb, so she rocked forward, arching her back beautifully as she prepared to serve. Her breasts heaved, heavy and full, and her nipples were so hard that they practically ached to be sucked.

She looked up at Caleb with eyes that were both defiant and submissive, and the mixture made his cock throb in response.

Can I really do this? He wondered. Despite his triumph, a little voice whispered in the back of his head. She’s a vampire! She could break me in half—

But she wouldn’t.

Lady Lachrymosa watched him watching her. She seemed to sense his hesitation. Good thing for Caleb that she knew exactly what every mortal who looked at her wanted.

“You want to fuck my tits?” she asked, her voice low and husky. “Or maybe my pussy? My ass?”

She leaned forward, pressing her breasts together. The gorgeous mounds made a soft tunnel of flesh.

He shook his head. He knew what he wanted to do first.

“No,” Caleb said, his voice hoarse with desire. “I want to fuck your mouth.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re not afraid of the fangs?” she said, indicating her sharp white teeth. “Most mortals are afraid our kind will bite it off.”

“Not me. You know I’d punish you if you tried. Now be a good girl and give me that mouth.”

Lady Lachrymosa shuddered like he had just run his fingers along her clit. Slowly, her eyes deep and dark with desire, she unbuckled his belt. His pants fell to the floor, and his boxers followed.

Caleb's cock sprang free, hard and ready. Lady Lachrymosa licked her lips.

The vampiress ran a finger down his member, getting it wet with his clear precum. "So hard," she murmured, sounding both horny and hungry all at once. "Ah, there's so much sweet blood between your legs..."

He grabbed her by her hair and pulled her toward him. She gasped in surprise, then moaned as he pressed his cock against her lips. She opened her mouth, her warm, wet mouth enveloping him as she swallowed him greedily. For a moment, he worried about the sharpness of her fangs, but the vampire was truly skilled. He felt nothing but pleasure as she took him all the way down to the base.

Caleb groaned, bliss tingling down his spine. Her tongue swirled around the head of his cock, hitting every sensitive spot on his member before she made a tight seal around him with her lips and took him back down to the base. Each time she did it, she brought him all the way down her throat, swallowing him like she’d never even heard of the words ‘gag reflex.’ He couldn’t believe how deep she was going.

Before he knew what he was doing, Caleb grabbed her head with both hands. He held her head in place, fucking her face. Lady Lachrymosa stopped bobbing on him and just focused on taking it, gagging gently as she moaned with pleasure.

Caleb’s eyes flickered to the vampire’s ass. One of the myths about vampires that had turned out not to be true was that they had no reflection—he could see the vampire’s wet little slit gushing in the semi-opaque reflection of his big bedroom window. One of her hands spread her folds, her pale fingers knuckle deep inside of her tightness, yet Caleb somehow knew it wasn’t this that was making her moan like that.

She’s getting off on this, he realized. She was enjoying being used by him. A mortal. A human.

The thought made him even harder.

He thrust himself into her mouth, really letting himself go now. His balls slapped against her chin with every thrust, filling the room with the sharp slapping sound of skin on skin. Even the women of his harem would have balked at such treatment, but Lady Lachrymosa loved it. The tenors of her moans rose as he pounded her throat, and her fingers swirled faster around the sensitive nub at the apex of her pleasure.

She was going to come. And so was Caleb.

Lady Lachrymosa came with a shudder, the muscles of her back rippling as she hit her orgasm. As the vampire whimpered, her thighs clenching together like a vise, Caleb kept fucking her face, going harder and harder until he was well past the point of no return. His orgasm built into a fireworks show, and then he was shooting, exploding into her mouth like he’d never had a climax before.

The vampiress swallowed again and again, moaning with pleasure as she drank him dry. It might not have been blood, but from the way she was devouring his load, she liked it even better.

Finally Caleb pulled out of her mouth, panting. A thin line of his seed hung from the crown of his cock to the side of Lady Lachrymosa’s lips. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, a dazed expression on her face.

“Wow!” Lady Lachrymosa gasped. “That was… no one’s ever… my God!”

Caleb just laughed. If he could make a vampire say the name of the man upstairs, he must be doing a damn good job.

Lady Lachrymosa brought her soaked fingers to her lips and tasted them. “That was amazing,” she whispered, looking at him with what might have been awe. “You taste so good, Caleb. I had no idea a Crafter would taste like this…”

Caleb grinned down at her. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. But we’re not done yet. Get on the bed on all fours and face the window. I’m going to fuck you now.”

Lady Lachrymosa clearly couldn’t believe how dominant he was being. His transformation shocked her almost as much as it surprised him. She climbed up on the bed, shuddering with anticipation as she spread her legs. Her pussy was wet and glistening.

“Damn, look at you,” Caleb said, letting his eyes roam over her. The size difference between them turned him on more than he’d readily admit. She was practically a giantess, and the fact that he could order a woman as physically imposing as her around was the kind of turn-on he suspected he could never get tired of. “You’re so sexy, Lachrymosa.”

She grinned, wiggling her ass. “Fuck me, Crafter,” she begged, grabbing up the covers in her long fingers and arching her back. “Please, just fuck me! Fuck me so loud your whole harem hears!”

He mounted Lady Lachrymosa from behind, spreading her legs so he could get the perfect angle to thrust into her. She knew exactly what he wanted, and lifted one leg to give him access.

“Do me a favor,” she whispered. She watched Caleb guide the crown of his cock into her walls from over her shoulder. “Please, sir. Just one little favor?”

“What’s that?”

Lady Lachrymosa shook her head, letting her long braids fall down her back. “Pull my hair,” she whimpered, groaning with anticipation of the pain. “Don’t be nice to me, Crafter. I’m a filthy fucking vampire—a creature of the night! I deserve to be punished! Pull my hair and fuck me hard, please! I need it, sir, I need it so bad…”

Caleb grabbed both of her long braids and tied them around his fingers, using them as leverage. He yanked them back, forcing her to arch her back even more than before. As he did, he pushed the tip of his cock into her, teasing her without giving her the fucking she so desperately needed.

“Is this what you want?” he asked, despite already knowing the answer. “You want to be hurt, you dirty little vampire slut?”

“Yessss,” Lady Lachrymosa hissed, her voice like steam leaving a boiling kettle. “Oh fuck, yes! More!”

Caleb thrust forward, bottoming out inside of her. She was warm and wet, not cold the way he might have expected. And she was tight.

He fucked her hard and fast, his hips pounding against her ass. The sound of their flesh slapping together filled the bedroom. Caleb had no doubt his women were listening in. They would be hearing every grunt from him and every scream from Lady Lachrymosa, and they would know exactly what he was doing to her.

He thrust Lady Lachrymosa’s head down on the mattress and entered her roughly.

It wasn’t long before her walls gripped him like a fist. “I’m going to come,” Lady Lachrymosa whined, thrusting her pert ass even higher in the air. “Fuck, please fuck me harder!”

It was time for both of them to get off together, and it was a race to the finish line. For a few seconds, he thought he might beat Lady Lachrymosa there, then he heard her scream as her body shook like a bowl full of gelatin, pleasure coursing through her ageless form.

“Caleb, yes! Yes, I’m yours! Empty yourself inside of me, sir! Fill my undead pussy!”

One more hard thrust was all it took to send him over the edge, his fingers digging deep into the firm flesh of her ass as he shot his load deep inside of her. Their moans harmonized perfectly, both of them sighing with bliss as they rode out their pleasure.

Caleb pulled out and collapsed onto the bed. The vampiress curled up against him for a few moments, cuddling almost like one of his girlfriends, but then she slid down his body and took his half-hard member into her mouth. Her lips and tongue quickly made him hard again, and he lay back against the pillows and propped himself up on an elbow to watch.

Lady Lachrymosa was slower this go round—she took her time, licking and sucking him like a lollipop as she slowly built him up to another peak. All the while, her eyes remained on his, filled with so much love and devotion that he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

“You’re mine,” Caleb said, running his fingers through Lady Lachrymosa’s hair. One of her braids had come undone during the rough sex. “Understood?”

Lady Lachrymosa’s mouth left his cock with a wet little pop. She looked eager for what came next, but also a little bit like she worried about his reaction to what she was about to say. It made him a little wary.

She studied him, then slowly unveiled her fangs. They glistened in the moonlight, and Lady Lachrymosa’s eyes strayed to his inner thigh. Right where his artery was located.

“You want to bite me?” Caleb laughed. “You must be joking. I know that’s how you make your thralls.”

“I would not take enough of your blood to make you my thrall. I could not imagine such a thing! If anything, I should be your thrall, heir of Holdstock.” She shuddered with bliss, her hand still slowly pumping up and down his cock. “I will only drink a little, and only when you allow it. Just enough to seal the bond between us. And I will be yours, Caleb. Yours forever.”

It was an interesting idea.

“How do I know you won’t just drink me dry?” he asked.

“I swear it. Please, sir, it will feel so good for you as well. The pleasure of a vampire’s bite… it is something few mortals can describe. Let me give this gift to you. I promise, you won’t regret it.”

“Gift?” Caleb watched Lady Lachrymosa as she gave him a handjob. “Are you going to turn me into a vampire?”

She slowly shook her head. “It will not do that. But it will… bind us.” She looked up at him, her eyes big with longing. “I will be able to sense you wherever you are, Caleb. I’ll feel the pulse of your heartbeat on the wind. If you are in danger, I will fly to where you are and tear out the throats of your enemies. And then we can fuck.”

Caleb nodded, his throat suddenly dry. “Okay.”

Lady Lachrymosa pressed her lips against his inner thigh. “I will do it right as you come,” she whispered, her eyes going halfway closed like a junkie about to get her fix. “Don’t hold back, Caleb. Go on and shoot for me. I promise this will be amazing…”

The thrill of knowing what was about to happen filled him with a dreadful anticipation, and the way Lady Lachrymosa stroked him made him throb and jerk. In no time at all he felt the familiar rush work its way up from his balls, drenching him in a pleasure so strong he wanted to scream…

Right as he hit the peak, Lady Lachrymosa bit down.

Her fangs pierced his flesh, sinking right into his femoral artery. The pain was hot and sudden, like a sharp needle puncturing his skin, and for a moment he kicked out in animal panic, forgetting where he was. But the feeling vanished as quickly as it appeared.

In its place was an overwhelming surge of pleasure.

He rocked back, the top of his skull hitting the headboard as the vampire’s power entered him. The world exploded in a burst of color, and his mouth opened wide as a bliss like nothing he’d ever known coursed through his body.

Lady Lachrymosa drank his blood, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked. Caleb’s cock jerked once, then the crown exploded with thick ropes of hot cream. He’d just cum harder than he ever had in his life—his load coated Lady Lachrymosa, spraying all over her face, tits, and hair as she eagerly drank his blood. She moaned with delight as she fed, her eyes rolling back in her head as a bliss beyond orgasm filled her.

It was incredible. Beyond incredible. Lady Lachrymosa was right—words didn’t describe it. No wonder mortals had trouble coming up with them!

Caleb could feel himself weakening just a little as she drank from him. But it didn’t hurt—it felt warm, blissful, and safe. Like a hot soak in a bath, or laying in front of a roaring fire in a nice, soft blanket. Caleb’s free leg jerked out spasmodically, completely independent of his body as his cock continued to erupt like a geyser. He barely even noticed—he was blissed out and in his own world.

Lady Lachrymosa kept stroking his cock as she drank from him, milking every last drop from his balls. Then she pulled back, kissing the pair of holes she’d made in his thigh. They sealed up instantly, leaving only faint marks behind.

“There,” Lady Lachrymosa said, licking her lips. “You may be a bit tired, but there will be no permanent effects.”

Caleb was still floating on a candy-coated cloud of sheer ecstasy. “Fuck,” he groaned.

“Indeed.” Lady Lachrymosa licked her lips, her eyes feverish with pleasure. “Your blood tasted even better than your cum, sir. I knew that a Crafter’s blood was special, but this? This is a gift. Thank you, thank you so much for giving this to me.”

Caleb could only nod. “Yeah,” he said, his eyes closing. “Yeah, that was fucking great…”

The warmth enveloped him. He started to drift almost immediately, and was roused by the vampire’s kiss on his lips. “Stay,” he said, reaching for her.

Lady Lachrymosa curled up beneath the covers. “I’m not going anywhere,” she said, gently stroking Caleb’s hair. “Sleep now, my love. You need rest after a feeding. I promise that I will be right here when you wake.”

Caleb opened his mouth to thank Lady Lachrymosa. To welcome her into his harem.

But he was so tired.

He sank into a warm, dreamless sleep, his head nestled between the vampire’s tits.


Chapter 4

Caleb stood behind the podium, feeling a little stiff in his new suit and uncomfortable from all the attention. Three days had passed since his night of bliss with Lady Lachrymosa, and while the vampiress had integrated herself so naturally into his harem that it was as if she’d always been there, he’d been anything but idle. In fact, he’d hardly had a moment to himself.

Members of the press milled about the park, adjusting their badges and chatting with their camera crews. All of them had been tempted here by the promise of a good story, given from the lips of Lady Lachrymosa herself. The reason for the meeting had been kept under wraps by Omega, but there wasn’t a single reporter there who didn’t already know why they were preparing to film.

It was time for Caleb Holdstock to officially announce his candidacy for the Celestial Senate.

To Lady Lachrymosa’s credit, the rumors had been seeded well. She had been spreading the news about Caleb’s campaign on the sly ever since ‘M-Day’, the generally recognized term for the day that the Wyrdworld’s malkini all dropped what they were doing and followed Belleteyn D’Amore like the kids who chased after the Pied Piper. Anyone in Hades with a pulse and an eye on the news knew this day would come, though the actual date of the announcement had been a closely kept secret until recently.

They’d picked a beautiful morning to do the deed. Hades looked about as nice as it ever did, and the tasteful stage and arrangements the vampires of Omega made to the plaza left the area looking almost like that of an official political campaign.

Caleb’s girlfriends were all dressed up to the nines. They’d elected for classy attire, seeing as this was an official event, but no one who looked at the easy smiles and tight clothing of Eira or Yui could help from staring a bit. They broadcast with their every movement that they were part of Caleb’s harem. Lady Lachrymosa didn’t mind—in fact, she’d encouraged his harem to play this up for the cameras. Potential voters in Hades liked to see a powerful player when it came to their elected officials. So the more Caleb could flex, the better.

Desdemona stood a bit to the side, having a last minute chat with one of the stylists. She held a leash in her free hand that split into three leashes, each connected to a different neck of Caleb’s dog, Cerebus. Two of the hellhound’s heads were asleep, while the other kept watch over the park.

Private security had been hired for the event, of course. But if anything did go down today, Caleb would bet that it’d be his hound, not the guys standing around with earbuds, who made the difference.

“We’re almost ready to begin,” a voice said at his side.

Caleb didn’t jump, but it was a close thing. He still wasn’t quite used to how quickly Lady Lachrymosa moved—her super speed was just one of her many talents. She carried a broad black parasol over her head, as if she feared a beam of sunlight might break through the roof of Hades and try to dissolve her. Caleb knew from their earlier conversation that a hidden sword lay within the hilt, ready in case anyone tried to disrupt their gathering.

The big vampire grinned, giving him a frank once over that would have made the old Caleb’s cheeks burn. She leaned in close and dropped her voice, giving him a view of her cleavage that many men in Hades would have gladly died for.

“I can feel your heart pounding, my love,” she said with relish. She wasn’t being glib—thanks to her imbibing his blood, she could literally sense the ocean of currents within his veins. “There is nothing to be worried about. All of Hades is already primed to accept your ascendancy to the Senate. Everyone is with you.”

“I appreciate that,” Caleb said.

She put a pale, ghostly hand on his shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “I would take you behind those trees and calm your racing heart right now, but I think you need to remain sharp for this press conference.” Then she winked. “After, perhaps?”

“Sure.” He couldn’t get enough of Lady Lachrymosa—and he’d yet to see her interact with any other members of his harem in the bedroom.

His daydream was interrupted by the arrival of the press. One of Omega’s vampires led the reporters to their chairs, which were arranged in rows in front of the elevated stage. Caleb looked at most of them without much interest, and they looked at him the same way. To pretty much all of them he was just another story—worth reporting on, but not thinking about much beyond that. Besides, everyone knew what was happening here by now.

But to Caleb’s surprise, he recognized one of the reporters. He’d never met her in person, but he’d seen her so many times on the Wyrdworld News that he felt as if he knew her. She was the succubus who read off the day’s top stories—the one with the short horns, the impeccable dress sense, and the bodacious rack.

“Two minutes,” an aide called out. In the aisle directly in front of the stage, representatives from the various news networks got their cameras ready.

Caleb glanced over at Lady Lachrymosa, who was examining the podium. “I’ll be right back.”

The vampiress glanced up from her work. “Huh? Where are you going—?”

But Caleb was already off the stage.

He double timed over to where the cute succubus was sitting. She’d been given a priority seat in the front row, and already had a beige legal pad with prepared questions sitting in her lap. Caleb wondered if Lady Lachrymosa had planned all those in advance as well, but he didn’t wrack his brain over it too hard. Instead, he just focused on giving the news girl his most winning smile. A small placard placed on the back of her seat marked it as reserved for Imani Nox, Wyrdworld News.

The succubus glanced up from her pad and saw him approaching. Her eyes widened with surprise, then a sultry smile spread across her face as it sunk in who he was and what he was doing. She extended a hand as he reached her.

He took it. “Hi,” Caleb said, matching her energy with his own. “I just wanted to say before we get started that I’m a huge fan of your show. Me and the girls have it on pretty much around the clock.”

Imani looked impressed. It wasn’t flattery—he was honestly a fan of the woman and her work.

“It’s always nice to meet a fan,” the succubus said, releasing his hand. “Perhaps you’d be so gracious as to give Wyrdworld News ten minutes on my show some time?”

“Sure,” he said, glancing back at the stage. “Look, I’ve got to be up there making this speech in like sixty seconds, but I saw you and couldn’t pass up the opportunity. How about we have dinner sometime?”

The succubus’s mouth formed a little ‘O’ of surprise. She looked pleased by his boldness—and the other reporters around her were green to the gills with jealousy.

Imani crossed one leg over the other, exposing a sinful amount of thigh. “I would love that, Mr. Holdstock.”

“Please, call me Caleb.”

“Here—give me a call and we’ll set something up.”

The reporter pulled a business card out of the interior of her jacket pocket. Then, after staring at it for a moment, she puckered up and gave the back of the creamy white card a kiss. It left an imprint of her lips on the card, and Caleb noticed her lipstick was such a dark shade of red that it looked almost black.

He took the card and stuck it in his jacket. “Wish me luck.”

“Good luck,” Imani said, waving at him with her black-tipped nails. “But I doubt you’ll need it.”

Caleb felt as if he was walking on air as he ascended the stage. He glanced over at his girls in the front row and saw all three of them beaming. Yui glanced over at the succubus, then back at him, and mouthed the words FUCK YEAH.

“That was very good,” Lady Lachrymosa whispered as he reached the podium. “You managed to get all that caught on camera.”

Had he? He hadn’t been thinking about the press. He’d just wanted to introduce himself to the cute girl from the nightly news.

“People will love it,” the vampiress assured him. “‘Horndog but charming’ is exactly the vibe we want to cultivate. Miss Nox appears quite smitten with you.”

“It was clever to stare at her tits for so long,” Lady Lachrymosa added with a hint of mirth. “You really sold the lust, which is impressive. Anyone who doubted you’re still actively hunting for harem girls will certainly think twice after seeing that display.”

“I did what now?” He hadn’t realized he was staring. Clearly though, Imani didn’t mind.

“Ten seconds!” an aide called.

“Shit,” Lady Lachrymosa whispered. “Caleb, stage right!”

He got out of the view of the camera just in time. One of the cameramen counted down from ten, switching to just his fingers once they got to five, and then the press was rolling. Cameras flashed, music played, and over the airwaves a number of announcers were informing citizens around Hades of a special news bulletin.

By the time the lead cameraman pointed at Lady Lachrymosa, she’d composed herself and looked every bit the proud, professional vampire that Caleb knew. There was a hint of a smile about her dark red lips as she leaned forward, dominating the podium as she basked in the spectacle and the attention.

“People of Hades,” the vampiress said, turning slightly to show her best side as the cameras flashed. “My fellow citizens. Election season is nearly upon us, and soon it will be up to you to choose which potential representative of our great city takes up the seat on the Celestial Senate once held by our esteemed, legendary leader Gene Holdstock.”

She might have been laying it on a little thick, but it seemed to be working. The suits with their notepads all leaned forward in their seats, paying close attention to her words.

“The choice is ultimately in your hands,” Lady Lachrymosa said, spreading her own. “But today, I would like to formally introduce you to the man who I personally believe is the only choice to lead Hades through these turbulent times. A man whose philanthropic spirit knows no bounds, whose grace under pressure has allowed him not only to work within but to thrive within his grandfather’s framework as Crafter. And a man who, not to put too fine a point on it, has won not only the pleasures of my body but of my heart.”

There was an audible gasp from the crowd.

Lady Lachrymosa smirked. “Not many men in Hades are bold enough to take a vampire to bed,” she said, absolutely eating up the attention. “Much less insist that they join his harem. But I am proud to call Caleb Holdstock my lover.” She licked her lips, showing her fangs. “And my man.”

Lady Lachrymosa had already told him she’d be revealing this as part of her speech. It had been an open secret anyway since the two of them were photographed leaving Lanita’s, and it would only help his campaign.

Lady Lachrymosa paused for effect. Caleb had to hand it to her, she was a natural performer. He could tell she was enjoying herself immensely.

“I’m overjoyed to pledge myself to Caleb Holdstock, and I know that he is the man we need in the Celestial Senate. Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to introduce your next Senator, the grandson of our late sovereign… Caleb Holdstock!”

A wave of applause rippled from the crowd. Caleb stepped out from the shadows and waved to the cameras, trying to look as confident and determined as possible. As his gaze traveled over the crowd, he caught sight of Imani in the audience.

To his surprise, the succubus blew him a kiss, then winked.

As the applause died down, Lady Lachrymosa vacated her spot at the podium for Caleb. She leaned over and whispered in his ear as he approached. “They’re ready for you, my love. Go knock ‘em dead.”

Caleb nodded and took his place behind the podium. He knew that Lady Lachrymosa could feel his heartbeat, and that it was pounding like a hammer on an anvil as he looked out over the crowd. Adrenaline surged in his veins, and for a moment the old fear of public speaking threatened to overwhelm him.

Then he saw his girls in the front row, beaming with pride.

I’ve got this, he told himself.

He cleared his throat and began. “Thank you, Lady Lachrymosa. I’ve gotta say, you look even better with your clothes on.”

This time, the gasps from the audience were real and unfeigned. Yui even let out a hoot, cupping her hands around her mouth like a drunk girl at a bachelorette party.

Lady Lachrymosa turned. “Oh, you!” she said, just loud enough to be picked up by Caleb’s mic. It couldn’t have been more perfect if he’d planned it.

“Hi,” he said, turning back to the mic. “Good afternoon, everyone. My name is Caleb Holdstock, and I am running for my grandfather’s seat in the Celestial Senate, representing the city of Hades.”

Cameras flashed. Reporters made notes in their legal pads.

“I know things are rough right now in the Wyrdworld,” he said, putting it mildly. “It feels like a lot of things are changing very quickly, and if you’re at home watching this speech right now, you probably just wish things would go back to normal already.”

Polite laughter greeted his remarks. Caleb grinned, feeling a bit more at home and at ease, and began slipping into his speech.

“Unfortunately, my opponent has made sure that there is no normal any longer,” he said, taking hold of the podium. “Belleteyn D’Amore would overthrow the natural order in the Wyrdworld, creating a dictatorship with her and her handpicked armada of malkini at the top. I know, because I faced off with her and her lackeys once before—and came out on top. My harem and I are testament to that.”

Caleb nodded in the direction of his girlfriends in the front row. They all beamed, feeling the eyes of the cameras upon them. Yui looked a little nervous, but with Eira’s fingers laced through hers the elf managed to take away the worst of her jitters.

“Belleteyn must be stopped,” Caleb continued. “There’s no excuse for the things she’s done, the harm she’s caused, and the threats she’s made. I…”

He paused. Did he really want to go down this road?

“Belleteyn exposed a glaring flaw in the structure of the Wyrdworld,” he said, getting his voice back. “Make no mistake—her revolution is poison to everything my grandfather stood for. But she was able to achieve this remarkable assault on Hades through an avenue no one predicted: the malkini.”

The reporters were leaning forward now, pens at the ready. They sensed this was the juicy part.

“We outsource our labor to the catgirls,” Caleb said. “We let them form harems, whole nests of them in our apartment complexes, but when they ask to be treated as anything more than objects of sex and work, we put them down. And as long as we do, then Hades has a massive, unmissable weakness. Our second-class citizens.”

From the reactions of the crowd, they’d expected something different. Maybe they figured he’d call for an ordinance exiling the catgirls from the city, or something of that nature. This, though? This was new.

“When I sit in the Celestial Senate, the malkini will no longer be treated as chattel,” he said with a flourish. “Everyone in Hades deserves the chance to live their life in peace and prosperity. This is a fight against Belleteyn D’Amore, yes, but it is also a fight for justice. The malkini are citizens of Hades, citizens of the Wyrdworld, and they deserve the same lives of sin and greed that so many of us enjoy!”

He paused for effect. The crowd was silent for a long moment, and he felt his whole campaign being weighed in the balance.

“And that’s why I’m running to become your Senator,” he finished. “To make sure everyone has a fair shot.”

He swallowed hard, keeping his face neutral. Was it enough? Or had he lost them?

He was just about to despair when someone in the crowd began to applaud. The applause was picked up by the rest of those in attendance, and soon it was almost deafening.

Caleb relaxed. He’d done it. He’d won them over.

Lady Lachrymosa beamed at him from the side of the stage. When he glanced over at her, she shot him a big thumb’s up, and he grinned at her. It might not have been the most elegant speech in the world, but he’d made his mark. The hardest part had been done, and now he just—

Caleb froze.

Out in the crowd, clapping along with the rest of the participants, was a woman he hadn’t seen before. He knew her, though—her short, red hair stuck up from behind her head like a tiara, and her cheekbones were high enough to cut glass. The smile she gave him from the middle of the crowd had no warmth in it, and looked like something out of a horror movie.

It was Alecto. The Fae who’d tried to steal his name in the Item World.

He blinked, and she was gone. Her face dissolved into an older, frail woman as she melted into the crowd, her glamor slipping into place. Caleb knew that even if he jumped off the stage and chased her, she’d have become someone else by the time he managed to push through the reporters.

He’d only have succeeded in making himself look insane.

The audience and the press continued to applaud, but now a cold chill ran through his veins. The Fae had their eye on him, and they hadn’t forgotten how he’d outwitted one of their lieutenants on their own territory.

We’re watching you, Alecto seemed to be saying. Have fun with your campaign.


Chapter 5

“I sent a half dozen of my best people after her,” Charity was saying. “They couldn’t find a trace. She’s gone, Caleb. If she was even here to begin with.”

Caleb winced. “What do you mean, if she was even here?”

All around them, the press conference was dissolving. Most of those who’d come to the park to listen to his speech were already gone, and only a few members of the Wyrdworld press still milled about the park’s plaza, waiting to ask him a couple of questions or request a follow-up interview. It gratified Caleb to see Imani among those, but he was too distracted. His mind was still on Alecto, the Fae who’d shown up in the middle of his speech.

Charity gave him a sympathetic look. “The Fae are masters at psychological manipulation,” she explained, casting glances at her support team as she spoke. “She might have been a hallucination, given to you via post-hypnotic suggestion from your time in her territory. It’s been known to happen, especially against those with whom the Fae are said to have grudges.”

“She certainly does at that. I should have known she’d be hankering for a rematch.”

Lady Lachrymosa, Eira, and Yui were all posing for pictures with the gossip press, but Desdemona stood nearby with Cerebus. The three-headed dog had been a huge hit with the reporters, and now he was laying on the grass panting happily in the sun. As he watched, Dez scratched one of the heads behind the ears, prompting a different head to lick her hand.

Caleb sighed. He couldn’t shake the feeling that Alecto had really been there. He’d seen her face in the crowd, and it was just the way it had been in the Item World.

And that smile…

Well, it gave him the shivers. But he wouldn’t let the Fae distract him. That was what she wanted, after all.

A few reporters braved the stage to talk to Caleb personally. These he allowed, grateful for the opportunity to get the Fae off his mind. Their questions were such softballs that he half-suspected Lady Lachrymosa and Charity had set them up ahead of time, and he managed to knock each of them out of the park with aplomb.

Soon, there were only a few photographers left standing around the empty chairs. And one very beautiful succubus reporter.

Caleb hopped down from the stage. “Saved the best for last,” he said, crossing the distance to Imani. She’d just finished making an on the spot report for Wyrdworld News, and her cameraman was still rolling back the footage to make sure they didn’t need to reshoot anything.

“Excellent speech,” Imani said.

It was disarming, the way she focused her entire attention on Caleb whenever they spoke. Sometimes when you talked to someone, you got the impression that they were half with you and half in the world—distracted by every little thing. Not Imani. She looked at Caleb like he was the only thing she saw.

“Thank you,” he said, glancing back up at the stage. It was a little crazy to think that just a few minutes ago he’d been at that podium, promising a better future for all of Hades. “I’m not much of a natural public speaker, but I’m learning.”

Imani nodded. “Can I ask you a question? Entirely off the record, of course.”

“Of course.”

The succubus crossed her arms beneath her breasts, pushing them up even higher in the tight little top she wore beneath her reporter’s jacket. “Are you really planning on freeing the malkini?”

It was an interesting question. He had never even pondered the possibility that Hades might think he was lying about his promises. It seemed obvious in retrospect, given that he was applying to become a politician.

“Hmm.” Caleb leaned in closer, sizing the succubus up. “As far as I’m concerned, there’s nothing to free. They’ve already dropped their work and left Hades in the lurch—just ask Belleteyn D’Amore.”

“She doesn’t give interviews,”Imani replied with a smile. “That might change, though, now that you’ve thrown your hat in the ring.”

“Hopefully. The more this city sees her true face, the less likely they’ll be to vote for her as Senator.”

“I found the part about not treating them as chattel to be really enlightening. I guess I’ve never really thought about the malkini in such a way before. We’re so used to calling them a plague.”

“Yeah, I can see that it’s pretty ingrained, but things can change. My grandfather didn’t guide my way down here just so I could keep everything business as usual.”

A slow, sleazy smile spread across Imani’s face. “I’m so interested in hearing about that,” she said, putting a hand on his chest. “We’ve been seeing so much Caleb Holdstock in the press: where you eat, who you’re fucking, who you’ve added to your harem. But we know so little about the real you. I would love to hear more stories about your grandfather and how you came to the Wyrdworld, whenever you’ve got the time.”

“How about over a steak and a glass of wine?” he asked. “I figure we can slip away for a bite to eat?”

He didn’t know it was possible for a succubus to look scandalized. “If I didn’t have to be back in the studio in an hour, I’d take you up on that,” she said, looking like she truly meant it.

Caleb felt bold; and so he decided to do something he might have otherwise saved for later.

He took a step forward, deleting the space between himself and Imani. She gasped as he grabbed her ass with one hand, putting the other on the back of her neck, and leaned in for a kiss. Her mouth parted beneath his, her soft pink tongue sliding into his mouth as the two of them made out.

He felt Imani ignite like a live wire. Caleb wasn’t sure if it was true what they said about succubi feeding on the sexual energy of human men—but if it was, Imani had a feast in front of her.

“I know,” Caleb said, breaking the kiss. “But that’s alright. I want to have a whole night to spend with you when we meet up for that date.”

Imani looked like she was about to faint. “Pointed God,” she gasped, grinning like she was about to get into the best kind of trouble. “I thought the whole thing with Lady Lachrymosa was just for show, but now I’m beginning to believe you really tamed her.”

“Believe it,” Caleb said, giving Imani a pat on her ass.

She nibbled her bottom lip. “Listen. I really, really can’t do tonight. Believe me, I wish I could—I want nothing more than to jump headfirst into this—but my bosses would crucify me.”

“Duty calls.” Caleb sighed.

Imani perked up. “Tomorrow night,” she said, holding onto him. “I’ll come to your condo, and we’ll do a special interview. Some human interest stuff—really just an advertisement for your campaign. People are salivating to get a look under the hood of your harem, and they’ll eat that shit up with a spoon. It’ll give me an excuse to come to your place. If NN knows I’m getting one-on-one time with Caleb Holdstock, they’ll give me a night off the reporting desk. And you and I can explore this insane fucking chemistry we’ve both got.”

It sounded like a plan.

“Alright,” he said. “Have your people at Wyrdworld News call Charity and set it up. We’ll be happy to let your cameras in.”

Imani’s eyes never left his. Her lips parted, her heart thrumming so hard he could almost hear it.

“You want to fuck me right now, don’t you?” she whispered.

Caleb didn’t respond with words. He dug his fingers into the firm flesh of her ass and pulled her to him, letting her feel the bulge in his pants. Imani let out a whimper, groaning.

“Fuck,” Imani groaned, her eyes wild. “I want to drop to my knees right now and… ugh, but if I keep talking like that I’ll actually do it.” She looked up and away, squeezing her eyes tight.

“See you tomorrow,” he said, giving her one last kiss.

“I’ll be thinking about you.”

Caleb made his way back to his harem.

As he crossed the aisles of chairs, he found he couldn’t shake the sensation that he was being watched. He was, of course—if nothing else, Lady Lachrymosa had seen his seduction go down and was looking utterly approving—but this felt different than that. Like a tingle at the top of his spine, raising the hair on the back of his neck.

He couldn’t keep himself from thinking of Alecto. The arrival of the Fae left a sour taste in his mouth, and was almost enough to spoil the thrill he felt at his interaction with the cute succubus reporter whose show he watched every day.

What the hell were the Fae planning for election season?

Caleb made his way over to Charity, who stood with her back to him watching the show. Only a few fans remained, and to his amazement they were getting autographs signed and selfies taken with his harem girls. Even Lady Lachrymosa looked like she’d been getting in on it a little, though there were few brave enough takers.

“Imani Nox is going to contact you for an interview at the apartments tomorrow night,” Caleb told the vampire accountant. “I want you to agree, and to give her and her people whatever they need to work with.”

Charity glanced over her shoulder, over where Imani was still preening while her cameraman finished reviewing footage. Her lips formed a tight little line, then a smirk broke from her face almost as if it rose against her will.

“Ha,” Charity said, shaking her head. “Another one already? The Mistress will be pleased.”

“You think?” There was no question of who Charity’s mistress could be—the only woman the vampire referred to by such a title was Lady Lachrymosa herself.

Charity nodded. “Oh, absolutely. She worries that even with her in your harem, she won’t be enough to counter accusations that you aren’t virile enough.”

Caleb had to stifle a laugh. It still broke his brain how different things were in the Wyrdworld. Back in his world, a man with four girlfriends would have been called a chauvinist at the very least, and probably worse things besides. But in Hades?

Those were rookie numbers.

“Just make sure she’s welcome,” Caleb said, giving the accountant a smile.

“You know what would really counter the rumors?” Charity mused, a knuckle beneath her chin. “One of your girls being with child.”

His brows rose. “Pregnant?”

A broad smile spread across the vampire’s face. “Oh yes! No one could accuse you of not being manly enough with an heir on the way. And the pregnancy would help to explain why you’ve been so slow in collecting women.” She appeared to be deep in thought, and growing more and more fond of this notion all the time. “I know you can’t control a thing like that, Caleb, but could you at least make sure you fuck your women while they’re ovulating?”

Another disbelieving laugh escaped Caleb’s lips. “I’ll try,” he said, thinking how incredible it was that anyone could consider his romances ‘slow’ when he had four women and a fifth on the way. “Anybody else I need to speak with here?”

Charity glanced around, then shook her head. The few remaining members of the press in attendance all looked satisfied. Any lingering questions could likely be handled during Imani’s interview.

“You’re all good to go,” the vampire assured him. “My people will clean up here.”

Caleb gathered his companions and prepared to leave. Even as he did, that strange sensation of being watched refused to leave him. He craned his neck, checking every shady spot in the park for a potential eavesdropper. If the Fae was still here, she was an expert at camouflage.

His girlfriends were extremely happy about his speech—and when he told them about Imani’s interview, they got even more excited.

“I knew you were going to add her to your harem fast,” Eira said as she glanced past Caleb to the retreating van from Wyrdworld News. “Shit, the way you two were eyeballing each other, I’m surprised you didn’t carry her into the woods like a caveman and have your way with her.”

It wasn’t until they were leaving that Yui decided to speak up. “Caleb, are you okay?” she asked, lacing her fingers through his.

He slowed down a bit, letting the rest of the group take the lead. He could see the silhouette of Mare’s carriage waiting in the parking lot, a thin trail of glittery purple smoke pouring from its magical engine as the demoness waited to take them back to their apartments.

He pulled Yui closer, glancing around the park. “I saw that woman during my speech.”

Her face paled as Caleb explained how he was feeling; her hand squeezed his tighter and began to shake.

“You feel it too?” she asked.

A chill went down his spine. “You’re feeling it? That sensation like someone is watching you?”

Yui nodded eagerly. “I thought I was just imagining it,” she said, giving him a relieved look. “I’ve been off lately, and I thought… well, never mind. It’s nothing you need to worry about.”

“What’s the matter?”

But Yui was already shaking her head. “I think you really did see Alecto,” she whispered, sliding her arm around his waist. “I think she wanted you to see her. She wants you to know that she’s still out there, and she’s not going to take what you did to her lying down. I’ve been reading a little bit about the Fae, and they’re… not nice people. Especially if you get one in debt to you, the way you did.”

Caleb pulled her closer. “We’ll figure it out. Keep our eyes open and make sure Alecto doesn’t surprise us.”

By the time they caught up with the rest of the harem, Mare was ready to go. “Non-stop drive home!” the demoness said, patting the roof of the carriage. It was already retracting to make space for Lady Lachrymosa.

“There you are,” the vampiress said as Caleb climbed in with Yui. “Everything alright with you two?”

“Couldn’t be better. How was the speech?”

Unlike Earth, the Wyrdworld differed in one critical respect—they’d never developed cell phone technology. Caleb wasn’t sure if it had something to do with the ever-present magic blocking the technological airwaves, the big rock ceiling over the city, or just the way most citizens of Hades liked to live, but things like social media and screens were only accessible from home.

Hence why Lady Lachrymosa had to call back to Omega to start getting live reactions to Caleb’s speech.

Desdemona turned around in her seat. She had Cerebus in her lap—and beneath her lap, as the dog was freaking huge. “Initial results are good.” She shared a look with Lady Lachrymosa, some spark passing between the two of them. “Viewers ranked you a great deal higher than listeners, which isn’t unusual. You cut a good figure, and you’re very telegenic.”

“Also, anyone watching on TV watched you seduce Imani Nox live in and living color,” Lady Lachrymosa crowed. “I told you that was a wonderful move, darling. Even if nothing happens between you and that succubus, your charisma is paying dividends.”

“Oh, something’s going to happen, alright,” Eira said. “Pretty sure something almost did happen, if there hadn’t been so many cameras around.”

“Enough,” Caleb said gently. “What’s wrong?”

He could see on Desdemona’s face that there was another shoe waiting to drop. She swallowed hard, keeping herself composed, then cleared her throat.

“There was one negative, and it showed up quite frequently in the live results,” she said. “The pro-malkini policy. The citizens of Hades don’t like it.”

Lady Lachrymosa snorted. “Of course they don’t. They want to fuck catgirls and have them do all the work, and they don’t want to think about it. But there’s no putting that genie back in the bottle.”

“Once people realize the only way forward is to grant the malkini rights, people will come around,” Yui insisted. “And it’s not like Caleb isn’t popular anyway, right?”

“Indeed.” Desdemona nodded. “Our snap polling shows him way out in front of Belleteyn D’Amore. It just worries me. Little problems like that have a way of snowballing into bigger ones in the course of a campaign.”

“I’ll moderate my rhetoric,” Caleb agreed. “Tone it down a bit. I’m still going to free the malkini, but I won’t go rubbing people’s faces in it. I’ll stick to seducing succubi and banging elves. You know, what I’m good at.”

“Tell him about the nickname,” Eira said, chuckling. “He ought to know!”

“What nickname?” he asked.

Desdemona’s lips formed a tight little line. “It’s rather rude,” she said, smoothing out her skirts. “But a number of voters have begun using a particular nickname to refer to your opponent. Apparently, it’s catching on online.”

Caleb waited. “And? It is?”

Desdemona rolled her eyes. “Belleteyn the Bimbo.”

Caleb stared at her, expecting her to say it was a joke. When she did, he barked out a harsh laugh.

“She’s going to hate that,” he said, leaning back in his seat. “Shit.”

“I suspect she will,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “But there’s nothing she can do about it.”

As the carriage rolled down the streets of Hades, Caleb wondered about that.


Chapter 6

Caleb kicked a malkini off a cliff.

“Hey there, Hades!” he cried, staring into the cameras with an insane look on his face. “It’s me, spoiled brat Caleb Holdstock! Did you like your catgirls?”

The ‘Caleb’ on the screen stood on the edge of a bridge, overlooking one of Hades’ famous rivers of lava. A huge sack hung over his back like Santa Claus, with paws and ears sticking out. From inside, the muffled sounds of screaming catgirls could be heard.

‘Caleb’ turned back to the screen with a big smile. “Too bad! Now they’re alllll gone!”

The man (who really didn’t look very much like Caleb now that he thought about it) threw the bag over the side of the bridge. A new cut in the film showed a differently colored bag flying into the abyss. The scene cut quickly to a bunch of ‘catgirls’ in heavy makeup and maid uniforms, howling in faked pain.

“Oh no, brah!” one of the cats howled. “Now we’ll never get back to our men!”

Someone next to Caleb coughed.

“I don’t want to watch this anymore,” Yui said, shaking her head. “This seems sick!”

“Shh,” Lady Lachrymosa insisted, a finger to her dark red lips. “Caleb needs to see this.”

Up on the screen, the fake Caleb danced down the bridge, accompanied by a number of attractive women. He recognized several of them as bootleg versions of his real girls—there was an elf dressed up like Lady Lachrymosa, and what looked like a dwarf girl wearing a modified version of the enchanted bracers Yui no longer needed.

“My grandpa didn’t take any of the girls, so I’m making up for it!” the fake Caleb yelled like a carnival barker. “When I’m in the Celestial Senate, every woman in Hades will be my bitch! Say goodbye to your harems, Wyrdworld—!”

“Stop right there!” a voice yelled.

Caleb shook his head, leaning back against the couch. “No, I’m with Yui,” he said, reaching for the remote control. “This is fucking ridiculous. No one’s going to pay any attention to this.”

Up on the screen, Belleteyn D’Amore appeared. She might not have truly deserved her ‘Belleteyn the Bimbo’ moniker, but there was no doubt that she looked greatly different than the serious and deadly bounty hunter Caleb originally ran afoul of at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire. She carried a staff that looked like a parody of Caleb’s vorlesen, with a big gold cat’s head on the top.

“Stop right there, criminal scum!” the bounty hunter roared. “Your reign of terror over the Wyrdworld is over before it’s begun!”

“You’d be surprised,” Lady Lachrymosa said calmly. “Our numbers show this ad is doing a surprising amount of convincing along certain demographic lines.”

Caleb and his harem were all sitting in his living room, watching television. This was the third iteration they’d seen of Belleteyn D’Amore’s ‘political advertisements’, and the third version was every bit as corny as the first.

As Bellteyn easily defeated the false Caleb on the screen, the real Caleb heaved a heavy sigh. “This is absolutely insane,” he said, shaking his head. “This is moving the needle? Of all things?”

“Don’t let Caleb Holdstock take your hot catgirls away!” a bubbly voiceover intoned on the television. “Vote Belleteyn D’Amore for a brighter, sexier Wyrdworld!”

Words appeared at the bottom of the screen, announcing that the ad was paid for by the Party For Basic Rights and Humanity—B.R.A.H. Bellteyn’s bespoke, malkini political party.

As the ad began to loop for a fourth time, Yui picked up the remote control and hit pause. Cerebus let out a bark like the dog had been waiting for that the whole time, then rolled over onto his belly for scratches. Yui eagerly complied, while the rest of the room looked on, their faces grave.

“Tell me this is just a joke,” Caleb said, looking around the room. “Tell me you’re just fucking with me, and people aren’t actually seeing this ad and believing Belleteyn is a better candidate for Senate than I am.”

This was an all hands on deck meeting, which meant everyone was there. It had been three days since Caleb’s speech announcing his candidacy for his grandfather’s Senate seat, and no one had expected this level of resistance. Lady Lachrymosa had made the whole campaign sound like a fait accompli—like the obvious choice. Caleb had a legacy on his side, he was a Crafter, he was building his harem—all good reasons to be chosen over Belleteyn.

For a single day, Caleb had dominated the polls. Then Belleteyn’s ad blitz started, and the numbers began to change.

“This advertisement has been in heavy rotation for the past two days,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “Showing up in all markets, at least every half hour. Anyone who’s watched any appreciable amount of television in Hades has seen it by now. Likely many, many times.”

She knew that, of course, as did most of Caleb’s team, but there were more than a few people on the periphery who’d been invited to this brainstorming session. Caleb recognized most of them as vampires from Omega, along with a few representatives from the Greenwreath and Blackveil clans.

Moonwraith had turned down their summons, for reasons Caleb still didn’t understand. That worried him, but not as much as the possibility of losing to Belleteyn D’Amore.

“In the snap polls conducted immediately after Caleb’s speech, he had a comfortable lead over Belleteyn,” the vampiress continued. “We showed a nominal 70-30 split for Caleb to take the Senate seat, with a margin of error of two points in one direction or the other. A little bit on the closer side than I’d like, but nothing that needed to be sweated over.”

That still blew Caleb’s mind. Even knowing everything about him and Belleteyn, there were still three out of ten citizens in Hades who supported D’Amore for Senate over Holdstock. He wondered who those three in ten were, and what sort of deranged thought processes they entertained.

Of course, it’s more than that now, he thought grimly.

“What are the latest numbers?” Desdemona asked. “You did a poll this afternoon?”

