
  
    [image: Studies in Demonolgy]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR TJ NICHOLS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Warlock in Training]
          
        

      

      
        
        
        “This fantasy story is truly brilliant.”

        GAY BOOK REVIEWS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “A book that provokes thought as it entertains.”

        BINGE ON BOOKS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Engaging characters, interesting and compelling world, and outstanding story telling. I wholeheartedly recommend this book to any fantasy lovers out there.”

        JOYFULLY JAY

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “WOW! The world building and emotion in this book bowled me over!”

        THE NOVEL APPROACH

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Rogue in the Making]
          
        

      

      
        
        
        “We’re completely hooked into the story, wanting to know more…”

        OPTIMUMM

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “…if you’re looking for a suspenseful adventure full of surprises, twists and turns, and more than one revelation, then you will probably like this novel as much as I do. I can’t wait for the final installment!”

        RAINBOW BOOK REVIEWS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “I was so excited to see Angus and Saka again and I wasn’t disappointed. This story was just as in depth and thought out as the last one.”

        SCATTERED THOUGHTS AND ROGUE WORDS

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Blood for the Spilling]
          
        

      

      
        
        
        "...a fun, exciting finish to Nichols's trilogy."

        PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

      

      

      

      
        
        
        "I would highly recommend them if you like epic fantasy/erotic romance with graphic violence."

        SCATTERED THOUGHTS AND ROGUE WORDS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        "...both met and exceeded my expectations."

        DIVINE MAGAZINE

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      STUDIES IN DEMONOLGY

      THE COMPLETE SERIES

    

    
      
        TJ NICHOLS

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2017 , 2018 by TJ Nichols

      Cover art by Getcovers

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Foreword

      

    

    
      
        
          Warlock in Training

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

      
        
          Rogue in the Making

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