“We did,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “Charity?”

The vampire accountant was sitting closest to the television, on a chair she’d brought in from the kitchen. Like she usually did, she was perching like a gargoyle in the seat, with a narrow pad covered in facts and figures across her knees. “Fifty-seven Holdstock, forty-three D’Amore,” she said rapidly. “Still a two point margin of error, one way or another.”

There were gasps around the room.

“It’s still a comfortable lead,” one of the Greenwreath representatives said. “But such a drastic change over a short period tells us there are weaknesses in the campaign we didn’t anticipate. The level of support for Caleb is more fickle than we suspected.”

“How does this even happen?” That was Yui, who’d just finished petting Caleb’s dog. “I’m not trying to put anybody down, but that ad is terrible. It looks amateurish, it’s about as subtle as a cartoon, and the man in it doesn’t even look like Caleb!”

“For that, we go to our contact in the rumor mill,” Lady Lachyrmosa said. “Kerr?”

When Caleb first met Kerr, she’d been working the highway that led into the World Tree, the main point of access for those looking to either enter Hades or travel from it to one of the Wyrdworld’s major cities. She’d been as crooked as a loose tooth, as it turned out—willing to sell her secrets to the highest bidder. Her position watching the comings and goings of Hades had turned her into a favorite of the gossip column circuit, which was why Caleb had hired her to join his team.

Kerr both spread Lady Lachrymosa’s rumors around Hades and took the temperature of the gossip around the city. They’d been having her do a lot of the first lately, but today they needed the second.

She shrugged. She looked like she’d rather not have been dragged in front of all these people. Despite her reputation as a rumormonger extraordinaire, she was still something of an introvert.

“It’s the malkini,” she said, looking around the room. Her gaze eventually settled on Caleb and stayed there. “In the old days, when there were four or five catgirls for every guy who wanted one, having a big harem was just seen as a mark of status. But without lots of those malkini around lewding it up, there’s a lot of guys in the Wyrdworld who are sleeping alone for the first time in a long time.” Her gaze was penetrating and did not waver. “They want someone to blame. Caleb’s become their scapegoat.”

Lady Lachrymosa laughed with disbelief. “He has the smallest harem of any Senator in a decade!” she cried, shaking her head. “How can they possibly be mad at Caleb, of all people? It isn’t logical!”

Things were already clicking for Caleb. “It’s not about logic,” he said, stepping into the conversation. “The men of the Wyrdworld are worried. They want their malkini back—and I’m over here saying that I’m going to free them. They look at me, they look at the women I’m gathering around me, and they feel selfish. Or worse, they see me as a threat.”

His words sobered up the room.

“Perhaps it was a mistake to be so open in your affections for Imani Nox,” an elderly elf woman said. She was Blackveil’s chosen representative, and these were the most words she’d spoken at once since arriving at Caleb’s apartment. “She’s a great favorite among the people of Hades—a sex symbol. Taking her out of the dating pool is undoubtedly a blow to many people’s fantasies.”

Caleb was already shaking his head. “I’m not apologizing for asking an attractive woman out on a date. And I’m damn sure not backing down from something I want just because it’s going to make some asshole I’ve never met before feel inadequate.”

“Let’s not be hasty,” Charity said. Her eyes flickered between the clan representatives, filled with worry. “No one is seriously suggesting that you stop adding women to your harem, Caleb. But perhaps a pause on new romantic entanglements until after the election wouldn’t be out of order?”

Yui let out a mocking laugh. “Fuck no. Imani’s into Caleb. They’ve got, like, crazy chemistry. You saw it when they were talking!”

“Yeah, we all want her in the harem,” Eira added with a chuckle. “I think Caleb would agree to a moratorium after he’s done rearranging Imani’s guts, but not before. She’s too cute to pass up.”

Caleb agreed. “I already invited Imani to our apartment. We already had to push that back once because of these damned ads. I’m not telling her no again.”

She was supposed to be in my harem three days ago, Caleb thought. If these ads hadn’t shown up exactly at the wrong time, he’d have already finished his interview with Imani. She’d be in his bed, and she’d be part of his harem.

The sole silver lining was that absence had made the heart grow even fonder. Caleb and Imani had been exchanging messages via his laptop for the last few days, using the contact information he’d gotten off her card. Some of the things she’d said to him were so scorching hot that he couldn’t repeat them—and some of the pictures made him feel like the screen of his computer was going to melt.

Both of the clan leaders looked like they were about to say something. But before they could, Lady Lachrymosa stepped in. Literally.

“I agree with Caleb,” she said, rising from her seat. Standing at her full height, Lady Lachrymosa’s head nearly touched the ceiling. “There’s no point in going on the defensive. Belleteyn has made her assault on Caleb’s character. Now we must make our own.”

The two clan leaders shared a look.

“We’re listening,” the Blackveil elf said.

To Caleb’s surprise, Lady Lachrymosa paused. She settled back down in her chair and gestured at Desdemona, who sat on the couch next to Caleb.

“Desdemona and I are the co-managers of Caleb’s campaign for Senate,” she explained, gesturing for Dez to rise and join her. “We have been contemplating the problem of Belleteyn’s campaign ads for the last few days. We feel that we’ve come up with a proper solution. If you would?”

“Lady Lachrymosa and I have approached this problem from multiple angles, and there’s one thing above all others that we’ve agreed on,” Dez said. “There is no single solution for the problem of Belleteyn D’Amore.”

“I can think of one,” Eira said darkly. “A bullet.”

There were gasps among those gathered.

“She threatened Caleb’s harem,” the elf said, undeterred.

“No one’s going to be assassinating anybody,” Lady Lachrymosa said with an expansive gesture. Then she grinned. “Not yet, at least. Desdemona?”

The ball was back in Caleb’s assistant’s court. Desdemona nodded.

“We suggest a two-pronged approach to campaign season,” she explained, glancing back at Caleb for his reactions as she spoke. “The first idea involves Caleb doing something nice for Hades—giving something back to the people. A project that will grant him esteem in their eyes.”

“I like it,” Caleb said. It was the sort of thing he wanted to do anyway once he was Senator.

“You’re going to like the next one,” Lady Lachrymosa said with a wink. “The next one is my idea.”

Desdemona cleared her throat. “I took over the task of finding a suitable project for Caleb,” she explained, looking at each member of the clans in turn. “After weighing the pros and cons of several options, I think we’ve found the place where Caleb and his Crafting powers can do the most good.” She paused. “MacCammon Hospital.”

Several eyebrows were raised around the meeting. Caleb didn’t recognize the name, so he studied faces for their reactions. The biggest one came from Eira who just about shot out of her seat.

“He’s going to fix MacCammon!?” the elf said, looking at her clan leader. “That’s fucking great!”

“I’m building a hospital?” Caleb asked.

Before anyone else could speak, Eira whirled on him. “MacCammon’s the only hospital in my old neighborhood,” she explained, sounding excited. “It serves the poorest part of Greenwreath’s community, out in the slums. Near where I grew up.”

“It’s been closed for several months,” the Greenwreath clan leader explained. He was about as old as the Blackveil representative, but to Caleb’s shock he wasn’t an elf—instead, he appeared to be some kind of creature made partially of skin and bone and partially of wood. “One of its wings collapsed in an earthquake, and it had to be shut down for safety reasons. The sick and injured in that part of town have had to travel long distances for care.”

Caleb nodded along as he listened. “And you’re saying I can do something about that?”

“Given the proper materials,” Desdemona explained, “you could Craft a new wing to the damaged section of the hospital. It would be a great undertaking, not the sort of thing you could do on your own. But with Greenwreath aid to provide the proper materials… yes. It could be possible.”

Caleb’s mind was blown. He hadn’t even realized Crafting could be used in such a fashion. He pictured an entire repair crew tackling a building like that, not a single man and his backup squad. But he was a Crafter. He was powerful.

Was this the sort of thing his grandfather had done? Was this why Hades revered him so much?

“It would be a huge PR boon for Caleb,” Desdemona said. “Obviously, the majority of the boost would come from the Greenwreath section of Hades, but our polling indicates Caleb’s support is squishiest there anyway. Those with the least to lose are often the most jealous of those who have much, I suppose.”

“I would’ve thought having Eira in the harem would make him more popular among your people,” Yui said to the Greenwreath clan leader.

The old man harrumphed. “Eira Greenwreath is a thief and a criminal,” he said, narrowing his eyes in Eira’s direction. “Even if she has atoned for her crimes and turned over a new leaf, there are those who won’t credit her.”

“And there are those who’ll say she’s a whore,” Eira said defiantly. “A whore who used her elf pussy to get the heir of Holdstock to bail her out of her troubles.”

“And they’d be liars,” Caleb said.

The elf giggled. “Duh, I know. You’d never have made it into the Wyrdworld without me in the first place. I’m just saying—there’s people in my old neighborhood thinking it.”

“They’re just jealous,” Yui said. “Because you’ve got a banging bod and you belong to the hottest man in Hades.”

“As long as you know you’re worth far more than that, Eira,” Caleb said. “And yes, I’d love to help build the hospital. Even if it wasn’t a PR stunt for charity, I’d be all about helping out the poor and needy in Hades.”

The idea of traveling back into another Item World both thrilled and intimidated him. It was true that the worlds found inside of items, accessible only with the staff of a Crafter, contained the potential to work what would have been called miracles back on Earth. They could also be extremely dangerous, especially when complicated work was involved.

But Caleb was a Crafter. His grandfather’s grandson. If he wasn’t working miracles with his powers, then what the hell was he good for?

“Ideally, we’d like to reserve the next Crafting as something that will benefit the Blackveil faction,” the elderly elf said. “But Desdemona and Lady Lachrymosa have talked this plan over with us, as well. It meets with our approval.”

Good. Caleb didn’t particularly want to piss off any of the three clans that ran Hades, but he would if he had to. Winning was what really mattered, even if that caused more problems down the line.

“Excellent,” Lady Lachrymosa said. She was chomping at the bit to explain the other part of their plan. “The campaign Desdemona and I put together is something I call the ‘fist and the glove’—a hand made of iron in a sheathe of velvet. The nice, soft thing is what you do for those poor people in the slums of Greenwreath territory. The hard thing—the fun thing—is what you do with me.”

Caleb suspected his definition of fun and Lady Lachrymosa’s had some significant differences. He swallowed hard, feeling a sense of worry sift through his stomach. What was the vampiress planning?

“I’m listening,” he said.

That shark-like smile spread across her face. He had almost forgotten what a predator she could be.

“We crush Belleteyn D’Amore,” she said, her hands balling into fists. “We launch an all-out attack from all angles: underground gossip, planted stories in the media, and ‘scoops’ for people to trip over and discover. We use her record as a bounty hunter against her, along with her time against the malkini. By the time we’re done, the moniker ‘Belleteyn the Bimbo’ won’t just be a passing fad—it will be all anyone knows about the woman!”

Acid bubbled in Caleb’s gut. “I don’t know how I feel about that idea,” he admitted. “It sounds underhanded and sneaky.”

Lady Lachrymosa stared at him, her brows furrowing together. “Well, of course it is,” she said, as if he’d missed a beat somewhere. “Did you expect me to be nice to the little tart or something?”

“I think what Caleb is saying,” Yui cut in, “is that he doesn’t want to have to win through those sorts of tactics. They contrast with his message of hope and equality in the Wyrdworld. And going after Belleteyn, calling her a ‘bimbo’ and a ‘ditz’ could very easily backfire.”

“I don’t see how.” Lady Lachrymosa put a hand on her hip. “It’s been an incredibly potent tactic all throughout history.”

“That may be,” Caleb said. “But I don’t want it. Actually, I have a different idea.”

He’d only just begun to think of it. Something in Lady Lachrymosa’s words had unlocked a hidden container in his mind—where she intended to clog the streets of Hades with darkness, he was suddenly thinking about light.

Sure, he’d be sneaky and underhanded if it was the only way to win. The safety of his friends and his harem was paramount. But what if it wasn’t the only way to win?

There was something else he could try.

“Alright, my love,” Lady Lachrymosa said, looking interested despite herself. “What is your idea? I’d love to hear it.”

He sensed a bit of irritation from the vampiress, but he didn’t mind. She was so used to being in charge that it had to rankle a bit having a meeting taken away from you, even when it was done by someone you respected.

“I want to debate Belleteyn,” Caleb said. “That is something you do in the Wyrdworld, right?”

Heads turned all around the room. The representatives from Greenwreath and Blackveil put their heads together, conferring while the rest of the group stared at him.

“You want to get up on stage with that maniac?” Eira asked, aghast. “Unless you’re planning to have Lady Lachrymosa rip her throat out live on TV, why would you expose yourself to Belleteyn?”

“You said it yourself,” Caleb said, gesturing at the TV. “Belleteyn’s a maniac. She can hide that in TV commercials, or in short snippets of advertising, but not in front of the cameras. We’ve seen how she acts. Forget rumors—if you get me and her on a stage for an hour, and get the eyes of Hades tuning in, you won’t need to insinuate she’s a bimbo who’s unfit to be Senator. Everyone will be able to see it, plain as day.”

The room fell silent.

Finally Yui spoke.

“Oh, that is brilliant,” she whispered. “I love it!”

Evidently, the representatives from two of Hades’ three clans liked it, too. Both of them leaned back in their chairs, their little tete-a-tete done for the moment.

“We like this idea,” the Blackveil representative said. “D’Amore’s talk of malkini liberation is just that—smoke and mirrors. If the people are allowed to see the two of them side by side, this unpleasantness will easily be dispelled.”

“Well, shit,” Lady Lachrymosa said. Now that the idea sank in, she seemed to be liking it. “Yes! A little verbal bloodsport on the debate stage! A chance to humiliate the D’Amore woman, to make her look like her brain is filled with pumpkin spice latte! Oh Caleb, my love, you’re brilliant!”

Before any of them could speak, the vampiress blinked across the room. Now she stood before Kerr, who was staring up at her like the monster under her bed had just come to life.

“Visit all your gossip networks,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “Tonight. By this time tomorrow, I want the hottest rumor in Hades to be this. Caleb Holdstock wants to debate Belleteyn D’Amore, and she’s too much of a coward to accept!”

“I… I think I can do that,” Kerr said. She was just able to keep herself from shaking.

“Excellent,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “D’Amore won’t be able to back down from a fight. We’ll get her on stage, under the hot lights and in front of the cameras. And then Miss Belleteyn D’Amore will go down like a bad card table!”

It sounded like a plan. Caleb and the others eagerly agreed. The meeting wrapped up without further debate, and the wheels began to grind to set the debate in motion. Caleb hoped that Belleteyn would show up and get pummeled, but even if she didn’t, he’d make her look weak by refusing. In fact, he might just get up there and do it by himself if she turned him down.

As soon as the others were gone, Charity approached Caleb. “We just received word from Wyrdworld News. Imani Nox would like to conduct her exclusive interview tonight. Are you interested?”

Imani. What better way to cap off the beginning of his offensive against Belleteyn than with a night of business and pleasure with the hottest succubus in Hades?

“Absolutely,” Caleb said. “Get everything ready. I’m going to take a shower. We’ll have a delicious dinner ready for Imani and her crew.”

And then afterwards, the succubus herself would be dessert.


Chapter 7

“Is all this really necessary?”

“Hold still, please,” the makeup artist insisted. They held a pouf nearly the size of Caleb’s entire face, and had been patting him down with some kind of powder for nearly five minutes now. “We must ensure the gentleman’s complexion is perfect for the cameras and the lights.”

If Caleb didn’t get out from under this assault, his complexion was going to be even more pale than Lady Lachrymosa’s. He didn’t think the viewers for Imani’s news program wanted to believe he was a vampire—just that he was fucking one.

“It’s really fine,” Caleb insisted, trying to squirm out of his seat. “I’m more than ready for my close-up—”

A tentacle slammed down on his shoulders. Only now when he looked up did he notice the slender man handling his makeup was part sea creature.

“The gentleman will wait just a moment,” the makeup artist said placidly. “We are just about finished…”

Again the pouf attacked Caleb’s face. He coughed and sneezed, feeling like the result had to spoil the man’s attempts to make him look good at least a little. Was this really what passed for beauty in the Wyrdworld?

Over the last hour, Caleb’s apartment had been colonized by the crew from Wyrdworld News. They’d gone all out on their special interview with him, wanting to get an intimate look at the heir of Gene Holdstock and the harem he kept in his grandfather’s old apartment building. It wouldn’t be so bad if he could at least flirt with Imani, but the succubus was nowhere to be seen. Other than a brief greeting when she’d arrived, she’d been sequestered in one of the guest rooms, having her own hair, nails, and horns seen to.

Just as Caleb began to seriously believe he might pass out, the tentacled man withdrew. “Perfecto,” he said, the gills on his neck flaring with pride. “Have a look, Mr. Holdstock.”

One of the creature’s tentacles held up a big mirror. Despite what he’d been through, Caleb had to admit—he did look pretty good. The crew of Wyrdworld News did good work.

He stood up, smoothing his suit jacket and tie. “That’s excellent,” he said, peering at himself in the mirror. He looked even more put together than he had for his last job interview, which was saying something. “Thanks.”

The man simply nodded.

“Where’s Imani?” Caleb asked. It was the question that had been on his mind all through makeup. “Is she ready yet?”

The man gestured with a tentacle. “In the living room. She should be preparing for your interview now. You may go whenever you wish.”

Caleb nodded. He headed for the door, stepping around several members of the sound crew who were running cables through the hallways of his home. Apparently hooking up an interview like this was one hell of a complicated project.

As he stepped into the living room, Caleb did a double-take. All the surfaces in the room had been polished to a mirror shine, and someone had stoked a Hallmark-movie worthy fire in his grandfather’s fireplace. Imani sat on the couch, her horns being tended to by her own makeup professional.

“Good evening, Mr. Holdstock,” she said as Caleb entered. “Thank you for welcoming me into your home.”

Caleb had become somewhat accustomed to frequent and exciting intimacy with the opposite sex. Yet the sight of the succubus sitting on his couch was nearly enough to make his heart skip a beat.

Imani wore a form fitting red dress that hugged her curves like a second skin, along with her trademark reporter’s jacket over top of it. The outfit seemed calculated to make her cleavage look as good as possible for the cameras. Her hair and makeup were on point, and she looked like the Wyrdworld’s version of a movie star.

The makeup artist was polishing her short horns. Evidently their presentation was important.

“We were just having a discussion about which of your women should be present during the interview,” Imani said. “It’s not a good idea to have them all in the background, or answering questions. We should have one or two with you to keep the focus tight, and to keep the audience from getting too jealous over your bounty.”

Considering that was the exact angle Belleteyn D’Amore was trying to play up, Caleb understood Imani’s logic completely.

“I agree,” he said, looking at the love seat where he’d be sitting. There was just enough room for him to have one woman on either side of him.

“I’m thinking Desdemona and Yui would be best, but I’d love to hear your thoughts,” the succubus said. “All of your women are so beautiful and telegenic, it’s hard to choose.”

Caleb smiled at the compliment. “Well, they’re both very different women,” he said, glancing at the back of the room. His whole harem was there, discussing the finer points of the interview while Lady Lachrymosa gestured at the script pages. “Desdemona is my advisor, and her service dates all the way back to my grandfather’s day. Yui, on the other hand, was my childhood friend and the first person I shared the Wyrdworld with. They each bring something unique to the table.”

“And the bedroom, I’m sure,” Imani said with a smirk.

Caleb couldn’t help but smirk back. “That too,” he said, thinking. “They’re both originally from Earth. Would that be a problem?”

Just then, the makeup artist finished her work. Imani stood up, stretching like a cat, and grinned at him.

“No—in fact, we’re thinking that would probably be best,” she said, looking over his suit jacket. She was clearly impressed with his outfit, even as she brushed an imaginary piece of dust from his shoulder. “You’re from Earth yourself, so it won’t feel to our more reactionary viewers like you’re taking away eligible bachelorettes from Hades.”

Feeling bold, Caleb put his hands on Imani's waist. "Am I, though?" he asked, his eyes boring into hers.

Again, he felt that incredible chemistry between himself and the succubus. It was like a lightning storm between their bodies, supercharging them both. He could tell that Imani wanted nothing more than to rip off her clothes and mount him on the couch, right then and there.

But the interview came first. Business, then pleasure.

“It depends,” she said, licking her lips.

“On what?”

“On what you do after this interview.”

Caleb smiled. “Good.”

Then he kissed her.

The kiss was as hot as it was unexpected. Caleb knew everyone in the room was watching, but he didn’t care. His women were cheering him on, and most of the crew would do little more than roll their eyes. Imani was a succubus, a gorgeous and magical woman in the prime of her life, and he was the most eligible bachelor in all of Hades. The fact that he was staking his claim to her here, now, in front of everyone, was an incredible rush.

Imani let out a little moan as Caleb’s tongue entered her mouth. His hands explored her body, squeezing her supple tits and her firm, round ass. Touching her there made her squirm against him, which he loved. He couldn’t believe how turned on she was.

For a moment, it seemed that they might really fuck right then and there. But then Imani broke the kiss, mastering herself with a visible effort. She looked disappointed at herself for doing it, but she’d never be able to square it with her supervisors at Wyrdworld News if the interview didn’t go off without a hitch.

“Mmm…” she said, her eyelashes fluttering. “We really need to get started.”

“Right,” Caleb said. “Should I take my place?”

Imani looked more than a little flustered by the kiss. She had one of her assistants guide Caleb to the love seat, where Desdemona and Yui were already waiting. Dez looked like she wanted to chide Caleb for jumping the gun, while Yui clearly wanted to give him a high five.

As he sat down, she did give him a high five. “Dude, that was fucking hot,” she whispered, tucking a lock of dark hair behind her ear. “How do you two make the sexiest couple I’ve ever seen?”

“Just lucky, I guess,” Caleb said, keeping his gaze away from Desdemona. He knew what she was going to say, and he didn’t want to hear it. “Are you all ready for this?”

“We’ve practiced our responses,” Desdemona said. “Are you ready? You seem rather keyed up after your canoodling with Miss Nox.”

A wry smile spread across her face.

Imani took her seat, crossing one leg over the other and hoisting her microphone. “Remember, this isn’t live,” she said reassuringly, looking from Caleb to his girls and back again. “If you screw up, or swear, we can always reshoot a question. And if you need to take a break—get some water, a snack, anything like that, just let me or one of the crew know. Okay?”

The lights felt pretty hot. The cameras were ready to roll.

“Sure,” Caleb said. “Let’s do this.”

The clapboard went clack. A crew member called a shot, and then Imani was introducing herself to the viewers. Caleb barely heard it—it was go time.

“I guess my first question for you, Mr. Holdstock,” the succubus said, “is how you discovered the Wyrdworld in the first place? Tell us everything, please.”

Caleb leaned forward, putting one hand on the knee of each of his women. They molded themselves around him perfectly, beaming at the camera like they’d been born to do it.

“Actually, it’s kind of a funny story,” Caleb said. “You see…”

After all the worrying about it, Imani’s interview turned out to be something of an anticlimax. It wasn’t just that she was a beautiful, lusty succubus—she also turned out to be a really damn good interviewer.

Before he knew what he was doing, Caleb was telling the whole story of his, Yui, and Eira’s journey, with clever quips and jokes from his girls along the way. Imani nodded along eagerly, her eyes telling Caleb that he was giving Wyrdworld News solid gold.

“There’s a question I’m sure many of our fans have been wondering,” Imani said once he was done. “Particularly our female fans.”

Caleb stiffened.

“Caleb,” Imani said in a teasing voice. “Can we see your staff?”

Caleb laughed. Yui and Dez did, too.

Soon he was showing Imani his vorlesen and explaining how he’d upgraded it in the Item World. The staff had a particular meaning to him, since it had come from his grandfather’s inheritance, while Yui and Dez made sure to get a little emotional and hold onto him when he talked about how much Gene Holdstock meant to him.

The fact that Caleb had only met Gene a handful of times in real life didn’t seem to matter so much. They were myth making here—turning both Caleb and his legacy into something larger than life. Soon, before he knew it, Caleb was telling Imani all kinds of things. About Yui’s accident, and his grandfather’s death, and the fight against Belleteyn D’Amore in the Item World.

At some point, Imani called a break. “This is going to be much more than a short interview,” she said, practically licking her lips. “I’m thinking Wyrdworld News will be able to turn this into a primetime special. Meet the Candidate, or something like that.”

“Is that fair?” Yui asked, wide-eyed. “To just give one candidate so much air time like that?”

“We’ll have to offer the same thing to the opposing camp,” Imani said with a smirk. “But somehow I doubt Belleteyn will take us up on it.”

As the crew changed out their tapes and made some adjustments to the lights, Imani took the opportunity to relax and get more casual with Caleb and his harem. One of the assistants passed her a flask of something dark, and she drank it down with gusto.

“You’re a much better interview subject than I was anticipating,” she admitted. “Not that I didn’t think this would be good. It’s just… you have quite the story, Caleb. You and all your women.”

He smiled and gave Yui’s thigh a squeeze. “I’d be nothing without my women, Imani. Nothing. If there’s anything I want the viewer to take away from this interview, it’s that.”

Imani tipped back her flask and swallowed, then pursed her lips. “This almost feels like an unburdening for you,” she said, thinking it over. “Like we meant to have a light puff piece, and instead we’re having an impromptu therapy session. Is there any direction in particular you want me to steer this conversation when we pick back up?”

Now it was Caleb’s turn to think things over. “We need to talk about the malkini,” he said, glancing at Desdemona for support. “I know it’s not the most popular thing with the voters, but it needs to be said.”

“You should tell them about Mitzi,” Yui said.

Caleb was taken aback. So was Imani.

“Who is Mitzi?” the succubus asked.

So Caleb had to explain. And as he did, he saw a knowing look enter the succubus’s eyes. By the time he finished telling her the story of how the catgirl maid had leapt from the window, practically running down the side of a building in her haste to join Belleteyn D’Amore’s legions, the succubus looked practically hungry. She knew she had something.

“This is brilliant,” Imani said. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to tell that story to the viewers, exactly as you told it to me. And then…”

What happened next was that Caleb did exactly that. As soon as the interview picked back up, Imani asked about Caleb’s stance on the malkini. She made herself sound like the average Wyrdworld voter when she did it—like she supported the liberation of the catgirls in theory, but in practice was worried about men losing their harems and businesses losing their labor. She’d left the door open perfectly for Caleb’s retort.

“It’s interesting that you say that,” Caleb told the succubus. He could literally feel how turned on Imani was—her arousal was like a physical haze between them.

“How is it interesting?” Imani prompted.

She passed me the ball, Caleb thought. Now to put it in the net.

“When we talk about the malkini, I always think about my grandfather’s maid,” Caleb began. “She worked her for decades—her name was Mitzi, and right up until Belleteyn D’Amore ruined everything for so many people in the Wyrdworld, she was just about the happiest person I knew…”

The story flew from there. The nice part was that Caleb didn’t even have to lie—Mitzi truly had loved serving his grandfather and Caleb both. He told Imani all about the catgirl’s love and service while the camera winked at him, catching an enthusiastic young man and his two devoted harem girls.

It wasn’t until he got to the part about Belleteyn’s silver serpent statue that the mood became grave. “She ran,” he explained. “Just packed up and jumped out the window, because some woman who couldn’t handle losing a bounty decided to throw a tantrum that ruined the lives of so many people in the Wyrdworld.”

“And how did that make you feel?” Imani asked.

“Upset. Mitzi wasn’t just a servant—she was a member of the family. I know she doesn’t want this, any more than any catgirl serving Belleteyn D’Amore really wants to do her bidding. All of us”—he squeezed his girls’ thighs and sighed—“we just want our girl to come home. For all of them to come home.”

By personalizing the tragedy of M-Day, Caleb had just put himself in the shoes of every angry person in the Wyrdworld. He showed that he was like them, grieving the loss of his malkini. He made it okay to support his policies, by showing that not only did he care about the catgirls, he wanted them to thrive. In ways that didn’t threaten the established order of the Wyrdworld.

Of course, Caleb’s personal ideas surrounding the malkini were a bit more radical than that. But every person who’d lost their catgirl harem or their work force had recognized themselves in that sigh. In that plea to come home.

The interview wrapped up with a few more softball questions after that. They paused and reshot a couple of tiny sections where there’d been camera trouble or someone’s hair had been out of place, and then even the crew didn’t seem to have anything else to do.

“I think we’re all wrapped up,” Imani said, cracking her knuckles and relaxing. “Lloyd, do we have anything else to shoot?”

“No, ma’am,” the assistant said. “We’re good.”

Caleb and Imani exchanged a glance. There were promises untold in the succubus’s dark eyes.

“Excellent,” Imani said, rising from her chair. “Leave one of the handhelds behind, and everyone can head out.”

The assistant frowned behind his camera. “Ma’am?”

Imani grinned like a fox who just found out it had been put in charge of an entire henhouse. “I have a few follow-up questions for Mr. Holdstock—for Caleb. Just a quick one on one interview, a couple of things the network has been clamoring for. It won’t take long, and I’m certain Mr. Holdstock will be gracious enough to arrange for his driver to take me home after. Won’t you, sir?”

Caleb grinned. “Of course I will. It would be my pleasure.”

The crew shared some looks. It was clear from the way they acted that none of them believed Imani’s story about ‘follow up questions’ in the slightest, but they also weren’t going to rock the boat by pointing that out. Not when Imani was technically their superior.

In short order, the crew had their equipment packed up and were out of Caleb’s apartment. The speed with which they finished up was impressive, and soon there was no sign that the interviewers had ever been there besides the suspicious cleanliness of the living room.

And the succubus standing on his carpet.

As soon as they were alone, Caleb embraced Imani from behind. She tossed the camera she’d taken from her crew onto Caleb’s couch, forgetting it utterly—it was as useless as her excuses. She turned, looking up into his eyes, and pressed her stunning body against his.

“So,” Caleb said, brushing a lock of hair from her face. “You had some follow up questions?”

She giggled. “Just one. Will you fuck me?”

Grinning, he picked her up and carried her to the bedroom. The cheers and lewd jokes of his harem followed him all the way there.


Chapter 8

As soon as they entered the bedroom, Caleb tossed Imani onto the bed and shut the door behind them. This was the same room where he’d taken Lady Lachrymosa for the first time, and the view over the city was no less spectacular than it had been five nights ago. Caleb knew he could never get tired of having a woman for the first time in front of that amazing window.

“Wow,” Imani said, staring out at the skyline. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Hades like this before. It’s truly beautiful.”

Caleb came up behind her and kissed her. He pushed her up against the wall, lifting her so their mouths met. She moaned against him, wrapping her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. He felt her kick off her heels, depositing them on the carpet as she dug her heels into him.

“I can’t take it any more,” Caleb said, running his fingers through her hair. “I’ve never been this fucking attracted to anyone before. You feel this too, right?”

“Mmm hmm. It’s like you’re a quarter, and every time I touch you I’m putting it right in a light socket…”

Caleb chuckled at the mental image. “Let’s get you out of these clothes.”

His hands roamed around Imani’s body, swiftly undressing her. As he suspected, her outfit for the interview had been at least partially designed for ease of access—she knew she’d want to get out of it in a hurry after she was done with work. He tore off her jacket and tossed it across the room, then worked the zipper on her back down with his teeth. Like Lady Lachrymosa, Imani wasn’t wearing a stitch beneath the dress—she had no need for underwear.

The fabric fell away from her body, leaving her naked before him. All she wore was jewelry—the tiny silver stud in her nose had two twins in her hard nipples. There was a sinuous tattoo of a snake just above her bare pussy.

“We,” Imani gasped, “are going to have so much fun together.”

Caleb grinned, then turned her around. His hand came down on her bare ass, hitting it hard enough to make it jiggle.

“Ah!” She arched her back, pushing her tits against the glass. Her short tail wiggled back and forth, her eyes rolling back in her head. “Yes, Caleb! Fuck! Harder!”

He complied eagerly. His hand slapped her other cheek, hitting it with an upward motion that made her booty jiggle. It looked so good that he could stare at it all day—but he had other plans for the stunning succubus.

Kissing her neck, he led her to the bed and sat her down on the edge. She looked a little confused, but she spread her legs all the same, eager to see where he was going with this. Her thighs were stained with dark juice, her demonic pussy boiling over with heat. He swore he could feel her heartbeat, the way Lady Lachrymosa felt his.

Undressing felt like it happened in the blink of an eye. One moment he was in his suit and tie, the next he was down to his gray boxers, the outline of his cock poking through the fabric. Imani licked her lips, her eyes widening as he hooked a thumb in the waistband and brought the elastic down beneath his balls. He was rock hard and throbbing, his prick going stiffer in the cool air of the bedroom.

“My my my,” Imani said, her eyes locked to his cock like it was her favorite treat. “You really have brought me a present, haven’t you, Caleb?”

He stared down into her eyes.

Then he knelt at the foot of the bed and began kissing Imani between her legs.

He left a trail of kisses along her inner thigh, seeking that sweetness where her honey dripped from her slit. But something was wrong. Her legs weren’t gripping him, weren’t pulling him in the way he expected. Instead, she was sitting up.

“What’s wrong?” Caleb asked, lifting his head. “I want to taste you—”

Imani put a hand on his chest. “No no no. That’s not what I want, and you know it.”

“Is that right?” he asked with a half-smile.

A wicked grin spread across Imani’s face. In that moment, she’d never looked more like a demon. “You already gave me what I really wanted when you were spanking my hot little ass raw. If you really want to turn me on, you should keep doing that!”

“You want me to be rough, huh?”

Imani nodded. “I’m a succubus. My sisters and I have always been treated in this way by your kind. I’m no different. I don’t want to be put on a pedestal and worshiped. I want to be in the gutter. I want you to use me. However you like. We succubi are gifted with being very clean in all the places you might want to bury yourself. So, do as you wish.”

With a naughty grin, Imani went face down and ass up on the bed. Her pert rear hung just over the foot of the mattress, showing off her tight pucker and her dripping slit. As Caleb watched, she idly spread her folds with two fingers, showing off her soft, silky interior.

“Believe me, I’ll tell you if it’s too much,” she whispered. “But it won’t be. The more you hurt me, the more I’ll like it. Come on, you felt that crazy energy between us and you thought it meant we should be slow and sweet?”

“No,” Caleb said, positioning his cock against Imani’s entrance. “I guess I didn’t.”

“Good. Because I need to get fucked—”

Caleb thrust forward, entering her roughly and to the hilt.

Her words broke off in a scream of pleasure as he bottomed out inside of her. He grabbed her hips with both hands, burying his prick inside of her as deep as it would go, and dug his fingers into the firm flesh of her ass.

He pounded into her with abandon.

The succubus let out long, low moans as she rode his cock, meeting him thrust for thrust. “Yes!” she whimpered. “Oh fuck, I needed this the second I saw you, Master!”

With his free hand, he grabbed her long hair and wrapped it around his fingers. He tugged it, using it as leverage to thrust even deeper. Tears sprang to her eyes as he pounded her, arching her back even more beautifully than before.

“That’s right,” the succubus gasped. “I’m yours, Master! I’m your little slut!”

He forced Imani’s face down into the mattress and slapped her ass hard, making her squeal with delight. He smacked her again and again, alternating cheeks as he thrust deep into her.

The succubus was right. The rougher he treated her, the more he hurt her, the more she liked it. He could feel her walls gripping him like a fist, milking his cock.

That crazy chemistry between them was even stronger than before. Caleb gave Imani’s ass one more hard spank, leaving an imprint of his fingers behind, then he grabbed her throat from behind with his free hand. He squeezed, choking her until she was gasping and sputtering.

Imani nodded frantically, tears streaming down her cheeks. “More!” she cried, just barely able to form the word. “Please!”

Caleb almost couldn’t believe how much she was enjoying this. Imani hadn’t been boasting—she really did go crazy for this kind of thing

He pushed her back down into the mattress, pinning her as he savaged her with hard, driving thrusts. His balls bounced against her thighs as he filled her, stretching her walls.

Above her slit, her pucker winked at him. Caleb suddenly felt like he’d gotten a telepathic command.

He held her tight as he lifted her from the mattress and carried her over to the window overlooking the city, her body squirming in his grip as she tried to get his cock back inside of her. Caleb wouldn’t let her, though—not yet.

He pinned her against the glass and wrapped his fingers around her throat. With his other hand, he forced her thighs open, spreading the cheeks of her round, heart-shaped ass.

He thrust into her one time, getting his cock slick with her juices. Then Caleb pulled out of her pussy and shoved his cock into her ass.

He cried out in bliss. Imani’s backdoor was tight and warm, and he could feel her muscles clenching around him as he bottomed out inside of her ass.

The succubus cried out in pain and pleasure. Her body trembled violently as he fucked her, her eyes rolling back in her head as she groaned and cried out unintelligible syllables. A trail of drool trickled from the corner of her mouth as she trembled, her walls clenching around him as tightly as a vise.

Her orgasm hit her like an explosion, shattering her psyche and making her scream like a banshee in his arms. Her body writhed and shook, her hips bucking wildly as she rode out the waves of ecstasy crashing through her.

As she came down from her peak, Caleb relaxed the fingers around her throat. Imani gasped, and for a moment he worried he might have gone too far. But there was a big smile on her face, and suddenly her hips were slamming against his like she was trying her best to break him in half.

“Fuck me!” Imani whimpered, reaching around and squeezing Caleb’s balls. “Stretch my ass, Master!”

Caleb groaned as he buried himself in her ass. He couldn’t believe how good it felt. The succubus was so tight and warm, her most forbidden channel fitting around his cock like a custom made glove. Her walls were so soft and silky that he had no chance of holding back much longer. The sounds of skin on skin filled the room, wet slapping sounds echoing through the apartments.

Caleb’s member throbbed and pulsed deep inside the succubus’s asshole. He wanted the feeling to last forever, but it was too much. He was going to come.

He buried himself deep one last time and let go. Fireworks exploded behind his eyes as he came, his cock jerking and spurting as he filled the succubus’s ass with his seed.

Caleb held himself deep inside of Imani until he was done. Then he pulled out, gasping, and collapsed onto the bed. He rolled onto his back and looked up at the ceiling as she plopped down next to him, panting heavily.

He glanced up at the succubus. Her eyes were glazed over, and her beautiful body was covered in sweat. She was still trembling slightly, one of her legs shaking like she was still trying to impale herself on him.

“That,” Imani whispered, “was amazing. I’ve never been fucked like that before.” Her voice sounded a little hoarse from the choking, but she was otherwise okay.

He ran his fingers over her ass. She winced a bit, then giggled.

“Glad you enjoyed it,” he said, closing his eyes.

Fingers closed around Caleb’s cock.

When he opened his eyes, Imani was stroking him back to full hardness. There was a mischievous smile on her face, and her free hand was between her thighs, covering her fingers in juices which she transferred to Caleb’s slick shaft.

“I’m not done with you yet, Master,” Imani said.

Fuck. Oh fuck, that felt amazing. Was this Heaven?

The succubus crawled to him, putting her lips against his ear. “I want you to fuck me again,” she whimpered, sounding needy and desperate. “I want you to fill my pussy with your cum, Master.”

Caleb groaned as she spoke, his cock throbbing in her hot little hand. He couldn’t believe how turned on he was, this quickly after shooting his load.

The succubus straddled his waist, guiding the crown of his cock to her slit. She was still soaking wet from their previous rough session, so she had no trouble taking his thick rod all the way to the hilt. She impaled herself on him slowly, letting him enjoy every inch of her tight channel on the way down.

Her tight pussy squeezed him as he bottomed out inside of her. He could feel her inner walls pulsing around him and knew he wouldn’t last long, but neither would she.

Imani began riding him, slowly at first but with increasing speed. Her hips rolled as she slammed them down on him again and again, his cock disappearing inside of her like a magic trick. Caleb gripped the sheets as she bounced up and down on him, fighting like hell to hold back his load.

It was a losing battle.

Imani grinned, leaning forward and thrusting her tits in his face. They bounced up and down, providing the perfect image to the soundtrack of Imani’s moans. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she rode him, her pleasure going right to the peak.

“Every woman belongs to you, Master!” Imani groaned, her voice on the precipice of an orgasm. “Fuck, you should have every girl in the Wyrdworld kneeling before you, begging to kiss your feet and suck your cock!”

Caleb sat up, grabbing Imani’s hips with both hands, and slammed himself inside her. The instant he did, he erupted like a goddamn volcano. More hot seed than he thought possible to create shot from his cock, flooding her and filling her to the brim.

Imani screamed in pleasure, her body convulsing as she came. The two of them hit their bliss together, the world going white with pleasure as Caleb finished draining his balls inside of her. By the time he was done, both of them were exhausted and spent. He had just enough energy to pull up the covers and pull her glorious body to his.

“That was beyond amazing,” Imani said as she curled up against him. “Fuck, that was so hot. I can’t believe you can talk dirty like that, Master.”

Caleb grinned. “You don’t have to keep calling me Master.”

“Yeah, but I want to. Just like you don’t really want to dominate and breed every woman in Hades, but it’s fun to hear all the gossip about it.” The succubus snuggled closer, kissing his chest. “You’re amazing. I’ve never felt this way about anybody before. We just have this connection.”

“So you’re in? Because I’m going to be honest with you, Imani. I can’t handle the thought of anybody else putting their hands on your gorgeous demon body.”

“I’m one-hundred-percent in. You’re Caleb Holdstock. I’d be an idiot to go anywhere else. I know you have so many women already, but I want to be one of them. Is that okay? Master?”

Caleb kissed the succubus on the forehead. They cuddled for a while, speaking of their hopes and dreams as they engaged in aftercare until they fell asleep in each other’s arms.


Chapter 9

The next few days unfolded with calm and order for Caleb and his harem—far too much calm and order, as it would turn out. The morning after his night of passion with Imani Nox, the reporter with Wyrdworld News brunched with his harem and formally asked their permission to join. They were only too happy to have her.

Two days later, Caleb’s interview hit the airwaves. The response was good, with Lady Lachyrmosa’s press team noting a particularly strong warming to Caleb thanks to his speech about his malkini maid and his desire to see her return home. The distance in the polls between himself and Belleteyn D’Amore wavered, shaking back and forth, then steadily began to grow again. Soon he had a ten point lead once more, and was comfortably favored to take his grandfather’s Senate seat.

The wind whipped through Caleb’s hair as Mare guided their taxi through the streets of Hades, winding between claustrophobic clusters of apartments and stores. This was the Greenwreath section of the city, where Eira had grown up. Most of the citizens appeared to be elves, though there were of course members of every fantasy race on the streets. Every now and then, Caleb even thought he spotted a fellow human.

“Any news on the Belleteyn front?” he asked.

Desdemona shook her head. “We’ve received no formal response to your offer of a debate. The press is starting to pick up on Belleteyn’s silence—her recent results in the polls don’t augur well.”

“No one in Hades likes a coward,” Eira said. “If Belleteyn won’t even agree to face the guy she’s running against on stage, what’s going to happen when someone really threatens the city?” She snorted. “Shit, I wouldn’t vote for her even if I wasn’t part of your crew, Caleb.”

The elf looked completely at home in her old stomping grounds, riding the taxi’s seat high with one arm over the side of the vehicle. Every now and then she’d wave at someone she knew, or nod to a group of young toughs as a gesture of respect. For Eira, this trip into the slums was a homecoming of sorts.

Caleb knew her feelings toward her hometown were complicated. In Hades she’d become ensnared in a web of debts and obligations, and ended up owing so much money to the vampires at Omega that there was little hope of her ever being able to pay it back. Her dream of bettering herself—of getting out of the slums and becoming a productive member of society—had been used against her, trapping her in the same ruthless way that a mousetrap came snapping down on a rat.

When Caleb met her, she’d been forced to use her magical talents for thievery. Omega used its leverage over her to command her to steal items from the human world—one of which was the Crafting tool his grandfather left him as part of his inheritance. He no longer felt a grudge over that: Eira had just been trying to make the best of a bad situation, and if it hadn’t been for her, he might never have discovered his grandfather’s portal to the Wyrdworld in the first place.

The slums of South Hades, on the other hand, did hold a grudge.

To the local crime lords, Eira was the one who got away: who managed against all odds to clear her debt with Omega and become a rich, powerful elf. There were those who whispered that it was all because of Caleb, that Eira essentially fucked her way out of debt and into her current position. When Caleb found out who was spreading those rumors, he’d sock their patient zero right in the mouth.

Eira was beautiful, clever, and deadly. No one in Hades was able to keep her down. Caleb was proud to have her as one of his girls.

His thoughts must have shown on his face. When he glanced over at Eira, he saw her grinning at him.

“You enjoying being home?” he asked her.

Eira’s eyes were alight with joy. Until he looked into them, he didn’t realize how this situation must look to her. These were the people she’d grown up with—the same ones who’d turned away from her when she’d needed help, who’d shown their true colors when their backs were against the wall. Now she was coming to them a conqueror, a hero of Hades. And she was here to do them a favor, to do for the people of the slums what they’d failed to do for her.

It was the fantasy of every person who ever felt the world owed them something it wasn’t handing over. And yet in this instance, it was true.

Eira’s grin was truly something to see. “More than you can possibly imagine.”

In an instant, she was in Caleb’s lap. Her hands went everywhere, and he gasped.

“If we weren’t so busy, I’d show you right here and now just how much I appreciate all this,” the elf said in a smoky contralto. “But it looks like we’re just about to arrive…”

Unfortunately for them both, Eira was right. The half-ruined bulk of the hospital loomed just ahead, the final stop on Caleb and his harem’s tour of the South Hades slums. They wouldn’t actually be performing a Crafting at the hospital today—merely announcing Caleb’s intent to do so. Yet the step was important for his reelection campaign, all the same.

The slums were strange to him, while being all too familiar at the same time. He’d lived near enough rough sections of cities in his time to recognize their primary features: makeshift structures of cardboard and scrap metal, trash piles on every corner, people in ragged clothing begging for scraps and coins. But there was a whole new level of strangeness to the affair when the people gathered around a trashcan fire or huddled beneath the canvas of a makeshift tent were not humans but elves, dwarves, goblins, and demons.

“I didn’t know poverty like this even existed in Hades,” Caleb said as they drove by.

“It wasn’t always like this.” Eira watched the people with more than cursory sympathy. For her, these people were practically family. “I still remember this place being respectable, back when I was a little girl.”

“What happened?”

Eira snorted. “The malkini, mostly. Do you have any idea what a massive free source of labor did to the job market in the Wyrdworld? Or the number an endless supply of sex and harems did on most families down here?”

“I had no idea.”

Eira’s eyes grew hard—hard in the way that only someone who had grown up hearing about a hardship, rather than experiencing it for themselves, could be. “It was a double whammy. So many women in the Greenwreath clan lost their jobs, then lost their husbands at practically the same time. Dark days for Hades.”

He could only imagine it.

“That was around the time they built the hospital.” Eira looked up at the crumbling edifice of the building, and a beam of light through one of the cracks illuminated her face like a spotlight. It lasted but a fleeting instant, then was gone. “The idea was that it would provide free medical care to the people around here, and then they wouldn’t have to worry so much about healthcare. All the small businesses around here would make much more money not having to cover their employee’s medical bills, and ordinary people could work for their own betterment.”

Caleb found himself spellbound by Eira’s story. When he glanced over in his seat, he saw that Yui was, too.

“What happened?” Yui asked, following Eira’s gaze. “Why is the hospital… like that?”

A rueful smirk spread across the elf’s face. “It was never finished,” she said, gesturing out at the ruined bulk of the structure. “They got halfway through construction, mostly using malkini labor. But catgirls aren’t good for much more than basic, menial tasks—and serving in harems, of course. The construction of the sections they worked on was shoddy, and needed to be replaced. And then the attacks started.”

Caleb waited for her to tell him more, but she remained silent. It fell to Yui to speak up. “Attacks?”

Eira nodded. “People… weren’t happy to see malkini in the neighborhood. And that’s putting it mildly. I’m getting all this second hand, of course, because I was way too young to remember any of this when it went down.”

“Understood,” Caleb said with a nod.

“It started with bricks and bottles,” Eira explained. “Piddly shit, really—the kind of incidents that could be written off as drunk people, or random disgruntled citizens. A few malkini ended up with black eyes or bumps on their heads, but no one really cared—least of all the catgirls themselves. But at night…”

The carriage turned a corner, heading to the loading bay at the hospital’s rear. In a better world, that bay would have been used for ambulances, taking the sick and injured of the slums where they could get magical medical care. Today, there was no one here save for the vans of the press. They’d come to film Caleb’s press conference announcing the Crafting, and to pepper him with prepared questions he already knew the answers to.

As he scrutinized the docking bay, Caleb pictured the scene. Nighttime here would have been terrifying even during construction—there were few lights that he could see, and those that did illuminate the structure had been added later. It would have been a dark world of concrete and rebar, filled with sleeping catgirls and maybe a solitary guard or two.

“They set a fire,” Eira said, as if she were reading Caleb’s mind. “Later, everybody blamed each other. Greenwreath said it was Blackveil, trying to undermine their control of the region, while our local elders blamed the malkini themselves.” She let out a harsh bark of a laugh at that. “As if the catgirls could plan anything on their own. Even with Belleteyn as their general, they’re barely able to move as a unit.”

Caleb nodded. “So that’s it, huh?”

“The great humanitarian work of the slums, left to rot,” Eira replied. “Until you came along, Caleb.”

Part of him wondered why his grandfather had never taken the place under his wing, worked to finish the construction and get it running. It would have been a huge boon to his already established legacy. But perhaps it was because that legacy was so established that he needn’t have bothered.

In the back of his head, a more sobering possibility occurred to Caleb:

He left this for ME to do.

If Gene Holdstock was anything, it was a planner. He’d set things up for Caleb, illuminated the path he’d walk upon that led to his destiny as a Crafter. Honestly, it was a little spooky how far out his grandfather’s plans ran. It reminded Caleb of that scientist from the Foundation books he’d read as a kid, who’d figured out societal crises that wouldn’t happen for hundreds of years and come up with solutions.

Or the bad guy from the Saw movies, he thought, swallowing hard. Hero or villain, Grandpa Gene. Which are you? You left these people to suffer in silence.

A small group of people had gathered at the entrance to the hospital. This event was nowhere near as large as the one where he’d announced his candidacy for the Celestial Senate, and there were only a handful of press outlets on hand to cover the thing. Most of the onlookers were just ordinary citizens of the slums, who’d come to see what all the fuss was about.

Caleb made a beeline for the woman he was looking for. Imani Nox stood conferring with her camera man, a large coffee from the Wyrdworld’s most ubiquitous chain held in her slender fingers. A cat-like smile spread across her face when she saw Caleb, and only a last-minute spark of self-control kept her from embracing him in full view of everyone.

“Good morning, Mr. Holdstock,” she said, her eyes glimmering with excitement. “Planning a big announcement for today?”

Everyone already knew what he was expected to announce, of course. Lady Lachrymosa had made absolutely sure that everything was prepared in advance—from his speech to the questions the reporters would ask. Imani was expected to flirt with Caleb during hers, to slowly prime the public for their future relationship.

Of course, that relationship already existed. And was a lot stronger than anyone would have expected.

“You’ll see,” Caleb said, giving the succubus a rakish grin. “Perhaps after this event, the two of us could catch up? There’s some follow-up information to that interview you did last week that Lady Lachrymosa and I would like to give you. Maybe we could even schedule another special.”

It was another night at his apartment—this time with some of his other harem girls involved. Her chest heaved with excitement, and her dark eyes shone with fiendish delight.

“I would be honored,” she said, extending a hand. “Thank you so much, sir.”

Caleb took the demoness’s offered hand and kissed the back of it. A few reporters let out surprised noises, and he knew the gossip columnists were going to have a field day.

As he kissed her, he let his tongue swirl quickly around her knuckle. Like a promise of what he could do with his mouth. Then he broke the kiss and winked.

“I’m looking forward to it,” Caleb said. “See you inside.”

He was whisked into the building by a pair of Lady Lachrymosa’s vampires, while his harem was guided to their seats. The auditorium where his announcement would commence had been intended as the hospital’s lobby, but had been converted for this morning into Caleb’s territory.

The vampire herself waited backstage, with Charity by her side. Alone from the rest of his harem, Lady Lachrymosa had arrived early to prep the event and ‘prime the pump’, as she was fond of saying. Caleb wished she would stay at his place more often, but he understood that she had a great deal of work to do.

“There you are,” Lady Lachrymosa said, smiling. Charity was blinking back and forth like a teleporting chicken with its head cut off, handling this and that emergency around the hospital. “I was beginning to worry you’d be late, darling. Have you heard the news?”

Her words piqued Caleb’s interest. “News? I’m going to be announcing a Crafting today, if that’s what you mean.” He cast a sideways glance in her and Charity’s direction. “You haven’t moved up the timetable on that, have you?”

Lady Lachrymosa shook her head. The shark-like, predatory smile he knew so well spread across her face—the look of a woman who’d smelled blood in the water.

“Belleteyn D’Amore has made a formal announcement.” She rubbed her hands together as she spoke, almost giddy with delight. “She has accepted the gauntlet you’ve thrown down, my love! She’s going to face us in the field!”

The air around Charity shimmered, solidifying as she reappeared. “She means Belleteyn is going to debate you,” she said wryly. “We’re setting up a time and a place as you speak.”

A debate! Caleb’s heart thrilled at the thought. This was what he’d been waiting for—a chance to show Hades and the Wyrdworld at large just how different he and Belleteyn D’Amore were.

Once they saw the comparison on a debate stage, he felt certain there was no chance the bounty hunter could beat him in the race for his grandfather’s Senate seat. Hell, he doubted Belleteyn could even make it through a full debate. She was so air headed since being corrupted by the malkini…

Lady Lachrymosa nodded, like she could see into his mind. “Yes, it’s good news indeed,” she crowed, showing her fangs. “But don’t get cocky, my darling. We still need to stick the landing.”

“I’m ready. Let me know as soon as we’ve got a venue and a time picked out.”

They promised they would. Then Caleb found himself being hustled on stage—it was time for him to speak.

The speech he’d prepared was mostly the same as the one he’d given during his announcement of his candidacy. The vampires had liked it, as had the citizens of Hades who’d heard it. They’d given it top marks, and so Charity and a couple of speechwriters had tempered it into a kind of stump speech—a collection of easy to remember anecdotes and ‘anchor lines’ for Caleb to repeat. It made for powerful stuff, though most of the audience that morning were members of the press who sipped coffee through the whole thing.

It felt good to practice, though. Caleb knew he needed to get better at public speaking; it was one of his weaknesses. If he was going to serve in the Celestial Senate, he’d need to be as comfortable talking in front of a crowd as he was to his own harem.

By the time he’d wrapped up the speech, there was a small line of reporters ready to pepper him with questions. One of Charity’s assistants had set up a microphone in the center aisle, and the whole thing reminded Caleb less of a press conference than the Q&A that usually happened at a science fiction and fantasy convention.

It made him feel less like a politician and more like a celebrity. Which he supposed was about the same thing, both back on Earth and in the Wyrdworld.

Imani was one of those who took her spot in line. She was near the back, and the wink she gave Caleb as she settled into her slot was anything but impartial and unbiased. Her hand twitched to her pouty mouth as if she’d blow him a kiss, then she thought better of it and stopped herself.

The first question was a prepared one about his stance on the malkini; Caleb had no problems answering it. He retold a portion of his story about Mitzi, retreading the same emotional beats that he’d hit during his announcement speech. They didn’t hit quite as hard with this crowd, but that was alright. Imani was nodding along by the end of the question, and there was even polite applause once he finished what he had to say.

Caleb cleared his throat and glanced down at the podium for a moment. Just a dozen or so questions to answer, and then he could get out of here. Soon Imani would be back at his place, ready for another round of hot, primal sex. This time, he decided he was going to get his whole harem in on the fun—

Caleb looked back up.

And found himself staring into the face of the Fae.

Alecto was in the crowd. Worse, the Fae woman was in line to ask him a question! How had she managed to slip into the event undetected?

Caleb faltered. The goblin man at the front of line continued his question, though Caleb’s ears didn’t hear it. He was busy trying to think of a way to signal to his harem that Alecto had arrived.

The Fae woman locked eyes with Caleb. Her face was impish and teasing, and a slow smile spread across her ageless face. She winked at him, then passed a hand over her features, transforming them into that of an ordinary elf.

The gauntlet had been thrown. Caleb could try and catch her, but it would mean disrupting the whole event. Even if he could explain what happened afterwards, it would make him look weak. He resolved to grin and bear it.

Besides, what question could Alecto even ask? He kind of wanted to know.

“I’m sorry, could you repeat that?” Caleb asked the goblin. He was ready now.

The goblin gratefully repeated his question. The crowd was looking a little confused, but maybe they figured Caleb just hadn’t had enough coffee yet.

The rest of the questions went smoothly. While he was answering them, Caleb kept making mental notes. Don’t thank the Fae woman. Don’t give her your name as part of the question. For God’s sake, don’t imply that you’re in debt to her in any way.

Then Alecto was at the microphone. Imani stood two slots behind her, grinning at Caleb, completely oblivious about what was happening. In the front row of the crowd, his harem watched him attentively, just as blind to the threat because the Fae currently looked like an elf.

Alecto leaned into the microphone. “Good morning,” she said, tapping her press badge. “Suzanne Delage, True Name Gazette. According to your opponent, Belleteyn D’Amore, the real aim of your campaign isn’t to enrich the lives of the Wyrdworld’s citizens, or even to sit your grandfather’s seat in the Celestial Senate—”

“Is that a question?” Caleb asked, forcing himself to sound amused. Polite laughter greeted him, and a few members of the press craned their necks, looking confused. This question wasn’t one of the prepared ones, and compared to an ordinary press conference it was almost shockingly hostile. The reporter’s snide tone did nothing to soften it.

“It is,” Alecto replied smoothly. “What do you have to say to the charge that your endgame is to turn all the women in the Wyrdworld into your playthings, and steal all the available females in Hades for your personal harem?”

Caleb nearly laughed. Relief flooded him. That was Alecto’s question?

He’d expected something difficult; something intended to trick him into giving her leverage over him or teasing out his true name. This was just muckraking.

“I say that’s utterly ridiculous,” Caleb replied, leaning with one elbow on the podium. “If anyone is taking all the available women away from Hades, it’s Belleteyn herself. She’s stolen the malkini from all of us, brainwashing them with her powers, and we just want them to come home—”

Alecto lifted a hand. “What about the sex tape where you admit to that goal in your own words?”

You could have heard a pin drop in the auditorium.

Ice water filled Caleb’s veins. “Sex tape? I’m not aware of any—”

“It’s been circulating on the internet for the last half hour,” Alecto said with an acid smile. “It features you and Miss Imani Nox, a reporter for the Wyrdworld News, and you say some things that seem to confirm the worst of Belleteyn’s suspicions.”

WHAT!? Caleb was thunderstruck.

“I’m not…” he trailed off. They had video of him and Imani?

The Fae had video of him having sex with Imani.

He tried to remember, wracking his brains. The mental image of the succubus filled his mind, her big tits bouncing up and down as she impaled herself on him. What had they been talking about? What the fuck had he said?

“I’ll ask a follow up question,” Alecto said, truly enjoying herself now. “Point blank, Mr. Holdstock—is Imani Nox secretly a member of your harem? And if she is—if you’ve added Wyrdworld News’s top reporter to your stable without telling anyone—doesn’t that both represent a major conflict of interest and give evidence to Belleteyn D’Amore’s claims? Claims that you want to steal every woman in Hades and make her your bitch—”

“That’s enough!”

The air shimmered next to Caleb. Lady Lachrymosa appeared on stage, her pale white hand covering his microphone.

“No more questions,” the vampiress said, her voice booming above the crowd. “I said no more questions!”

She grabbed Caleb and practically hauled him off the stage. In the front row, his harem rose to follow, worried looks on their faces as the audience began to freak out. Imani looked utterly broken.

The last thing Caleb saw as Lady Lachrymosa pushed him backstage was Alecto’s grinning, triumphant face.


Chapter 10

“How did this happen? How the everloving hell did she do this to us?”

Caleb stood backstage, in a small room off one of the hospital’s hallways. His harem gathered around him, pressed in like they wanted to protect him from the slings and arrows being directed at his campaign across the airwaves. God knew there were plenty of them.

All of them were clustered around a laptop on a table. It belonged to Charity, and was covered with stickers advertising her interests. But what really interested Caleb—interested him and made his blood turn to ice in his veins—was the video playing on the screen.

“Caleb Holdstock says he has the best interests of the Wyrdworld in mind,” a voiceover said like a thunderclap. “But what’s he really think?”

The angle of the shot showed a hidden camera view of Caleb’s bedroom. Whoever had placed the camera hadn’t got a great angle, for it only showed Caleb’s face and the back of Imani, but they were pretty much identifiable. There might have been some algorithmic tricks to increase the detail, but it was still clearly them.

But it wasn’t the images that were damning. It was the words.

“Every woman belongs to you, Master!” Imani groaned, her voice on the precipice of an orgasm. Remembering that night of passion filled Caleb with both pride and shame. “Fuck, you should have every girl in the Wyrdworld kneeling before you, begging to kiss your feet and suck your cock!”

“Good girl,” Caleb had grunted, thrusting deep into her. “All mine! Mine forever!”

He hadn’t actually said that part in response to Imani. They’d taken snippets from later and edited them together, making Caleb and Imani sound worse than they actually were. But he doubted most people who saw the commercial would make that distinction.

“We know who Caleb Holdstock is behind closed doors,” the same voice over boomed. “Can we really trust him in the Senate!?”

That was it. No campaign disclosure showing who’d paid for the ad. No bumper. Just a few more seconds of Caleb and Imani together. The last thing the viewer saw as the scene faded out was Caleb reaching up to grab Imani’s throat.

The implication was obvious. Caleb would do the same to your woman. To every woman in Hades.

He sighed through his nose. “Alright. So how did this happen?”

Yui spoke up. “It could have been Mitzi,” she said, looking around the group for confirmation. “I mean, she was the only person with the access to install a hidden camera like that. Belleteyn must have commanded her to do it…”

She trailed off. An even darker possibility occurred to Caleb. What if his grandfather had installed the camera?

Maybe he wanted to blackmail the people who stayed there, he thought. He’d definitely had the means, along with the opportunity.

Fortunately, Caleb didn’t have to follow that trail to where it led. Charity was already shaking her head, making it clear Yui’s train of thought was on the wrong track.

“We ran the information for every member of Wyrdworld News’s crew who arrived for the interview,” the vampire accountant explained. “Several of them turned out to have bogus credentials. We attempted to track them down and interrogate them, naturally, but they seem to have disappeared. Vanished off the face of the Wyrdworld.”

“So the Fae had agents in our home,” Caleb said. “The cameras—”

“Are already gone,” Lady Lachrymosa assured him. “Our security did a full sweep and removed them. In addition to the bedroom, the crew planted hidden listening devices in several other locations of the house. One was pointed at the shower, while another was aimed at the island in the center of the kitchen.”

Everyone grew quiet at that. The places where Alecto thought I’d have sex, Caleb realized. The bed, the shower, and a quickie in the kitchen. She knew she’d catch me with one of my girlfriends.

And eventually, she’d catch him saying something he shouldn’t. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to guess that. It was a near-certainty that the cameras would eventually pick up either him or his harem saying something they could twist to their advantage.

“That’s good.” Eira rubbed her arms, looking upset. “You’re sure it’s clean, Lady L? I’m not going to feel comfortable in that apartment for a long, long time either way.”

Lady Lachrymosa nodded. “You have my word. Now, as for this awful news—”

Her mouth snapped shut as a commotion filled the backstage area. Two of her guards were standing near the entrance to the backstage green room, trying to keep someone from entering. “No visitors,”one of them grunted.

“Please!” a feminine voice gasped. “I need to speak with Caleb!”

It was Imani Nox.

“Let her in,” Caleb said, pivoting on a heel.

The security guards didn’t like it, but they stepped aside to let the succubus through.

“Shit,” Yui whispered. “She looks like she’s been through hell.”

Tears streamed down Imani’s face, and her outfit was as rumpled as if she’d slept in it for several nights. Her hair and makeup were out of place, and she looked so frazzled that the contrast between the succubus and the proper, in control woman she became on Wyrdworld News shocked Caleb for a few moments.

Then he remembered that she was part of his harem. He embraced her as she reached him, holding her close and protectively.

“I am so sorry.” She buried her face in Caleb’s chest and wept anew, her shoulders shuddering with huge sobs as she held onto him. “Caleb, I’m so sorry! This is all my fault! I’ve ruined everything for you! Can you ever forgive me?”

Any worries Caleb might have had that his other companions could blame Imani for what had happened dissolved as their faces filled with sympathy. Imani was one of his harem, which meant she was part of the family. She couldn’t possibly have known that her dirty talk would be broadcast to the entire Wyrdworld.

“It’s alright,” Caleb said, stroking her hair. “I’m not mad at you, Imani. Shit, I’m angrier at myself than anything.”

She pulled back, tears still streaming down her face. “I got so carried away,” she said, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand. “The connection I felt between us… it was just so incredible. I couldn’t control the shit that came out of my mouth, I swear! I never meant for the public to hear it!”

“Neither did I,” Caleb said, gritting his teeth. It hadn’t fully hit him until this moment that Imani Nox was a victim, as well. She’d been shown to the entire city in what was just about the most intimate moment a woman could have. She must have felt just as violated as Caleb. “I’m so sorry this happened to you, Imani. Are you alright?”

“Me? Oh, I’m alright. No one’s really surprised, I guess. Everyone knows succubi are total sluts for a dominant human, and you’re the most dominant man in all of Hades right now. Half the city already figured out that we were fucking.”

“I’m not upset about that, either.” His hand gripped her lower back, holding her close. “We had to pull that trigger eventually, so we might as well have done it in the most audacious way possible. At least you can be an official member of the harem now.”

“Yeah, I… I kinda need to be,” Imani said, glancing to the side.

“Oh no.” That was Desdemona, who had already figured things out. “Did they fire you, Imani?”

“Suspended,” Imani said, giving Dez a sheepish grin. “Officially the reason is for ‘deceiving Wyrdworld News’, but no one really cares that I’m having sex with Caleb Holdstock. This is about the sex tape, plain and simple.” Her lips formed a tight little line.

“No one had the right to distribute that,” Caleb said firmly. “When I find out who did that, Imani, they’re going to wish they never heard my name.”

“I’m just so upset that I’ve hurt your campaign. The reactions to that commercial online are out of this world. People are baying for blood.”

“Believe me, I’m well aware,” Lady Lachrymosa said coldly. “My people are managing that as best as we can. And on a more personal note, Miss Nox, I and my compatriots at Omega would be only too happy to offer you a position as a reporter for our organization if NN decides to terminate your contract.”

Imani’s brows rose. “Your organization? I wasn’t aware the vampires owned a news network.”

“Well, of course you wouldn’t,” Lady Lachrymosa said with that shark’s smile. “We pay a great deal of money for it, and we pay even more money to hide the fact that we pay a great deal of money for it. Do not worry about your employment, is all I’m saying.”

Imani thought it over, nodding. “I won’t. I think I might try harem life for a while, though. I’m thinking I’ve been a career woman for way too long. If you’re willing to… you know. Knock me up. Then I’m all for it.” The succubus nibbled her bottom lip, her nerves finally showing. “If you’re interested, that is?”

Caleb looked at the succubus, his heart pounding in his chest. Then he glanced at the other women in his harem, taking their temperature.

Lady Lachrymosa clearly thought it was a good idea, but didn’t personally care one way or the other. So did Desdemona. Eira and Yui…

Well, both of them were looking at the succubus like seeing her with a big baby bump was the sexiest thing they’d ever thought of. Yui even had a hand on her own stomach, like she was preparing to beg Caleb to breed her next.

“Actually, that sounds pretty good.” He hadn’t known Imani very long, but their feelings for each other were true and strong. Not only that, but starting a family with a Wyrdworld-native could do wonders for his acceptance among the populace. For any other man, it would throw a massive wrench in the works, but he had more than enough women at home to take care of both a pregnant mother and the eventual newborn baby.

Caleb glanced at the members of his harem. “If everyone else is okay with it, I mean?”

“Fuck yeah!” Eira said. “Let’s make some babies!”

“A pregnancy announcement might do some work to sway public opinion,” Desdemona mused.

Caleb nodded. “That’s what I was thinking, yeah. They’ll likely think I’m more of a permanent fixture in the Wyrdworld if I have a baby with someone from here.”

“Not only that,” Dez continued, “but harems typically pause, or at least slow down, when members of the group have recently given birth. Transferring from ‘hunter’ mode to ‘patriarch’ might mollify some of the critics who believe—falsely, of course—that you plan to take all the women of Hades for yourself.”

“This is good,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “Right now, emotions are high, and the number of people online crowing about how they were right about Caleb Holdstock is at high tide. But once things cool down, I believe people will begin to realize this tape is nowhere near as damning as it appears.”

“How so?” Caleb asked.

“For one thing, this video depicts two people in the throes of passion. For another, have you noticed that Caleb actually says very little in the course of that ad?”

“It was all grunts,” I said. “And me agreeing with Imani.”

Lady Lachrymosa was already nodding. “If the video showed you outlining this scenario, with Imani as a passive participant, things would be far worse. But what it does show is you merely agreeing with a woman on the verge of orgasm. Few men would stop sex in the middle of such a moment to correct her, would they not?”

The pieces were snapping together in Caleb’s head. He didn’t much like the picture they made.

“I’m not throwing Imani under the bus,” he said, shaking his head. “No. Two wrongs don’t make a right.”

“I’m not saying we throw her under the bus,” Lady Lachrymosa repeated calmly. “I’m saying Imani makes a brief apology, saying what people will have already begun to realize by then. That she got carried away—that she may have even been repeating what she heard from Belleteyn’s ads, as a way to ‘gas Caleb up’, so to speak. We’ll turn it into an act of mockery, and blunt the worst of the attack.”

“Caleb.” Imani squeezed his hand. “I know it’s tearing you up, but you’ve got to let me do this.”

Caleb grimaced. “You shouldn’t have to.”

“I know, but it’ll be good for the campaign. Plus, Lady Lachrymosa is right. You didn’t come up with that scenario—I did. I was the one getting off on it. I should take the blame.”

“Right now, we should let this blow over,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “For the moment, we don’t change our tactics. We focus on the fist and the glove. We attack Belleteyn’s character, while making Caleb look as good as possible before the debates.” That predatory smile showed on the vampire’s face. “And when you do get on stage with that bitch, Caleb, you obliterate her.”

On that, she and Caleb were in perfect agreement. “Alright.”

Just then, Charity came up flanked by several security personnel. “We’ve cleared a path for Mr. Holdstock,. We’re ready to escort him and his harem back to their apartments.”

Caleb gave a little start. “Escort? Do you really think that’s necessary?”

The look Charity gave him told him everything he needed to know. “Believe me, with the way the streets are right now, it’s best that you have vampires backing you up. And you should expect to remain in your home for the next few days, until Omega can blunt the worst of the propaganda.”

“That bad?” Yui asked. “You’re saying it’s not safe for us on the streets?”

“We will keep you safe,” Charity promised. “Right now, we should get a move on. There’s always the possibility Belleteyn or the Fae are planning some other nasty surprise for Caleb…”


Chapter 11

As Caleb left the hospital, he found that he was feeling good despite everything. Even though the release of his ‘sex tape’ with Imani Nox had impacted his reputation, he felt certain he could repair the damage. With the possibility of starting a family with the beautiful succubus at the forefront of his mind, he even managed to convince himself the future looked bright.

Mare waited for them in the parking lot, a worried expression on her face. Several vampires in suits waited by the carriage, earpieces in their pale ears. “Get in,” the demoness said, gesturing at the interior of the taxi. “And hang on. This is going to be a bumpy ride.”

There was no question of having the top up. Caleb climbed inside, closing the curtains. His entire harem accompanied him, with the exception of Lady Lachrymosa—she had business with Omega to take care of. She had explained that this was an all hands on deck situation for their PR department, and she’d be on the frontlines trying to minimize the damage.

Despite all of the warnings, Caleb managed to hold onto his good cheer until they pulled onto the main thoroughfare separating South Hades with the north side. Until then, the streets had been almost deserted—they’d seen a person or two out on the pavement, waving signs or yelling angrily at the taxi, but Caleb had managed to force his feelings down when he looked at them.

Then he saw where they were headed, and everything changed.

The streets were packed. No cars were on the road, which was the only silver lining—people stood shoulder to shoulder in the middle of the asphalt, roaring and carrying signs. Some of them shouted into bullhorns, whipping up the crowd.

“Down with Holdstock!” someone was shouting. It took Caleb a moment to realize a whole lot of someone’s were shouting it.

“Pointed God,” Eira whispered. “It’s a whole fucking protest.”

It was. And the carriage was heading straight toward it.

“This has to be something the Fae did.” Yui sounded like she was trying to convince herself—like she couldn’t believe what she was looking at was real. Caleb himself prayed that it was some kind of clever illusion. “Alecto’s behind this. All these people wouldn’t really take to the streets just because Imani and you said some nasty shit in the bedroom, would they?”

“You have to realize,” Desdemona whispered gravely, “what the situation is like in the Wyrdworld right now. People are tired of being pushed around and put down. They’ve lost their free labor, their harems—their entire way of being. They’re pissed. And Belleteyn just gave them a scapegoat to take everything out on—”

As Desdemona was speaking, someone in the crowd turned and saw the carriage. Caleb’s heart skipped a beat.

“There he is!” an oversized demon shouted. The creature was bare-chested, with two massive tusks erupting like volcanos from his jaw. “The bastard who wants to take everything from us!”

“Get him!” someone else screamed. “Break that son of a bitch!”

The crowd began to roar. Someone threw an empty bottle, and it hit the side of the carriage and broke with a great crash. Yui screamed, clutching Caleb in fear, her eyes wide as she stared out the window.

The vampires surrounding them fanned out, forming a wedge directly in front of the carriage. “Please disperse!” one of them cried, their voice amplified by a little of Lady Lachrymosa’s magic. “If you do not move to allow access to traffic, you will be in violation of Wyrdworld law…”

Caleb didn’t hear the rest. The crowd’s dull roar became sharp, and more items flew at the carriage. A lot of items.

Mare turned around in her seat. In front of her chair, a shield of glowing energy snapped into place, shimmering in the air an instant before a piece of rotten fruit would have landed in her lap.

“I’m going to go ahead and close this window,” the demoness said, her voice as taut as the skin of a drum. “You hang tight in there! We’ll have you home in a jiffy!”

Before Caleb could protest that he wanted to see, the demoness slammed the window closed. Caleb and his harem were left in the darkness of the taxi.

“Fuck this,” Eira said, going to the curtain. “I’ve got to see—”

A hand came down on the elf’s shoulder. Desdemona’s.

“Don’t,” she warned. “Stay here.”

Eira’s face twisted. “Those are my people out there,” she said, her voice growing thick with emotion. “Greenwreath people! If they’re being whipped up into a frenzy by some fucking Fae, I’m not just going to stand back and let it happen!”

She reached for the curtain again, and Desdemona gripped her wrist. This time the human woman’s fingers were as tight as iron bands, and her voice as cold as an Arctic blast.

“You don’t understand,” she hissed, forcing Eira back into her seat. The elf sat down, flummoxed. “Right now, the only thing keeping that crowd from venting the full force of their anger on the carriage is the thought that maybe Caleb isn’t inside of it. That this is just a decoy, meant to incite the people’s rage while he and his harem slip away. If they see you, and see that the entire harem and Caleb are in this taxi…”

Desdemona trailed off. No one wanted to speak. But Caleb had to.

“Then what?” he asked.

Dez swallowed hard. “Then we’ll have to fight our way out of here. And I doubt we’ll be able to do it without casualties. Greenwreath casualties.”

Eira looked like she was going to be sick.

The carriage continued down the street. Something large thumped into the side, and Caleb could hear yelling. More bottles and what sounded like bricks rained down on the taxi, pelting it to the point that Desdemona looked worried about the vehicle holding together. Caleb hoped Mare was okay.

The worst part was the chanting. The crowd sounded as if they were in a frenzy, screaming obscenities about him and his harem. Cries of down with Holdstock were common; many of them involved epithets that couldn’t have been repeated on the Wyrdworld’s television.

And the worst of these were directed at Caleb’s girlfriends.

They didn’t want to hear it, but they all did. People screamed that Eira was a whore, a traitor who’d chosen human dick over her own people. Someone led a chant claiming that Caleb was a grandmother-fucker: that Desdemona hadn’t been Gene Holdstock’s assistant but his breed-sow, and that Caleb was her child’s child. That one didn’t even make any sense, but the crowd didn’t care.

The faces of Caleb’s companions turned to stone. They were strong, because they were his, but it wasn’t more than a block or two before they began to sob. Soon Yui and Eira were in each other’s arms, shuddering at the onslaught of hate.

Caleb felt like his organs had been turned to ashes. How could this be happening? How could things have gone so wrong so quickly?

There was a darkness here. He knew that now. He’d allowed himself to believe the Wyrdworld was essentially friendly—that it was a sexy, fun mirror to the world he’d come from and knew so well. But there was anger here. True rage.

And when the people of Hades were roused, they were little more than beasts.

“None of it means anything,” Desdemona whispered. “It’s just madness. Inchoate rage trying to find an outlet.”

Maybe. But Caleb knew his girlfriends would never forget what they’d heard today. There would always be a distance between themselves and the people of Hades now—a distance that no amount of goodwill or apologies from the city would ever erase.

The crowd only died down once the carriage neared their apartment. Once it was safe enough for Mare to open the compartment between the taxi and the driver’s seat, Caleb understood why—Lady Lachrymosa had set up a cordon. There were vampires in black tactical gear standing at a checkpoint a block away from his home, keeping the masses at bay.

“We’re here.” A vampire had seated herself up front with Mare, and appeared to be maintaining the shield that had protected the driver from the crowd. Unmentionable stains sizzled against the aura of magic, dissolving as the vehicle pulled up in front of Caleb’s home. “You should remain indoors for now, Mr. Holdstock. Until—”

“Until you can restore order,” Caleb said, feeling like he had rocks in his gut. “Thank you.”

Later, he wouldn’t even be able to remember the journey back to the condo. It seemed as if one moment he was stepping from the carriage, sheltering his girls, and in the next he was walking through his front door.

Caleb stared into his living room, imagining the members of the counterfeit crew installing their cameras.

All the pictures that hung on the walls seemed to mock him. His grandfather, Gene Holdstock, stared down impassively, as if he were disappointed in his grandson.

When he came back to himself, Caleb was standing in front of Gene’s largest portrait—the stately one over the fireplace. He realized he’d been screaming at it for some time. Whatever words he’d been saying were gone, like a bad dream.

His women clung to him, sobbing. All of them.

“I’m okay now,” Caleb said. He didn’t sound okay—he sounded like a man holding onto his sanity by his fingertip. “Let go of me, please.”

His women released their hold on him. All of them watched him with trepidation as he walked away.

When he reached his bedroom, he realized that the bed hadn’t been made. The sheets were still thrown about, kicked off the mattress during his sexual escapades with Imani Nox. The same sex that had damned him so utterly.

Caleb stared at the bed. Waves of darkness filled his vision. How was he supposed to come back from this?

He’d lost everything. His campaign, the love of the people of Hades.

For a long moment, Caleb held his head in his hands. Tears beaded at the corners of his eyes, but he did not let them fall. He sensed that if he began crying now, he would never, ever stop.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he opened his eyes. And saw the messy, unmade bed.

“Fuck it,” Caleb whispered. “It’s a start.”

He made the bed. He couldn’t fix the world—he couldn’t even begin to repair the damage that the Fae and Belleteyn D’Amore had done. But he could do one small thing to set the world righter than it had been before.

And that one small thing made him feel ever so slightly better than he had before. Like he said, it was a start.

Once the blankets were set and tucked in and the pillows where they were supposed to be, Caleb sat down at the foot of the bed and looked out over Hades. He thought about everything his grandfather had been through, every dark night of the soul he’d ever weathered during his time in the Celestial Senate. And wondered where he’d find the strength to do the same.

Grandpa, Caleb thought, lowering his head. I don’t know where you are right now, or if you’re anywhere at all. I have no idea if you can hear me. If you even can, I don’t know that you’d want to acknowledge me or help me. But if you can, please—please give me the strength to deal with this bullshit. The rumors, the sneak attacks. Help me to be the man I need to be. For Hades, and for my women.

He was silent for a time after that. There was nothing in his head at all; he felt almost like a man in the middle of a deep session of meditation. This feeling was only broken by a small knock on the door.

He gathered up his strength and sat up a bit straighter. “Come in.” There was no trace of strain in his voice—he’d mastered himself, despite the stress and strife.

Yui entered, giving the bedroom a surprised once-over. “You cleaned.”

“Yeah, the place was looking a little rough,” Caleb said, managing to smile. “I can’t very well plan to take every woman in Hades away from their men with a messy bedroom, can I?”

He’d meant it as a joke, and he’d expected Yui to laugh. Instead, Yui looked grave. She was skittish and unfocused, glancing around the room like she expected things to be different, and instantly Caleb knew something was wrong.

Was it just the crowd? Or was this something else entirely?

“What’s going on?” He rose from the mattress. “What’s happened now?”

Yui’s mouth worked soundlessly for a long moment. “It’s not something that happened now,” she said, looking like she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “I… I knew something was different for a while, but I didn’t want to say anything. You’ve already got so much on your plate, and everyone is so busy…”

Instantly, Caleb’s gaze flickered to her legs. The fear filled him—that the magic the Wyrdworld had done to heal her injuries was only temporary. That perhaps as his mandate was withdrawn, the land behind the door in his grandfather’s basement would withdraw its protection from Yui, putting her back in her wheelchair.

Then he glanced up at her eyes, and knew it wasn’t that.

“You’ve been different lately,” he realized. “What’s up?”

Yui reached into her pocket and pulled something out, then handed it to him with shaking hands. The plastic stick had the markings of a Wyrdworld company on it, but things weren’t so different here that he didn’t know what two lines versus one meant. Or what it meant for Yui.

His heart skipped a beat.

“Caleb,” Yui whispered. “I’m pregnant.”


Chapter 12

“Pregnant?”

Caleb stared at Yui in disbelief. His eyes flickered to the test in his hand, then back up to her face, as if something would have changed in the interim. As if this were all some kind of prank—for that’s the way it felt. Too good to be true, literally.

Yui’s lips peeled back over her teeth, her expression awkward. “I know, the timing couldn’t possibly be worse,” she said, shaking her head back and forth. “I’m so sorry to spring this on you now, with everything else that’s going on—”

It was as far as she got.

Caleb grabbed Yui and swept her up in his arms, drawing her tight. He embraced her, burying his face in her shoulder as the pregnancy test fell to the carpet. One thought above all others filled his head, bringing with it a wave of bliss so intense that tears sprang anew to his eyes.

“You mean it?” he asked, kissing her on both cheeks. “You swear this isn’t a prank? I’m going to be a dad?”

Yui’s face formed a perfect little ‘o’ of disbelief. “I… yes,” she said, her worries turning to excitement. “I’m pregnant, Caleb! You’re going to be a father!”

He could not contain his joy. He lifted her until her head nearly touched the ceiling, then kissed her as hard as he could. He felt her body melt beneath his, her passion ignited like a roaring flame by the proximity with her man.

“This is wonderful. I can’t believe it! We’re going to be a family—you’re going to have my kid! I’m gonna be a dad!”

The thought of it was bliss. There was a time in Caleb’s life—a time that wasn’t really all that long ago—when the thought of parenthood would have engendered nothing within him save for a raw wave of panic. Now, with his harem and his newfound empire, it felt like the next logical step. Like the culmination of everything he wanted. Like the way he would become complete.

“If I’d known you’d be this excited, I would’ve come running right away!” Yui’s fingers dug into his shoulders, her face filled with love and devotion as she saw the way he lit up at the news. “You’re really excited?”

Excited? That was putting it mildly.

“I never thought this would be possible,” he said, putting a hand on her lower back. “With the accident, I… it just seemed like it was never in the cards. Not for you, and not for me.”

“It’s the Wyrdworld,” Yui said, holding onto him. Now that she’d confirmed how happy he was, she was laughing—laughing uncontrollably, like all the tension she’d been carrying within herself had finally been released. “It changed everything for us! It brought us together, and it gave us this amazing life! I’m so happy I have you, and that I get to share you with all these incredible women!”

“Wow,” Caleb said, still grinning. “I can’t believe this happened so quickly.”

“I think maybe I got pregnant the very first time we had sex.”

He thought back to that truly amazing night. The two of them had been high off their discovery of the Wyrdworld, and of the adventures that were certain to come. Yui had finally—finally!—been able to wrap her legs around Caleb, her injuries healed by the power of the Wyrdworld and her Fae blood.

Even now, after so many incredible experiences, that night remained in Caleb’s mind as one of the most important of his entire life.

“Have you told the rest of the girls about this yet?” he asked her.

Her gaze flickered, just for a moment, to the bedroom door—and Caleb noticed that it was open a crack. Several people stood on the other side, eavesdropping on their entire conversation.

“Kinda?” Yui asked.

Caleb laughed under his breath. “You all might as well come in,” he told the people outside. “The cat’s already out of the bag now.”

The door slammed open. Eira, Desdemona, Imani and—to Caleb’s surprise—Mare and Charity entered the bedroom, practically falling all over each other. Eira and Imani were in Caleb’s arms before he could say a word, and Desdemona looked about as proud as she ever had before. The other two women watched from the doorway, practically giggling with glee at the news.

“I already let Lady Lachrymosa know,” Charity explained. “She regrets that she cannot be with you at this happy occasion, Caleb, but she wants you to know that she’s extremely pleased at the expansion of your family. It is her fervent wish that all members of your harem who can get pregnant do so at the first opportunity.”

“That’s great,” said as he accepted the embraces of his girlfriends. “I’m glad she knows.”

In fact, as Caleb looked around, he felt his mental perspectives beginning to shift. In a young man’s life, there’s nothing that can restructure their thinking other than the possibility of becoming a father—and for Caleb, the reality of it was hitting him all at once.

His family was what was important. Everything else was small potatoes. Why was he bothering to get upset about sex tapes, or political ads, or any other bullshit that Belleteyn D’Amore could put in his way? Those things were important, of course they were, but this was his legacy. His family.

This was what truly mattered.

Soon all of them were back in the living room, toasting the wonderful announcement.

“I’m so happy for you,” Imani said, lifting her glass. “This is wonderful news!”

“We all needed it,” Desdemona agreed. “I’m sure Omega is looking forward to announcing this, aren’t they, Charity?”

Like Yui, the blonde vampire wasn’t drinking along with the rest of them. They had no blood on tap. She held a glass, just to be polite, but it had nothing inside.

“I’m certain that right now, there are no fewer than a half-dozen marketeers in Omega planning when to announce the birth,” she said with a wry smile. “We’ll need all the goodwill we can muster, after this terrible incident with the break in. Rest assured, we’re trying our damndest to get that video scrubbed from the Wyrdworld’s internet right now. It was recorded illegally, and Belleteyn distributing it ought to be considered a crime—”

Caleb lifted a hand. “I don’t care about any of that. Not anymore.”

His women stared. None of them stared harder than Desdemona.

“Caleb,” Dez said thickly. “Whatever do you mean?”

He glanced over at Yui. Just looking at Yui and her happiness filled him with masculine joy. How had he ever allowed himself to despair? There was so much beauty in the world, so much promise. He had things and people to protect, so there was no time to sit around and feel sorry for himself. Especially when the slings and arrows Belleteyn D’Amore loosed from her camp were so weak, and felt so little by him.

“This fist and glove stuff,” he said, gathering his thoughts as he spoke. “I want to stop doing it. I’m not going to attack Belleteyn any longer. I don’t need to.”

You would have thought he had just announced his intention to drop out of the race, move to a forest somewhere, and become a monk. His companions were suddenly out of their seats, all talking at once, while Charity looked thunderstruck and panicked. Dimly, he wondered if she was thinking about calling her mistress in to talk some sense into him.

“Caleb,” Desdemona said. “I know you’ve had a very trying day. But there’s no reason to throw in the towel, sweetheart. We can come back from this.”

Caleb laughed. “Of course we can. I’m not giving up. Far from it. I’m just not playing Belleteyn’s shitty game any longer. Or Alecto’s.” A thought struck him, and a grin spread across his face. “Imani.”

The reporter was already up out of her seat. “Yes?”

“Could you grab my laptop? And a camera. Fuck waiting for Omega—I’m going to take care of this myself.”

With a smile, the succubus headed out to do just that, ignoring the confused looks on both Desdemona and Charity’s faces. The rest of the women in the room were somewhere between amused and intrigued, with Eira and Yui falling on the opposite ends of the spectrum.

“Babe?” Yui’s hand came down on top of his. “What are you planning? You look so excited!”

“We’re going to take a couple of pictures,” he said, gesturing at Mare. “As long as my driver doesn’t mind snapping the shots.”

Mare grinned. “Not at all.”

Charity began to rise. “I think we should inform Lady Lachrymosa about this. Before we do anything hasty, we should bring my Mistress into the fold. I doubt she’d be pleased if you did this without her approval.”

“I think she’ll be okay with me taking a little initiative,” Caleb said.

Imani came back into the room, a digital camera and Caleb’s laptop in her hands. “Here you go. Want everyone gathered around you for the shots?”

“I do,” Caleb replied.

He snatched up Yui and pulled her into his lap, wrapping his arm just beneath her stomach. She melted against him, then turned to the side and kissed him on the lips.

“Everybody get over here,” he said as he broke the kiss. “I want Hades to see the real us.”

As his women gathered around on the couch, Caleb mused that this was the flipside of Belleteyn’s attack. She was showing the residents of the city the dirty, filthy side of Caleb’s domination over his women. While he decided to show them the result of that domination, instead.

A happy, smiling family. Who nobody could really hate, not once they learned about Yui’s announcement.

“I still don’t understand this,” Charity said as Mare began to snap photos. The vampire had a strange smile on her face, like she was almost giddy. She’d never had anyone contradict her Mistress in such a manner, and the novelty was as intoxicating as Caleb’s drinks. “You’re going to announce your harem girl’s pregnancy right now?”

“I am,” Caleb said between pictures. “Because that’s when I’m finding out about it. There’s not going to be any more falsehood, Charity. No more artifice. And from this point on, I want you and your vampires to stop attacking Belleteyn.”

Charity looked as if she’d swallowed a railroad tie. Her hand went to her chest, like Caleb had just tried to toss a stake through it. “My Mistress won’t be pleased.”

He smiled for one more picture, wrapping his free hand around Imani and groping her as the camera flashed. She let out a cry of delight and made the cutest facial expression when he did it, while Eira rolled her eyes.

“Your Mistress will get over it,” Caleb said, taking the camera back from Mare. He was already hooking it into the laptop, getting ready to transfer the photos and edit them. The post he was planning to make waited half-formed in the back of his mind. “From now on, I’m going to let my actions speak louder than my words. Once Hades sees what I’m planning to do for this community, and what Belleteyn hasn’t done, they’ll be able to make the right choice.”

And with his companions surrounding him like a warm blanket, Caleb began planning the announcement of his first child.


Chapter 13

Things did not blow over the way Lady Lachyrmosa insisted they would. But they weren’t as bad as Caleb feared, either.

His reputation took a big hit. The polls taken by the Wyrdworld’s political organizations in the wake of his ‘sex tape’ were dire—they showed Belleteyn with a commanding lead, and Caleb’s favorables in the toilet. Which was of course exactly what the bounty hunter wanted. She’d planted a seed of doubt in the minds of the average Hades citizen, getting them to question whether Caleb Holdstock wanted to enrich their lives or take everything away from them.

Then the birth announcement hit. It appeared simultaneously on the campaign’s pages and on Caleb’s social media accounts—which was a surprise to him, as he hadn’t realized he had social media accounts. Apparently Omega had set them up for him, using them as a method of promotion.

“Everyone who’s anyone has one,” Lady Lachyrmosa had explained once she’d showed back up at the apartment. “Yours is extremely popular. Just have a look at your DMs…”

Caleb did. He’d never seen so many gorgeous women sending naked pictures of themselves in all his life. He even felt a little tempted to message a few of them, but the vampiress managed to convince him that would be a bad idea. Hooking up with women he met at events and felt a physical connection with was one thing—responding to thirst traps was quite another.

“It will reduce your status in the eyes of the Wyrdworld if it gets out,” Lady Lachrymosa had explained. “And I wouldn’t put it past the Fae to have sent a few of these messages as well. Doubtless their responses to you would be peppered with requests for admiration and thanks, which would tie you to them and fill you with obligation.”

Caleb hadn’t even considered that. What depths would Alecto not stoop to? He wondered if any of the sexy photos he’d been sent were of the Fae woman herself, glamored up to hide her true face. He wouldn’t put it past her—from the little he knew of the beautiful, vicious Fae, it sounded like the kind of thing she’d do. Using her own body as bait sounded right up Alecto’s alley.

There were plenty of sarcastic responses to the announcement, of course. People criticized the timing, insinuating it was a PR stunt. There were even a few people in the Wyrdworld’s darkest corners who insisted Yui wasn’t pregnant at all, but they thankfully fell to the wayside when Lady Lachrymosa ‘leaked’ an official test from one of the city’s hospitals confirming it.

Caleb and his companions shut their ears to the bullshit. For a few days a week, he stayed at home the way Lady Lachrymosa and the other vampires had insisted he do. With little to occupy him other than his harem, he began doing something he’d never thought to do since coming to the Wyrdworld—he began to share his life with the city.

Pictures. Videos. None of them were feigned, none of them were ever re-shot a second time or staged to look as good as possible. These were little vignettes into Caleb’s life.

They blew the fuck up. Several of his videos were clearly shot in bed, in the aftermath of lovemaking with one or more of his beauties. While his girls never showed too much skin on video, their natural gorgeousness shone through even in leggings and oversized t-shirts.

His most popular video turned out to just be one of Imani laying on him immediately after sex, both of them musing about the future and who in the harem would get pregnant next. Lady Lachrymosa seized on this as proof that the succubus reporter was still incredibly popular.

After a week, the polls once again began to close. Within ten days, Caleb and Belleteyn were neck and neck, both polling within the margin of error. Caleb had bridged the gap, and he hadn’t even truly started his charm offensive yet.

But the thing that his forced exile really brought Caleb was more valuable to him than any political campaign or celebrity status. For over a week, he got to stay at home with his girlfriends—to share his life with them, to eat with them, exercise with them, and simply hang out with them. It wouldn’t have been a stretch at all to say that he was the happiest man on Earth, save for the fact that he wasn’t on Earth at all.

He'd probably never go back at this point. What waited for him there?

Then came the day that Lady Lachrymosa arrived just after dinner. In marked contrast to the rest of Caleb’s harem, the vampire leader of Omega looked exhausted despite her ageless appearance. She had been anything but idle over the last week. Despite Caleb’s edict not to attack Belleteyn D’Amore in the press, the leader of his campaign still had her work cut out for her—minimizing the damage, deemphasizing attacks on his character, and pushing the ‘glove’ as much as humanly possible. Caleb had seen plenty of commercials about his Crafting skill over the last week, and now he was going to put those powers into practice.

“I will be staying here tonight, with all of you,” Lady Lachrymosa announced, settling herself down heavily on the couch. She pulled out a plastic bag filled with red fluid and punctured it with a fang, shotgunning the whole thing down like a coed on Spring Break. “Tomorrow, we will go to MacCammon Hospital and perform the Crafting.” She cocked an eyebrow. “Are you ready, my love?”

“As ready as he’s going to be,” Desdemona said. “We’ve been practicing all week. Took Caleb on a couple of trial runs, as well.” She grinned and glanced at a point on the opposite side of the room. “Can’t you tell?”

Lady Lachrymosa followed Dez’s gaze and found herself staring at one of the portraits on the wall. The last time she’d been in the apartment, that portrait had been of Desdemona herself, the way she’d been when she served Caleb’s grandfather, Gene Holdstock. She’d been younger then, even without the boon granted to her that melted away the years she’d accumulated in her long sojourn back on Earth. The painting held a certain otherworldly beauty, which attracted everyone who looked at it.

That painting was even more attractive now. It had been updated; Crafted by Caleb’s magic. The woman in the portrait was now Desdemona as she appeared that same day—a gorgeous, mature woman with long, lustrous hair and a skintight outfit. But there was a bigger surprise, as well.

Caleb was in the portrait. The Desdemona in the painting was all over him, grinning like she’d just won the lottery as she wrapped her arms (and one leg) around his body. The chemistry between the two of them was palpable, even through the medium of paint and ink.

Was it magical? He wasn’t sure, but he wasn’t going to question it.

Lady Lachrymosa let out a guffaw when she saw it. “Yes, you’ve most certainly been sharpening your skills,” she said, scrutinizing the art up close. “That is some impressive work. It suits your living room much better than it ever suited Gene Holdstock’s.”

“I’m going to do ones with each of my girls,” Caleb said proudly.

The trip through the world inside of Desdemona’s painting hadn’t been strenuous in the slightest. In fact, it felt almost as if his grandfather had planned it that way, the same way he’d planned so many of the stepping stones Caleb walked on his path to glory. Gene Holdstock was truly a smart man, and an avid planner.

His adventure taught him a valuable lesson—one that he remembered every time he looked at the portrait of himself and Desdemona together. The end goal of Crafting was to refine an object, to make it better than it was before, yet the idea of what constituted ‘better’ could vary from person to person. Turning a candle into a crystal chandelier would dazzle a member of Hades’s upper castes, who valued wealth and culture above everything else. But to one of the vagrants of the southern slums, a simple flashlight to light their way would have been far superior.

It all depended on the person, and their will. And Caleb was getting better at exercising his will—better all the time. One day, he’d truly be the man his grandfather was.

He just hoped he had the opportunity to sit his Senate seat and complete his training.

As she stood before the painting, Lady Lachrymosa swayed gently on her feet. Her exhaustion was almost like a physical thing: all at once, Caleb realized how utterly knackered she must be. A piece of plastic with a few red drops in it stuck out from a pocket of her jacket—she’d been dosing herself frequently with borrowed blood. Like a delivery driver shooting down Red Bulls to keep from passing out during a double shift.

Caleb couldn’t have kept the vampiress from falling if she was truly going to topple, but he could provide some support. He was with her in a moment, leaning against her side and sliding an arm around her waist to help steady her.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I’m right here.”

Lady Lachrymosa’s face grew pinched. “I have been working very hard. I… I apologize for my appearance, Caleb.”

“There’s nothing to apologize for. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Actually, there is. I wasn’t going to ask, because you have so much to prepare yourself for in the morning, but if I could have a feeding, I would be markedly improved. A small one, I promise, which would not leave you with any long-lasting effects…”

Caleb was already smiling. “That’s not a problem at all.” He felt a tingle in his inner thigh, where the two puncture wounds Lady Lachrymosa’s fangs had left in his skin puckered. She never bit him anywhere else, and she was always careful to leave the mark in the same spot. “Let’s get you to the bedroom.”

That night, Lady Lachrymosa fed from Caleb. Her fangs burned within him as they bit into the meat of his thigh, but then the pleasure that filled him as she found his femoral artery was so strong and sweet that the pain was a distant memory. His cock stiffened, and he erupted hands free, shooting his seed all over her face as she drank his blood.

True to her word, she restrained herself. Caleb was still coming down from his bliss when the vampiress forced herself to stop, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

“That will be enough,” she said, sounding both high and exhausted at the same time. “I may need to feed again from you later, Caleb, once all of this is done. But for now, what I’ve taken shall suffice.”

Caleb understood. Honestly, he felt like Lady Lachrymosa could have drunk way more of his blood than she had, but he also knew that he wouldn’t feel the worst of the effects until he was past the tipping point. Staying mentally and physically sharp tomorrow was paramount.

Though Lady Lachrymosa would have gladly gone for a second round, Caleb’s strength ebbed along with his blood. He passed out in her arms and slept a dreamless sleep.

When he woke the next morning, he found himself surrounded by sleeping women. His whole harem had come out to support him, dressed in their finery, even though he had passed out.

He could have gone back to sleep. But the sudden rush of adrenaline he got from realizing that today was the day brought him to full alertness, and he rolled to the side in bed and looked out over the blankets.

Several women were nothing more than lumps beneath the comforter—he could just make out Eira’s silhouette near the corner closest to the window—but Lady Lachrymosa and Yui had carved out pride of place nearest him. Yui snoozed gently, a peaceful expression written across her face as she slept through the dawn.

He rose in the darkness, picking his way over the half-naked forms of his sleeping honeys. He showered and dressed, choosing an outfit a bit more formal than normal but still comfortable enough to delve Item Worlds in, and then headed into the kitchen to make a pot of coffee before the rest of the harem arose.

Charity sat at the kitchen table, wide awake.

Caleb gave a start and nearly fell backward.

A wry smile tugged at the corner of her mouth as she noticed him. “Good morning, Caleb,” she said, glancing up from her seat. “I didn’t expect you to be the first one up.”

He recovered quickly, busying himself with the coffee, loading a bunch of grounds in the grinder.

“I’m full of surprises,” he said over the sound of the machinery. “Your Mistress has been topped up, by the way. She should be good to accompany me into the Item World.”

Charity nodded. “Excellent. Knowing her, she took far less than she actually needs, but that’s my Mistress for you. She’d rather fall down dead than have any harm come to you and your harem.”

“Truly?” Caleb was more than a little taken aback. From what he’d seen, Lady Lachrymosa’s devotion to him was almost entirely sexual. Outside of the bedroom, she was as logical and dangerous as a sabertooth tiger. “She doesn’t give me that impression most of the time, Charity.”

A sly smile spread across the vampire’s face. “That’s because we’re vampires,” she said, rising from her seat. “We have a great deal of practice at hiding our emotions. Here, sit.”

She gestured at the chair she’d been occupying until a moment ago. “Please—I haven’t had the opportunity to prepare beans in decades.” She actually sounded eager to do it, so Caleb let her. He sat and watched as she whipped up a pot of coffee, then set the burner to percolating.

“Mmmh,” Charity said, inhaling as the rich smell filled the kitchen. “Coffee is one of the only things I miss about being a human.”

“Really?”

The vampire laughed. “Most of it I could take or leave,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “Diseases. Bowel movements. Charlie horses and heartburn and the occasional urgent need to find a place to relieve my bladder. None of that I miss in the slightest. But coffee?” She wrinkled her face over the brewing pot. “Coffee is fucking great.”

“Almost worth giving up eternal life for,” Caleb said sarcastically.

“Almost.” Suddenly her face turned serious. “And it’s not eternal, Caleb.”

He felt his brows furrowing together. It was altogether too early in the morning for this kind of philosophical talk, but he got the impression Charity had been thinking about these sorts of things all night. Thinking about them while everyone else in the apartment was fast asleep.

“No?” he asked. “Aren’t you a vampire?”

Charity nodded. She carried a steaming mug over to him and set it down, in a gesture that was more than a little caring. She liked him, he knew, though he doubted she would ever do anything about it with her ‘Mistress’ in the picture.

“We do not age,” Charity said, taking a chair, “but we can die. Sunlight, a stake through the heart, decapitation and burning… any or all of these will kill one of our kind. And eventually, death will come for us all. Even the most long lived of the vampires.”

“What if you just stayed home? You think you’d trip in Lady Lachrymosa’s kitchen and land chest-down on a splinter of wood?”

He meant it as a joke, but Charity’s expression was serious. “That’s a one in a million shot,” she said, her gaze growing faraway. “But when you live a million years? It becomes a coin flip. There are things that will kill us, Caleb—and accidents do happen. So do assassinations, mistakes, and freak occurrences.”

He'd never thought about it like that, and said so.

“On a long enough timeline, something will happen to all of us,” Charity said with a sad smile. “It may take decades, it may take centuries. There are some of us who’ve been around for millennia—since almost the beginning of your recorded history. But eventually, the dice will come up snake eyes.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Caleb asked. Ice filled his stomach. He didn’t want to think about anything happening to Lady Lachrymosa, or her accountant.

Charity gave him a rueful look. “Lady Lachrymosa may outlive you, Caleb, but she is not immortal. It would be a mistake to think of her as such. I just want you to understand what you’re getting into—and just what you mean to her. I see that she respects you in a way that never has with anyone else.” The vampire paused. “All I am saying is this, Caleb. My Mistress’s body may be nearly ageless, but her heart is mortal. Do not break it.”

Caleb sipped his coffee. It was just about the best damn cup he’d ever tasted. Even better than what Mitzi put together.

“I’ll do my best,” he promised the vampire.

“See that you do. Now I believe your harem has awoken.”

Before Caleb could say anything else, the door to the kitchen opened and the day began.


Chapter 14

“At least there’s no protesters this time,” Mare said, strapping her goggles onto her demonic face. “Bastards probably couldn’t make themselves wake up this early if they wanted to.”

Caleb and his harem rode in the Mare’s carriage, heading on their way to MacCammon Hospital. The winding streets of the Greenwreath slums were practically empty at this early hour. Other than a few vagrants sleeping on park benches and a couple of bakers preparing the morning’s loaves, no one took note of the taxi’s journey through town.

Buildings rolled by as the taxi traveled from street to street. Caleb watched the cracked pavement, then sent his gaze sky-high toward the tops of the largest buildings as they headed toward the hospital, taking the most direct route there was.

“Look at this place,” he mused, settling back in his seat. There was a chill to the air rolling off the rivers that invigorated him almost as much as Charity’s coffee. “It’s a rough town.”

“It’ll be a little less rough after today.” Eira was watching the streets with even more intensity than Caleb, her eyes trailing over every familiar haunt and old section of her former stomping grounds. Every now and then, she caught sight of a face in a window and almost went to wave at the person she saw. “I don’t think I’ve thanked you for doing this yet, Caleb. I really appreciate you choosing this site for a Crafting. The people in my old neighborhood could really use the help.”

“It’s my pleasure,” he said, glancing over at Lady Lachrymosa and Charity. “I’m just glad no one from the slums will ever be taken advantage of in the way that you were, ever again.”

Both vampires swallowed awkwardly.

“That’s absolutely correct,” Lady Lachrymosa said, doing her best to smooth over the conversation. She looked much better than she had the previous day. Caleb’s blood was doing wonders for her energy and her complexion. “Unfortunate… situations, like what happened with Eira Greenwreath, are a thing of the past for Omega.”

The situation the vampire leader was referring to was Omega’s practice of loan sharking. Lady Lachrymosa’s organization offered money to down and out youths, giving them what seemed to be the opportunity to better both themselves and their communities. In reality, it was all a lie—the terms and conditions of the loans the vampires gave out had been calibrated to leave the borrower trapped under an ever-expanding mountain of debt—but few realized that until it was too late.

Eira Greenwreath had been one of these. She originally signed up with Omega in order to pursue higher education, earning a degree in the magical arts that would have set her up in a position not all that different from Caleb’s own. But of course she’d been caught in the trap. Once she realized she owed more money to the vampires than she could ever pay back, Eira had been forced to use her considerable magical gifts for thievery. Lady Lachrymosa promised Eira she’d wipe away a substantial portion of her debt if she traveled to Earth, broke into Caleb’s house, and stole his grandfather’s vorlesen.

It had been the desperate act of a desperate woman. Eira had almost looked grateful when Caleb caught her in the act.

Now Eira’s debt had been wiped clean. Lady Lachrymosa and the other vampires were only too happy to do it, seeing as their leader was now part of Caleb’s own harem. But Caleb hadn’t merely been satisfied with saving his girl.

He’d ended the practice entirely. Now loans that came from Omega had fewer strings attached, and accumulated interest at a rate that was practically nothing. Several lower administrative functionaries within the organization bemoaned the loss of profit from charging such small amounts of interest, but Lady Lachrymosa let everyone under her know her ‘office was open’ about any issues, the complaints dried up.

No one wanted to piss off a woman who could travel across the room and tear out someone’s throat in the blink of an eye.

The crowd that greeted the carriage as it pulled into the hospital parking lot was much smaller than the last one. This was partially because of how early it was, but mostly for security reasons. The last thing Caleb or his campaign needed was for Alecto or another Fae to sneak into the press conference, and so every person in attendance had been thoroughly vetted by Omega.

Charity insisted that the vampires’ screening techniques could detect stowaways, even when they were hidden behind a glamor. But Caleb wasn’t so sure. So he kept himself on high alert, scrutinizing the faces of every journalist and reporter that they passed.

Were any of them not what they seemed? Were those hate-filled glances on the faces of the news crew sipping their coffees, or were they just waiting for the caffeine to kick in?

He wasn’t sure. He trusted Charity and Lady Lachrymosa to do a good job, of course. But that sense of being watched tugged at him, even as he scanned the faces of the press and saw nothing but bored faces.

Caleb took the stage and gave a short speech. Today wasn’t about flowery rhetoric as much as action; no one was here to capture his words or even take pictures of him behind the podium. The thicket of cameras clustered near the entrance of the hospital were here for one reason and one reason alone. They wanted to see Caleb and his party step through the portal created by his vorlesen.

They wanted to see the Crafter enter the Item World.

Caleb wrapped up his stump speech to polite applause. He spent most of it only half-focused on his own words, choosing instead to scan the crowd for any sign of Alecto. He didn’t see anything that implied the Fae woman was among them, but looks could be deceiving. Despite the security measures in place, Caleb was worried.

If they’re going to strike, it’s going to be today, he thought as he stepped off of the platform. What the hell are you planning, Belleteyn? Are you really going to let me do this without any resistance?

It seemed like a strategic error to at least not try to mess with Caleb’s grand volunteer gesture to Hades. But what did he know? Belleteyn was chaotic in the extreme; he doubted she had much in the way of real plans. Her goals were just to create as much chaos as possible. Perhaps she wouldn’t show up.

Or maybe she was in the arms of about a billion malkini right now. Either seemed likely.

Once Caleb was done, Lady Lachrymosa took the stage. In marked contrast to Caleb, who was on his best behavior with the press, the vampire’s manner was brisk and businesslike.

“Alright people,” she said, taking the microphone and spreading her arms. “We’re getting ready to begin right about now. If you wouldn’t mind taking up your positions near the broken section of the hospital, you should all be able to get an excellent view of the portal.”

While the press did that, Caleb met up with his companions. All of them had dressed for action today—they were clearly prepared more for a long hike than a long party. Yui was dressed like something out of an old Eddie Bauer catalog, her jeans tucked into her thigh-high boots and a big puffy hat covering her dark hair.

He moved to her and planted a kiss on her tanned cheek. “How are we doing?” he asked, sliding an arm around her. There was no bump underneath her jacket—she was still far too early along for any signs of her pregnancy to be visible to the naked eye—but that hadn’t stopped the press from taking dozens of pictures of her on the way to the venue.

“Just fine,” Yui said, resting her head on his shoulder. “Still a little queasy.”

“Morning sickness,” Desdemona said sagely. “It will pass. Make sure you stay hydrated.”

The corners of Caleb’s lips turned down in a frown. “I’m still not sure I like you coming along to this, Yui. Wouldn’t you feel safer back home, in the apartment?”

It wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation. Caleb had tried to suggest earlier that Yui ought to remain at home, but she was insistent that she needed to remain with him and the rest of the harem. Even if they were headed into uncharted territory.

“Are you kidding me?” Yui asked. “You know that’s just what Belleteyn wants, Caleb. Those are classic ‘divide and conquer’ tactics.”

“You’d be watched over. Lady Lachrymosa and Charity assure me their vampire security is top notch…”

“So top notch that Alecto couldn’t wear one of their faces?” Yui asked rhetorically. Her expression softened as she put her hands on his hips, then planted a quick kiss on his bottom lip. “They’re not you, babe. No one can keep me safe like you can. Besides, you just know that would be too tempting of a target for Belleteyn and her bitches to pass up. Me at home alone, carrying your child, while you’re off winning glory in the Item World? That’s a kidnapping plot if I’ve ever heard one.”

Caleb didn’t have an answer for that. His mouth opened soundlessly, then closed again.

“Alright,” he said, shaking his head. “Just stay near the back of the pack, okay?”

“Like the rest of the harem’s not going to be watching me like a hawk,” she teased, winking. “Don’t worry so much, Caleb. I’m here with you—which is right where I belong.”

He tried to tuck his worries out of his mind as the Omega representatives got everything set up. They’d taken a section of one of the destroyed walls and put it in the center of a small circle of lights, with a long line of cracked masonry connecting it to the main body of the unfinished wing.

According to Lady Lachrymosa, this would be what he was Crafting—refining a broken building into a completed one. He only hoped his power was strong enough to pull this off.

Cameras flashed as the representatives from the press took pictures of Caleb and his harem. These were the before pictures, he realized—the after would come once he smashed the front of the rock with the silver dog’s head pommel of his vorlesen. Doing so, and focusing his will while doing it, would open a portal to the Item World.

Or so Desdemona had promised.

Caleb cleared his throat as he approached the chunk of masonry. Bits of rebar stuck out from it, making him think of the shoots of grass and roots that grew from cracks in the pavement back in Wolfe’s Hollow. He looked it over, sizing up where he wanted to make his mark, then checked over his shoulder to make sure everyone else was ready.

“We golden?” he asked.

Everyone nodded. Eira finished examining the half-completed lobby and snapped to attention, taking Yui under one arm and holding her tight. Desdemona looked like she was more than ready to get this show on the road. Imani shot him a thumbs up, her black-tipped nail sparkling in the lights of the cameras.

Behind them all stood Lady Lachrymosa, impassively waiting for the portal to open. Almost by instinct, he glanced around looking for Mare and Charity—but neither of them would be accompanying them inside of the Item World. While they were gone, Charity would be in charge of her Mistress’s organization. Where Mare was needed, he wasn’t sure—maybe she was watching over the passes into and out of Hades.

Cerebus squatted on the far side of the stage like a cartoon character, his three heads looking in every direction at once. The dog sniffed the air every now and then, as if he were searching for any signs of the Fae or of Belleteyn’s forces. Probably he was.

Good boy, he thought. If he’d had his druthers, the hellhound would be keeping Yui safe in his apartment, but it was better for the whole harem to stay close. Besides, he’d been inside of Item Worlds before. Recently, thanks to Desdemona.

He was ready. It was time to begin.

His girls parted around him like rapids around a rock as he lifted the vorlesen. For a moment their behavior didn’t make any sense to him, then he saw the flashes from the crowd and understood. They were posing for the pictures, the inevitable shots of just before and just after the portal to the Item World opened.

Gripping his grandfather’s staff in both hands, Caleb tapped a flat section of the concrete with the silver dog’s head.

And then things stopped making sense for a bit.

A hollow ping sound rang out when the silver touched the stone. It started as a barely audible noise, but as it reverberated through the half-finished halls of the hospital, it echoed back on itself until it was almost deafening. Bits of plaster rained down from the ceiling as the note reached glass-breaking proportions, and Caleb saw several people in the crowd dropping their cameras and grabbing their ears.

The spot he’d hit with his staff rippled, shimmered. It looked like the surface of a still, calm pool—and then it erupted like a geyser.

A wave of magic rolled across the stage. Caleb was caught flatfooted, with no time to brace himself for what was coming. A wall of force struck him between the shoulder blades, shoving him backward and into the space where his harem had been standing moments ago.

He would have toppled off of the stage entirely were it not for Lady Lachrymosa. The vampire shot across the floor like an arrow, blinking to his location in the span of a single heartbeat. One of her arms grabbed him, while the rest of her body turned to the side to take the brunt of the blow.

Caleb’s ears popped. He felt blood trickling from his nose.

“What the hell was that?” he gasped.

Desdemona turned. “Something is wrong,” she said, panic filling her voice. “Everyone get out of the room—”

But it was already too late.

The spot where Caleb’s staff had touched was no longer solid—it shone like a miniature sun, casting brilliant light all throughout the hospital. The portal ripped open like someone tearing a tapestry in two, filling the world with a sound like a bomb going off. Before anyone could move, it exploded in all directions, filling the stage.

Desdemona’s shriek was cut off as she disappeared inside the portal. Eira tried to shove Yui out of the way, but only succeeded in buying Yui another moment or two of freedom before she vanished into the aether. Cerebus’s howl filled the auditorium as the hellhound charged after them both, valiantly leaping into the portal like a firefighter running into a burning building.

“Shit.” Lady Lachrymosa’s eyes widened. “It’s a cascade. This isn’t a normal Item World! We should run—!”

“Fuck no!” Caleb was already twisting out of the vampire’s grip. “I’m not leaving my girls behind!”

Lady Lachrymosa tried to grab him, but Caleb was too determined. He shrugged off the vampire and raced across the stage, meeting the expanding bubble that was the portal head-on. He met Imani along the way and tossed the reporter backward into the vampire’s arms, doing his best to throw her clear of the blast.

“Run, both of you!” he cried, turning for a brief moment. “Get out—!”

The back of the auditorium exploded.

The walls collapsed, burning away in an instant. In their place were expanding bubbles of shimmering light. The portal to the Item World.

It was behind them, too!?

How was that possible?

Caleb watched the reporters rise from their seats with a scream. Several of them tried to run; while most simply sat there, realizing that they were completely trapped. Lady Lachrymosa grabbed Imani, gave Caleb a final look of despair, and blinked.

He wasn’t sure if she got away or not.

The bubble rippled over Caleb’s body, tearing him away from Hades. Like it or not, he was on his way.


Chapter 15

When Caleb opened his eyes, he was staring at a hospital ceiling.

Everything hurt. He felt as if he’d been in a car accident—like he’d been in the car accident, the one that had left him bruised and battered while taking away Yui’s ability to walk. Remembering that filled him with panic, and for a few moments his frightened mind tried to convince him that it was the accident. That everything that had come since was some crazy fever dream, and he was only now waking up in the Intensive Care Unit.

Then he shook his head, clearing it. This was no hospital he’d ever been in before.

The ceiling was smooth and unbroken. Rather than linoleum tiles or scaffolding, the roof above his head was a solid expanse of what looked like metal. Steel? Caleb would have jumped to test his fingers against it if he was able. He felt like he could hardly move.

Slowly, the pain began to ebb. His vision cleared, and the awful sensation of having needles behind his eyes dulled until he had little more than a slight headache. He was laying on top of something hard and cold, like a mortuary slab. Where the hell was he?

He rolled over. He was laying on a tile floor. The room he was in was clean but small, obviously some kind of auxiliary office. Though considering the lack of any furniture, maybe this was some kind of storage room…

Caleb froze.

There was a pentagram beneath him.

No, not a pentagram. His mind went there because the symbol was angular and red, but it was actually far more complicated than the simple logo that had adorned so many heavy metal albums in his teenage years. One large circle formed the perimeter, with a series of criss-crossing lines like a pentagram flipped in multiple directions filling the center. Around the edges lay a series of runes, which tickled the back of Caleb’s mind without ringing any bells. Maybe he’d seen them in a TV show?

He lifted himself onto his knees and touched the symbol. It was wet—not paint. Blood?

He shivered. What the fuck?

My girls need me, he realized. Until that moment, he’d been confused enough that he didn’t remember how he’d gotten here. The portal, the Item World—whatever had happened, everyone had been caught up in it. Except maybe Lady Lachrymosa and Imani.

Where was everybody?

There was no more time to dawdle. Caleb forced himself to his feet. His head swam, and he stumbled across the room. His hand came down on something smooth and leathery, and he held it, using it to steady himself. His eyes narrowed to slits, and his gorge rose as he fought the urge to vomit.

A cascade, he thought numbly. Lady Lachrymosa called it a cascade. I bet Desdemona could tell me what the fuck just happened.

If he could find her.

He opened his eyes. His hand lay on the suede cushion of a chair, elevated above the ground with extra padding for the legs and the back of the head. It was the sort of chair you’d find in a dentist office—though maybe only if the dentist was a little bit too into his profession. An awful twinge went through Caleb’s body as his vision focused, and his hand shot away from the seat as if it were red hot.

“Something bad happened here,” he muttered, glancing from the chair to the strange symbol and back again. “Some kind of ritual. Yeah, this definitely isn’t an ordinary Item World.”

Thankfully, one item had made the transition with him. Caleb’s staff lay on the ground next to the symbol, the silver dog’s head staring upward from the cold floor. The beast seemed almost to grin at him, its ruby eyes gleaming.

Caleb picked up the weapon. It felt good having it in his hands, and he immediately felt a little bit safer.

He stepped out into the hallway. “Hello?” he asked, pushing the door open with the head of his staff. “Is anyone here?”

A hospital hallway lay before him. It stretched almost as far as the eye could see, curving at one end and ending a large set of double doors at the other. Small rooms lay on either end, like the suites patients would be treated inside of at a real hospital.

Was this a real hospital?

There didn’t seem to be any power, yet he could see perfectly fine. That didn’t make any sense, but Caleb didn’t question it. He picked a direction—the double doors—and headed that way, his staff held before him like a blind man’s guide. Each of the doors had a pane of glass in the upper half. As he passed each of them, he looked inside.

And wished he hadn’t.

More symbols adorned the walls of the other rooms. Unlike his own, there was little doubt that these were painted in blood—not when the evidence was so clearly laid out in the center of each room. One had a pair of hands sitting in the center of the ornate circle, the other a small pile of legs. Caleb felt the urge to retch.

What the hell was this? A hall of horrors?

It can’t be real, he thought, marshaling his courage. This is a funhouse, just like the Item World where I ran into the malkini for the first time. This is Stratum One, for God’s sake! This is supposed to be the easy part!

Caleb was able to hold onto that for a few moments. But the next room erased his doubts. This one was almost clean, save for the single item sitting in the dentist’s chair at the center of the room.

When he saw what it was, he pushed the door open with the head of his staff. Sitting on the leather cushion, a twin of the one he’d had his hands on only minutes ago, was a human head.

No. An elvish head.

He recognized it as one of the faces in the crowd. One of the reporters who’d shown up to snap photos of him and his harem when they departed for the Item World, and when they’d return triumphant.

This person would never get to look at their snapshots. They’d never see Hades again.

He turned away from the severed head. The scene was grisly enough, but what truly chilled him was the utter lack of blood—it was as if someone had simply removed this person’s head without upsetting the rest of their body. Which was God only knew where.

He had to find his girls. Now.

Caleb pushed through the hall, leaving the rooms behind. He reached the double doors and tried to open them, but they were locked tight. As he attempted to push them apart, a little mechanical buzzing sound reached his ears.

“Keycard required for Annex access,” a feminine voice informed him. “Please enter identification.”

“Keycard?” Caleb muttered. He’d never seen anything like this in an Item World before. He didn’t like it. “Fuck that. Open up, you stupid piece of shit! I need to find my girls!”

He smacked the door with his staff, hoping for some magic. Nothing happened. Then he glanced through the twin panes of glass on the door and gasped.

A set of stairs lay on the other side. Next to them were a small golden flag, adorned with the logo of the MacCammon Hospital building. It was the exit!

But it wasn’t that that made his jaw drop. He recognized the room on the opposite side of that door.

It was the same one he’d been standing in when he’d been sent through the portal.

His mind worked feverishly, forming a mental map of where he was standing. Looking into the room, he could picture the stage where he and his harem had been standing while he’d made his speech—it would have been in the rear of the room, right behind where those stairs stretched to the Second Stratum. Which meant that he was…

He was standing in the unfinished wing of the hospital. Except that here, in the Item World, it was very much finished.

Also very much wrong.

Something had twisted this place beyond recognition. The cascade, as Lady Lachrymosa called it, or some other magic that Caleb didn’t understand, had taken what he intended for his Crafting and turned it evil. Hideous.

He wasn’t sure how it had happened, but he felt certain he knew who was involved.

“Fucking Alecto,” Caleb snarled. “Alright, fine. Let’s figure this out.”

He began ticking out a list inside of his mind. Objectives, the way he’d order them if he was a soldier on a mission.

Objective One: Find the other survivors. Priority: his harem.

Objective Two: Get whatever keycard the door needed to open.

Objective Three? Leave.

“I can do that,” Caleb told himself, closing his eyes. “Hang on, girls. I’m coming."

He couldn’t allow himself to think of what might have happened here while he was unconscious. None of those body parts he’d seen in the rooms around his belonged to any member of his harem—he felt certain. He would have known it instinctively. Even the tiniest part of their bodies, their big toes or the topmost knuckle of their fingers, would have been intimately familiar to him.

Whatever was running rampant here, it hadn’t hurt his girls. Not yet.

And he wasn’t going to let it.

By the time Caleb reached the opposite end of the hallway, he was in a dead run. The pathway curved up ahead, then did a ninety-degree turn and made its way at an angle to the previous hall. That made sense, he realized—this was a wing of the hospital, the same wing he’d intended to construct with his Crafting power. If he succeeded in getting his women and getting out of here, the finished product would probably look just like this.

Hopefully without the blood and the bodies.

“Hello!?” Caleb cupped his hand around his mouth as he walked, slowing down as he padded through the new hallway. “Is anybody there!? Eira? Yui? Desdemona—”

Up ahead was a room off the side of the wing, its door hanging open. A rectangle of darkness stood there, with nothing to be seen within.

As he got close, calling out the names of his companions, something shot from the darkness.

He twisted just in time, lifting the staff. The creature slammed into him, its fangs and claws flashing as it snarled. Its face was inches away from his, and all Caleb got was the impression of bulging eyes and hateful features.

The thing drove him into the opposite wall, still howling. Panic flared in his veins. This creature, whatever it was, was one of the beasts responsible for all the chaos in this hospital. He could sense it.

“Get off me!” he yelled, lifting the vorlesen. “Move, bitch!”

Caleb swung. The staff shot upwards in a wide arc, a wave of force rippling from the mouth in the silver dog’s head. The fiend was flung backward, colliding with a nearby metal table and toppling it over with a crash. The creature disappeared behind it.

The sound faded, and all was still. The thing was still back there, waiting.

“What the hell?” Caleb switched the vorlesen to a two handed grip, like a batter at home plate. “Get your ass out here, you son of a bitch! What are you?”

There was a chattering noise behind the metal table. The thing lifted its head, staring at him from its makeshift hiding place. It hissed at him.

Caleb’s first thought was that the little cave monster from Lord of the Rings had gotten swole after the movie ended. The creature behind the table was short, the top of its head maybe coming up to the middle of Caleb’s chest, but it was covered in muscle. The fiend was practically a slab of it.

Its skin was purple, and so dark that it looked almost black. Its eyes were almond shaped and completely black, with no iris to be seen. Its fangs were sharp, and its claws were as long as a tiger’s.

Caleb locked eyes with it, suppressing the urge to shiver. If he showed weakness now, the creature would attack. He wouldn’t let himself lose the advantage.

“Do you speak English?” he asked, his voice as fierce as he could make it. “Do you understand language, you fucking freak?”

The thing merely hissed again at Caleb. It jumped up and down, the muscles in its calves rippling as it bounced on the floor like it was a trampoline. It didn’t seem threatened by Caleb, but neither was it eager to attack.

That confused him. It had been so angry a moment ago—so thrilled to have a sneak attack on a helpless human. What had changed?

He wondered, and then he saw where the creature’s eyes were looking.

Not at him. At the silver dog’s head on his staff.

“You recognize this, huh?” he asked, waving the staff gently. The creature’s eyes moved with it, widening. Caleb was wary of ascribing human emotions to a creature like this, but even a blind man could recognize the apprehension in the creature’s face. “You know what it means. You’re afraid of it, even.”

He took a step forward to test his hypothesis. The creature took a step backward, keeping the same distance between him and his staff. Good, he thought.

Caleb gestured at one of the side rooms with his staff. “Go,” he commanded, nodding into the darkness with his chin. “Leave me be, and I will spare you.”

It wasn’t charity that compelled him to offer this. Nor was it fair-heartedness. Caleb had only one objective at the moment: to find his girls, along with any other survivors he could locate. Any time he spent fighting some creature he found in the halls of the hospital was wasted time, until he located Eira, Yui, Desdemona, and any other members of his group who’d been caught in the blast.

For a moment, it appeared that the creature didn’t understand. It watched the silver head on his staff wave back and forth as Caleb gestured at the door, the creature’s neck craning to the side as it frowned.

Then, without complaint, it padded across the hall and disappeared into the darkness.

Caleb let out a sigh of relief. He waited, counting to ten just to make sure the creature didn’t come barreling back out again with murder on its mind. Then he started forward, giving the silver table a wide berth.

Large windows lined this hallway. Back in Hades, they would have looked down on the courtyard garden that had been planted for the MacCammon Hospital. The greenery there was untamed, in dire need of a gardener, but still recognizable as a place of rest and healing.

What Caleb saw on the opposite side of the glass was nothing like that. A churning, phantasmagoric sky roiled on the opposite side of the wall, and when he came up close and examined it, he could find neither sky nor ground. It was as if the entire hospital were suspended in fluid, like a fetus waiting to be born.

Was that what this dimension was? Some kind of aberrance; a trap laid by Belleteyn and Alecto? Or was it all just a coincidence?

A little noise made him turn. When he looked back down the hallway in the direction from which he’d come, the purple-skinned creature had come out of its hiding place and was standing on top of the fallen table. An unpleasant smile stretched its features like the rictus on a corpse.

Caleb felt a wave of irritation. “What do you want?” he demanded, lifting his staff. “Get! Go!”

The creature did not go.

Instead, it tossed back its head and howled loud enough to shake the walls.

And suddenly they were no longer alone.

Bodies poured out of the darkness—dozens of them, surging and writhing like a solid mass of flesh. Fangs and dark eyes and thick, clustered bodies, wearing nothing but loincloths and vicious smiles.

He tried to count them and found he couldn’t. There were too many of the creatures; far too many for him to stand and fight. And the beast he’d commanded into the shadows knew it.

A thin-lipped grin stretched its features even further. Then it let out a hiss that rolled across the hallway like a battle cry.

The creatures charged.

And Caleb ran.

He bolted as fast as he could, his shoes slapping the tile floor as the creatures gave chase. The sound of their chittering cries filled the hospital wing, hooting with excitement as they clambered over each other in their eagerness to rend his flesh.

Caleb turned, aimed his vorlesen at the surging wall of flesh, and loosed another wave of force. The silver dog’s mouth opened, the ruby eyes igniting like coals as walls of the hallway shook with the spell.

It slowed the creatures down, but didn’t stop them. He couldn’t hope to fend off so many.

Caleb’s blood surged in his eardrums like the sound of ocean surf as he ran. His heart pounded in his chest, filling his bloodstream with adrenaline as his fight or flight instincts kicked all the way over into the ‘flight’ category. The walls of the hospital became a blur as he raced through the halls, with no greater objective than escape on the forefront of his mind.

He turned a corner and slid in a puddle of blood. A body lay in the middle of the hospital floor—not a human one. It wasn’t one of his girls, thank God, and it didn’t seem to be a member of the press or the camera crew who’d been taking pictures of his Crafting. It looked like another monster, though of a type he’d never seen before.

Thick barbs pierced the creature’s flesh like a porcupine’s quills. When Caleb passed the fallen monster, those barbs crackled with electricity, a bolt arcing to the tile floor below.

What the fuck?

As the monsters surged around the corner, they saw the creature and tried to stop. But there were too many of them, and they slammed into each other’s backs like concertgoers caught in the crush. One fell on top of the fallen creature and was roasted, electricity searing its flesh.

A small part of Caleb hoped that might be it—that the creatures might retreat. But they simply climbed over top of the bodies and continued the chase. Bolts of lightning seared two, three, perhaps a half-dozen of the monsters, but there were far more just behind.

Shit! He had to get away!

A set of double doors waited at the end of the hall. Caleb’s heart sank when he saw them. If they were locked, the way the ones on the opposite end of the hospital were, then he was finished. He could maybe hole up in one of the rooms along the side of the hall, but how long could those doors hold against the tide of creatures?

Fuck it. He ran.

He was ten steps from the double doors when they suddenly swung open. Desdemona stood in the entrance, her hair flowing behind her like a golden mane.

“Caleb!” she shouted. “Duck!”

He didn’t question it. He threw himself to the ground, sliding across the tile floor as Dez lifted her hands and chanted.

A ball of light formed between Desdemona’s outstretched hands. It burned like a miniature sun, so bright that Caleb had to throw his hand before his eyes like someone trying to watch a solar eclipse without the proper protection. He stopped sliding and rolled, then went prone on the ground as a roaring noise filled the hallway.

The wall of creatures howled in dismay, trying to retreat. But it was too late for them.

A surge of power shot from between Desdemona’s hands. It flowed down the hallway like a living thing, rippling with an internal light so brilliant Caleb swore he could see it even with his eyes closed and his face on the ground.

The monsters screamed. Caleb shouldn’t have felt good about that, but he did.

Hands grabbed him, dragging him across the floor. He let them, because they were pulling him in the direction of the doorway. The light faded, and he heard the big double doors slam shut behind him.

He was saved.


Chapter 16

“That was close,” Desdemona said. “Thank God you found us when you did. You were nearly a goner.”

If MacCammon Hospital were fully constructed and operational in the real world, the space where Caleb found himself would have been its emergency room. Rows of not too comfortable chairs filled the space, with a series of triaged cubicles for taking in and making initial diagnoses on patients. Caleb was sitting in one of these chairs, letting his heart rate return to normal as he sized up the situation.

Cerebus licked his face. The three-headed hellhound had been overjoyed to see Caleb, as had the others. From what little they’d been able to tell Caleb as they sealed the door he’d just come through, they hadn’t gone far. They were just as shocked by the condition of the hospital as he was.

“We were so scared.” Yui clung to Caleb, her face filled with fear. “When you didn’t come through the portal with the rest of us, we thought… shit, we didn’t know what happened to you!”

“Dez saw the other portals in the auditorium right before she got sucked through,” Eira said. “She figured you maybe got pulled into a different Item World, something like that. But I guess you just got sucked into a different part of the hospital, huh?”

Caleb nodded. “Everyone got pulled in,” he said, swallowing hard. “Except for Lady Lachrymosa, I think. And Imani—she had Imani in her arms when she blinked.” He looked around, as if more people might be hiding in the shadows. “Are either of them here?”

Desdemona shook her head slowly. “We were worried about them as well. You’re saying they might not have been caught up in the cascade?”

Caleb paused. “I don’t know,” he finally admitted. “I hope not. Some of the things I saw on my way here… it’s bad. Really bad.”

Briefly, he told them all about the strange rooms covered in symbols. Desdemona nodded gravely, and Yui looked as if she were going to be sick.

“That’s awful,” Yui whispered, aghast. “Who would do that to innocent people?”

“Eaters would,” Eira said, her lips forming a tight little line. “Fucking monsters.”

Caleb perked up. “Eaters? Is that what you call those purple freaks who tried to take me down?”

Eira nodded. “They’re advanced monsters, especially for an Item World in the First Stratum. Individually, they’re not much of a threat—they’re actually pretty cowardly if you ask me, even in small packs. But when they link up in larger groups like that, well…”

“They’re called swarms,” Desdemona said. “Your grandfather took down an entire swarm of Eaters singlehandedly once. It was one of the most incredible feats of strength I’d ever seen.”

“Really?” Now Caleb was really interested. “Do you think I could do the same thing?”

“I hope so,” Desdemona whispered. “Because we’re going to need to make our way past those beasts if we’re going to get out of here.”

She reached into her robes and pulled out something small and sparkly. It was a plastic card, its surface laminated so that it caught the light. The word ANNEX was written on it in block letters, along with a blank picture where an employee’s face would be.

“I found this in that station over there,” she said, gesturing at the nurses’ cubicle. “From what you’ve told us, it appears to be the key to escaping this cascade. But unless there’s another way around, which I don’t know about, the only way to get back to those stairs is through the hallway you just left.”

Caleb paused, thinking it over. He took the keycard from Desdemona and slipped it into his jacket pocket, nodding gratefully. “You keep saying that word,” he said, looking from her to the others. “Cascade. Just what the hell is it?”

“A very big headache,” Desdemona said, rubbing her temples. “We should have seen this coming, but I was assured by both Omega and the leaders of the Greenwreath clan that this wouldn’t happen. That it couldn’t happen—not here.”

“You trusted the people who run my neighborhood?” Eira asked. “Even I’m not that naïve. And I let myself get in debt to the vampires!”

Desdemona gave the elf a flat look. Then she turned back to Caleb and explained.

“Normally, entering an Item World is a very straightforward business,” she said, gesturing around the lobby. “You have one item, you open a portal inside of it—you create a pocket universe which you must ‘solve’ in order to refine the item. But things get… complicated when you handle a compound item. Two things bolted together are harder to enter than a single item, while a stack of bricks might be more difficult still.”

Caleb was already beginning to pick up what she was putting down. “This hospital is plenty complicated. Hell, it’s not even finished. We had no business going in here if there was a risk something like this could happen.”

Desdemona made a pained expression. “I’m afraid the fault lies with me,” she said, grimacing. “As your assistant, I accompanied your grandfather on hundreds of Craftings. I should have seen the risk and accommodated it. But we were all so excited about this project. Both for the good it could do, and for how it would help your campaign. I suppose I let myself be blinded.” She glanced at the floor. “I’ve been out of the game a long time. Perhaps I’m too rusty to function as your assistant.”

“Oh, come on!” That was Eira, who sounded like she’d heard this all before. “She’s been beating herself up like this since we found her, Caleb. She’d blame everything from Belleteyn D’Amore to global warming on herself if we’d let her!”

Caleb chuckled. “There’s no time to beat yourself up,” he told his assistant. “Right now I need you more than ever.” He glanced at the double doors. “And you did kind of save my life a few minutes ago, Desdemona. So I’d call us even on the whole responsibility front.”

Desdemona brightened slightly. Not a lot, as she was still clearly laboring under the belief that she had herself to blame for all of this. But she looked a little better.

“The main thing I want to know,” Caleb said, refocusing himself, “is this: how likely is it that this whole hospital is a trap Belleteyn D’Amore laid for us? Or that Alecto laid for us?”

Eira and Yui shared a look.

Desdemona pursed her lips in thought. “I doubt it, but it’s always a possibility. One would stoop to nothing to win an election, and the other would do just about anything to steal your name.” Then she laughed, despite everything. “Not great circumstances, are they?”

“Nope,” Caleb agreed. “But there’s no one I’d rather be stranded in them with than you girls.”

They smiled at him appreciatively.

“Hey,” Caleb asked. “Is there any water around here?”

Eira got up from her chair. “We found a vending machine over near what we think would be the galley,” she explained, leading him across the emergency room. “None of us have any change to open it with, but that probably wouldn’t be a problem for you.”

A few judicious thumps from Caleb’s staff and bottles were raining out of the bottom of the machine. He scrutinized the first one, cautious about the possibility of poison, but the liquid inside was clear and cold. He took an experimental sip: it was just water.

At least he hoped it was just water.

At that point, Caleb’s thirst took hold. He downed the whole bottle in a single long gulp, swallowing greedily. He hadn’t realized just how thirsty he was until he escaped the clutches of the Eaters—the adrenaline in his bloodstream had left him craving salt and water.

“Snacks?” Caleb asked.

There were no snack machines in the Item World hospital—but Desdemona had come prepared. She tossed Caleb a small bag of peanuts and a larger bag of beef jerky as he took a seat with his second bottle of water.

“Eat up,” she said, watching the double door with a worried eye. “Something tells me you’ll need your sustenance.”

She had enough for everyone. They ate in silence, each to their own devices. Eira savored it, Yui worried, Caleb let his mind wander through the planning stages of their escape. He only spoke up once, around the midpoint of the meal.

“These other hallways,” he said, gesturing behind him. “They don’t lead anywhere?”

Desdemona let out a rueful laugh. “There aren’t any hallways. It looks like there are, but they just… end. Evidently even the Item World version of the MacCammon Hospital isn’t fully completed yet.”

Shit. That meant that Desdemona was truly right. The only way for them to get to that annex, and to freedom, was through the same hallways he’d already seen. The hall of horror filled with blood, evil symbols, and even more evil monkey monsters.

Was he ready for that?

By the time he finished his second bottle of water and polished off the peanuts, he felt like he just might be. It was amazing what a full belly did to a guy, even in the most demanding of circumstances. What had seemed almost hopeless just a few minutes ago had now been broken down into a series of concrete steps in Caleb’s mind, leaving him all revved up and ready to go.

Let’s do this, he thought, rising from his seat.

Desdemona noticed the change in him immediately. “You’ve got a plan,” she said, sounding pleased. “You’re ready to do something.”

Caleb nodded. “That wave of light you summoned earlier,” he said, holding up his hands the same way she had done. “Can you do that again? Just one more time?”

Desdemona nodded. “It’s a powerful spell,” she said, glancing down at her fingers. “It takes a great deal of energy to cast, but I should be able to summon it once more. Afterwards, however, I may not be good for much.”

“That’s fine.” Caleb sensed that once was all they were going to need, one way or the other. “I just need you backing me up. Be ready to unleash the fury if I give you the command, alright?”

The other women were already making their way out of their seats. Eira gave him a knowing look, while Yui still appeared fearful.

“What’s the play?” the elf asked. Behind her, Yui wrung her hands. “You know about some hidden passageway or something?”

Caleb was already shaking his head. “The only way out is through.” He pointed at the big set of double doors he’d come through, picturing the mass of monstrous flesh waiting for them on the other side. “We get to the end of that hall, use the keycard, and get the fuck out of here. Everyone in agreement?”

All three women nodded.

“I’m with you,” Eira said. “I’m just not sure how we’re going to do this.”

“We give it everything we’ve got,” Caleb said. “And we’ve got a secret weapon. Come here, boy!”

At Caleb’s prompting, Cerebus came padding along the lobby floor. The three-headed beast was in Caleb’s arms within moments, licking his face with abandon. Two massive paws landed on his chest, nearly knocking him to the floor.

“Woah, good boy!” Caleb said, rubbing his pet’s fur vigorously. “Are you ready to go for a walk, boy?”

He could have sworn Cerebus understood him. The hellhound was much smarter than any of them gave him credit for; all three of his heads nodded as if he had heard all of Caleb’s plan and approved of it.

“Good,” Caleb said. “Because you’re up front, boy. The vanguard.”

The oversized mutt didn’t seem to mind in the slightest. Caleb led him to the big double doors, positioning himself just behind the beast. Desdemona stood directly behind him, with Eira and Yui bringing up the rear.

“You keep her safe,” Caleb charged the elf, speaking seriously. “Don’t you dare let anything happen to Yui.”

Eira produced one of her slender silver daggers and twirled it between her fingers. “Don’t worry. If anyone tries to lay a hand on Yui, they’ll lose that fucking hand!”

Caleb hoped so. As he stared at the doors, preparing himself, he thought about the hallways he’d run through. He was pretty sure he could find his way back to the annex and its locked door, as long as the hallways of this place didn’t shift like some of the Item Worlds he’d been in.

But if that was the case, they were screwed pretty much no matter what they did. Caleb shrugged. There was nothing for it, then.

Do or die.

“Let’s go!” Caleb kicked the door as hard as he could, slamming it open as he charged through the hallway, Cerebus at his side. All three of the creature’s heads roared, his jaws slavering with slobber as the hellhound sought out targets.

Behind him, his harem kept the pace. Desdemona’s head was on a swivel, her eyes darting this way and that for any threats lurking in the shadows. Her hands were halfway to her face, glowing faintly with the light of a readied spell.

So much adrenaline flowed through Caleb’s bloodstream that it took him a few moments to realize the hallway was empty.

He sputtered to a stop, grabbing Cerebus’s collar as he froze. If he hadn’t, the hellhound would have gone right on running, and left all of them behind. “What the fuck?”

Desdemona nearly bumped into him. “The Eaters are gone,” she said, recovering smoothly. “Well that’s a lucky break.”

“Are we sure it’s lucky?” Yui asked, peering into one of the little rooms on the side. “What the hell is badass enough to make those monsters run?”

Caleb wondered about that. There was no blood on the floor of the hospital hallway, which meant there hadn’t been a fight. Maybe the creatures had just packed up and gone home?

Yeah, Caleb thought sarcastically. And maybe I’m the King of England.

Something strange was going on here. Caleb wasn’t looking forward to discovering what it was.

“Everyone stay close,” he instructed the group. “Keep your eyes peeled. Desdemona, at the first sign of trouble…”

“I zap the trouble,” the older woman said with a faint smile. “Then Cerebus rips apart whatever pieces are left. Believe me, I’ve done this before. I’ll keep my head when the shit hits the fan.”

“I wish Lady Lachrymosa was here,” Yui whispered. “I’d feel a hell of a lot safer with a seven-foot vampire to keep us safe.”

“Me too,” Caleb agreed with a chuckle. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before our luck changes.”

At any moment, Caleb expected the monsters to strike. Every dark side hallway they passed, every open door with nothing but blackness within, all of them looked like an ambush to his eyes. But no attack came.

Soon he began wondering if it wouldn’t. Were they really that lucky?

They rounded one corner, then another. Eventually they made their way back to the hallway with the windows. The phantasmagoric background continued to churn in the distance, like the hospital and everyone within it floated inside the middle of a Magic Eye painting.

Caleb’s companions hadn’t seen the outside yet. To say that it was disconcerting would have been a major understatement.

“That is… weird,” Yui said, putting her face right up against the glass. Her eyes went crossed as she looked out across that rippling, churning expanse of color. “What is this? Is this what every Item World looks like when you strip away the scenery?”

“No one knows,” Desdemona said in a serious tone. “Caleb’s grandfather tried for years to solve the mystery of exactly what magic creates Item Worlds. If we could discover the mechanism by which an item is actually refined, truly Crafted, then we could change the world. It was Gene Holdstock’s greatest wish, in fact.”

Caleb could imagine. No wonder he wanted me to carry on his legacy, he thought, looking out into the gloaming. I’ll figure all of this out. Once I’m in the Senate, and Belleteyn’s dust, and I can focus on my family and my Crafting.

He just had to get there, first.

To Caleb’s shock, the bloodstains he’d seen in the hallway where he’d entered were gone. The tile floor gleamed faintly, as if a custodian had just been through with a bucket and a mop.

“The fuck?” he gasped. “Where’d all the blood go?”

The Eaters couldn’t have cleaned it up. He wouldn’t have trusted those beasts to push the button on a dishwasher, much less soak up bloodstains. Could they have merely been a hallucination? A figment of his feverish imagination?

Caleb didn’t think so. But then again, he wasn’t sure what to think.

“What’s wrong?” Desdemona asked. A worried look flickered across her face. “This not what you were expecting?”

“Have the hallways changed?” Yui asked, sounding on the verge of panic.

“No.” Caleb shook his head. “At least, I don’t think so. But this was different when I came through the first time.”

Hesitantly, he stuck his head through one of the doorways near the room where he’d entered the hospital. He still had a visceral memory of what he’d seen inside—a severed head sitting on a dentist’s chair, surrounded by arcane symbols.

He blinked. The room was empty.

What the fuck?

“This doesn’t make any sense,” Caleb said. “The camera crew—they were here. They’d been ripped apart, torn to shreds and scattered around the floor like something from a horror movie. And now they’re gone, like they were never here!”

“That’s… that’s a good thing, right?” Eira managed. “Maybe it was some kind of trick. Maybe the reporters are okay.”

Caleb and Desdemona shared a look. Not likely, that look said.

“Maybe,” Caleb said, keeping his expression neutral. “But I wish I knew what happened to them.”

“It’s simple,” said a booming voice. “I ate them.”


Chapter 17

Caleb and his companions froze in their tracks.

The big double doors leading to the annex were just up ahead—they were, in point of fact, so close that he could have tossed a stone and hit one of the glass panels in the door. He could see the little blinking light on the card swipe, and knew that the keycard in his pocket would open that door and their path to freedom.

He got one last look at it as the thing descended from the ceiling. For a moment Caleb’s eyes refused to accept it, denied the reality of what he was seeing. It floated from a hole in the ceiling tiles, as sleek as a dagger and as pale as bone. Its skin was faintly wet, the consistency of cartilage, and its two beady black eyes peered at Caleb and his harem with a mixture of amusement and hate.

If the hallway had suddenly flooded with water from floor to ceiling, this would be the shark that came swimming through the halls of the hospital. Two large fins unfurled from the creature’s sides, allowing it to float in mid-air as if the center of the hallway were filled with water. Its mouth stretched nearly halfway down its torpedo-like body, a narrow slit lined with razor-sharp teeth. Its spines—

It had spines. Barbs, really. As Caleb stared at them, little arcs of electricity shot between them. He recalled the monster lying slain in the middle of the hallway with those electrified barbs through its skin; he shivered.

This monster had killed that beast. It was large enough and powerful enough to scare away a whole hoard of Eaters.

Just what the fuck had he run into?

“I ate them all,” the creature chortled. When it spoke, Caleb could see that it had a mouth full of sharp, pointed teeth. “And I’m still hungry.”

“Not my problem,” Caleb said, Kerberos growling beside him. “Let us pass.”

He could feel the monster’s beady black eyes sizing him up. With an almost imperceptible flick of the shark’s head, it turned that same predatory gaze on the other members of Caleb’s party.

The fear in the back of Caleb’s mind turned to anger. 

“You look like juicy enough morsels,” the shark growled. Its mouth barely moved when it spoke, and Caleb realized that the voice he heard didn’t come directly from the beast’s body—it saturated the room, like the invisible water through which the creature swam. “Though that one looks like it might disturb my digestion…”

The creature had pointed with a fin at Desdemona.

She let out a harsh bark of a laugh. “You don’t know the half of it.”

A rumble escaped the stomach of the beast. The tiny bolts of lightning continued to shoot between the shark’s spines, illuminating the faces of Caleb and his party, but when he really looked, he noticed something strange. They were weaker than before, almost like candles on the verge of sputtering out.

It’s wounded, Caleb realized. Killing all those Eaters must have taken some of the fight out of it.

“I will make you a deal,” the shark growled, further confirming Caleb’s suspicions. “Give me a snack, and I will let you pass. The elf, perhaps, or the other young one with you.” Caleb sensed the creature frowning in Desdemona’s direction. “Not that one. Too stringy.”

Caleb shook his head. Was this beast for real?

“If you think I’m going to let you eat any of my girls, you’re even more damaged than you’re letting on.” Caleb stepped forward, a surge of confidence filling him. This beast was wounded. It was trying to bargain.

He could handle this.

“I hunger,” the shark rumbled. It spoke as if this explained everything — and for the beast, it probably did. Hunger was a powerful motivator, a primal one. “You dare to keep me from feeding, mortal? After I have cleared the way?”

Caleb looked back and forth across the now-cleaned lobby. “You’ve done alright. That’s why we’re not going to gang up on you, beast.”

He felt the shark stiffen.

“You versus me,” Caleb said, preparing a surge of power. “One on one—”

A hand came down on his shoulder.

Desdemona stood at his side, watching the shark float in mid-air through narrowed lids. “I believe this son of a bitch called me stringy,” she said, tossing her long hair over one shoulder. “And implied that I’m not a choice morsel?”

Caleb looked into her eyes and smiled. “You sure you can handle this?” he asked her in a low voice.

Desdemona rolled her eyes. “I’ve been around the block a few times, Caleb. There are more things in Heaven and Earth than are dreamed of in your philosophy—and most definitely in the philosophy of this thing. Everything he sees is something to kill and eat.”

Caleb nodded. “Alright. Go for it.”

The shark looked shocked. “You will not fight me?” it chortled, its beady black eyes filling with malice. “You send one of your women to do it for you — your elderly woman?”

Yui and Eira gasped. 

“Are you gonna take that?” the elf girl asked.

Desdemona was not. “Elderly,” she snarled, shaking her head. “Big words from a talking shark!”

At the last syllable, she released the power she’d been holding. A tiny hole sizzled through the air above the shark’s head, like a tear in a tapestry. A bolt of lightning shot through it, striking the beast directly above its eyes.

“Aaaaagh!” The shark dove forward, flapping its fins as it shot towards Desdemona like an arrow. “You bitch—!”

A wall of lightning rose in front of Caleb and his companions.

The shark struck it and froze, shaking like a leaf in a strong wind. Tendrils of lightning formed a latticework of pure electricity, like a spider web designed by the God of Thunder. As Caleb watched, the tendrils wrapped around the shark’s body, forming thick bands that both restrained and constantly shocked it.

“Hungry…” the shark growled. A long pink tongue emerged from its mouth that was as long as Gene Simmons’s, shaking back and forth feebly. “So hungry…”

“You should have thought of that before you insulted us,” Desdemona said. “You could have moved aside and lived to feed another day.”

“Get him, Dezzie!” Eira cried, her hands balled into fists over her head. “Whoo!”

Both Yui and Eira were cheering. When Caleb glanced over, he noticed how flushed their faces had become. Were they turned on from watching Desdemona fight?

He decided he couldn’t blame them. Watching the woman do what she was best at was a turn-on for him, too.

Desdemona extended a hand, lifting it high. Slowly, with the patience of someone slotting the final piece of a complicated and difficult puzzle into its place, she balled her fingers into a fist.

And the spider’s web collapsed.

It wrapped around the shark tighter than tight, filling the entire lobby with electric sparks. A ball of lightning as bright as the sun flashed in Caleb’s eyes, and he threw his hands in front of his face lest he be blinded. Somewhere across the room, he could hear Eira and Yui taking similar precautions.

The smell of smoke and cooked fish filled the lobby. Caleb’s mouth began to water.

How ironic, he thought, forcing down the feeling. Now I’m the hungry one.

He wasn’t sure how long he’d had his hands over his eyes when he heard Desdemona’s voice. “It’s alright,” she said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “It’s over.”

Caleb opened his eyes. The shark lay on the floor, dead as a stone. Black smoke poured from the remains of its body. Crisscrossing lines of char marks covered its body where the tongues of electricity had lashed it, giving it the consistency of a perfectly-cooked steak.

“Sorry I didn’t warn you,” Desdemona said, scrutinizing his eyes. “I should have given you a head’s up before the flash. That easily could have left you half-blinded for a while, which wouldn’t be good.”

Caleb blinked. A few spots floated before his eyes, but they’d already begun to fade. “It’s alright. I’m fine. Nice job, by the way.”

Desdemona beamed. “Thank you, Caleb.”

Both Eira and Yui were alright, though they’d been affected more by the blinding light than he had. Caleb had just finished giving them a once-over when a sound from the other side of the lobby caught his attention.

The door let out a single, energetic beep. And opened.

The lock disengaged as the double doors swung open soundlessly. Caleb and his women were free.

They fell through the open entrance like the last survivors of a shipwreck staggering onto dry ground. Behind them, the corpse of the shark beast lay steaming, its body dissolving like a sugar cube dropped in tea as the pounding Caleb and his girls laid on it sent it off of this mortal coil. Caleb didn’t even spare the beast a backward glance as he walked into the lobby, his gait unsteady.

He recognized the room immediately. This was the same space they’d been inside of previously—the auditorium where Caleb made his grand speech announcing his candidacy for the Wyrdworld Senate. Though the furniture was different, the contours of the room remained the same.

The golden flag sat in the room’s center, right next to the staircase. Caleb didn’t even give the path leading upwards a second glance. If the First Stratum of the hospital was this dangerous, he didn’t want to see the second.

“We made it,” he told the women. “Let’s get the fuck out of here!”

All of them were eager to escape along with him. They patted each other on the back as they crossed the room, heading to the flag. It stood silently, unmoving despite the faint currents of air conditioning throughout the building.

That’s weird, Caleb said as he approached the exit flag. It almost doesn’t look real…

The flag winked out of existence.

There was no puff of smoke, no divine wave of light. One moment it was there, and the next it was gone. A cry of shock and frustration erupted from Caleb, and behind him he heard his companions echo it.

“The fuck?” Eira said. “The exit’s gone!”

“Now what do we need to do?” Yui asked.

“That was a hell of a job!” A feminine voice giggled. “I really didn’t know you had it in you, Caleb. You murdered that poor innocent creature…”

Caleb froze. He knew that voice.

“You,” he growled, turning toward the stairs. There, standing on the bottommost step leading to the Second Stratum of the Item World, was the last person he’d ever have wanted to see.

Belleteyn D’Amore.

She looked even more corrupted than she had the last time they’d faced each other. Back then, Belleteyn had already traded in her all-black uniform and her dour demeanor for pink skirts, fishnet stockings, and hair ties, but now she’d truly gone whole-hog with the whole ‘bimbo’ thing. Her lips looked like they’d been stung by bees, and her hair was such a brilliant shade of blonde that it looked almost white.

The dress she had on… well, it was definitely designed to catch the male gaze. As tight as a second skin and bubblegum pink, it clung to Belleteyn’s altered body in a mass of ribbons, curls, and lace. If Disney ever fell so far as to start making porn versions of its fairy tale pictures, Caleb felt certain that dress would feature in a number of appearances.

Belleteyn noticed Caleb staring and grinned. “Like what you see, boytoy? I mean, of course you would. I’m like, so hawt!”

“Belleteyn.” Desdemona’s voice was like ice. “What are you doing here?”

From the corner of his eye, Caleb saw Eira shove Yui behind her.

“Me?” The bounty hunter looked honestly shocked by the question. “I just came to gloat, baby! This is the end of the line for you all, and I just couldn’t resist showing up to rub your faces in it one last time!”

Caleb was already shaking his head. “You’re wrong. We’ve passed the test. You shouldn’t have come here, Belleteyn.” He took a step forward, lifting his vorlesen. “You’ve fucked up for the last time.”

“I’ve fucked up!?” The bounty hunter snorted. “I’m not the one who let a sex tape derail my campaign!” She put a hand against her forehead, peering around the lobby. “Where is that cute little succubus, anyway? She’s so cute that I was thinking of offering her a position in my harem once you’re dead!”

“She didn’t get caught by your bullshit,” Caleb said harshly. God, please let that be true. “Are those cat ears?”

A pair of malkini tips peeked out from Belleteyn’s hair. Was the woman part malkini now? Caleb knew she’d been corrupted by the catgirls, but he’d never speculated that she could get this far gone. It was more than a little frightening to consider.

“Hmm?” Belleteyn brushed the side of her head, giggling with delight. “Yep! I’ve got a tail, too, but I won’t let you see that, you naughty boy!” She winked at Caleb, as if flirting and fighting were part and parcel of the same thing to her. “Not unless you agree to kneel down and worship me, at least!”

“I’d never do that,” Caleb said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Never.”

“Wait.” Yui furrowed her brows together. “What do you mean, she joins your harem?”

That part had flown right over Caleb’s head. A sinister smile spread across Belleteyn’s face, like she’d just been waiting for someone to point that out.

“My harem is much bigger than yours,” the bounty hunter said in a matter-of-fact tone. “But it could always be even bigger! Once I beat you and make it onto the Celestial Senate, I’m going to put all of you in my harem, right at the bottom of the totem pole! You’re going to have to live out of the spotlight from now on, Caleb!”

“Your harem…” Caleb wracked his brain, and came up with the only answer he could think of. “You think the malkini are your harem!?”

“Um, duh!” Belleteyn looked at him like he’d just asked the stupidest question she’d ever heard. “I’m the Mistress of the Malkini, brah! They’re all mine, and I’m all theirs!”

“Madness,” Desdemona whispered. “Belleteyn, you’ve gone completely insane! The malkini belong to the Wyrdworld—one person can’t possibly handle them all…”

“That’s where you’re wrong. The malkini don’t belong to the Wyrdworld—they’re not even supposed to be here! You don’t understand the first thing about them, but I do! They love me! They worship me!”

Caleb took a step forward. “Only because you corrupted them. Mitzi would never have joined your fucked-up crusade if it wasn’t for that serpent statue!”

A wicked smile spread across Belleteyn’s face. “And who gave me that statue, Caleb? Hmm? Did I build it myself? Did I craaaaft it?”

Damn it! Acid seethed in his gut. Belleteyn was right about one thing—Caleb had himself to blame for the situation with the malkini. He’d played right into Belleteyn’s hands, accepting a high dollar Crafting contract from a mysterious buyer only known as M. Despite Lady Lachrymosa’s best attempts, she hadn’t been able to discover the identity of the buyer.

That was because it hadn’t turned out to be a single buyer. M stood for malkini—all of the malkini, working with Belleteyn D’Amore to cough up the funds to hire Caleb. He’d been tasked with Crafting a diamond the size of a beach ball, which had transformed into the means by which Belleteyn took the rest of the malkini and stole them away from their homes. Like the fucking Pied Piper.

“None of that matters,” Caleb said, bracing himself for a fight. He didn’t believe a word that came out of the bounty hunter’s mouth when it came to gloating—the only reason Belleteyn would have shown her face in the Item World was if she were spoiling for a fight. He was ready to give her one, too. “You made a huge mistake coming here. Now we’re going to stop you once and for all!”

The bounty hunter took another step up the stairs. For a moment, Caleb wondered if she intended to run; to race up to the Second Stratum and escape his wrath. She looked like she was trending in that direction.

Then she glanced down at Caleb and grinned. She cocked a finger like the lady of the manor instructing a servant. “Come and get me, bitch!”

Caleb wasn’t that stupid. He raced toward the stairs, but pivoted at the last second. Instead of going up the stairwell, he ran alongside it, his vorlesen lifted over his head.

The ruby eyes gleamed. A wave of force rippled from the silver dog’s mouth.

And Belleteyn D’Amore was thrown from the stairs.

The bounty hunter landed in a heap, her skirts flying over her head. She looked like a living mass of ribbons and lace, and Cerebus was on her even before she managed to rise to her feet. The three-headed hellhound pounced on Belleteyn, pinning her to the floor with his massive paws.

All right! Caleb’s heart jumped into his throat. He hadn’t expected the fight to be this easy. Was this all it took to bring Belleteyn down?

He walked over to the dog and stood over Belleteyn. “Good boy,” he said, patting the back of one of the hellhound’s necks. “Now let’s find the exit.”

Eira gave a little start. “What? Aren’t we going to kill her now?”

Caleb shook his head. “Murder her in an Item World? That’s hardly sporting—plus, no one would believe she was really dead without evidence.” He already had a different plan in mind. “No, we bring her home to Hades. In chains.” He turned to his harem. “Once she’s held accountable for her crimes, no one will vote for her. Or she’ll be forced to drop out…”

Caleb trailed off. His blood turned to ice water in his veins.

Standing just behind Yui, grinning like a stuffed fox, was Alecto the Fae.


Chapter 18

“Fancy seeing you here, Crafter,” the Fae said. “I thought you had better sense than this. Did you really just want to risk my wrath a second time?”

Everyone went as still as statues. Then Yui slowly turned, looking up at the ageless woman with the terrified expression of a horror movie character who’d just run afoul of the monster. “No—”

The Fae reached out and snaked an arm around Yui’s waist. “Pretty little thing,” Alecto whispered. Her nostrils flared as she buried her face in Yui’s shoulder, then her eyes widened. “And part Fae! No wonder you managed to squeeze your way into the Crafter’s harem, despite your lack of qualifications.”

“Put. Her. Down.”

Caleb said it with more force than he’d ever mustered before. The edges of his vision went red, the world blurring as he forced himself to look at the hideous sight of Alecto embracing Yui.

The woman who was carrying his child.

This was exactly what he didn’t want to happen. The nightmare scenario was unfolding right now, and from the look on her face, Alecto was loving every moment of it.

“Help!” Yui cried. Her eyes rolled in their sockets, animal panic infiltrating her movements despite her best attempts to remain calm. “Fuck, Caleb, help me!”

“Why don’t you help your woman, Crafter. Use that big, hard rod of yours to punish me the way I deserve!”

Caleb took a step forward, then thought better of it. The Fae meant to goad him—if he directly attacked her, she’d use Yui as a human shield. He knew Alecto would thrill to nothing so much as if he accidentally hurt one of his women. She’d be overjoyed if he brought Yui pain, and if he somehow injured the baby, the Fae woman would probably die from bliss.

He lowered his vorlesen. “Let her go,” he repeated, staring straight into Alecto’s eyes. “Before you cross a line that can’t be uncrossed.”

The Fae woman’s eyes rose. “Cross a line?” she hissed, her face filling with hatred. “You don’t even know where the lines are. You color outside of them like a toddler, spilling your foul markings everywhere. Except that even toddlers are better behaved than you.”

“Last chance,” he said, taking a step backward. “Release her, or I’ll do something you’ll regret.”

He walked until he was standing directly over Belleteyn D’Amore. The bounty hunter still lay beneath Cerebus’s mighty paws, squirming gently. She wasn’t trying seriously to get away, though, not with Alecto so close. She looked like she wanted to see what was going to happen next.

The vorlesen felt good in Caleb’s hands. As he switched it to a two-handed grip, holding it aloft like a club, he felt almost righteous. The bounty hunter glanced up at him, her face only just now beginning to fill with fear.

She was no longer fully human. And definitely no longer fully sane.

“I’ll kill her,” Caleb said through gritted teeth. “Don’t think I won’t. I’ll smash her head in until her fucking brains are on the floor!”

A smug smile spread across Alecto’s face. “You think I give a damn about that?” she asked, cocking her head to the side. “Go on, Crafter. Murder her. If you can stomach the blood on your hands, then make her bleed!”

She can’t possibly mean that, Caleb thought. He shook his head.

“Without Belleteyn, you’ve got nothing,” he said, glaring at the Fae. It was a stab in the dark, little more than an attempt to get under her skin, but when he said it he saw her eyes widen a fraction.

“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Alecto said.

But Caleb was already speaking over top of her.

“Why else would you go to so much trouble to get Belleteyn into that Senate seat?” he asked, almost beginning to laugh. “You don’t give a shit about her, or even about me when you get right down to it. This is all about power. What, did Belleteyn promise you she’d always vote however you wanted on the Senate floor? That she’d read the speeches you write for her, and not miss a single word?”

“Shut up!” Alecto roared. Her grip tightened around Yui’s midsection, which made Caleb wince. The Fae lashed out with her free hand, tapping her palm with two fingers, and a slender dagger slid out of a hidden compartment in her sleeve. Runes covered it—the same runes Caleb had seen in that strange symbol he’d woken up on in the hospital.

What the hell did that mean?

“I’m offering you a prisoner exchange,” he said, unperturbed. He wasn’t about to let Alecto get under his skin, no matter how hard she tried. “I’ll let Belleteyn go, and you release Yui. Then we all leave this place and let the voters decide how the chips fall. How’s that sound?”

“Caleb, no!” Desdemona was aghast. “We’ve captured Belleteyn! We’ve won! It would be a sin to let her escape!”

He knew that. And he felt the same way, in fact. But Alecto had Yui.

She had the future mother of his child. Holding her hostage.

Nothing was more important than that.

“What do you say?” Caleb asked, ignoring Desdemona for the moment. “Let her go, and I’ll release Belleteyn. You have my word.”

Alecto snarled. For a horrifying, stomach churning moment, he thought the answer was going to be no—that instead, the Fae woman was about to take that slender dagger and stab it deep into Yui’s neck. If she had, the rage that Caleb would have unleashed in that Item World would have made Ragnarök itself seem sedate by comparison.

Maybe that was why Alecto thought twice. The dagger slipped back into her sleeve, and her eyes narrowed.

“Take the bitch,” she growled, shoving Yui toward Caleb. “And give me my minion!”

Caleb couldn’t believe it. He ran forward and scooped up Yui, holding her tight. She sobbed as she fell into his arms, burying her face against his chest. She trembled like a leaf.

“Give me Belleteyn,” Alecto growled, reaching out with one hand. “Now!”

“Fuck that,” Desdemona whispered. “Don’t do it! Let’s finish this!”

Caleb was about to tell her just that. Alecto never played by the rules, so why should he? He’d just won—he’d gotten the girl and captured the villain. Alecto could stew and scream about how unfair it was, but there was little the Fae could do to stop him.

Unfortunately, his loyal dog hadn’t gotten the memo.

The moment Yui was in his arms, Cerebus hopped off of Belleteyn and ran over to them both. The hellhound started licking Yui’s face, putting its broad body between her and the woman who’d just threatened her.

Later, Caleb would be able to tell himself it wasn't the hellhound’s fault. In fact, Cerebus was doing exactly what Caleb found most important—protecting the harem. Even Belleteyn was a circus peanut compared to them.

But the hellhound had freed the bounty hunter for a moment. And a moment was all Belleteyn needed.

“Ha!” the bounty hunter shrieked, taking off like a rocket. “Can’t catch me, Caleb!”

Caleb let her go. He could have given chase, but there was no way he was going to the second Stratum of the Item World. Not after everything he’d been through on the first floor of the hospital. Belleteyn might live to fight another day, but there would be other days. And there was the election to think about.

The bounty hunter and the Fae raced up the stairs. Then, just before both of them crossed the threshold and passed into the Second Stratum, Belleteyn turned around.

“You don’t have a choice!” she teased, pulling something from her pocket. “If you want to get out of here, Caleb, you’d better follow me!”

Caleb’s heart sank.

Belleteyn D’Amore was holding the fucking exit flag.

“Give that back!” Eira shrieked, leaping for the stairs. But it was far too late—both women were a step away from crossing over. They’d stopped that close to the line on purpose, so they could taunt Caleb without any risk to themselves.

Caleb roared, but that only made Belleteyn and Alecto giggle. The Fae in particular looked pleased by this turn of events, her eyes shining with a bitterly brilliant glow as she watched Caleb embrace his harem.

“I’ll be waiting for you, Caleb,” the Fae said, nibbling her bottom lip. “You won’t like what you find upstairs. Come on up and see me sometime!”

“You can only leave if you agree to serve me!” Belleteyn giggled. “Mmh, you’ll be such a fun plaything in my harem, Caleb! And all your girls are so pretty…!”

Bile filled the back of Caleb’s throat.

Good luck, Crafter,” Alecto said.

Then both of them were gone, disappearing into the Second Stratum like wisps of smoke.

The annex grew quiet. Caleb continued to hug Yui, calming her through the worst of her sobs. Eira looked crestfallen, and all three of Cerebus’s heads drooped like he’d just spilled a whole bowl of dog food.

Only Desdemona seemed to still be in decent spirits. “So we will have to ascend to the Second Stratum,” she said, slowly walking a circle around the staircase. “Unless that was a bluff, and Belleteyn hid the true exit flag somewhere else in this building.”

Caleb was already shaking his head. “I doubt it. She’s not clever enough for that. Alecto, maybe.”

Desdemona nodded. “I agree. It’s a rarity that an Item World’s flag can be moved in such a manner. Were this pocket universe not trapped in the midst of a Cascade, it wouldn’t be possible.” She grew grave, placing her fist against her chin. “It’s almost as if the universe itself conspired to make this possible.”

“Nah, it’s not the universe,” Eira said. “It’s the fucking Fae. I don’t know what you did to piss off Alecto so badly, babe, but you really did. She’s on the goddamn warpath.”

“I know,” Caleb said. He was still hugging Yui, helping her through the worst of her shaking. She was already beginning to settle down, but getting her up those stairs and through the Second Stratum was going to be one hell of an undertaking. “You’re sure there’s no other way out of here, Dez? No hidden exit we could sneak out of that leads back to Hades?”

She flashed a rueful smile and spread her arms. “If only. Your grandfather, perhaps, might have known of such a way. If it was ever possible, I’ve certainly lost the ability to find it.”

Caleb nodded. “Alright, then. We go up the stairs and keep fighting.”

Yui’s face left his chest then. “That’s just what that bitch wants us to do!”

“I know that, too,” Caleb said with a sigh. “But there’s no other way. We’re playing into Alecto’s hands, but we’ve just got to keep playing.”

“Playing it to the fucking hilt,” Eira said with a fierce grin.

Desdemona cleared her throat. “I believe we can do this, Caleb,” she said, holding his hand. “Moreover, I believe we can triumph. This might be our chance, right here and now. If we can stop Alecto, or trick her into binding herself to us, and then bring Belleteyn D’Amore back to Hades in chains… well. Let’s just say the remainder of your political career should be smooth sailing.”

It was said so frankly that it almost made Caleb laugh. “Alright, then. Let’s do it.”

Together, the group headed up the stairs. The Second Stratum was their destiny.

Win or lose, they were headed to challenge Belleteyn and Alecto.


Chapter 19

“This,” Caleb said, looking around, “is not at all what I expected.”

The group stood at the top of the narrow stairwell leading to the Second Stratum of the Item World located within the MacCammon Hospital. According to conventional logic—logic that had been stamped into him by his tutors almost since he learned what Crafting and Item Worlds were—the second level of a dungeon was far more dangerous than the first. Exponentially so.

So Caleb hadn’t been certain what to expect at the top of the stairs. Another floor of the hospital, perhaps, filled with even more powerful and vicious monsters than the ones that filled the first level’s halls.

Instead, Caleb and his companions found themselves in a smoky, dimly lit hall.

Mirrors hung on the wall, which at first had made him think of the funhouse inside of his first Item World. But these weren’t made to distort reflections or provide an endless array of them, but to allow the person or people who lived here to check their hair and makeup.

Large wardrobes stood at intervals, stuffed full of clothing that wouldn’t have been out of place in a Broadway show or a fancy chorus line. Everything was bathed in a dim, romantic ambience—just like the first floor of the hospital, the light came from no source that Caleb could see. It merely existed.

Wordlessly, Eira went over to one of the wardrobes. She pulled out a sparkling dress covered in costume jewelry, with a neckline so low that anyone wearing it would have been the center of attention. The top was a deep, rich crimson, while the hem was completely black. A gradient ran between both colors.

“This looks like something you’d see in a stage show,” Eira said, rubbing the material between her fingers. “A nice one. This is expensive stuff, you guys!”

“Don’t touch anything.” Desdemona looked around warily, her eyes narrowing at the sudden change in scenery. “I don’t trust this place one bit. The Second Stratum should be much more dangerous than the first—just walking around it ought to put one in peril. And this doesn’t look at all like the hospital.” She walked over and stared into one of the mirrors, running her fingers through her hair. “No. Not at all…”

Caleb was glad that the second floor looked so aggressively normal. It would make it easier for him to catch up with Belleteyn and Alecto. For that was what he needed to do, if they were going to get out of there.

“No time to dawdle,” he told the group. “Hey, Cerebus!”

The hellhound had been the last member of the party to make his way up the stairs. The dog sniffed around with all three heads, one of which sneezed at the rich scent of sandalwood and cedar in the hallway.

“Sic ‘em, boy!” Caleb said, patting the hellhound on one of its heads. “Go find our target!”

Cerebus continued to sniff the ground for a few moments, then stiffened.

“He’s got the scent,” Desdemona said, her tone filling with amazement. “Nice work.”

The hellhound let out a howl and gestured to the direction of the leftmost hallway.

“He said they went that way,” Caleb cried.

Together, they made their way through the boudoir, with Cerebus in the lead. Caleb expected the scenery to change at every turn in the halls, or for some hideous monsters to come pouring out of the darkness and attack.

He couldn’t say that he was disappointed, exactly, that that didn’t happen. But it was strange, to be sure. Strange in the extreme.

“What the fuck is this place?” Caleb asked at one junction. Cerebus was sniffing around, trying to pick up Belleteyn and Alecto’s scent. “I feel like I’ve been invited to some rich woman’s bedroom. Like she’s about to come out in fancy lingerie.”

There was definitely plenty of the stuff lying around. The deeper they traveled into the Second Stratum, the more Caleb noticed the fabrics stuffed in the wardrobes getting skimpier and skimpier. At first they’d looked like stage costumes, now they resembled what an extremely classy stripper might wear during her shift. Or a rich celebrity trying to seduce a man.

“I’m not sure,” Desdemona admitted. “So much about Item Worlds are still poorly understood. Is this some kind of storage space? Or is it merely noise in the celestial firmament, order created out of chaos?”

“That’s bullshit,” Eira said. “There’s a method to this madness. Look at these panties!” She withdrew a pair of pink, crotchless undergarments from a nearby drawer. “The outfits are getting sluttier the deeper in we go. There’s a narrative here, and we’ve got to figure it out.”

“You know what I think?” Caleb asked.

Everyone turned to him. He noted how pale Yui looked, then spoke.

“Belleteyn was talking about having every malkini in the Wyrdworld in her harem,” Caleb said, resting his hand on the lid of one of the drawers. “She actually wants to have thousands of women at her beck and call. She’s got conquest on her mind.”

“And?” Eira asked, interested.

Caleb gestured around. “This is where she’s planning on putting them all. This is where she’s going to keep her harem.”

Eira’s brows furrowed together. “Inside of an Item World?”

“An Item World created by a hospital?” Desdemona added.

“Maybe not exactly that,” Caleb said, thinking. “But there’s intention here, don’t you think? Maybe this world was created out of Belleteyn’s thoughts, somehow. She wished for a place to keep all her malkini servants, and this is it. Or there’s something else going on with Item Worlds that even we don’t understand.”

Yui paled even further. Her lithe body began to tremble. “I don’t feel so good.”

Caleb was with her in the blink of an eye. Panic flared within him—was she injured? Had she been pricked by Alecto’s dagger and he hadn’t noticed it?

He ran his hands over her body while she pressed it against him. No blood. No bruises that he could see. She was whole and unharmed.

Except she seemed to be fucking terrified.

“Yui, what’s wrong?” Caleb asked, his hands going to her hips. She liked it when he did that—she said it always made her feel safe. “Are you still feeling freaked out because of what Alecto did?” He forced a smile, doing his best to fill her with confidence. “I won’t let her touch you again—”

“It’s not that.” Yui sounded like she was on the edge of a panic attack. He’d never heard her sound like this before, not even when their lives were in mortal danger. “It’s not Alecto, Caleb. It’s this place. There’s something wrong with this place!”

Caleb wasn’t sure what she meant, but he believed her. He looked around, searching for anything that seemed out of place or sinister in any way. Other than the fact that it felt like they were traipsing through someone’s private boudoir, he couldn’t put his finger on any.

“I know,” he said, putting a hand on the small of Yui’s back. “We’ll get out of here as soon as we can, okay? I promise.”

Yui acted as if she hadn’t heard him. She was trembling; her whole body shook like leaves in an autumn wind. “My… my blood,” she whispered, rubbing her upper arm with one hand. “My blood is so, so cold…”

Caleb held her up just before she fell. In a heartbeat, Desdemona was by his side, placing the back of her hand against Yui’s forehead.

“She’s in a bad way,” Dez said, her face lined with concern. “Her Fae blood is reacting to this place. I have no idea why, but it's causing some kind of reaction inside of Yui.” Her gaze flickered back to the stairs. “I think we need to carry her back down to the hospital, Caleb. I’m worried what might happen if we leave her up here much longer—”

“She will be fine,” a voice said.

Alecto stepped out of the darkness. She’d been just up at the next turn, a few steps ahead of them the whole time. A sly smile spread across the Fae’s face.

“I mean, none of you will be fine,” she said, making a steeple of her fingers. “But being here won’t hurt your little slut too badly. This place is partially her home, after all.”

Yui’s home? Caleb’s mind worked feverishly, putting together the puzzle pieces the Fae woman was handing out. He didn’t have the full picture yet—but what he could see of it, he didn’t like.

“We’re in the Fae realm right now, aren’t we?” he asked, staring down Alecto. He stepped forward, placing himself between the Fae and his harem. “That’s why Yui is reacting so strongly.”

“Smart boy!” Alecto beamed. “You’re smarter than your grandfather, at least. Though you’ve certainly inherited his tendency to throw yourself into trouble at the first opportunity.”

Caleb was stunned. “You knew my grandfather!?”

Alecto laughed, then waved a finger in the group’s face. “Enough questions.” Her pale eyes seemed to stare right through Caleb, even through the walls of this Item World. He wondered what it was she saw with those ageless orbs, but he reckoned he didn’t want to know.

“That doesn’t make any sense.” Caleb glanced back over his shoulder. Desdemona had pulled some kind of vial from her pack and was feeding the contents to Yui, chanting softly all the while. “I don’t know how you managed to connect the First Stratum of an Item World to the Fae Realm, but you’ve interfered with my Crafting—”

He glanced back down the hall.

Alecto stood a single step in front of him, grinning from ear to ear.

The effect was so disconcerting that Caleb nearly fell backward and toppled to the carpet on his ass. Only quick thinking kept him on his feet—otherwise, he’d have been easy prey for the Fae woman.

“I haven’t stitched anything together,” Alecto said, her brows furrowing together slightly. “You left the first Stratum of this little Item World and came straight to my domain. Down there, you were almost a match for me, but up here I’m supreme. You can’t touch me now, Crafter.”

Caleb’s mouth worked soundlessly. “That can’t be true,” he said, glancing over at Yui and Desdemona. “Yui can sense your realm. We’re not in an Item World any longer. We’re in the Fae Realm.”

A small smile played across Alecto’s features. “You know, you really should just give up now. It will be much easier for you all.”

“Where is the exit?” Caleb demanded. “Step aside and let us pass, and we’ll have no quarrel. You can see my girl is sick—we need to leave.”

“Where’s Belleteyn?” Eira shot over her shoulder.

Alecto’s head darted to the side, moving like a snake’s. “The bounty hunter isn’t here,” she said, grinning. “I took her back to Hades, like the good little vessel she is. She’s probably telling the press all about how you got an entire auditorium of reporters killed, right now.”

Lies! Caleb knew he wasn’t responsible for that. If anything, Alecto was. But he kept his mouth shut, waiting for an opportunity to either break past the Fae woman or trick her.

He sensed that Alecto wouldn’t be so easily fooled, however. What’s the old saying? Caleb asked himself. Fool me once, shame on me; fool me twice, shame on me?

His musings distracted him for a moment. When he came back to himself, Alecto was leaning forward, her voice still dropped in that conspiratorial whisper. “You know, you didn’t actually kill all of them,” she said, practically giggling with delight. “Would you like to see?”

Caleb wouldn’t. What he’d really have liked was for the Fae to step aside—either for her to let them pass or for her to surrender. But he wasn’t getting either of his wishes.

Alecto took a step backward, then turned and walked down the hall with a flourish. “Follow me,” she said, stepping around the corner.

Caleb and his party watched numbly for long moments. Relief flooded him as soon as the Fae was out of view—he wanted no part of whatever she was planning.

“Should we go?” Eira asked. “She seems pretty adamant.”

Desdemona shook her head. “Yui is burning up,” she whispered, putting a hand against Yui’s forehead. “Caleb, she needs to get out of here. I’m taking her downstairs—”

She turned as she spoke. Alecto stood in front of her like a brick wall.

“You’re not going anywhere,” the Fae snarled.

The entire hall went dark. The lights that had illuminated their way winked out like they’d never been there, plunging Caleb and his harem into total darkness.

Yui moaned, Eira let out a yelp, and even Desdemona released a low, worried sound that Caleb felt in his bones.

The lights were only off for a few moments. When they came back on, they were surrounded by an entire squadron of Alectos.

“I am the ruler of this realm,” all of the Fae woman’s copies said in unison. The effect made Caleb’s teeth ache and his mind scream. “In this world, I am GOD. Now follow me, Caleb, lest I stop the hearts of your women in their chests.”

All the Alectos save for one vanished. The final Fae woman—the real one, he thought—walked around the corner, giving them an irritated look before disappearing.

“Pointed God,” Eira whispered. “We’re done for.”

“She’s just trying to scare us,” Caleb muttered. “She’s bluffing. Keep it together, and we’ll get out of this.”

Forcing himself to look more confident than he felt, Caleb led his companions around the corner. The hallway already looked different than it had a few minutes ago. Where it had knotted around and around at right angles like a labyrinth, now it was a simple, straight line.

At the end of the hall was a single wooden door. Caleb opened it.

Inside lay a square room, bereft of ornamentation. The carpet was so thick that Caleb’s shoes sank into the plush fabric, which was the brilliant crimson shade of newly spilled blood.

The room stank of fear. A single male elf knelt in the chamber’s center, his pointed ears pulled back and his features pinched with terror. One of the camera crew, Caleb realized. No, not a cameraman. A reporter.

Imani Nox could doubtless have identified the elf, but Caleb only knew him as a face on a screen. The genial air he had for viewers of Wyrdworld News was nowhere to be seen. The poor fool was terrified.

As they entered the room, Desdemona sidled up behind him and dropped her voice. “Caleb, I’ve been thinking about something,” she muttered, her words just barely audible. “What if Alecto isn’t wrong?”

“Please,” the reporter begged, looking up at Alecto. He couldn’t move—the carpet around him had been painted, and wore the same symbol that Caleb had found himself lying on when he’d first come to the Item World hospital. “Just let me go! I’m not part of this—I’m just a fucking news and weather guy—”

“Shhh,” Alecto whispered. She was almost sympathetic now, which chilled Caleb’s blood. “Everything is fine. I’m just using you to prove a point.”

“A point?” the elf asked.

Behind Caleb, Desdemona continued whispering. “What if this is the Fae Realm?” she murmured, her lips near Caleb’s ear. “What if that’s the answer we’ve been looking for all this time? The Item Worlds are part of the Fae Realm. Crafters have been crossing over into it, every time they refine an item. No wonder they’re angry. No wonder they resent Crafters and those who employ them.”

Most of that was news to Caleb. His mind spun from the revelation, and the urge to follow it where it led was almost intoxicating. But he needed to be focused on the present moment above all else.

He sensed that their life or death was about to be decided.

“A point,” Alecto was repeating. “I’ll let you go, of course. There’s just one thing you need to do for me, first.”

The reporter relaxed a fraction. Deep down, he probably didn’t believe her, but he wanted to. For some people, self-deception was an even stronger intoxicant than false hope.

“What?” the reporter asked.

Don’t! Caleb shot at him. But his mouth refused to open. It was as if his lips were sealed over, his tongue coated in thick layers of cotton. His gaze shot from side to side, and he realized something similar had happened to each of his companions.

Alecto wouldn’t let them talk. She didn’t want them to spoil the moment.

“Just give me your name,” Alecto said with a big smile. “That’s all.”

The reporter’s relief was almost palpable. “Sure,” he said, shaking his head with a faint laugh. “My name’s T’Lar Ocanlo—”

His words dissolved into a scream. T’Lar threw his head back and howled, every inch of his skin igniting as his whole body was consumed by a brilliant white flame. The sound rose and rose, becoming hypersonic, until Caleb could only hear it as a knife-sharp buzz in his ears.

For an instant, he saw something leave the dissolving body of the elvish reporter. He thought it might have been the reporter’s soul.

Then Alecto had it.

Everything the reporter had been was gone. All that remained was a little pile of ashes on the carpet. Alecto blew a few residual bits of soot off her hands, then wiped them on her sides and beamed at the party.

“Oh, right!” she said, suddenly remembering something. “You can’t talk.” She snapped her fingers. “There.”

Yui sank to her knees, shrieking in horror.

“Pointed God!” Eira screamed, shrinking back from that tiny pile of ashes. “You’re a monster!”

Only Desdemona and Caleb kept their composure. Even Cerebus was affected—the sleek, powerful hellhound knelt in a corner of the small room like a frightened puppy.

This can’t be happening, Caleb thought. This can’t be the end for us!

“Everyone,” he said without thinking. “Keep your mouths shut.”

He didn’t need to command them. Though Alecto had unstoppered their mouths, his girls looked like they were still stitched closed. None of them were about to give the Fae their True Names.

Alecto grinned back at Caleb. Then she pulled something from her jacket. A small golden flag.

The exit.

“I filched this off of Belleteyn before I sent her packing,” Alecto said. “You want it?”

Caleb set his jaw. This was it—the moment where he’d succeed or fail. A battle of wits between himself and this monster. This creature who fed on names, who devoured souls.

“I take it you won’t give it to me for free,” he muttered. “So we’d better discuss terms.”

The grin was still on her face when Alecto spread her arms. “My terms are the same as they’ve always been, Caleb Holdstock,” she said, looking at him like a hotel clerk welcoming a guest home. “Just give me your name. You don’t even have to say the full thing—just confirm that what I’ve spoken is your True Name. Then you’re free to go.”

Free? Like Hell. He’d either be dead or a puppet, completely controlled by Alecto. That was no kind of life.

“What happens if I do that?” Caleb asked.

“No!” Yui said, racing forward. In an instant she was clinging to his side, doing her best to try and pull him away from the Fae woman. “You can’t! Babe, you can’t let her win!”

“Cute!” Alecto looked Yui up and down like an animal at a zoo, like she hoped Yui might do a trick. “I love how devoted they are. Like dogs, really. Or bitches, I suppose.” The Fae grinned, an impish look spreading across her face. “You know what? I just came up with an even better idea of what you can give me.”

Caleb didn’t believe Alecto had just come up with anything on the spur of the moment. This was planned—just like the casual murder and consumption of that reporter had been planned. She’d wanted to frighten them all, confront them with the end. And then give them a way out.

He waited for the other shoe to drop.

Alecto pointed at Yui’s belly. “She’s carrying your brat, right?” Her eyes narrowed, and she bit down on her bottom lip. “Have you two crazy kids figured out what you’re going to name it yet?”

Caleb froze. All the color drained from Yui’s face as the implications of what the Fae was saying sunk in.

“No,” Yui groaned. She slipped to the ground and backed up on her ass, staring up at Alecto like she was the Devil incarnate. “No, stay away from me, you crazy bitch!”

Alecto ignored her. “I’m sure you’ve got one name for a boy and one for a girl. I know which it’s going to be, of course, but I won’t tell unless you want to know. If you won’t give me your name, give me the brat’s. I’ll settle for that.”

There were no words to describe the horror in Caleb’s heart. “That is my child.” His hands balled into fists, the edges of his vision blurring. “You think I’d give their soul away? To YOU!?”

He advanced with the vorlesen. He wasn’t even thinking; there was nothing within him but the desire to act. Alecto was an abomination, for only an abomination would propose something so utterly vile. And abominations needed to be destroyed.

The silver dog’s head swung through the air. Alecto made no motion to dodge, or even to parry the heavy swing of the staff. She took it right on the side of her head, just at the thinnest part of her temple where Caleb had aimed.

It struck her with a hollow thud.

And Caleb’s vorlesen exploded.


Chapter 20

It all happened in an instant.

The moment the rubies in the silver dog’s eyes touched the side of Alecto’s head, a ripple of force shot from the tip of the staff all the way down to the pommel. The wood in Caleb’s hands splintered, cracking apart like spaghetti being ready for the pot. Then it flew apart, the pieces shooting in every direction like shrapnel.

Bits of wood struck his face, his chest, his arms. The gouges they left were not deep, but they bled the moment they were opened. The rubies flew from the dog’s eyes, lost in the folds of the carpet. It wasn’t until this moment, through the haze of pain, that Caleb realized the jewels and the threads were the exact same shade.

Suddenly the carpet was against his face. The silver dog’s head landed an inch from his eye, rolling across the carpet. The grin on the creature’s face no longer looked manic and conquering.

To Caleb’s eyes, it was terrified.

Smoke hung in the room. Alecto brushed it away with a gentle cough, still grinning like she was trying to win a gold medal for it.

“Pointed God,” Eira whispered. “She… she destroyed your staff.”

“Your vorlesen!” Desdemona cried. It came out as a wail; the wail of a mourner. “No, God no! That’s not possible!”

A little snicker spilled from Alecto. “I already told you. In here, I’m God. This is my realm.” She leaned in close, cocking her head in front of Caleb’s face. “You shouldn’t have tried to fight me, boy. You literally have no idea what you’re messing with.”

She was right. He didn’t—but he was beginning to.

That one strike had just blown his entire worldview to bits.

My staff, Caleb thought numbly. He reached out and put his hand around the silver dog’s head, squeezing it with fingers that could barely move. My power. It’s all gone…

As he gripped the silver, he felt a spark shoot through his palm. There was still power there—still magic in that strange dog emblem. Feeling it, Caleb held onto hope with his fingertips. There had to be a way to fix this. To restore his staff, to be a Crafter once more.

Alecto straightened up, clearing her throat. Now that she’d shown how utterly untouchable she was within her own realm, she appeared to be in no hurry to push things along. Honestly, she appeared to be enjoying the moment.

“I’ll give you a minute to collect yourself,” she said helpfully. “But then I do need an answer to my offer, Caleb Holdstock. Your name… or your unborn child’s.”

Caleb could hear sobbing behind him. Eira, Yui, Desdemona—all of them wept freely now. There was no sense in hiding their despair, not when they’d been so thoroughly harmed by the Fae. She was worse than a monster. She was a fiend, a demon, a figure from mankind’s worst nightmares.

And she wanted Caleb’s name. Or his child’s name.

Caleb sat up.

“Ha!” Alecto seemed vaguely surprised to see him rising from the carpet. “Didn’t expect you to recover so quickly, Crafter. Well, I guess I can’t call you Crafter any longer, can I? Kind of ruined that for you, I suppose. Have you figured out what name you’re going to give me?”

Caleb shook his head. It felt like his ears were packed full of cotton balls, and he knew he was going to have a killer migraine as soon as his skull caught up to the pain. But for this moment, he was ready to match wits with the Fae.

Except he didn’t want to. What he really wanted to do was tell her the truth.

“You,” he rasped, “fucking disgust me. Go to Hell.”

Behind him, Yui, Eira, and Dez gasped. Even Cerebus let out a shocked yelp.

Alecto didn’t move. She froze up for a long moment, looking as if she’d been slapped, then a smirk rose to her face. She shook her head, as if Caleb had tried to make a joke only to fall flat on his face.

“You Holdstocks,” she whispered. “You never change, do you? Always trying to affect the course of history. Always meddling in things you ought not to be sticking your noses into. Always, always, getting on my nerves.”

Caleb stared straight into the Fae’s eyes. “Let us go, and I won’t kill you.”

Alecto stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “I control this realm, idiot. How the hell do you think you’re going to kill me?” She laughed harshly, staring at the silver dog’s head in his hand. “You don’t even have your piddly little staff!”

Caleb dropped the dog’s head to the carpet. The spark it had placed into his palm floated through his body, turning his veins to electricity. A surge of adrenaline filled him, the way a strong drink fills a stone mug.

“I don’t need a staff to kill a bitch like you,” he said, stating it like it was obvious. “You think you took away my weapon?”

Alecto blinked.

By the time her lids flashed open, Caleb was on her.

The Fae twisted, but he had a single-minded determination that would have shamed the men who laid siege to Carthage. His fingers grabbed her neck, encircling her throat like bands of iron.

Alecto let out an urk and shot backward. Her shoulders hit the wall, her eyes widening in shock and pain as Caleb squeezed with everything he had.

“Fool,” she managed to rasp. “This is your grand plan?”

She swung. One of her fists shot at Caleb’s head, and halfway there a gauntlet appeared on it as if coalescing from the air around her fingers. The metal slammed into his skull, ringing him like a bell. His ears filled with a buzzing sound, the world toppled, and pain flared through him.

Still, he didn’t let go.

Alecto’s lips parted in a sound of disbelief, but nothing came out. Her gaze flashed toward the ceiling, and suddenly the entire wall above her head collapsed. Huge chunks of masonry rained down, boards flopping from the wall. Multiple impacts hit Caleb, pain flaring through him as his body took a beating.

Blood leaked from Caleb’s ears. One of his eyes was almost completely blocked by fluid—the urge to release one arm from around Alecto’s throat and wipe it clean came and went.

Still. Still. Caleb did not let go.

Alecto was frantic now. She pushed off of the wall and kicked him in the chest, hard enough that he doubled over with pain. But his hands refused to loosen around her throat. Both of them toppled, landing on the pile of plaster and wood she’d tried to unsuccessfully pelt him with.

Caleb stared straight into Alecto’s eyes as he ground her into the carpet. There was fear in her eyes—real fear. He gathered it had probably been thousands of years since any mortal had put that sensation into the Fae.

He smiled. “I can’t cast spells. I can’t Craft. I can’t even summon up a whisper of wind. But I can do this.”

Alecto opened her mouth to scream.

“I can hold on,” he said, blood streaming from his eyes and mouth. “And never. Let. Go.”

Alecto’s nails dug into his wrists. When that didn’t work she moved to his neck, his face, trying to get her thumbs into his eyes. She tore the flesh of his cheeks and forehead to ribbons, but he did not let go.

Caleb felt like a fucking golem. Like a machine. Nothing the Fae could have done would stop him. If she summoned a blade and cut his arms off, they’d go on squeezing until the life was gone from her.

As if his own thought had summoned it, the hidden blade flashed from Alecto’s sleeve. She swung at the side of his head, intent on burying the silver deep into his ear canal and spearing his brain.

A hand came down and grabbed Alecto’s wrist. The blade entered Caleb’s ear, stabbing deep, but didn’t penetrate far enough to burst his eardrum or knock him unconscious.

The Fae looked, her eyes filling with horror. Yui lay next to Caleb, her face filled with rage.

“You threatened my child,” Yui growled. She didn’t even look like the Yui that Caleb knew. She resembled some kind of monster from a child’s fairy book—the sort that ate little children who didn’t obey their parents or make their beds after they got up in the morning. “Die, you fucking bitch!”

Magic poured from Alecto. As her eyes rolled back in her head, the Fae tried every trick in the book. She summoned fire from one hand, ice from another. Lightning flashed in her eyelids, and for a few moments the room itself seemed to lose definition as if she were pulling at the fabric of reality itself.

But a curious thing happened. Each of Alecto’s spells fizzled the moment it was cast.

Caleb couldn’t understand it. Shouldn’t he be dead right now? His plan wasn’t some brilliant thing he’d thought of ahead of time—he’d just gotten so angry at Alecto that the thought of throttling her to death was the only one that made sense. Even if she wasn’t really God here in the Fae Realm, if she’d been boasting to frighten them, her magic far outstripped his own. He should have been burnt to cinders, or ripped to shreds by a thousand summoned knives.

Then he looked over at Yui. Every time Alecto summoned a spell, a wave of light and heat rippled over Yui’s skin—and the spell vanished in a puff of smoke. Alecto’s struggles were growing weaker and weaker, and one of her legs kicked out madly and unconsciously for some kind of leverage.

Caleb crushed it with his thigh. His fingers squeezed Alecto’s throat like he was trying to juice an orange—like he wanted to pulverize it into nothing.

Please! Alecto was weak, but Caleb could still read her lips. Please, Caleb!

“Please what?” he said, gripping even tighter. Even if he let go now, he wasn’t sure the Fae could survive. He’d crushed her windpipe like a straw. Maybe her magic could heal her injuries, if he let up and let her wriggle away.

Too bad that wasn’t going to happen.

My name. Alecto pronounced each syllable silently, with an incredible amount of pain. Give you… my True Name…

Caleb and Yui shared a look.

“What do you think?” he asked, the words coming out through gritted teeth. “Should we do it?”

Yui looked to be thinking it over. “She threatened the baby,” she said flatly. Beneath her, Alecto tried anew to squirm free, but Yui’s fingers gripped her wrist too tightly for her to break contact. “Just for that, she ought to die. But maybe taking her True Name would be even better.”

A fate worse than death, Caleb thought. Some would see it as so, though he personally disagreed. He wanted Alecto to die for what she’d done, yes, but if there was anything in the world that could have convinced him to relent, it was this.

Enslaving Alecto meant getting answers. She knew so much—about the realm she came from, the Item Worlds, and the pockmarked intersection where they met with Caleb’s power to Craft. The knowledge she could give him was beyond any price.

“Hold her tight,” Caleb told Yui. “If she tries anything, be ready!”

Any flicker of doubt that they were making the right choice fell from Yui’s face. When Caleb made a decision, Yui supported it.

“Yes, sir!” Yui growled, clinging fiercely to the Fae woman. “Got it!”

Caleb stared down into Alecto’s eyes. His fingers relaxed the tiniest fraction—just enough for her to speak. “Give me your name,” he commanded, his thumb pressing against the artery in Alecto’s neck. “Your True Name. Now, or you’re dead!”

Alecto didn’t hesitate. Her lips opened a fraction, her lungs gathering in enough air to shout. For an instant Caleb tensed, the hair standing up on the back of his neck. Was he truly about to hear her True Name? Was Alecto on the verge of giving everything she was over to Caleb? Or was this some kind of vicious trick?

He braced himself for her to shout a spell.

But it was no spell that left Alecto’s lips. And neither was it her Name.

As loudly as she could muster, she screamed. “Help!”

It was the only word she managed to get out before Caleb’s hands clamped around her like a vise. The single raspy syllable echoed through the room, bouncing off the walls as if possessed with a mind of its own.

The world began to ripple around Caleb. “What did she just do?” he demanded, jerking his head over his shoulder to stare at Desdemona.

Dez clearly had no idea. “I don’t know!” she cried, trying to look in every direction at once. “Something’s happening!”

Something was putting it mildly. The world darkened around Caleb and his party, as if a great mist had entered the room. Alecto hung limply in his arms, her eyes heavy-lidded like someone sinking into a deep sleep—but there was a knowing smile playing about her slack features.

She’d called for help.

And someone had answered.


Chapter 21

The air shimmered as several figures stepped into the room. They simply appeared out of nowhere, as if they’d opened portals similar to the ones Caleb used to enter and exit the Wyrdworld. Black robes hung from their bodies, long and flowing, with the hoods up to cover their faces.

Caleb didn’t need to see their faces to know who they were. He was looking at more members of the Fae—at Alecto’s countrymen. And countrywomen.

No! He held on tightly, squeezing Alecto’s throat for dear life. He would not move. He would cling to the monster that had threatened his life and his harem, and he’d hang on until the deed was done—!

Powerful, invisible hands seized Caleb and lifted him from the ground. The newcomers didn’t need their hands to grab him, they simply used their magic. Alecto floated from the carpet in Caleb’s arms, the faint smile on her face growing fainter.

“Release her!” one of the Fae shouted.

When Caleb didn’t respond, two of the robed figures crossed their arms over their chests. A roar like an airplane taking off filled the room, and whips made of pure darkness lashed at Caleb’s back. The pain was enormous, stinging and burning until tears fell from his eyes.

Something cut across his wrists. Another tendril of darkness had just grabbed hold of him. This one brought with it numbness, which seeped into his fingers faster than a winter’s chill. His fingers went nerveless, and Alecto slipped free.

She went down like a sack of potatoes, coughing and sputtering. For a moment it seemed as if she would pass out despite her freedom, her lungs unable to suck in the air she so desperately needed. Then one of the Fae thumped her on the back of the head, not at all kindly, and a wave of minty green sparks cascaded over her skin.

Alecto gasped in a huge lungful of air. She drooled all over the carpet, going down on all fours with her shoulders heaving. Caleb thought she might puke. A spiteful part of him hoped she did.

The newcomers fanned out across the room, forming a wedge down the center of the carpet. They moved swiftly to isolate Alecto from Caleb and his harem, using weaves of dark magic to push him and his girls into one corner of the small chamber.

“We’re trapped,” Desdemona whispered. Though she was trying to hold onto her spirits, Caleb could tell that worry filled her.

Caleb’s lips peeled back over his teeth. “We’ll just have to keep fighting,” he said firmly. “I had Alecto’s throat in my hands once. I can do it again.”

The crowd parted. One of the black-robed figures walked over to Alecto and hauled her to her feet, not particularly kindly. When they turned, Caleb saw the figure was male—a very old man with wrinkled features and a short, white goatee. He looked at Caleb like he hated him, yet begrudgingly respected him beneath the hate.

“You called upon our help, fallen one,” the man said in a cold tone. “And we have responded to your call.”

It took Caleb a moment to realize the man was talking about Alecto, not him. Why did he look so upset about being there? Alecto was a Fae, and this man and his cohorts were Fae as well. Didn’t it make sense for them to show up to save the day?

“Fallen one?” Desdemona whispered. “Oh, this is rich.”

As the green sparks faded away from her body, Alecto rose to her feet. A sour look was on her face as she gazed beneath the dark hood of the man who was most certainly the leader here.

“It had to be done,” she said, sounding almost petulant. “It was do or die. A fucking reflex.”

Someone in the crowd snickered. Alecto’s head whipped around, trying to find the source of the disrespect, but whoever it was had already melted away, disappearing into the other black cloaks. Caleb did not understand what was happening. Why were these people disrespecting Alecto so blatantly?

The elder sighed. “You were bested,” he said in that gravely tone of voice. “By a mortal.”

Alecto’s expression fell. “That’s not certain—”

“I have seen it.” The elder’s tone brooked no dissent, and Alecto offered none. “Had we not arrived, the human would have finished the job. You would be dead, sister, with none to mourn you.”

Alecto swallowed hard. “Are you saying I should have let him win? On our own territory?”

Murmurs rose from the black cloaked figures surrounding the pair. They clearly did not like Alecto talking back to this man—and didn’t think she had the right to be so impertinent. The way they treated her caused connections to snap into place in Caleb’s brain, and all of a sudden he thought he understood what he was seeing.

“You’re angry at her because I beat her, aren’t you?” Caleb said, almost in disbelief. “You’re mad that she had to call on you to save her.”

In response, the man turned to Caleb. Caleb shrank back from that terrible gaze, for the Fae elder’s eyes looked like two dark pools of black fire in the hollow of his face. Apart from those eyes, he would have appeared as a neutral, perhaps slightly annoyed person.

Those eyes, though, were filled to the brim with hate.

“What the Fallen One did was technically appropriate.” The Fae elder sounded as if every word had to be dragged from him—like he wanted nothing so much as to stop having to talk to the likes of Caleb. “In doing so, she saved her life. But it is shameful. You bested the Fallen One in a fair combat, and our appearance tipped the scales beyond what you could have expected.” He frowned deeply. “Therefore, there must be recompense.”

Caleb still felt like he didn’t understand. All of the new Fae were staring at Alecto, as if they were waiting for her to do something embarrassing that they’d all get to laugh at. And this leader, this man with the ancient face and the hateful eyes, could only ramble on about fairness and apologies. None of it made sense.

Desdemona stepped forward, taking a place next to Caleb. “I believe an explanation is in order. You keep referring to Alecto as the Fallen One?”

“‘Alecto’ is the name she uses with such as you. Her name is Fallen One, now, for she has embarrassed her elders and shamed her people. She owes you recompense, Crafter.”

Caleb felt a squeeze against his fingers.

“Caleb,” Desdemona whispered, “he’s trying to prompt you.”

Suddenly it was all clear. He understood the strange mixture of irritation and schadenfreude in the faces of the Fae, and knew why all the color had drained from Alecto like a plug someone had pulled out of a bathtub.

These people had interfered in a fair fight. Therefore, they felt that Alecto owed Caleb.

And for the Fae, a debt was a serious thing.

Caleb paused, thinking things over. There was much he could have asked for in return: some answers, for a start, or perhaps for Alecto to hand over her True Name. But he sensed any ‘truths’ he got from the former would be filled with barbs. And the latter was unlikely to happen. The Fae were angry with Alecto, but not that angry.

So he went for the easiest option. But with a fun little barb of his own.

“I desire two things from the ‘Fallen One’,” he said, making air quotes. “The one we know as Alecto. Then we will consider your recompense well and truly settled.”

The Fae leader looked pleased. “Speak,” he said, thumping a fist into Alecto’s lower back to make her straighten. “Let’s get this over with.”

Caleb cleared his throat. “First thing,” he said, looking from the leader to each of his black-robed lackeys. “I would like an exit back to Hades. One that won’t suddenly close when half of my party are through it, or dump us out on the opposite side of the Wyrdworld.”

He sensed it was a smart move to be as detailed as possible with his demands. Talking to the Fae felt quite a bit like striking a deal with a genie—any place where your wish could be twisted against you would be taken advantage of.

The Fae leader nodded as if this were exactly what he’d expected. “The exit flag should suffice,” he said, giving Alecto a vigorous shake. “Produce it!”

Wincing like a student who’d just been called out in the middle of class, Alecto did just that. Her slender fingers reached into a hidden pocket in her robe, and produced what looked at first to be nothing more than a long, silver hairpin. Then the little gold flag unfurled from the end and Caleb knew it to be their ticket out of there.

With a desultory little noise, Alecto twisted at the waist and tossed the flag into a corner of the room. It shimmered like someone had shone a spotlight on it, just before it rippled outward, tearing through the fabric of reality like a hot knife through butter. Where nothing had stood only moments before now lay a glowing portal. Through it, Caleb could see Hades as it was—the same auditorium they’d been in when he’d started his Crafting.

“You are free to go,” the Fae leader rumbled. “If you are smart, Crafter, you will tell none of what has happened today. You will instruct your women to keep their mouths closed, as well.”

Caleb acknowledged the leader’s request with a nod.

“Let’s go,” he whispered, gesturing for his companions to head to the portal. They looked only too thrilled to be out of there. None of them would miss traveling through this part of the Fae, and he doubted most of them would want to accompany him on a Crafting expedition again any time soon.

They started to move. And then Alecto spoke up.

“Wait, you said two things,” she growled. One hand went to her hip, and her whole body seemed to brace itself. “What’s the second thing you want, Crafter?”

Caleb almost couldn’t keep the smile off his face. The anger in Alecto’s voice—it was just so funny, coming from someone who’d been on the edge of death just minutes ago. She was lucky she wasn’t dead—and if she ran into Caleb again outside of the Fae, he promised himself that she would be. They had unfinished business, her and he.

And until then, he was going to make her squirm.

“Oh, it’s very simple,” he said, glancing over at the shimmering portal. “All I want from you, Alecto, is for you to thank me for sparing your life.”

The look on her face was nearly enough to make all the bullshit he had been through worth it. Her eyes widened like saucers, and her nostrils flared in affront to her pride as the realization of Caleb’s request sunk in.

“You son of a bitch,” Alecto hissed. “Elder, you can’t allow a mere mortal to do this to me—”

“Silence!” the elder thundered, slamming his fist into Alecto’s lower back once more. That had to hurt, but she took it gamely, with hardly a tear. “You have done enough, Fallen One. Assent to the mortal’s request. Then we will handle you.”

Alecto swallowed hard. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice sarcastic and filled with loathing. “Thank you so much, Caleb Holdstock, for not crushing my pretty little throat when you had the chance.”

A rush of power filled Caleb. For the Fae, things like gratitude had physical weight—they gave someone power over you, or forced you to relinquish power to someone else. It wasn’t quite as extreme as handing someone your True Name, but it was close. By invoking the thanks he was owed, Caleb could make Alecto do just about anything.

The rub was, once she fulfilled the request, she would owe him no longer.

But until he called in his favor, that simple ‘thank you’ would hang over Alecto like the goddamn Sword of Damocles.

The thought made him smile. He knew the waiting would drive Alecto crazy, just as he knew that that was the best part. He’d wait to call in his favor, as he knew how much discomfort it would cause his enemy.

The corner of the elder’s mouth twisted in something like a snarl. “Very well,” he said, shoving Alecto away from Caleb. “It is done. Our business here is concluded, Crafter. As was said before, you will not speak of this to anyone. We expect you to keep your word!”

It didn’t escape Caleb that he hadn’t promised anything to the strange man. Any invocation of his ‘word’ was ultimately hollow, but he plowed on as if he’d already secured Caleb’s assistance. Curious.

“I know how important it is for the Fae to keep their word,” Caleb replied with a significant glance at Alecto. “Rest assured, I’ll treat your requests with the same level of respect that you do.”

The elder looked irritated, but didn’t say anything. He shoved Alecto into the center of the black robed figures instead, all of whom began chanting in an unknown tongue. A blast of light filled the room, blinding Caleb and his party and filling the air with the stinging scent of ozone; when he opened his eyes, they’d all vanished.

The elder, his underlings, and Alecto were all gone.

“Damn it!” Desdemona swore. “We were so close! Another two minutes and that woman would have been dead!”

Caleb felt her frustration as if it were his own. “I know. It just wasn’t meant to be. Turns out we can’t kill a member of the Fae in their own territory—not without consequences.”

“But we can screw them over,” Eira said, a twinkle in her eye. “You embarrassed the shit out of Alecto. And that whole making her owe you a favor thing—that was fucking genius! She’s going to go nuts over that, waiting for the day you call that in.”

Yui shuddered. “I’m just glad it’s over.” She stroked the back of one of Cerebus’s necks, holding onto the hellhound like a shipwreck survivor clinging to a piece of driftwood. The dog looked only too happy to be the target of her affection. “That was scary. We shouldn’t have come here, Caleb. Not to the second floor.”

He gave her a once-over. The strange sickness she’d experienced upon entering this Stratum had almost completely faded—for a few minutes, he’d been worried they were going to need to take Yui to the hospital. But whatever awful thing had been inside of her was gone. Maybe the Fae elder took it with him when he left.

Caleb nodded. “We didn’t have much of a choice. But for what it’s worth, I agree with you. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

The portal enveloped them all, ripping them away from the strange world hidden within the hospital. They left the ghost of the real thing and reentered the real thing itself, stepping back onto the very same stage where they’d been transported away from Hades.

The place was a mess. The chairs that had been so carefully laid out in rows had been scattered to the four winds by the blast, and the walls of the auditorium were cracked in several places. The damage didn’t surprise Caleb, but what did was that they weren’t alone. A number of uniformed police officers were there, and they’d set up tape around everything like they were treating it as a crime scene.

Among them stood Lady Lachrymosa and Imani. Both of them took one look at Caleb as he stepped out of the portal and melted. The relief that flooded across their faces was a palpable, physical thing.

Lady Lachrymosa blinked across the room in an instant, then grabbed Caleb and pulled him into her arms. “My beloved!” she cried, nearly sobbing as she held him to her ample bosom. “You have returned to us!”

Being held against Lady Lachrymosa so tightly was not an unpleasant experience. If Caleb didn’t have work to do, he could have stayed there all day. Instead he squirmed, pushing himself back and staring up into the vampire’s eyes.

“It was Alecto,” he told her. “She tricked us, again. But we ended up getting the better of her. I’ll tell you all about it when we get back to the apartment—”

Caleb broke off. While he’d been talking, Imani came up to them both. The succubus had tears streaming down her face—tears of joy, that Caleb and his harem had returned.

“I was so scared!” she groaned, pulling him into an even tighter hug. “Lady Lachrymosa told me that you’d be okay, that you’d been through worse than this before, but I was still so frightened.”

Imani glanced over Caleb’s shoulder, doing a quick mental inventory of everyone else who’d come out of the portal with him. Her eyes flickered over his harem, then Cerebus, then shot back and forth across the stage like a party planner who’d just realized the stated number of guests weren’t about to arrive.

“Are you all that made it back?” Imani sounded stunned. “My cameraman… the rest of the news crews… where are they?”

Caleb’s face was grave. “They didn’t make it back. I think Alecto stole their names—I watched her do it to one poor guy, though I tried to stop her.”

Imani shuddered in Caleb’s arms. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the death, or because how close the man she cared about had been to meeting the same fate. It didn’t really matter, one way or the other.

Imani buried her face against Caleb’s chest and began to sob. He put his hand between her shoulder blades and held her, letting her work out her feelings.

They’d all need to be doing that for a while.

“I don’t suppose we’re lucky enough for that enchanted bint to have stolen Belleteyn’s name, are we?” Lady Lachrymosa asked.

Caleb shook his head. Suddenly he remembered. “She’s working with Alecto. The Fae are behind Belleteyn D’Amore’s campaign, Lady Lachrymosa.”

The vampiress made a face. “Of course. I knew that stupid slut wasn’t capable of making plans. Even the sex tape must have been the Fae. They’ve been running her campaign from the shadows all along.”

“But why?” Yui asked.

Lady Lachrymosa sniffed as if it were obvious. “The Fae have no representation in the Celestial Senate,” she said, thinking things through as she spoke. “They want it—desperately want it, in point of fact—but the voters won’t give it to them. For them, ‘Belleteyn the Bimbo’ is nothing but a hollow shell. She’ll vote how they want, advance the bills they want… be their woman in the Celestial Senate.” The vampiress clucked her tongue and shook her head. “It’s brilliant, really. The kind of plan I would come up with.”

Caleb looked past the vampiress to the police officers. “Are we going to have any problems getting out of here?”

Lady Lachrymosa gave a little start, as if she hadn’t even considered it. “Of course not,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “I own these cops, my beloved. They’ll do as I say. And Mare is still waiting outside—the poor demoness couldn’t bear to be apart from you all. Between you and me, I think that one is just about ready to join your harem for good, my darling.”

Caleb figured that would happen sooner or later. He certainly wouldn’t have minded taking his relationship with Mare from a professional one to a personal one, though the timing certainly could have been better.

“Sure,” he said, suddenly weary. Tiredness sank through to the marrow of his bones—he wanted nothing more than to hop into bed and sleep for a week. “We’ll talk about all that later. For now, let’s go home. I’m sure there’s already a scandal about this in the press.”

Lady Lachrymosa nodded. “And once it becomes public knowledge that you and your harem have escaped the trap, the story will grow even bigger. Yes, my love, we should leave here before the streets become crowded.”

Caleb headed out, along with his girls. As he climbed into Mare’s taxi, he glanced over his shoulder, looking back up at the hospital where he’d been prisoner.

The half-finished wing was completed. The broken concrete had been patched and the walls stretched across an entire city block. He’d done a good job—the poor and sick people of the South Hades slums would be grateful for what he’d done for them today.

The fist and the glove, he thought, sliding into the darkness. Oh man.

He’d given the people of the Wyrdworld the glove.

And once he got some rest, it would be time to give Belleteyn D’Amore the fist.


Chapter 22

Caleb woke in darkness.

The bedroom was warm and cozy, and the blankets lay over his body all the way up to his chin. Someone, probably Lady Lachrymosa, but it could have been a different member of his harem, had installed blackout curtains during the worst of the sex tape scandal, and so with the shades drawn he could neither see nor hear anything of the Wyrdworld outside. Several warm, sleeping lumps lay beneath the blanket on either side of him. He wasn’t sure which of woman had ended up in cuddling range, but all of them were gorgeous.

As he lay there, his eyes adjusting to dark, Caleb reflected on the fact that there were really two different kinds of waking. The first happened in a rush, generally beginning with the beeping of an alarm or the intro to some pop song, which started the day off with the rude abruptness of a starting gun at a track meet.

The second kind happened at times like these: when there was nothing to do and nowhere to go, and one could lay beneath the blankets and drift for as long as one wanted, warm and blissful.

Sometimes when he thought about the afterlife, he hoped that this was what heaven would be like. Warmth and drifting, surrounded by snoozing women and a feeling of safety and security. He could have gladly lain there in such a state for all eternity.

Unfortunately, his bladder didn’t agree with him.

Caleb sat up in bed, tugging down the covers as slowly and quietly as he could. He wore nothing but a pair of snug boxer shorts, and the warmth of the room rapidly disintegrated as he crawled to the foot of the bed, doing his best not to disturb any of the sleeping women. His chest stung, and when he looked down, he saw the remains of scratches across his body. Imani, he thought with a smile. She was so happy to see me alive and in one piece that she got a little rough with it.

His inner thigh ached as well. He felt it when he stepped off of the bed and onto the floor, a telltale throb near his femoral artery. Part of the reason he’d slept so deeply that it felt like he couldn’t recall his own name was that he’d let Lady Lachrymosa feed from him, and feed deeper than last time. To her credit, the vampiress needed it. She wasn’t among the sleeping women in his bedroom. She was back at Omega with Charity, performing what she euphemistically referred to as ‘crisis management’.

And there was most certainly a crisis to manage.

Though he’d purposely been unplugged from the news cycle since coming back from the hospital’s Item World, even he knew that stories about the sabotage and betrayal at MacCammon were big in the media.

Unfortunately for all of them, however, Belleteyn D’Amore escaped from the Item World first. The blonde bounty hunter was able to spread her own version of events first, which laid all of the blame at Caleb’s feet. Lady Lachrymosa, her vampires, and the connections they’d gained through Kerr were working to mitigate the damage and get the true story out there, but the old adage was holding true: a lie can get around the world before the truth can put its boots on.

Just another thing I’m going to have to deal with at the debate, Caleb thought, picking his way over Eira’s sleeping form. That’s if Belleteyn will even show up.

Deep down, though, he knew she would. Even through the layers of malkini corruption, the person who Belleteyn D’Amore had been would never be able to back down from a challenge. She wouldn’t miss their big confrontation. Not for the world.

After all, the world was exactly what was at stake.

Caleb tiptoed his way across the carpet. In the hallway, a sudden rumble from his stomach made him pause. When was the last time he’d eaten anything? He couldn’t remember. He was in dire need of refreshment.

Nothing fancy, of course. Just a quick bite. There was plenty in the refrigerator, thanks to Eira and her elven cooking. Maybe he’d brew a pot of coffee, too. His mouth watered just thinking about it…

He stepped into the kitchen and froze. There was already coffee in the machine. A familiar figure sat at the kitchen table, sipping a mug of it with a knowing smile.

“Mare,” Caleb said, relaxing. “It’s good to see you. I didn’t know you were here.”

The demoness shot him a slightly weary smile. “Lady Lachrymosa thought it was a good idea for all of your close associates to hunker down under the same roof,” she said, scratching her temple next to one of her horns. “Considering the shit-storm that’s blowing over Hades right now, I don’t really blame her.”

That brought a laugh out of Caleb. “It’s good to have you here,” he said, pouring himself a mug of hot, black coffee. “Cerebus looks happy to see you, too.”

The hellhound lay curled up at Mare’s feet. Two of his three heads were asleep, and the third looked like it had woken up just long enough to make sure that Caleb was not some enemy come to the apartment. The dog’s eyes closed, and he let out a tremendous fart. Both Mare and Caleb cackled at that, and the demoness stuck out her tongue and made a disgusted face.

“Boy!” Caleb chided, shaking his head as he took a seat. “Sorry, Mare. None of us have any manners around here. We should have given you a proper bed, for starters.”

The demoness shrugged. “I was fine on the couch.” A sly smile spread across her face. “That wasn’t good enough for Kerr, though. You know she actually turned Lady Lachrymosa down? Said she felt safer at her own residence then up here with the Heir of Holdstock.”

Caleb just nodded. Kerr might have worked for him, but he didn’t get along terribly well with her otherwise.

“She can probably do more good out there,” he said, gesturing at the wall with his coffee. “Rumormongering and all that.”

“Sure, sure,” Mare said, looking him up and down. There was a hesitance to her manner, as if she’d walked to the edge of a precipice and was staring at the water below, wondering if she had the strength to take the plunge. “You and your women must have been tired last night.”

“We were,” Caleb said without thinking. “Why?”

A smirk tugged at the corner of Mare’s mouth. “Your bedroom antics ended much earlier than usual. Usually you and those girls are at it most the night, especially Eira. Pointed God, I’ve heard the jokes that elf girls are all screamers, but the pipes on that woman when she starts to get off…!”

Caleb chuckled. “We were all rather exhausted,” he said, staring down into the depths of his coffee. “Long day.”

That was putting it mildly. They’d be recovering from their adventures in the Item World for days, probably right up until his debate with Belleteyn. He doubted he’d put in too many more public appearances before Election Day.

“Oh,” Mare said, her voice suddenly much too casual. One of her hands slid across the table and covered Caleb’s, the tips of her nails gently digging into his palm. “Are you still exhausted, sir?”

He looked deep into the demoness’s eyes. He liked Mare, he had since the first time she’d acted as a driver for him and his harem. At times she’d gotten the short end of the stick, as he had far too many things and people on his plate to devote more than friendly banter to their relationship. But over the last few weeks, he’d been able to feel the respect for him deepening from the demoness.

Lady Lachrymosa said Mare was ready to join the harem. Caleb hadn’t fully let himself believe it until that oh-so-casual drop.

“I’m feeling very well rested,” he said, matching Mare’s smile with his own. “My bedroom’s pretty packed at the moment—why don’t you show me where you slept last night?”

She rose and took him by the hand. “Gladly,” she said, leading him out of the kitchen. “It’s actually an extremely comfortable place to catch some Z’s. Perhaps you should try it sometime.”

Cerebus continued snoring behind them as Caleb and Mare walked from the kitchen into the living room. The fire in the hearth was little more than ashes, but early morning glow from Hades’s lava river streamed in from between the curtains. It gave the whole parlor a romantic atmosphere.

No one else in the apartment had risen yet, just Caleb and Mare. He saw that she had indeed transformed the couch into a comfy little love nest, using two big throw pillows and a puffy blanket. She’d probably been snug as a bug in a rug last night, while he’d been curled up among his girls.

As she walked just ahead of him, his hand strayed down to her ass. Mare didn’t have the thickness of Lady Lachrymosa or the roundness of Eira, but what she did have was a firm, athletic behind that looked great in anything tight. Caleb felt certain she could have bounced any amount of Wyrdworld currency off that ass.

Mare groaned as his fingers gripped her. “Fucking finally,” she whispered, grinning over her shoulder. “I thought you and me were never going to do this!”

Caleb chuckled. “Sorry we haven’t gotten around to it sooner,” he said, giving her ass another squeeze. Yes, it was definitely the kind of rear he could get used to having in his hand. “You’re a beautiful woman, but I’ve had my hands full.”

“I know,” Mare said, turning around to face him. It wasn’t until the two of them stood like that in the middle of the living room that he truly realized how short the demoness was. In the driver’s seat she looked taller, and her boots usually added a few inches, but here? Here, the top of her head barely came up to his chin.

Mare stood on tiptoe, her hands going to his chest. He leaned down and kissed her, taking his time and enjoying it.

Mare broke the kiss with a sly smile. “I understand. You’re a very busy man, Caleb Holdstock. It’s taken me a while to get you all to myself. But now that we’re alone…”

She lifted a leg and practically climbed into his arms. Her mouth covered his, and he felt his cock stiffen against her thigh. Her hands moved down his body, and he heard the sound of his belt being undone.

"You don’t waste any time, do you?” he said.

Mare grinned. "I've waited long enough," she said, dropping to her knees. "Let's get to the good stuff."

She pulled down his pants and underwear, exposing his hard cock. She licked her lips as she gazed at it, then looked up at him, her hungry gaze stoking the fires of his lust.

"You know, I’ve heard you with those women so many times,” she said, a wondering expression flickering across her face. “But this is the first time I’ve seen you naked.”

“You like what you see?” His cock bobbed gently, so hard that it hurt. When the demoness’s eyes flickered back to it from the motion, a bead of precum dribbled from the tip.

Mara nodded eagerly. “I do,” she said with a little laugh. “I do, I do!”

Sounds like a woman at a wedding, Caleb thought. Maybe that’s exactly what this was. Once he took Mare, she’d be his forever, just like the rest of his girls. Bound forever to the Heir of Holdstock, part of the revolution that he was building in the Wyrdworld.

The thought gave him pause. Was this really what Mare wanted? Truly?

“Mare,” Caleb groaned, putting his hands on the demoness’s shoulders. “Listen, are you sure you want this? This isn’t a one-night stand… it’s kind of a commitment.”

The demoness chuckled knowingly. She wrapped her hand around his shaft, her grip both firm and warm. Caleb groaned as she began to stroke him, her hand moving up and down his length like it had been designed to fit him.

“I know that,” she growled, looking up at him with unbridled lust. “Believe me, Caleb, I’ve been with you long enough to see what happens to every girl you hook up with.”

She leaned in close, the tip of her soft pink tongue teasing that special spot on the underside of his shaft. He gasped at the contact, his cock throbbing hard.

Mare puckered up and spit all over Caleb’s cock. Her juices made it even easier for her hand to slide up and down. A thin line of saliva ran from the tip of his swollen crown all the way to the corner of Mare’s mouth.

She leaned back with a smile, so sweet and sultry at the same time that it made him shiver. Suddenly all the pretense dropped off her pretty face. She looked up at him, unguarded and open.

“I’ve wanted this for so long,” she whispered, nibbling her bottom lip. “Pretty much from the first time I met you. I want to taste you, Caleb. Shit, I want to feel you inside me.”

As she spoke, the demoness pressed her face against his cock. She kissed the underside of his shaft, her nostrils flaring as she inhaled the musk of his manhood. The sensation made him groan, and his hands went from her hair to her short horns.

Mare smiled, her eyes flashing with mischief. “So what do you say, sir? Am I good enough to join the harem?”

Before Caleb could respond, she opened her mouth and took him inside.

Her tongue swirled around his shaft, hitting that same sensitive spot she’d teased so skillfully with her tongue earlier. The bliss sent Caleb wild, and his hips bucked against her face like they had a mind of their own.

Mare formed a tight seal around his shaft with her pouty lips, bobbing up and down on his prick slow and hard. Each time she took him deeper.

Soon she was going all the way down to his balls. Still her eyes stayed on his, even as tears formed in the corners. Her hand gripped his balls, gently massaging the swollen orbs as she sucked him off. Every time she pulled back, her hand was there, gripping him and stroking before that incredible warmth and tightness enveloped him anew.

He’d had more beauties in his bed over the last year than most men were blessed to court in a lifetime, and every one of them had been an experience worth treasuring and savoring. Eira’s elven sex magic, Yui’s ardor, Lady Lachrymosa’s gentle teasing and the way she nibbled at his inner thigh before drinking from him… these were the sorts of memories a man took with him along the course of his lifetime, drawing strength and joy from as the years roll by. All of his girls had special talents that set them apart from the rest of the pack, that created memories no one else could match.

What was Mare’s? If he had to come up with a response, he’d probably say it was her enthusiasm at blowing him. His other women sucked his cock, of course, but none of them worshiped his dick like Mare.

Caleb had thought he’d become an expert at controlling his own pleasure, at delaying his orgasm until he was good and ready to shoot, but Mare’s mouth had other ideas. Other plans. It took a shockingly short amount of time for him to feel the familiar tingle in his balls that heralded an orgasm. His cock swelled bigger and thicker in Mare’s mouth, the swollen crown hitting the back of her throat every time she swallowed him down.

The demoness winked up at him. Her mouth never left his cock, but if it had for even a moment, he knew exactly what Mare would say. Her wink and her demeanor communicated it more clearly than any words ever could.

“I don’t WANT you to last much longer,” that wink said. “Shoot in my mouth, sir. Fill me with your load…”

And a few moments later, that was exactly what Caleb did.

The pleasure built and built until he could no longer resist it. It built to a crescendo as he thrust deep into Mare’s throat. A lesser woman might have gagged and pulled off him just then, but Mare did not.

Her eyes stayed locked on his, but rolled up ever so slightly into her head as the first jet of his seed coated her tongue. Mare moaned right along with him as he shot, her cheeks hollowing around his prick as she drank down his load. Each jet that left him felt like its own orgasm, making him shudder and pant and grip the demoness’s hair. She took him like a queen, gamely swallowing down his cum.

It was only as the pleasure began to ebb that Caleb noticed her free hand between her thighs.

Mare drank the last few drops then pulled back. “On the couch,” she growled, giving the underside of his crown a little kiss. “I want you to fuck me. Now!”

“Can do,” Caleb said, helping the demoness to her feet.

Mare made her way across the room, shimmying out of her clothes as she reached the couch. By the time she got to where she’d been sleeping, she was down to her bra and panties, and once she lifted the heavy blanket and climbed in underneath it, Caleb saw her toss the fabric across the room. She was naked under there, oh so primed and ready for him.

“I want you.” The truth of the words rang like a bell. “Now get in here and fuck me, before the other girls wake up and spoil this!”

He let the boxers that were already around his knees drop to the floor as he climbed under the blanket with the demoness. Just as he suspected, she was naked under the fluffy fabric. Her body was lithe and toned, every bit as athletic and tight as he’d hoped. Her breasts were on the smaller side and perfectly shaped. Her nipples stood erect, begging to be touched and kissed.

Caleb wasted no time. His hands roamed over her body, caressing every inch of her curves. He buried his face between her tits and sucked one of her stiff nipples, letting his fingers play around her ass and pussy as he kissed her gorgeous breasts.

Mare moaned, arching her back as Caleb made her boil over. “Yes!” she whimpered, grinding her pelvis against him. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, the irises beneath feverish with lust. “Just like that, baby! I can’t believe how fucking horny you are. I just sucked your cock.”

Caleb leaned in and kissed her, capturing her mouth with a searing kiss. She bit down on his bottom lip so hard that he tasted blood, then her arms were encircling him at the same time as her legs. Her body welcomed him, practically melting into the cushions of the couch as she invited him to enter her.

The heat between their bodies grew. The blankets trapped it, and Caleb felt sweat breaking out all over his chest and back. Mare was sweaty, too—her tits were covered in it. His tongue trailed up and down her orbs, tasting it as she shivered and moaned and whimpered for more.

Finally Mare could take no more. “Please,” she begged, her voice hoarse with desire. Her nails dug into Caleb’s back, adding sharp spikes of pain to his pleasure. “Fuck me, Caleb! I need you inside me!”

It was all the permission he needed. Caleb’s knee shoved Mare’s thighs apart, revealing the slit waiting between her legs. He pushed into that valley, the swollen crown of his cock rubbing against her wetness. She was already boiling over, so turned on that her juices coated his shaft.

The temptation to thrust into her and claim her was intense, even after Mare’s blowjob took the edge off. But a quick pump and dump was the exact opposite of what he wanted. Despite Mare’s worries that some of his other girls would show up and ruin their fun, Caleb knew that was extremely unlikely to happen. Not only were they all heavy sleepers, none of his girls would have interrupted. They might have watched from the shadows, but they wouldn’t interfere.

So Caleb was free to take his time. And he wanted this sex to be something Mare would never forget.

He ran the crown of his cock up and down her slit. Slowly her folds parted, and he felt that stiff, swollen nub deep beneath her nether lips. It rested at the apex of her pleasure, and when he swirled his cock around it with gentle and then harsh pressure, the demoness nearly came apart beneath him.

“Unnnngh!” She arched her ass, practically jumping off of the couch in her eagerness to get him inside of her. “Fuck me, sir, fuck me!”

Mare’s expression went slack beneath him. His dick continued to swirl around her peak, teasing her without giving her the relief she so desperately needed.

“Sir, pleeeease,” Mare whined, wrapping her legs around his hips. “Don’t I deserve that dick, sir? Didn’t I do a good job sucking on your cock like a little whore?”

He felt his resolve weakening, even as Mare’s clit throbbed like an electric toothbrush against the head of his manhood.

“Please let me be a little whore for you,” Mare whispered in Caleb’s ear. An inch of his prick poked into her channel. “Let me show you what this pussy can do, sir!”

Caleb couldn’t take it any longer. With one hard, driving thrust, he impaled himself hilt-deep inside of Mare’s tightness.

The demoness’s words were cut off by a scream of pleasure as she felt him enter her. Her walls dripped around him, coating him in her girl juices, and her soft interior was covered in these small ridges that drove him absolutely wild.

He leaned back and watched himself enter her, his cock thrusting between her slender hips.

Every time his prick left her pussy, it was coated with more cream. Mare was soaked like he’d never seen before, so turned on that she couldn’t think straight. Her moans filled the living room, her hands gripping his shoulders tight as she ratcheted herself onto him as hard as she could.

“Yes, yes!” she cried, the relief of having him buried inside her so sweet she nearly came right then and there. “Don’t stop. Fuck, please don’t stop!”

Caleb had no intention of stopping. Instead he thrust into her harder, faster, his pace quickening. One leg landed on the floor, using the carpet as leverage, and the whole couch shook beneath them. The sound of their bodies slapping together filled the room, mingling with their moans of pleasure.

Suddenly Mare’s whimpers changed. Her nails dug into his skin, raking him as her thighs clenched around his hips with all her might. “Oh God!” she groaned, an irony if there ever was one.

As she approached her peak, she grabbed Caleb’s hands and put them around her throat.

Mare groaned with bliss, relaxing into his touch as her eyes rolled back in her head. “Yessss,” she whimpered, letting out a sound like steam escaping a hot kettle.

Mare’s cry of bliss filled the room. Her body trembled as she reached her peak, going weightless beneath him as her inner walls clenched and gripped him. She was as tight as a fist around him as she came, her body writhing and shuddering as if she’d been struck by lightning.

“Yes! Yes!” Mare cried, delirious in the midst of her orgasm. “Thank you, thank you!”

Caleb’s own orgasm followed hers, the bliss crashing through him like a thunderclap.

Both of them groaned and kissed as they came down from their mutual peaks.

It was amazing. It was blissful. It was exactly what they needed.

They both collapsed, spent and satisfied. The light coming through the curtains had brightened a fraction, telling Caleb just how long it had been since he’d come upon Mare in the kitchen sipping his coffee.

His mind reeled from the intensity of his orgasm. Even now, little aftershocks rocked his frame.

“Wow,” he said, rolling to the side. “Shit, that was incredible.”

“It was,” Mare agreed, cuddling up to him. “I’m so glad I’m yours. I mean, I was your employee before, but I’m so much more now. I can make you and the other girls so happy!”

Caleb was happy, too. He closed his eyes, feeling a sudden tiredness wash over him. He could have easily gone back to sleep and woken up sometime around noon—it was that sort of morning. He longed to pull Mare back into bed with him, to surprise the rest of the harem with the sight of the demoness in their bed whenever they rose.

Of course, that was when his harem decided to surprise him.

He glanced over at the kitchen, merely curious, and was amused to see two pairs of heads peering out from the crack in the door. Eira’s, and Desdemona’s.

“It looks like they’re happy, too,” Caleb said sleepily. “Morning, girls.”

Mare let out a yelp. She rolled into Caleb’s arms and hid beneath the blankets as both Desdemona and Eira entered the room. Coffee steamed from mugs in the women’s hands, dissolving into the chilly air of the living room. Both of them carried two mugs—Caleb realized Desdemona’s extra was for him, and Eira’s was for Mare.

“Good morning,” Desdemona said, handing Caleb a cup of coffee. She settled onto the opposite couch, folding her legs beneath her as she stretched and sighed. “I see we have a new woman to welcome into the harem?”

“I figured it was time,” Caleb said, rubbing the small of Mare’s back. She was so embarrassed, she couldn’t lift her face from Caleb’s chest. She’d been more than willing to joke about the other girls sneaking up on them before she brought him to her couch to fuck, but now that it was really happening, she’d gotten butterflies in her stomach. “I’m sure you saw the whole thing, too.”

“Parts,” Desdemona admitted, taking a sip of her brew. “I was busy making coffee. You and Mare left very little for the rest of us.”

Eira grinned at the driver. “Welcome to the party,” she told Mare. “It’s a crazy fucking ride, but it’s one I wouldn’t trade for anything.” She leaned forward, scrutinizing the blankets. “You going to come out of there?”

Mare could hide no longer. Her head popped out from beneath the fluffy fabric. “I’m here,” she said, sitting up with a sigh. She kept the blanket wrapped around her just beneath her neck, hiding her nudity, which had the unfortunate effect of pulling the fabric away from Caleb. Both Desdemona and Eira let out little purrs as they saw his naked body.

“Oh, stop,” Caleb said, picking up his boxers and putting them back on. The look Eira gave him said she wished he wouldn’t, but he wasn’t quite at the point of lounging around naked just yet. That was a level of Roman orgy they’d yet to reach. “Mare’s already embarrassed enough.”

“Here,” the elf said, handing Mare a cup of coffee. “You’ll probably need this. Caleb fucks like a beast—he always leaves me feeling like a wet towel that’s been hung out to dry after he’s done with me.”

“I’m a little sore,” Mare said, giving the two women a wry smile as she sipped her coffee. “But it’s a good sore.”

All of them laughed. That was a good feeling.

“Alright,” Caleb said, putting his feet on the floor. “What are we going to do today?”



Chapter 23

The women loved Mare, of course. The reaction to the news that the demoness driver had officially joined the harem was universally one of amusement.

“Finally,” Yui said once she’d woken up and joined the rest of the crew. “I thought you two were going to eye-fuck each other all the way to Election Day!”

The general sentiment was shared among the whole harem. They were glad to have Mare as part of their number, even as Caleb’s campaign reached its final stage.

Their domestic bliss passed quickly, the days flickering away like leaves in an autumn wind. Election Day grew ever closer, where the people of Hades would make their choice between himself and Belleteyn D’Amore to sit the seat in the Celestial Senate that was once held by Caleb’s grandfather.

The race was tighter than anyone on either side of the aisle would have liked. The lead Belleteyn gained with the release of the ‘sex tape’ between Caleb and Imani Nox had more or less evaporated, but the boost Lady Lachrymosa and the other vampires of Omega had been hoping for from his grand gesture at the MacCammon Hospital had also failed to materialize. The tragedy of what had happened with the Item World cascade overshadowed the good news of the hospital’s Crafting and completion, and so sapped enthusiasm for Caleb in the polls.

As the window for big shifts in the polling pre-Election Day closed, the field narrowed, until both Caleb and Belleteyn D’Amore were polling within the margin of error. The best efforts of Lady Lachrymosa and Charity showed a slight, if barely substantial, lead for Caleb—but not enough to be certain of victory.

As he conducted meetings and interviews from his apartment, watching far too much news in between sessions of vigorous lovemaking with his harem, Caleb and his companions grew to accept a simple truth. One that he had secretly been banking on all along.

It would be the debate. The debate would settle everything.

That truth had crystallized in the minds of Lady Lachrymosa and her fellow vampires as the big day approached.

“You need to be ready,” the vampire giantess assured him, her face giving him a desperate look from the other side of a video screen. Lady Lachrymosa hadn’t put in a proper visit to the apartment in a week—she had far too many fires to put out on the campaign trail, as she said, and had only dropped in once, briefly, to drink a few drops from Caleb outside of his bedroom window. She looked haggard, and he’d already promised her multiple times that they’d go on a vacation once his Senate seat was secured.

She looked like she needed it.

“I am ready,” Caleb said.

His girls sat around him at the kitchen table, which was covered in papers. Everything from interview requests to the latest transcripts of Belleteyn’s campaign ads lay spread out for Caleb’s perusal.

“Honestly, I don’t know how I could be more ready, Lady Lachrymosa,” he continued. “We all know Belleteyn’s mind is rotted out from her malkini corruption. Once the people of Hades see me and her standing next to each other, up there on the debate stage, they’ll know there’s really only one choice for who should sit the Celestial Senate…”

It was the gambit Caleb had been depending on ever since he’d announced his campaign. He knew from the beginning that the only hope he had of taking over his grandfather’s Senate seat lay in looking like the logical option —like a sane, rational individual next to Belleteyn’s batshit insanity. The bounty hunter managed to put a few dents in his reputation thanks to her nasty tricks, but deep in his heart of hearts, Caleb truly believed that the people of Hades were behind his bid for office, and not hers.

Of course, he still had to convince them of that.

After his adventure at South Hades’s most in-need hospital, Caleb hadn’t left his apartment. He’d stayed put on the suggestion of both Lady Lachrymosa and Desdemona, both of whom believed he needed a little time out of the spotlight to rest, heal up, and recalibrate his reputation in the public eye. There were too many questions surrounding MacCammon, mixing the good of the event with too much tragedy. Though Caleb would have loved nothing more than to grant an exclusive interview to Imani Nox and explain everything over the airwaves, his advisors thought it a bad idea.

“Save it for the debate,” Lady Lachrymosa had said. “She won’t see it coming if you do. You can unload on the bitch with both barrels, and all she’ll be able to do is stand on stage and giggle like a little bobblehead!”

Poetic imagery. Under such counsel, Caleb had instead begun mentally preparing himself for his role in the Celestial Senate. To his surprise, he enjoyed the work.

Every morning, Charity or some other vampire brought about a whole stack of paperwork. Some of it involved the bills that were currently up for debate in the legislature, while a great deal of it amounted to what was essentially a crash course in the way democracy worked in the Wyrdworld. Caleb was far from surprised to see that the legislative process was even more adversarial in Hades than it was back on Earth. Duels were common on the floor of the Celestial Senate, and more than one representative had had their throat torn out in the middle of a particularly intense session.

In order to make sure he was no slouch, Caleb spent his precious free time training. Charity primarily helped train his mind, overseeing his lessons in statecraft, while Desdemona worked to train his body by giving him more experience in Crafting and casting spells. By the time the night of the debate rolled around, Caleb was feeling pretty good about himself—he wasn’t certain of victory, but he felt damned sure he’d give a good accounting of himself no matter what happened.

Then the night itself arrived. Caleb didn’t bother watching the news that morning—it talked about little else. Neither he nor Belleteyn D’Amore had been seen in public since the tragedy at the hospital, and there was hot debate over the airwaves whether one of them might actually ghost the other at the big event. A few people even seemed to believe the debate wouldn’t happen at all, that neither Caleb nor Belleteyn D’Amore would bother to show.

That wasn’t the case. No matter what, Caleb was going to be there. And if Belleteyn didn’t show up on the debate stage, well, he’d just have the whole place to himself, that’s all. He’d have a perfect showcase to convince the people of Hades that he was the right man for the job.

The slight change in pressure in his bedroom told him that Charity had just entered. Caleb stood before the mirror, adjusting his tie and giving himself a final once-over. He frowned at his own reflection, noting that of the vampire in the doorway. Unlike the stories, creatures like Charity and Lady Lachrymosa could be seen in mirrors.

“It’s just about time to go, sir,” Charity said, taking a step into the room. “You look excellent, by the by.”

Caleb wasn’t so sure. He’d never been a fan of playing fancy dress-up games. A nice watch, a sport coat, and a decent pair of jeans were what he normally considered sufficient for a night on the town. But tonight, the people of Hades needed to see something beyond Caleb Holdstock, Hades’s richest new playboy.

They needed to see Caleb Holdstock, grandson of the revered and venerable Gene Holdstock. Heir not only to his grandfather’s legacy as a Crafter, but his skill at uniting people and putting the welfare of the Wyrdworld over petty politics.

“If you say so,” he said. He made a final adjustment to his tie and followed the vampire into the living room, where the rest of the group waited.

On Desdemona’s suggestion, the rest of his girls had dressed conservatively for the debate. They’d be spotted in the front row, of course, cheering him on, and so while they were all dolled up, they looked far more like wives than girlfriends.

The sole exception to this was Mare. The demoness, so freshly added to the harem, had no intention of dressing like some kind of dowdy old maid. Particularly when, unlike the rest of his girls, she had no intention of being present at the debate. Rather than shove yet another new conquest in the voters’ faces tonight, Mare would remain with the car, waiting in the parking garage for the event to be over.

All of his companions oohed and ahhed at his professional look, but it was Mare’s eyes that laughed the loudest with mischief.

“Damn, you look swanky, sir!” the demoness said, pretending like she was about to faint. She tilted on her heels and leaned against Eira, making a show of having to fan herself off as if attacked by the vapors. “If you’d worn that during our first meeting, I wouldn’t have let you out of the back of my cab!”

“Then it’s a good thing I only dress up like this for special occasions,” Caleb countered with a grin. “Are we all just about ready to go?”

His companions nodded. Of all the girls who’d actually be in the front row watching him during the debate, the one with the boldest dress sense was definitely Yui. This was on purpose. Lady Lachrymosa wanted the cameras zooming in on that baby bump as much as possible, even if the effects of Yui’s pregnancy were barely visible at the moment. Everyone knew she was pregnant, and knowing it would remind them that Caleb had matured into a family man.

Charity consulted a tiny earpiece, tapping it with a long nail. It connected her directly to Omega’s security, which even now were clearing the lane to the debate amphitheater. She hissed a few words in a tongue Caleb didn’t recognize, nodded, then closed the connection.

“We’re all good to go,” she said, glancing up at Caleb. “Mare, you will take the women in your vehicle. You will be provided a vampiric escort, to ensure there are no problems. Caleb, you’re with me.”

Huh? This wasn’t part of the plan. Or was it? Caleb had been so focused on the debate that he’d missed most of the trappings around it. Was this some last minute attempt to shore up security, or something else?

“What’s going on?” Yui asked, her hand straying to her belly. “Why isn’t Caleb with us?”

“Last-minute debate prep,” Charity said blandly.

No one believed her. Their faces made it plain.

The vampire accountant managed to keep a straight face for several seconds, which was longer than Caleb would have guessed she could last beneath the withering gaze of his girls. Finally it was too much for her, and her expression crumbled.

“Fine,” she spat. “My Mistress commanded it. There’s to be no hanky-panky on the way to the debate—there will be cameras on you the entire way there. If they catch anything that Belleteyn D’Amore could point to…”

Imani nodded. “That makes perfect sense. Besides, Caleb needs to keep his mind sharp.”

Most of the harem didn’t like the sound of that, but they were willing to admit she was right. All of them wanted to say goodbye to Caleb before the debate.

The color drained from Yui’s face, and her hand reached out to grab Caleb’s. Her grip was so tight that he wondered for a moment if something was wrong with her.

“Can I… can I stay with Caleb, please?” she whispered. “I promise I won’t start any hanky-panky, or anything like that. I just want to see Caleb safely to the arena.” She batted her eyelashes at the vampire, as if Charity were the sort of person to be swayed by big eyes and a pretty face.

“Hmm,” Charity murmured. She gave Yui a look that wasn’t terribly hopeful. “Those weren’t my Mistress’s orders…”

Before they could argue any further, Caleb stepped in. “Your Mistress will forgive me for taking a little initiative. Yui’s with me. She’ll ride in whatever car you’ve got prepared to take me to the arena.”

A pair of vampires in suits took the women downstairs to get in Mare’s vehicle. Charity waited for them to leave, then guided Caleb and Yui down a separate set of stairs to an exit Caleb hadn’t even realized was part of the building. A black limousine waited there, two of its four wheels parked on the curb. Another vampire wearing black sunglasses sat behind the wheel, tapping on the leather as he waited for his cargo.

“Right in here, sir,” Charity said, opening a door. Caleb escorted Yui inside first, and made sure that she was comfortable. Then he climbed inside and allowed Charity to close the door.

The interior was incredibly luxurious and smelled like teakwood. The seats were as plush as pillows, and Caleb found himself relaxing almost despite himself as they settled in. Yui threw her arms around him, as nervous as a newborn kitten.

“Are you okay?” Caleb asked, stroking her hair.

Yui wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I’m okay. I’m just nervous, is all. Today’s the big day, right?”

“Right,” Caleb agreed. “Today I show the people of Hades that I’m the right man to lead them into the future, instead of Belleteyn D’Amore.”

Before Yui could respond, the door on the opposite side of the limousine slid open. Charity blinked inside, closing the door behind her with a final, fearful look at the street outside. The vehicle's windows tinted themselves completely black, so that no one out on the streets of Hades would be able to tell who was inside.

It was obvious, though.

Now that they were on their way, Charity began to relax. She tapped her earpiece and sent a signal to the driver, and the limo pulled out onto the street. “We should be there soon,” she said, leaning back into her chair with a sigh. “My Mistress will meet you at the rear entrance of the arena.”

Caleb nodded. Though the windows of the limo were black mirrors to those outside, nothing kept him from seeing what was going on outside. He watched as buildings passed in his vision, the city slowly rolling by.

“Any updates on Belleteyn?” he asked, glancing over at Charity. “Has she been seen moving through the city, or heading anywhere near the arena?”

He remembered once again the news reports. The speculation that one or the other competitor would ghost the debate—would simply decide not to show up. If either he or Bellteyn failed to arrive, the press would consider it a forfeit.

Would it be enough to end Belleteyn’s campaign if she chickened out? Caleb wasn’t sure. He hoped she would show up, because he wanted to nail her to the wall. After all the bullshit she’d done, it was time for her to pay for her crimes.

Charity was already shaking her head. “There’s been nothing on the Belleteyn front. No one’s seen hide nor feathers of the bounty hunter, especially not since the tragedy at the hospital took over the headlines. We made sure that her name was connected with that disaster.”

Nothing yet? If Belleteyn was going to show, she’d have to reveal herself soon. Otherwise, the bounty hunter wouldn’t make it to the stage in time.

“That’s good, right?” Yui asked. A little of her fear had dropped away, but she still looked worried. “If Belleteyn doesn’t show, the Fae can’t do any nasty shit to Caleb, right? We’ll just win by default?”

“The press will consider it a win for Caleb,” Charity said with a frown. “But my Mistress believes a solid defeat will do more for the campaign, and I agree.” Then she sighed. “I must admit, Caleb, there was another reason for separating you from your women on the drive over.”

“For security, right?”

A slight widening of the vampire’s eyes was the only sign he’d hit the mark. “Correct. You’ve told us that the Fae woman known as Alecto owes you a favor. That may protect you from her tonight—she certainly wouldn’t want to tangle with a man who has leverage on her during such an auspicious day, but that doesn’t mean the Fae won’t try something to tip the scales.”

“First of all,” Caleb said, frowning, “Alecto does owe me a favor. That’s just a fact—I forced her to thank me, in front of her elders. And if the Fae are going to bum rush the debate tonight, why did you put all my eggs in one basket? If Alecto’s people attack Mare’s convoy, I’m in deep shit.”

Charity was already gesturing for peace. “Your women are surrounded by our very best operatives. Moreover, they’re currently sealed inside of Mare’s vehicle—which means that at this moment, no one from Belleteyn’s campaign or the Fae know which vehicle has which people in it. That gives you some measure of security.”

“Not nearly enough,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “You’re saying it’s a fifty-fifty shot if Belleteyn attacks me or attacks my girls? That’s no good, Charity.”

“When in the world did I say fifty-fifty?” the vampire said with a knowing smile. “Take a look out your left window, sir.”

Caleb did. And saw something that made his jaw drop.

They’d just turned onto the main highway leading through the center of Hades. In the next lane over was an identical limousine to the one Caleb and Yui were riding in, the windows blacked out to keep anyone from seeing what was happening on the inside.

“Decoys,” Yui whispered, amazed. “You’ve got decoys out on the streets!”

“A dozen of them,” Charity said proudly. “What, did you think we were novices at this whole security thing? We’ll be criss-crossing several times throughout the city, confusing any attempts to track us.”

As if responding to the vampire’s words, the limo in the next lane took that opportunity to pass them. Their own vehicle fell back, taking the next exit and dropping down a side street.

“The subterfuge will add a small amount of time to our journey,” Charity said with a shrug. “But the additional wait will be minimal.”

It was brilliant. Genius. Belleteyn couldn’t attack an entire fleet of limousines—not without looking like some kind of genocidal warlord. She’d have had to pick and choose one or two targets. And if she did, she had a very good chance of missing Caleb entirely.

“Wait,” Yui said, suddenly stiffening in Caleb’s arms. “What about Mare’s taxi? They’ll know that the girls are inside…”

“There are several counterfeit taxis traveling through Hades as well,” Charity said with a small nod. “All the women are inside the cab with the windows hidden, so they should not provide any extra incentive to be attacked. There are decoy riders in the other vehicles, as well, so that infrared will not give us away.”

Caleb had to hand it to her. Charity and her Mistress had planned this to the hilt.

“All you need to do is lie back and enjoy the ride,” Charity said, unstopping a small red bottle in a compartment next to her seat. “And make yourself ready for the debate, sir. Despite our best attempts at intelligence gathering, I have no idea what tricks Belleteyn might have up her sleeve at this meeting. If she shows up at all.”

It was a sobering thought.

“She’d better,” said Caleb. “Otherwise she’ll have put us through all this for nothing.”

“Caleb?” Yui’s voice was so quiet that it was barely audible.

Instantly his focus was on her. “What’s up?” he asked, glancing down at Yui.

“There’s something I wanted to ask you,” she said, looking up at him with a forlorn expression. Her gaze flickered over to Charity, but only for a moment. He could see her inner resolve steeling, as if she were telling herself to pretend they were alone in the cabin without the vampire to overhear. “I… I didn’t want to say it in front of the others, because they’d probably think of less of me if I did. Honestly, I wasn’t even sure I wanted to say anything—it’s almost too much like I’m trying to jinx things…”

Caleb smiled. His hand went to Yui’s belly, giving the life growing there a gentle squeeze.

“I don’t believe in jinxes,” he said, giving Yui an indulgent smile. “Go ahead.”

She looked so upset that there were practically tears in her eyes. “We’ve made all these plans,” she whispered, glancing down at her stomach. “For you, for me, for the baby—for the whole harem. But they all depend on one thing.”

“Me winning,” Caleb said. He didn’t need to think about it. It was obvious.

Yui looked up, fixing him with her big dark eyes. “Caleb,” she asked, her voice cracking, “what are we going to do if you lose?”

From the other side of the limo, he heard Charity gasp. “We don’t need to discuss that,” the vampire said quickly. “Caleb simply isn’t going to lose.”

“No, it’s alright. It’s a valid question.” One hand went to Yui’s belly, while the other stroked her hair. “I think I’m starting to understand why you’re so worried. You want to make sure this baby’s taken care of, right? That no matter what happens, I’ll do right by you and the baby?”

Yui swallowed hard. “I want to stay here,” she said firmly. Her eyes gazed into his, and he could see that she wanted this almost as much as she wanted him—that it was a fundamental part of the person she’d become. “I know we could go back to Earth—that both of us have money, and we could be pretty much whoever we want back at home. I figure that’s probably a pretty seductive notion, if it turns out you don’t get to sit in the Celestial Senate.”

“I don’t know about that. I find this world to be pretty refreshing, actually.”

Yui smiled at that. “But even if you lose—even if your chance to be great and respected here in the Wyrdworld slips through your fingers because of some dirty trick from Belleteyn or the Fae—I don’t want you to give up. I want to stay here, with you, and raise our family. With all your other women, too.”

Charity finally spoke up. “This is highly unusual.”

“And Charity, too,” Yui added, her eyes flashing with sudden mischief. “Come on, we both know she wants you. You’ve got to add her to the harem, Caleb.”

Charity nearly dropped her vial of blood all over the limo’s carpet. She couldn’t have looked more shocked if Yui had sprung across the floor with a stake in her hand and driven it into the accountant’s heart.

Caleb looked the vampire up and down, thinking how it would be to have her. Then he laughed. “Hell. I already added my driver to my personal harem. I might as well throw the woman who handles my money into the mix, right?”

Charity’s mouth worked soundlessly. “You… you would really…?”

“You’re a gorgeous woman, Charity,” Caleb said. Not only that, but she was already practically part of the family. He liked her, and he was sure the two of them would get along just as well in the bedroom as they did in every other part of his life. “I like you a lot. I’ve wanted to tell you that, actually, just like with Mare. I just haven’t had a lot of time…”

“That’s… putting it mildly,” she whispered. “Oh, my Mistress would kill me!”

“I’m not thinking of your Mistress right now,” Caleb said, meaning it. “How about we seal it right now?”

He didn’t think the vampire could have looked any more shocked.

“Before the big game?” Charity gasped, her gaze traveling between Caleb’s legs. “Oh, but sir, I couldn’t…”

“I’m not talking about sex,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “I’m talking about this.”

He lifted his finger and bit down on the tip, tearing it with his teeth. A sharp spike of pain filled his mouth, and he tasted blood. When he pulled back, a dark droplet rested on the pad of his index finger.

Charity stared at it, a hunger in her eyes like nothing he’d ever known.

“My Mistress,” she blurted, looking like she wanted to cross herself. “She already drinks from you…”

“And?” Caleb shrugged. “I’ve got plenty of blood. Lady Lachrymosa only drinks from me once a week or so. I can definitely juggle two vampires.”

Charity blinked.

There was no in-between time. One moment she sat on the opposite end of the limo, staring at Caleb like he’d grown a second head. In the next, she knelt next to him, her mouth inches away from the droplet of blood oozing from his finger.

“If you’re sure…” she whispered, gazing up at him.

He could feel Yui’s shoulders rising and falling rapidly. Oh yeah, she was excited.

“Knock yourself out,” he said. “Just take a little, though. Like you said, I need to be sharp.”

Warmth enveloped his digit. Charity treated his finger like it was a tube dispensing air, and she was a deep water diver who had lost her mask. Caleb felt blood trickle from the shallow wound—then a sharper pain made him wince.

Charity had just bit him!

The blonde vampire’s eyes rolled back in her head. Her whole body began to quake, spots of color spreading across her pale skin. The most wondrous noises escaped her as she writhed, giving in to the forbidden bliss of drinking a Crafter’s blood. Her back arched, her muscles tensed, and Caleb was filled with a single conclusion.

Yui voiced it. “Holy shit. Did you just cum from sucking Caleb’s blood?”

Sheepishly, Charity opened her mouth. “Yes,” she admitted, licking her lips. She settled back on the couch, once more in control of herself. “I did. Sir.”

“Wow,” Yui whispered. “Total vampgasm!”

Caleb smiled, then pulled the vampire to him and kissed her. Charity tensed up for a moment, then relaxed into him. She still thinks this is wrong, he thought. That her Mistress wouldn’t approve.

“You’re mine,” he told the vampire. “I haven’t fucked you yet, but that doesn’t matter. You’ve drank my blood, which makes you a part of my harem. Understood?”

Charity looked at him like she’d just won the lottery. “Yes, sir! I… thank you, Caleb. Part of me had hoped… but I thought you would never notice me. You are always so surrounded by babes…”

“I know,” he said, giving the vampire a peck on the cheek. “And now I’m taking one more babe home with me.”

Charity giggled at that. “You are a charmer,” she said, rubbing the place where he’d kissed her. “You will win this debate, Caleb. Yui has nothing to worry about. The future of the Wyrdworld is in your hands.”

Caleb hoped so.


Chapter 24

I can’t believe this, Caleb thought, looking out over the crowd. After all the backstabbing. All the bullshit. Belleteyn isn’t going to show!

He stood behind a thick curtain, peering out through a narrow opening into the arena proper. He’d arrived ten minutes ago and had been hustled backstage by Charity and a bunch of vampires with suits and security earbuds. Charity had been walking on air since being added to his harem, and Lady Lachrymosa had taken one look at her subordinate and guessed that something was up. Fortunately for them all, Charity’s ‘Mistress’ seemed more than willing to postpone discussion of his latest acquisition until after the debate.

Which was seeming more and more with each passing moment to be a flop.

The crowd was restless. Practically anybody who was anybody had gotten a ticket to this event in the front rows of the auditorium, Caleb saw a rogue’s gallery of the famous and infamous in Hades and elsewhere. The leaders of all three of the city’s great clans were in attendance, with Greenwreath and Blackveil rubbing shoulders with Moonwraith and the various unaffiliated gangs of the city. A number of Senators (who Caleb only recognized thanks to Desdemona’s lessons) sat even closer to the action, though most appeared to be paying little attention to the spectacle. One man, a heavy-set dwarf of some age, appeared to actually be napping in his chair.

All the way up front, in the place of honor, sat Caleb’s harem. There were so many of them that they had the row almost completely to themselves—the other seats were taken up by security. Eira, Yui, Desdemona, Imani, Mare, even Lady Lachrymosa herself—they’d all shown up for him, looking their best and preparing themselves to cheer for Caleb.

On the opposite side of the stage lay a completely empty row of seats. Those had been reserved for the guests of Belleteyn D’Amore, but apparently the bounty hunter hadn’t brought any.

In fact, she’d given no indication that she was even going to show up for this event.

“The debate was supposed to start ten minutes ago,” Caleb said, turning away from his hiding place. “Where the fuck is Belleteyn?”

Charity looked worried. So did the other vampires who’d been assigned to security. Caleb knew they’d all joked about this possibility: Belleteyn chickening out and refusing to face Caleb on stage. But joking about it and facing it head on were two very different things.

They had a crowd out there. And that crowd wanted a show.

If they didn’t manage this right, things out there could get bad.

Charity cleared her throat. “We have eyes in the skies over Hades,” she said, adjusting her earpiece. “I’m getting updates every thirty seconds from air command, but there’s nothing out there in Hades airspace. If Belleteyn is coming, she’s not flying.”

“Maybe she’s going to tunnel under the arena,” Caleb muttered. “Like Bugs fucking Bunny.”

Charity didn’t get the reference. “I’m thinking we give it five more minutes,” she said, glancing around the backstage area. “If D’Amore refuses to show after that, you take the stage and… and…”

“Go to a back-up plan?” Caleb asked. “Charity, I don’t have a back-up plan. I know I joked about having the stage all to myself, but I don’t know what to do if I don’t have Belleteyn to play off of. What if the crowd starts throwing shit at me?”

“We won’t let that happen,” one of the vampires grunted. “We have measures in place to prevent any interruption of events on the stage.”

Caleb didn’t bother himself with wondering what those could be. “It doesn’t matter. Maybe we should just call off the whole event. Make it clear that I showed, but Belleteyn didn’t. Doesn’t that count as a victory?”

Charity was thinking. At first, she had been hesitant to do anything on her own. She kept looking around for her Mistress, hoping that Lady Lachrymosa would show up and take charge of whatever was going wrong. But the lead vampire had made it clear: she needed to be seated with the rest of the harem, supporting Caleb. Even if she needed one seat for each of her ass cheeks.

Charity was experiencing what it was like to run things for the first time since she’d started serving Lady Lachrymosa. And to her surprise—and Caleb’s—they were all starting to enjoy it.

But she wasn’t enjoying this part of it. The corners of her mouth turned down in a frown as she met Caleb’s gaze with her own. He could see the wheels turning behind her eyes, all the variables being weighted with scales as she figured out a way forward.

“I don’t think so,” she said at last. “If no one walks out on that stage, the general feeling will be that of a draw, no matter what we say.” She sighed. “I’m sorry, Caleb, but you’ve got to go out there. At least make a small speech. Your stump speech, perhaps?”

Caleb sensed he’d have to do a whole hell of a lot better than that. But he understood.

“Alright,” he said. “Let’s do this, then.”

They gave it another two minutes, even after that. By the time the stopwatch started to beep on Charity’s wrist, the crowd was upset enough to make their disapproval heard even through the thick curtain. Caleb could hear the attendees speculating, wondering if anything was even going to happen tonight.

“Fuck it,” Charity finally said with a laugh. She tapped her earpiece and spoke in a more professional tone. “We’re going to Plan B,” she said, speaking rapidly. “Mr. Holdstock will be going out alone. Alter the lighting and sound to match. I repeat, D’Amore is a no-show. We’ll be letting Mr. Holdstock go out alone to make a speech.”

There must have been feelers out in the crowd. Someone hooked into the arena’s sound system perhaps, or someone who, like Kerr, had connections in high places. Whatever it was, the news spread through the crowd almost as quickly as Charity said it. Some people booed, while the greater number of them began to cheer.

More than anything, that brought a good feeling to Caleb’s heart. These people were happy Belleteyn D’Amore had failed to show. They were pleased he was getting to debate unopposed.

Caleb would have preferred to run for office unopposed, but no one could get everything they wanted.At a signal, the lights dimmed. A spotlight appeared over the box of the debate moderator, an ancient vampire who no one had any particularly strong feelings toward. He wasn’t a charismatic creature, but the arena’s first choice for moderator—Imani Nox—was no longer available for obvious reasons. They’d had to make compromises.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the vampire wheezed, reading off a teleprompter. “Tonight’s debate between Belleteyn D’Amore and Caleb Holdstock will be a bit different than expected. It appears that one of the competitors has failed to appear before the deadline…”

The arena filled with boos.

“I will, of course, continue to aid the debate in any capacity I can,” the moderator continued blandly, completely unaware that his services were no longer needed. “Please, welcome the one candidate who did arrive to the debate tonight. The grandson of our revered Senator Gene Holdstock…”

The arena filled with cheers. The ones from Caleb’s harem in the front row were the loudest, but taken all together, they were practically deafening. Caleb found himself grinning from ear to ear, the energy in the arena infectious.

“…Caleb Holdstock!”

“That’s your cue,” Charity said, giving him a quick peck on the cheek. “Go get ‘em, sir!”

Shooting her a thumbs-up, Caleb headed around the curtain. The already keyed up audience burst into applause and cheers as he stepped out into the light, following the little bits of tape on the floor to his podium. Though no lights shone over Belleteyn’s spot to stand, no one had been bold enough to remove her podium from the stage entirely. Caleb would have preferred they just move his space to the center, but he figured the visual of him standing strong and Belleteyn nowhere to be seen would be good enough.

He approached the podium and took his spot. The lights shone down directly on him, lighting him up for the TV cameras. The dull roar of the crowd grew duller by the moment as they quieted, sinking gradually into silence. It was his moment. He was ready.

Reflexively, Caleb’s eyes searched the crowd. Despite everything he’d been through, part of him still waited for the other shoe to drop. For Alecto to show that she’d never actually been affected by the thanks she’d been forced to render unto Caleb— for her to reveal herself in the stands, to step forward and throw a wrench into all his calculated plans.

For her to ruin everything.

He waited. And nothing happened.

Caleb let out a little sigh of relief. He tapped the microphone, producing a hollow thud, and cleared his throat. “Good evening,” he said, glancing around the arena. “Citizens of Hades, it’s wonderful to be with you tonight. I just wish that everyone who’d been scheduled to appear tonight thought the same thing…”

Polite laughter greeted his joke. It was the only jab he was going to take at Belleteyn D’Amore tonight, he decided. With her not here, it would only look petty for him to keep needling her. Instead, he’d stay fixed on the issues. Win on principle, and look like the only sane choice for the Celestial Senate.

As the applause cleared, Caleb glanced over at the front row. All of his girls stood, their gazes filled with pride. When his gaze reached her, Imani blew him a little kiss and shot him a wink. You’ve got this, babe, that wink said. You’ve got them eating out of the palm of your hand.

And Caleb did.

For a single moment, he did.

Then the unused microphone on the opposite podium crackled to life.

“Caleb Holdstock!” a feminine voice said. The voice rose in pitch, the words transforming into manic laughter. Pink smoke poured from the podium, spilling across the stage and into the light. “You really didn’t think I’d turn down an opportunity to see you sweat, did you?”

Sensing the atmosphere shifting on the stage, someone in the control booth switched over the lights. The spotlights over Belleteyn’s podium blazed to life, illuminating the blonde-haired woman standing before the lectern with a dazed, ditzy smile.

Belleteyn D’Amore had arrived.

“You,” Caleb snarled. It wasn’t the best reaction, but he couldn’t help it. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Somehow, Belleteyn managed to laugh. “Exactly what I’m supposed to be doing, silly!” the bounty hunter said, waving to the crowd. “I’m here to show the people of Hades who the real candidate for the Celestial Senate is! I’m here to take you down!”

Caleb’s heart thundered in his chest. This was the closest he’d been to Belleteyn D’Amore since their fight in the Item World, and the bounty hunter looked even more daring—and more corrupted—than she’d been at their last meeting. Her pink robes clung to her in a mess of silk and taffeta, reminding him of some of the more out there gowns Lady Gaga used to wear when she was chasing attention in the press. Her makeup would have looked garish if she wasn’t so damned attractive, and the way she carried herself on stage oozed sex.

Just looking at her, Caleb realized she had total command of the attention of more than half the audience. Who wouldn’t lust after a creature like Belleteyn?

Only someone who knew what a black, decayed heart rested inside that soft pink shell. Caleb had seen Belleteyn threaten his his harem and his life too many times to feel anything but pure alloyed hatred for the bounty hunter.

No matter that the malkini had turned her into something both more and less than human. Belleteyn didn’t need his pity—she needed to be destroyed.

“What a twist!” the debate moderator said. To be honest, Caleb had forgotten completely about the vampire in his little box in front of the stage. But the appearance of Belleteyn D’Amore seemed to have invigorated the man. He looked almost eager for them to begin. “It turns out we will have a debate, after all!”

Behind him, Lady Lachrymosa stared daggers at the moderator. Caleb sensed he wouldn’t have been her first choice for this event—nor her second, or her third. This could get ugly.

Well. Belleteyn had made her bed. Now it was time to lie in it.

“Yep!” the bounty hunter preened in front of the cameras, blowing a kiss to the audience at home. “I’m ready for my close up, Mr. Director! Let’s do this!”

The moderator cleared his throat. “Before we begin, I’d like to establish the parameters for the event tonight,” he said, slipping into a didactic tone that instinctively had most of the audience’s eyes glazing over. “Each candidate will first be given a two-minute opening statement. Once that is over, we’ll proceed to a selection of randomly selected questions sent in by our listeners and viewers, organized into four different categories that tackle topics like the economy, the malkini, the unique challenges of leadership in the Celestial Senate, and the role of Hades in the greater Wyrdworld”

“Um.” Belleteyn raised a hand. “Excuse me?”

A small amount of laughter rippled through the audience. Most of it was polite, though there were a few hardcore supporters of Caleb in the arena who looked eager to see Belleteyn fall on her face and get her just desserts.

The vampire moderator looked flustered by the interruption. “Yes?”

Belleteyn was already shaking her head. “We don’t need any of that,” she said, grinning over at Caleb. “There doesn’t need to be a big debate over all of this or anything!”

More laughter. Caleb decided he might as well get in on the fun. He leaned forward.

“And why is that?” he asked mildly.

It was a minor miracle that the people in the booth upstairs hadn’t muted one or both of their mics. Probably they could smell the ratings; the messier this got, the more the people at home were going to eat it up. The general lack of social media and constant cell phone connection meant Hades didn’t have the same level of internet culture as Earth, but he could already tell several moments from tonight’s debates were going to become memes.

Hopefully this one. He wanted Belleteyn to lose, and lose big.

But the bounty hunter just scoffed, like the question was as plain as the nose on her face. “Because you’re a monster,” Belleteyn said, putting her hands on her hips. “And you don’t even try to hide it, Caleb Holdstock!”

A monster? Even as she said it, Caleb couldn’t help but notice the way she turned and preened. She was presenting her body at the best possible angle for the cameras, giving them the kind of cheesecake shot that people would drool over tomorrow. Maybe she knew how to work a crowd a little more efficiently than he thought?

“I am no monster,” Caleb said, leaning an elbow on his podium. If she wanted to command the stage, he could do it right back. “What I am is a concerned citizen who wants to see Hades be the absolute best it can be. And that starts with returning the malkini, who you STOLE, back to their proper place in society.”

“Please, please,” the moderator said. His expression crumpled as he tried to regain control of the situation. He could see his one great chance at fame slipping away by the moment. “There’s no need for this—we need to follow the rules of the debate.”

But he’d already lost control. The cameras weren’t on him, but on Belleteyn and Caleb, capturing their every gesture and expression for an audience eager for blood. He was little more than an afterthought, which probably would have gladdened Lady Lachrymosa if it wasn’t for everything else happening on stage.

“I’m a thief!?” Belleteyn laughed. “You really want to start throwing that word around, harem boy?”

Gasps filled the arena. People were on the edges of their seats, watching the chaos unfold. As he looked out over the people watching their every move, Caleb Holdstock had an uncharacteristically droll thought: if someone had had the foresight to sell popcorn, they could have been making a killing right about now.

Caleb shot the camera a calm and collected smile. He wasn’t about to let Belleteyn cause him to look rattled in front of an audience. Amused mastery was the best pose to strike against her silly accusations. Make her look like the unserious candidate that she was, that was his motto.

“Yes,” Caleb said, his grin widening as he gave her a patronizing look. “I have to admit, harems aren’t really a thing back where I came from. But I’ve come to appreciate them, just as I have so many aspects of the culture in which I now call home.”

“Is that why you want to steal every woman in the Wyrdworld?” Belleteyn roared, lifting her voice over his. “We all heard what you said to Imani Nox, Caleb! You didn’t even tell Wyrdworld News you were fucking their top reporter, did you? How many other women are you fucking on the sly that you won’t fess up to?”

Caleb found himself taken aback. Too late, he’d begun to realize that the rules of this game were different than the ones he’d been preparing for. He’d expected a loose, chaotic sort of structure to his bout with Belleteyn D’Amore—but with the moderator sidelined, there was absolutely no structure at all!

Belleteyn was just going to yell over him as much as she could. She’d pepper him with accusations until he looked weak, then go in for the kill. He could see it in her eyes.

Time to go on the counter-offensive.

“I’m not here to answer unfounded allegations,” Caleb shot back, shaking his head. “I make no excuses for what I do in the bedroom, Belleteyn—and no red-blooded man in Hades ever would. But my harem isn’t overly large, and all of my women are carefully chosen. I love them, and I cherish them. One of them is pregnant with my child.”

Whoever was running the show chose that moment to activate a light over the front row. It shone down directly on Yui, who blushed cutely and tried to hide by snuggling up against Eira.

The audience awwwed right along with her. It was a good moment, and Caleb played it to the hilt.

“I love you, babe,” he said, smiling at her. “I can’t wait to welcome our eldest into the world together. And that’ll just be the start of our family!”

Laughter greeted this—knowing laughter, for Yui was a gorgeous woman and Caleb was expected to be just as much of a horndog as he was a statesman. The people of Hades expected both qualities in their leaders, and he was passing their tests with flying colors.

Which burned Belleteyn up, no doubt.

“Very cute,” the bounty hunter said, hanging onto the podium like it was the only thing holding her back from attacking Caleb head on. “But let’s not forgot your true mission. You want to take away every woman in Hades from these people, Holdstock! You can talk a good game about babies, but what you told Imani Nox—”

No, Caleb thought as the accusation began. It’s time for someone to interrupt you, airhead.

Amused. Above the fray. He had to act like he’d already won.

Caleb laughed.

Belleteyn’s mouth snapped shut like a Venus Fly Trap. Her face flushed a red nearly as vivid as the pink of her outfit, and her expression went furious.

“You’d say some crazy shit if you were making the beast with two backs with Imani Nox, too,” he said, still chuckling. “Believe me.”

This time, the laughter that filled the arena was way more genuine. Belleteyn fumed at the sound.

The momentum was back on his side. “Look, this election isn’t about what gets me off in the bedroom,” he said, forcefully and directly. “Above everything else, it’s about getting Hades back to normal. And the fastest way to do that is to restore the malkini to their proper place!”

All around the arena, heads started to nod. This was all part of Caleb’s stump speech, which meant he’d embraced the same concepts using slightly different words plenty of times on the campaign trail—but tonight, there was something different about the way he talked.

Perhaps it was the adrenaline of Belleteyn’s sudden appearance, but Caleb sounded as if he truly believed what he said. Tonight, he carried that special spark of charisma that made a politician’s speech truly special. Tonight, he was on fire.

“Tonight, all across Hades, people are weeping over the connections they’ve lost,” Caleb said. He was perhaps laying it on a little thick, but it appeared to be going over well with the audience in the arena—which meant the people at home were likely responding just as Lady Lachrymosa hoped. “It’s not just the labor they provided, or the relationships they formed with Hades’s citizens. In fact, I’d like to suggest tonight that if Hades has a true mascot, an emblem of what this metropolis represents, then nothing could fit that need more appropriately than the malkini. The catgirl.”

Before Belleteyn could respond with something withering, Caleb whirled on her.

“You stole more than just labor when you drove the malkini out of the city,” he said, his voice raising with the accusation. “You stole this town’s soul, Belleteyn! And for what? You tried to kill me. You threatened my harem. You tried to end my career as a Crafter even before it began! You’ve ruined so many lives for your own ego and greed, and you don’t even have anything to show for it! Look at you!”

The spotlights seemed to shine even brighter on Belleteyn. For the first time since he’d met her, what felt like a lifetime ago at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire, he was seeing Belleteyn D’Amore’s façade beginning to crack.

Knocking peoole off their horses and winning a joust hadn’t disturbed Belleteyn’s calm in the slightest. But here, now, he was finally making her sweat.

The bounty hunter’s face twisted. Ice filled the pit of Caleb’s stomach. That wasn’t a nice smile, but it also wasn’t the smile of someone who’d been defeated.

It was the smile of someone who was just getting started.

“Your career as a Crafter,” she said smugly. She leaned back on the podium like she’d just scored a major hit, though Caleb couldn’t for the life of him figure out what she was getting at. “And where did you get your start as a Crafter, exactly, Mr. Holdstock?”

Caleb nearly laughed. She sounded so much like a TV lawyer, or a character in one of those Japanese court video games, that she almost couldn’t be real. He sensed though that if he did that, he’d have just looked like an asshole.

“From my grandfather,” Caleb responded. He wasn’t certain what angle of attack Belleteyn was going for here, but he figured that leaning on the memory of Grandpa Gene couldn’t hurt. Gene Holdstock was a highly respected figure in the Wyrdworld, after all. “I regret that I didn’t get to know my grandfather better before his passing. From everything I’ve heard about him, both from the ordinary citizens of Hades and from some of my girls, he was certainly quite a man.”

“Ah yes. Did you hear some of those wonderful things from his maid, perhaps? The little malkini I ‘stole’ from you?”

Belleteyn made air quotes when she said the word stole, which infuriated Caleb. How dare she joke about such a thing, when she’d taken a member of the family away from Caleb? As if Mitzi would have wanted to leave!

Why, the maid had seemed almost as if she were on the verge of joining Caleb’s harem when Belleteyn made her assault on the catgirls. That damned statue of hers had ruined everything.

Rather than get defensive, Caleb leaned into Belleteyn’s bullshit. “Yes, that’s right. Her name is Mitzi, and we all miss her terribly. Just like I imagine every citizen of Hades misses their malkini friends, lovers, and employees…”

Something vicious entered Belleteyn’s smile. “Then I have wonderful news for you, Caleb Holdstock!”

More pink smoke began to pour from the stage. The crowd let out a surprised gasp, reacting to it the way moviegoers would a Hollywood special effect. There was even some polite applause from the Caleb haters in the audience.

“I’m going to reunite you with your maid!” Belleteyn roared over the expanding smoke. “And she’s going tell everyone here all about the real you!”


Chapter 25

Acrid smoke billowed about the stage. Caleb coughed, and Belleteyn’s roars and laughter were soon swallowed by the expanding mist. It rolled over the edge of the platform, engulfing the vampire moderator completely—a final kick in the pants for a man who’d become a footnote at the event meant to catapult him into the big time.

Caleb tensed up, expecting an attack. If Belleteyn was going to strike, this would be her moment to do it. It would be just like her to try and cut his throat on a debate stage.

But no attack came. Instead, the pink smoke began to dissipate, fading just as quickly as it came.

And when it was gone, a short figure stood next to Belleteyn’s podium.

“Mitzi!” Caleb said, the word a strangled cry.

The catgirl looked just as Caleb remembered—as if she’d been delivered back to him at the moment she’d been taken by Belleteyn’s foul magics. Even her maid’s uniform looked like it had been freshly laundered and pressed. She wore a small white cap on top of her head, with her cat’s ears sticking out the sides, pushed upwards by the messy, strawlike mass of her hair.

Until he saw her again, Caleb didn’t realize how much he’d missed her.

“Holy shit, Mitzi, it’s you!” He stepped out from around the podium, forgetting for a moment the debate stage, Belleteyn D’Amore, and everything else going on around him. A missing member of his family—someone who’d taken care of his grandfather for decades and helped to build the legacy Caleb had inherited—was back, returned as if from the dead. Joy filled his heart.

Belleteyn’s eyes watched him. The eyes of the audience, too, followed this move the way the spectators at a tennis match followed the ball.

“Did she hurt you?” Caleb asked, advancing on the malkini rapidly. “I swear to God, Mitzi, if this crazy bitch laid a finger on you, I’ll make her pay for it.”

The catgirl maid’s eyes were unfocused as Caleb approached. Suddenly her gaze snapped into place, and she saw him for the first time. The man who she’d once called Master as naturally as she called herself by her own name. Mitzi.

Mitzi screamed.

“Get away from me!” the catgirl shrieked, running around to Belleteyn’s side of the podium. An acid smirk spread across Belleteyn’s face as Mitzi took cover, and the audience saw Caleb’s expression collapse. How many people in the stands were watching that moment of emotional hurt with vicious glee, to gloat over a man’s instant of crestfallen sadness?

The catgirl pointed, her hand shaking. “That’s him,” she said, glancing over at Belleteyn D’Amore for confirmation. “That’s the son of a bitch who made me call him Master!”

“Made you!?” Caleb was taken aback. Too late, he realized he’d abandoned his podium, and now Belleteyn looked like she was the one standing in a position of strength, with him out on a random spot on the stage. “Mitzi, I didn’t make you do anything! You were my grandfather’s maid—Gene’s maid—and now you’re part of my family.”

“Lies!” Belleteyn shrieked. The bounty hunter was enjoying this far, far too much. She wasn’t as ditzy as she appeared to be. Oh, her corrupted form was definitely a downgrade from the whip-smart, professional woman he’d run into at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire. But even turned into a bimbo by a horde of ravening catgirls, Belleteyn D’Amore had a few tricks up her sleeve.

Like this one.

“Tell them the truth!” Belleteyn said, throwing her arm out in a gesture that encompassed the entire audience. The entire world, maybe. “Tell them what you saw when you first met Caleb Holdstock, dear malkini. Tell them the truth about this man who claims to wear the title of House Holdstock!”

Claims? Oh, Caleb knew he was not going to like what was coming.

And he didn’t.

Mitzi squared up, standing as tall as she could as Belleteyn handed over the microphone. The way she stood hid her eyes from the audience, but Caleb couldn’t help but to see the faint pink flash in the catgirl’s gaze. She’s under Belleteyn’s spell, he realized. She’s still controlling her, even here!

“Mitzi,” he said. He had to break through Belleteyn’s control. To free the real catgirl maid from this insane spell. “Don’t”

Too late.

“Caleb Holdstock,” the malkini said, “is an agent of the Fae!”

You could have heard a pin drop in the arena. The entire audience fell silent, and Caleb stood stunned in his spot midway between the two podiums. From somewhere down beyond the stage, the poor debate moderator let out a mournful cough.

“I’ve seen him,” Mitzi continued in a rush. “I saw Caleb Holdstock cavorting with the Fae! They came to the apartment! They came right into his bedroom!”

Gasps erupted throughout the audience. Even for political mudslinging, this kind of behavior was completely beyond the pale. The accusations Mitzi and Belleteyn were making weren’t just damaging to his campaign—they could literally put Caleb in prison. They were branding him a traitor!

“Bullshit!” Caleb blurted. “You’re the one who’s working with the Fae! I saw you in the Item World!”

The looks of shock he’d expected to see on the faces in the audience failed to materialize. Suddenly it clicked. Belleteyn had just done a very, very clever thing. She’d accused her enemy of doing the very awful thing she’d been doing all along, projecting her weaknesses onto him in order to defang them. Now if Caleb spoke the truth about Belleteyn’s relationship to the Fae, he’d look like he was just trying to save his own skin.

“That’s exactly what I thought you’d say,” Belleteyn responded. She waggled her finger, giving the nearest camera a tut-tut expression like an extra in a movie. “You’re really going to accuse someone else of what you’ve just been accused of, Caleb? That’s your big plan?”

Acid filled Caleb’s gut. Nothing within him wanted to seethe, yet he couldn’t help but be stung by the sheer unfairness of it all. Belleteyn was taking the worst truths about herself, then repackaging them and throwing them at Caleb.

And the worst thing of all was that it seemed to be working. The crowd was eating it up.

“This isn’t you, Mitzi,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “I know this isn’t you. Snap out of it! For Gene’s sake, if nothing else!”

At the mention of his esteemed grandfather, the malkini’s expression went slack. For a moment Caleb thought he’d gotten through to her—but then her eyes flashed once more, filling with that hateful pink light. A giggle escaped the catgirl’s lips, and he knew Belleteyn had just reasserted control.

“Gene?” the catgirl growled. “Gene would be embarrassed by you, Caleb!”

The crowd fell silent. Accusations and clever bon mots were one thing, but Mitzi had just gotten personal. And she’d brought one of the Wyrdworld’s most popular, venerated figures into the spotlight.

Caleb hardened his heart. The cameras were on him, the lights burning from the ceiling above, and he would not let the people of Hades see him get upset. Not even when his grandfather’s name was being dragged through the mud.

“Please stop,” Caleb said instead. He fixed the person behind this with his harshest stare, piercing their soul. Not Mitzi, who was merely being controlled like a puppet, but Belleteyn. “You really, really don’t want to go down this road.”

But Belleteyn was smiling like a cat with a whole bowl of cream. “Who, me?” she asked, shrugging.

“Gene Holdstock never had a harem!” Mitzi screeched. “Why do you think that is, Caleb? One of the most powerful men in the Wyrdworld, in a place where taking multiple women to bed every night was considered expected behavior, and yet your grandfather had no female companions. No family. Have you really never asked yourself why?”

It was a good question. The only answer Caleb could come up with on short notice sounded dangerously flippant, but it was either that or remain silent.

“I don’t know,” Caleb said, leaning on the podium. “Are you saying he was gay?”

“Hardly,” Mitzi growled, her voice only vaguely recognizable as that of the sweet catgirl Caleb knew. “Gene was as attracted to women as the next guy. Maybe even more. But unlike you, your grandfather understood the true path to greatness. He understood what it meant to be a gentleman!”

“A gentleman?” Caleb took a step backward. This was beginning to sound insane. Mitzi was going from stunning accusations to bitter rants, and she was beginning to lose her audience. A number of people out in the stands looked like they were snapping out of the malkini’s spell. “That doesn’t make any sense, Mitzi. The Wyrdworld chews up gentlemen and spits them out!”

A few cheers greeted this retort. I’m gaining ground, Caleb thought. All I’ve got to do is see this through.

Mitzi’s face twisted with rage. Behind her, Belleteyn’s expression did the same thing. The motion was so similar that it sent a chill down Caleb’s spine.

With a scowl on her face, Mitzi launched back into another offensive. Perhaps she sensed that she was losing the crowd—or, behind her, Belleteyn was coming to the same conclusion.

“Your grandfather would be sick if he knew you were nothing more than a Fae puppet!” the malkini howled. “He fought his whole life to protect this city and the people who live in it, and for what? So you can give it all away to a bunch of fairies? In exchange for what? A lot of ridiculous sluts who’ll make you feel like you’re a real man!?”

This last was delivered with such a flourish that Caleb knew Mitzi considered it to be the final blow. Clearly a full-frontal assault on his manhood was the final straw. The concept of masculinity was so important in the Wyrdworld, so tied to what the people of Hades wanted in a candidate, that to topple it wouldn’t just be the end of Caleb’s campaign. It would be the end of his public life.

Caleb stared at Mitzi. The malkini locked gazes with him, her eyes glowing a faint pink. The longer he looked at her, the more it seemed as if that glow weren’t just coming from her eyes but from every part of her—surrounding her like a shroud.

Like an aura.

An aura of adorability.

Everything that Caleb had ever been told about the malkini came flooding back in a rush. He remembered that first desperate flight through the Item World, fending off a horde of the catgirls with headpats and gentle shoves. A picture filled his mind of Belleteyn D’Amore being led off into the shadows atop a churning wave of malkini, like a crowd surfer being hustled to the back of a concert.

Above all, he remembered the warnings he’d been given by Eira. The malkini and their ‘aura of adorability’ was dangerous, corruptive and got worse the longer you were exposed to it. Small wonder so many men in Hades wound up the leaders of malkini harems, never leaving their homes…

But what did the malkini get out of it?

Pieces clicked together in Caleb’s head. His gaze traveled from the malkini maid he knew so well to the bounty hunter he’d been fighting against almost since he discovered what the Wyrdworld was. Belleteyn’s face was a mask; her eyes glazed over with a feverish expression of lust.

Her eyes glowed the same pink as Mitzi’s, only brighter. And deeper.

Caleb looked deep into those eyes.

And laughed.

Both Belleteyn and Mitzi fell silent. The audience, which had been wavering back and forth between cheers and boos for some time now, didn’t seem to know what the hell to think.

“Holy shit,” Caleb said. A smile spread across his face, dissolving his stress. “Seriously? That was the answer, this whole time?”

Belleteyn’s mouth worked soundlessly. Her eyes flickered to the catgirl, signaling her.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the bounty hunter hissed. “Doubtless you’re trying to distract us all from hearing your maid’s testimony”

“This isn’t court,” Caleb said, still laughing. “And I’m not about to listen to the words of someone who just called my family a bunch of ridiculous sluts.”

The audience began to shift. Eyes widened out in the stands; people were realizing that Caleb was going back onto the offensive. This was still a war of words, but it seemed as if it might spill over into open violence at any moment.

“I can’t believe it took this long for things to click,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “I’ve been standing here trying to figure out why the two of you sound exactly the same, and I’ve been blanking on it. When it should have been as obvious as the nose on my face.”

A panicked look filled the malkini’s face. Almost as if on cue, the same expression spread across Belleteyn. Not the other way around—human reacting, then the catgirl. But malkini first, then human.

Caleb had been assuming—all of them had been assuming—that the malkini were Belleteyn’s puppets. That they were little more than stepping stones on her rise to power, the means by which the bounty hunter intended to take power in the Wyrdworld. It was the normal thing to assume, after all, considering what a villain she was.

But Belleteyn hadn’t always been that way. When she’d first met Caleb she’d been motivated by the job, by her pride, not the lust for power.

What if they’d had everything backward this whole time?

M for Malkini, Caleb thought, shaking his head. Staring me right in the face.

The malkini weren’t an extension of Belleteyn’s will.

She was an extension of theirs.

“Did the Fae tell you to say that?” Belleteyn growled. “Let’s not get off topic, Caleb. You can try to distract us all you want”

“You’re pathetic,” Caleb said.

Belleteyn’s eyes widened. His tone had been so scornful that it stung the bounty hunter, even through the pink haze in her head. A haze that was deeper and more powerful than Caleb had ever expected it to be.

“You tried to have me killed,” Caleb said, taking a step forward. “You tried to kill my women. Or if you couldn’t kill them, to steal them away from my harem—which is almost like killing them, to a man who cares about them as much as I do.”

Now it was Belleteyn who retreated from the podium. Caleb advanced on her, no longer feeling like a lone soldier out in no man’s land with a sniper’s bead on him. Now he was the sniper, and he was going in for the kill.

“You took every malkini in the Wyrdworld away from their proper place,” he continued, getting up in the bounty hunter’s face. “You turned Hades upside down, caused an international incident, and you’re trying to completely destroy the Celestial Senate by delivering it into the hands of the Fae. But that’s not what makes you pathetic, Belleteyn.”

“S-stop,” the bounty hunter hissed. For a moment, the pink light faded in her eyes—then it blazed to life stronger than ever, like embers in a fire someone had just blown on. “You’re the Fae puppet, not me! You belong to them, you swore fealty to the Fae”

“You’re pathetic,” Caleb said, lifting his voice so loud that Belleteyn’s was drowned out, “not because you did all these things. But because of why you did them. How long have you been under the malkini’s aura of adorability, Belleteyn?”

Her eyes rolled back and forth in their sockets. Belleteyn’s head jerked to the side, as if she were trying to dislodge water from her inner ear, but the pink glow in her eyes failed to fade.

“Shut up,” the bounty hunter groaned. Her voice barely sounded like her own— it was a cat’s growl, not a noise made by a human throat. “Shut up!”

Caleb did not shut up. Instead he laughed, harsher than before.

“You’ve been under the malkini’s spell at least as long as I’ve been in Hades,” he said, glancing from the bounty hunter to the crowd and back again. “So months. Your whole body’s changed, Belleteyn—you used to look like Wednesday Addams, and now you’re a living Barbie doll. A bimbo. Every inch of your body oozes sex appeal.”

Spots of color rose to the bounty hunter’s cheeks. To the side of the podium, Mitzi the malkini continued to babble, but her words were swallowed up by the maelstrom. She didn’t matter any longer—none of the malkini truly did. They’d brought Belleteyn here, to this point, but no further.

Whatever collective instinct had overtaken them, it had failed. They hadn’t undertaken a successful revolution in the Wyrdworld, and they hadn’t won their freedom.

Except Caleb suspected that had never been their goal.

Harems, Caleb thought. It all comes back to that word. What do the malkini do?

Manual labor, sure. They got press-ganged into it all the time. But left to their own devices, what was their favorite activity? What did they live for?

The answer was simple. Serving humans.

Forming themselves into harems for their pleasure.

“You’re a monster!” Belleteyn screeched. The bounty hunter had backed up so far now that she was almost at the front edge of the stage. Her gown bunched up around her, exposing the underside of her ass to a live studio audience. She either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “Stop, stop, just stop!”

And Caleb did stop.

He stood a single step in front of Belleteyn. The heat between them was a physical thing, so thick he would have needed a knife to cut it. The bimbo bounty hunter’s bottom lip trembled; her eyes went even wider as she devoured her mortal enemy with her gaze.

“You want me,” Caleb said. “No, wait—that’s putting it mildly. You’re obsessed with me, aren’t you, Belleteyn?”

The audience looked stunned. In the front row, Caleb’s harem all gasped as one. He could see them sitting on the edges of their seats, leaning forward to see what happened next.

“I d-d-don’t know what you’re talking about,” Belleteyn whispered. But that was a lie. Caleb could see her resolve crumbling. The pink light in her eyes shined brighter than ever, filling her with all the things the malkini had put in her head.

Harems. Lust. The desire to serve…

Caleb had been thinking of Belleteyn as the woman he’d met at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire. He hadn’t realized that woman was dead and that the creature Belleteyn had become was more malkini than human.

No wonder she’d tried to destroy everything. She wasn’t some brilliant strategist. She was a brat throwing a tantrum.

She needed to be spanked and put in her place.

“Yes you do,” Caleb said. He didn’t raise his voice, but the arena was so silent that he didn’t need to. “You’ve had those voices in your head for months, telling you that you ought to be serving me. That you should be wearing a hot little maid uniform like my malkini. No wonder you were so obsessed with my sex tape, Belleteyn! You been wishing you could have made one with me, instead?”

Belleteyn’s mouth formed a perfect little ‘o’ of surprise. “No! Shut up!” she thundered, clutching the sides of her head. “It’s not true! I’m not some ditz! I’m the one who should be running the Celestial Senate.”

“Running? I just want to serve. And you’re not a ditz. You’re a brilliant woman. All this shit you’ve pulled? I’m touched, really I am.”

Belleteyn looked up. “You are?”

Caleb nodded. “It really proves that you ought to be one of my girls. What do you say, Belleteyn? We bury the hatchet?”

The whole arena leaned toward the stage, waiting to see what would happen. In the little box up front, the moderator hung his head in his hands, oblivious to the world-altering events taking place right in front of him.

The pink glow in Belleteyn’s eyes was brighter than ever. Waves of heat rolled from her like a summer morning.

“Caleb,” Belleteyn said thickly. She twirled a lock of hair around one dainty finger and giggled. “Baby, I had no idea that was how you felt about me”

Before she could finish her sentence, all the lights in the arena went out.


Chapter 26

All hell broke loose.

In an instant, the greater portion of the audience was out of their seats. The air filled with surprised cries as people braced themselves, grabbing their loved ones and heading for the exits. Up front, in the row that had been reserved for Caleb’s harem, he saw a flash of motion just before a ball of light lit up that section of the auditorium. Desdemona had summoned it with a spell.

His harem looked alright. Thank God.

Belleteyn stood frozen in front of Caleb, a look of confusion on her face. “What?” she whispered, her eyes glowing faintly. “No, I don’t understand…!”

It took Caleb a moment to put together what he was seeing. She’s getting a transmission, he realized with a start. The malkini are speaking to her through the bond!

“Belleteyn,” Caleb snapped. There was no loathing in his voice—not anymore. He realized with a start that he’d already forgiven the bounty hunter everything she’d done while under malkini control. “What are they saying?”

Belleteyn glanced at him, her gaze piercing the fog in her head. In her eyes, she saw the same realization that he’d just gone through—that they were both on the same side now. It was a good feeling, but he’d rather it had happened under better circumstances.

“They’re coming,” she whispered. “They said this isn’t how things were supposed to happen—that you’ve ruined everything! They’re surrounding the arena right now!”

“Who?” Caleb asked, grabbing her shoulders. “Who’s coming?”

But suddenly he no longer needed to ask.

The lights in the arena flashed on, bathing the auditorium in bright shafts of illumination. Caleb squinted, the sudden contrast nearly blinding him, then stared with his mouth open as catgirls began to pour in from every entrance and exit of the auditorium. They flowed through the doorways like a horde of zombies, their glowing pink eyes so bright that they looked like they were the victims of a spell.

Which they were.

“Stop him, brah!” one of the malkini cried. A whole pillar of them were making their way down the widest aisle, heading for the stage and for Caleb. “Don’t let him take the Vessel away!”

Vessel? That had to be Belleteyn.

“Shit,” Caleb whispered. “There’s too many of them! We’ll never be able to pat all of their heads!” His hands balled into fists. “How many fucking malkini are attacking the arena?”

Belleteyn turned to him, her eyes wide with wonder. “All of them.”

Caleb was stunned. “All of them?”

“Every single malkini is converging on this arena,” Belleteyn said, sounding stuck somewhere between awe and horror. “I was supposed to win, Caleb. You weren’t supposed to get me all hot and bothered like that! You made me realize my real purpose, which made my handlers super mad!”

Her handlers? Caleb had little doubt who those were. Who was really pulling the strings behind this whole ‘malkini uprising’. They’d get theirs eventually, but for right now, Caleb and his harem had to get out of there. Every moment the malkini streamed into the arena, their aura of adorability grew thicker and more powerful.

Already, Caleb could feel the desire in the back of his head. Wouldn’t it be fun to just say fuck it, grab Belleteyn and a half-dozen of the nearest malkini and get down to some hard, primal fucking?

The problem was, if he did that, he’d never stop.

He had to keep control. Which meant fighting their way out of here.

“Come on!” Caleb growled, taking Belleteyn by the hand. “Follow me!”

Just that small amount of touch was enough to make the bounty hunter groan with lust. “Yes, Daddy!” Belleteyn giggled, nibbling her bottom lip as her nails dug into Caleb’s palm. “I live to serve!”

As he reached the front row, Caleb’s harem turned. They’d all been facing away from him, watching the tidal wave of malkini advance from all sides. They looked shocked—of them all, only Lady Lachrymosa and Desdemona looked fully in control of their wits.

“Hey, Caleb,” Eira groaned, staring at him and Belleteyn like they were the hottest couple she’d ever seen. “Shit, the way you took control of Belleteyn up there was so freaking hawt…”

Damn it! The elf was already slipping under. If he didn’t do something fast, the malkini and their aura of adorability would turn his whole harem into a bunch of horny, mindless lunatics. He wouldn’t have minded that in the bedroom, but here in the arena, it was a death sentence. They’d all wind up in an orgy, sure, but they’d never stop.

Caleb pictured agents of the Fae entering the arena a week from now. It would be the easiest thing in the world to mop up him and his harem once they were unconscious from non-stop rutting. He’d be out of the picture for good, and the Celestial Senate would be theirs.

But Eira looked so horny. And her pussy had that elf magic, that sparkle that drove him wild every time he sunk his cock hilt deep into her tight, perfect pussy muscles.

No! He had to keep his cool. If he let himself give into his urges, then all was lost.

Lady Lachrymosa’s eyes narrowed. “They’re filling the arena with their aura,” she realized, revealing her fangs as she spoke. “The damned catgirls are trying to subdue us all!”

“More like seduce us all,” Yui said. “The worst part is, I think it’s working!”

“It’s definitely working,” Imani whispered. The succubus was fanning herself; sweat poured from her body. “I can feel the lust of everyone in this room. I’m… I don’t think I’m going to be able to hold onto myself much longer, Caleb…”

Neither was he. Just looking at Imani was filling Caleb’s thoughts with mental images of their last time together. He shook his head to clear it and looked around for an exit.

“We’re blocked off,” he spat. Malkini were pouring in through every opening—an entire flood of the catgirls. A hundred people with a hundred arms each might have been able to pat the heads of enough malkini to make a path through the auditorium. Caleb and his women had no chance.

The air shimmered next to Caleb, and suddenly Charity was there. The blonde vampire looked even less affected by the aura of adorability than her Mistress, but he knew that could soon change.

“Caleb, we have to get you out of here,” the vampire hissed. “Hang on!”

Charity grabbed him. Caleb twisted, panic flaring inside of his chest.

“Hey, wait!” he growled. “Let go of me—what are you doing!”

Charity shared a glance with her Mistress. A spark of understanding passed between them. Lady Lachrymosa gave a grave expression, then nodded. “It must be done,” she whispered.

Charity turned back to Caleb. “You can’t get trapped here, sir,” she explained. Already the malkini were climbing over the outermost rows in the arena, inexorably making their way toward the back of the arena and the stage. “Whoever is behind this attack, that’s exactly what they want. You need to flee.” Her gaze traveled to the ceiling of the arena. “And we can make it happen.”

Caleb’s eyes followed the vampire’s. The walls of the amphitheater were made of concrete, and thick enough that not even his entire harem working together with Desdemona’s spells and Lady Lachrymosa’s strength could have blown them open to make an escape. But the ceiling was glass. A giant panel of it, that he vaguely remembered could be retracted if necessary depending on the event.

It wouldn’t be necessary. Either Charity or Lady Lachrymosa could punch through it and sail off into the night sky, with Caleb in their clutches.

He saw it all in an instant. Their plan. His stomach roiled.

“My harem,” he said, returning his gaze to the women around him. “They can’t”

“They will only fall upon each other,” Lady Lachyrmosa promised. “I will retain enough of my senses to shred any man who comes near. You have my promise, my beloved.”

Caleb shook his head. It wasn’t enough. He knew Lady Lachrymosa would do her best—there was little doubt that she would expend every ounce of energy she had to keep the other girls both unharmed and unmolested by anyone in the arena. But even so, there were just too many malkini.

Caleb knew the score. If he abandoned his harem now, then by the time he got back they’d have already been fucked six ways to Sunday. By God only knew what malkini, demons, and humans.

No. The thought sent bile into the back of Caleb’s throat.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said, turning to face the oncoming wave of malkini. “No one is going to touch my women. We stand and fight!”

The front line of catgirls climbed over the seats in the third row. They were so close now that Caleb could have thrown a rock and hit any of them in the face. Within moments, they’d be among his group. Their eyes sparkled in the lights of the arena, and their cries and mews filled the air just like their aura of adorability.

“Pet me, brah!” one cried, throwing out her hands as she stumbled over a seat.

“I wanna be lewd with you!” another giggled, licking her lips as her gaze devoured Eira and Yui standing together. “Come on, let’s get together!”

“Lemme show you how good cats are at eating pussy!” a third cried.

“Brah! Brah! You’re all soooo hot!”

“Gimme gimme!”

“Is that Caleb Holdstock? I heard he’s got a huuuuge human dick!”

“Let’s find out!”

Caleb shoved his women behind him. To his left stood Cerebus, the three-headed hellhound baying at the catgirls moving into range. He knew the dog would fight for him, and fiercely—but even Cerebus couldn’t hold back ten thousand malkini.

Gritting his teeth, Caleb reached into his robes. His fingers found a small, hard object and pulled it loose. When he glanced down, he found himself staring into the eyes of the silver dog’s head that had once been at the apex of his vorlesen.

The dog’s eyes seemed to wink at him, glittering with red light from the center of their jewels. The creature’s grin was as fierce as ever, but even a fierce grin couldn’t hold back the hopelessness deep inside of Caleb.

“We’re fucked.”

Even that word, fucked, made him throb a little bit inside of his boxers. The aura of adorability was making its way through his bloodstream, colonizing his head, and soon the only thing he’d be able to think of would be shooting his load inside of as many catgirls as possible.

Still, he thought. What a hell of a way to go…

He lifted the dog’s head and pointed it at the first wave of catgirls. “Stay back!” he growled, charging up a spell. “I’m warning you—don’t fuck with us!”

“We just wanna have funnnn,” the closest catgirl moaned. She walked like a zombie, staggering across the carpet like a puppet on a string. “Come on, Daddy! Take off your clothes and have fun with us”

The catgirl went down. She landed on the floor with a hollow thud, clutching the top of her skull. “Ouch!”

Caleb held the silver dog’s head. He hadn’t used it yet.

A figure moved across the floor. At first they were nothing but a silhouette, more like the vague impression of a person than an actual person. Then a ripple traveled up and down the air like someone vibrating a string, and the hidden figure was visible.

Alecto.

The hair on the back of Caleb’s neck stood up. The Fae?

She did not look happy to see Caleb. She made a face like a child being forced to perform an unpleasant chore as she lifted a hand, shoving the front row of malkini back with a wave of force. Dozens of catgirls tumbled, falling back into the waiting malkini behind them and setting off a chain reaction. They fell like dominos.

In the brief lull between that wave and the next, Alecto whirled on Caleb. “Look at me.”

Caleb did. Alecto looked very serious, and very angry to be standing before him. One of her arms bulged outward; it took him a second to realize she had a canvas sack tucked under one arm.

“This squares the debt between us,” she growled, pulling out that canvas sack and handing it to him. “Understand? I am no longer obligated to you, Crafter. Not after this.”

All of Caleb’s girls craned their necks to see. He peeled back the opening of the canvas sack, taking a peek inside. The glint of diamonds greeted him, and when he opened the sack completely, he found himself holding a very familiar statue.

“Hot damn,” Caleb said. Belleteyn’s statue was in his palm—the same one she’d used to enslave the malkini with her magic. Of course, she’d ended up the one who was really enslaved, but the distinction was academic at that moment. “Is this the genuine article?”

“I need to hear you say it,” Alecto hissed through gritted teeth. “Tell me the debt is paid, Caleb!”

The second wave of malkini were on their way. Caleb could feel the aura of adorability in his bloodstream, making his heart race and his inhibitions vanish. Under its influence, even Alecto looked pretty fuckable.

“I want my vorlesen back,” Caleb snapped.

Alecto did a double take. “Are you fucking serious right now!?”

“You broke it,” Caleb said. A half-dozen malkini surrounded Alecto from all sides, their eyes glowing with pink fervor. “I can’t very well do much with this fucking statue if I don’t have it, now can I?”

One of the malkini jumped the Fae. Alecto moved so quickly that she made Charity and Lady Lachrymosa look like sluggards. She was here, there, everywhere. In the blink of an eye she’d punched a dozen malkini in the face hard enough to knock them unconscious. The closest row of the creatures backed up a step, as if they might be next.

“Fucking fine,” Alecto groaned. “Give it here!”

Caleb tossed the silver dog’s head to her without a second thought. Alecto’s hands glowed, filling the air with the ozone tang of magic, and there was a flash of brightness that left sparks floating as after images in Caleb’s vision.

The staff was restored. The silver dog’s head rested atop a staff of black oak, twisted in the middle to provide a hand hold.

“There,” Alecto said, impatient. “Now say it!”

Caleb took the vorlesen, grinning. “The debt between us is paid,” he whispered. “Pleasure doing business with you, Alecto”

Before he could finish, she disappeared in a puff of smoke. Didn’t want to be here one moment longer than she had to be, Caleb figured.

“Now!” Desdemona shoved a malkini out of the way. Six more climbed her body, babbling and purring. “Destroy it, Caleb!”

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” he said to the silver dog’s head.

It winked.

The malkini advanced on all sides. Pink mist filled the arena, dulling Caleb’s senses and making him more horny than he could ever remember being. All around him was supple, gorgeous female flesh, both that of his harem and of the malkini. His masculine urges had never been sharper, or more difficult to resist.

With everything left inside of him, Caleb threw the diamond statue to the ground. As a malkini jumped onto his back and another began undoing his belt, he lifted the vorlesen above his head with both hands and swung down with all his might.

“Take this!” Caleb screamed, loud enough to shake the rafters.

The silver dog’s head slammed into the top of the diamond crystal statue. It struck the serpent carved into the stone right between the eyes, releasing a massive wave of energy that exploded across the amphitheater with a massive ker-rack! Pink sparks flew in every direction, stunning the malkini.

It stunned Caleb’s harem, as well. Not to mention Caleb himself.

The malkini holding onto his arms and legs fell away like leaves. The face of the serpent had a massive crack across the center of its face, leaving its eyes staring slightly in different directions. The dull shine of the diamonds grew duller, as if the power contained within the artifact were on the wane.

He’d done damage. But he wasn’t done yet.

Caleb lifted the vorlesen over his head. As he did, the dog’s head glowed like a miniature sun, filling with the power of a Crafter. Reality rippled along the edges of the weapon, as if the staff were tearing a constant fissure in reality as it moved through the air.

Like a portal into the Item World. Except this portal was never meant to be explored. Its only purpose was to destroy.

His muscles surging with strength, Caleb brought the vorlesen down with all his might. It struck the serpent statue like a thunderbolt, splitting the artifact in two.

A wave of force erupted from within the statue. In the blink of an eye the ceiling and the floor reversed places. Caleb had just enough time to wonder what the hell had happened when he landed on the stage, hitting hard on his left elbow. Pain flared up and down his side, yet he shook it off and managed to get to his feet.

The malkini in the front row had stopped. A glance over his shoulder confirmed two things, one which filled him with horror and the second with relief. There had been malkini making their way from backstage, attacking in a pincer motion. Another few moments and they’d have been completely overwhelmed.

But those malkini had stopped. They were all staring blankly into the middle distance, confused looks on their faces.

“Brah?” One of the catgirls, bolder than the others, blinked rapidly like someone snapping out of a trance. “What… what happened? Where am I?”

“Yo, this isn’t cool, brah!” another cried. “I’m totally freaking out right now!”

“Why are we all in this arena?” another cried. “What happened to the Item World?”

Caleb’s harem stared, their jaws hitting the floor.

“You did it,” Lady Lachrymosa whispered, her gaze traveling from the horde of confused catgirls to the statue on the floor. “You broke Belleteyn’s spell focus! You freed the malkini!”

“Hooray for Caleb!” Belleteyn cheered.

The fact that his worst enemy was happy that she’d been defeated barely registered. Caleb walked over to Belleteyn, threw the blonde bimbo bounty hunter over his shoulder, and gave her a hearty slap on the ass.

“Come on,” he told his harem. “We’re going home.”

The wall of malkini parted for them like the Red Sea. Confused catgirls filled the arena, but already help was on the way. The great glass ceiling of the amphitheater cracked as a half-dozen vampires in tactical gear dropped from the ceiling, carrying stun guns and walkie-talkies.

One pulled out a megaphone as soon as she landed. “Please remain calm!” the vampire screamed, turning in a slow circle. “You have been relocated from your home domicile or Item World by a Class One Magical Event! Staff are en route to this location to provide medical aid and repatriation services to all who require it!”

Caleb was all the way at the edge of the amphitheater when someone tugged on his arm. It was Mitzi.

“Sir?” the catgirl maid asked, rubbing at the side of her temple. “Is everything okay? I get the impression I did something really, really bad…”

Caleb laughed. “Nothing that can’t be forgiven over a hot pot of coffee,” he assured the maid. “Come on. It’s time for you to go back where you belong.”

And they did.


Chapter 27

“Ready?” Desdemona asked.

Caleb nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

Until now, Caleb had never been to the Celestial Senate. Strange, since he’d spent so much of his time in the Wyrdworld practically obsessed with it—with winning his election, ousting Belleteyn D’Amore and taking his spot in his grandfather’s Senate seat. Part of him would have figured he’d have at least visited it before now.

The place was just as stately as he’d expected. The size of it dwarfed Congress or Parliament back on Earth, large enough to host delegates from every corner of the Wyrdworld. It was roughly octagonal, like a giant stop sign filled with rows of comfortable-looking benches. Tiny shelves extended from the sides to give the Senators a place to work while the Celestial Senate was in session, but Desdemona had explained most people didn’t use these. The floor was packed during a session, and everyone was much too busy yelling to get any writing done.

Caleb had just gotten a taste of that for himself.

Though he had yet to formally begin his term in the Celestial Senate, the chamber had just finished its annual welcoming ceremony for new delegates. There were about twenty, but Caleb was the one who’d received all the attention. Cameras flashed whenever he entered a room, and news reporters from around the Wyrdworld wanted to give him their business cards and set up interviews.

And to think I was worried about getting here, Caleb said, looking around the now empty hall. Everything worked out all right in the end.

Two weeks ago, Caleb won the election for his grandfather’s seat in the Celestial Senate. By a fucking landslide.

Not that he’d expected it to be close. After Belleteyn D’Amore formally dropped out of the race for the Senate seat, citing her sudden overwhelming need to worship at Caleb’s feet and become his harem girl, Caleb finished his race essentially unopposed. Besides a small protest campaign helmed by a few disgruntled malkini and a handful of write-in votes for various celebrities and pun names, Caleb took home the entire vote. Nine out of ten citizens of Hades who’d bothered to fill out their ballot had selected Caleb Holdstock as their Senator—the most lopsided political result in a decade.

It was a mandate from the masses. Caleb intended to make the most of it.

Desdemona tapped her foot against the carpet. He couldn’t blame his assistant for being a little antsy on a day like today, but he still wished she’d relax a little.

“I’m working on it,” he told Dez, giving her one of his campaign ready smiles. “How are things coming along with the banquet?”

“For the third time, they’re fine,” Desdemona said, matching his look with a smile of her own. “The vampires are handling everything. Your donors will all be there, and your girls look fabulous. Believe me, I’ve seen the gowns they’re wearing tonight.”

“All of them?” Caleb couldn’t help but chuckle. “I find it hard to believe you talked Eira into wearing a dress. At least one she can’t hide a half-dozen daggers in.”

“Oh, she’ll have plenty of weapons tucked away,” Desdemona said. “And it wasn’t as difficult as you might think. Once I introduced her to the concepts of bodycon and latex, your elf companion grew… quite excited by the possibilities.”

She had, had she? Caleb grinned, picturing the bondage-lite outfit his elf girl was going to be wearing to his campaign banquet tonight. Fundraising went down quite a lot easier with a pretty girl on your arm or two. Or seven.

“I’m looking forward to seeing that,” he said. As he turned away, an idea suddenly occurred to him. “You’ve got Charity dressing up too, right?”

He wouldn’t have been surprised if the vampire tried to refuse. Though she’d eagerly joined his harem—slipping into his bed barely an hour after he gave Belleteyn D’Amore the roughest, most grudge-filled fuck of her life and left her a panting mess on his couch—she’d been less eager to fulfill the expected role of a harem companion. She still wanted to work behind the scenes, as Caleb’s liaison with the vampires of Omega.

Which was fine with him, except on nights like tonight. People would ask questions if one of his girls wasn’t looking fresh and doting on his arm.

Desdemona’s mouth worked soundlessly. Her expression told Caleb what Charity had said before her words did. “She said she has more important things to do than squeeze her ancient body into a corset at her age.”

“You tell her its important,” Caleb replied with a smile. “And her body isn’t ancient at all. She’s gorgeous. I’ll prove just how hot I think she is the next time I get her in a closet alone…”

Desdemona cleared her throat. “The press? They’re all waiting to hear about the malkini freedom bill.”

Ah yes. The bill. It was still on the table, despite Caleb’s thunderous victory over Belleteyn in the Celestial Senate. Most people expected him to dismiss it, and some of the hardliners practically expected him to tear the thing up live on air.

But he was going to do no such thing.

“I’m sure they are,” he said, turning to his assistant. “I’ve decided, Dez. I’m going to push for it.”

Her eyes widened a fraction, but only just a fraction. She must have seen this coming. “You’re certain?”

Caleb nodded. “Can you imagine a world where Mitzi didn’t have rights?” he asked, frowning. The malkini maid was back where she belonged, in Caleb’s apartment resuming her old duties. She was happy as a clam, and the little flirtatious gestures she’d been sending his way told him she was more than ready to join his harem for real. “Belleteyn wanted a revolution, Dez. She wanted the malkini on top, instead of where they belong. But that doesn’t mean we need to spend the next decade grinding the catgirls to dirt, either.”

Dez nodded. “I agree with you. But there are those in the Wyrdworld who won’t like it. The Moonwraiths, for one.”

Caleb shrugged. “The Greenwreaths and the Blackveils cancel them out. Besides, have you seen the malkini?” He laughed. “Nine out of ten of them are right back where they were before Belleteyn pulled them out of their lives. They’re in their harems, or doing their jobs. They’re happy, Dez. I’m not going to stop that. I just want them to have the option. I want their lives to be their choice, not something that’s forced on them.”

Desdemona looked pleased. “That’s exactly what you should say to the press,” she said with an impish smile. “Are you ready to face the cameras, sir?”

Caleb sighed. “Yeah, I guess we should do it.”

Together, they walked out of the Celestial Senate. A line of reporters waited outside, standing on both sides of the great staircase leading from the Senate building to the street. At the bottom, next to the curb, Caleb could see Mare’s carriage, with his harem waiting for him. They waved as he stepped out into the light.

Then the cameras were flashing, and Caleb couldn’t see anything else.

“Senator-Elect Holdstock!” a voice cried. “What are you planning to do about the Malkini Rights Bill!”

“What do you say to the faction in the Senate that still claims you’re a tool of the Fae?” someone else shouted.

“Boxers or briefs?” asked a third voice.

This one made everyone laugh. The tension at the top of the stairs deflated, and Caleb suddenly felt like he was in his element. He smiled at the cameras, putting an arm around Desdemona’s waist, and grinned like the whole world was a big pair of sexy legs spreading just for him.

I don’t know how you knew, Grandpa Gene, he thought as he looked into the faces of the eager press. His girls waiting to whisk him away to his love nest. His childhood friend, pregnant with his heir and watching him with so much love and devotion that it made his heart hurt.

But you did.

You knew this was what I was meant for.

You knew this was my destiny.

And now, I’m going to make it count.

“I plan on giving a very important speech tonight on the Malkini bill,” Caleb said, shading his hand. He noticed that the reporter who’d brought it up was a demoness—a rather attractive one, at that. “Perhaps we could speak about it in detail in an exclusive interview just after the banquet?”

The demoness giggled. “I think we can arrange that, Senator-Elect.”

Caleb turned to the rest of the press. “As for these disgusting rumors about the Fae, I trust that Belleteyn D’Amore’s full recanting sets the record straight. And if there’s any doubt, my words and actions in the Senate will prove that no one pulls Caleb Holdstock’s strings except for me.” He paused. “And boxers. Definitely.”

Giggles greeted that.

“Thank you, sir,” one of the members of the press said.

Caleb turned toward the stairs. And paused.

Was that Alecto’s face in the crowd?

It flashed there for a single moment, stuck between two reporters. Then it was gone just as quickly, replaced by a blandly dressed elf who melted away in the crowd. If Caleb were a different man, he might have been able to convince himself he hadn’t seen her. But he had.

He understood what that little visit had meant.

The Fae were still watching his career. And they could always throw a wrench into things.

Let them, Caleb thought. I’ve already bested them once. And the next time Alecto has to thank me, I’ll find a different way for her to express her gratitude…

The thought cheered him. As Desdemona made the interview plans, he made his way down the stairs. A bevy of beautiful women waited for him, dressed to the nines. All of them were going to dinner and dancing tonight, showing themselves off for his donors and constituents.

Caleb didn’t have to worry about playing his cards right to get lucky. He was surrounded by women who’d do anything he wanted, whenever he wanted it.

Who loved him as much as they loved life itself.

God damn. That was a good feeling.

He made his way down the stairs and embraced his harem, holding them tight. Behind him, cameras flashed anew, but Caleb barely noticed them. There was just the new world he’d discovered, the women he’d formed relationships with along the way, and the love that all of them shared.

Sure, they had trials and tribulations to deal with in the future. Caleb’s first term would be an uphill battle, especially with conditions in the Celestial Senate what they were.

But that was for the future.

For that one moment, what Caleb Holdstock held in his arms was more than enough.
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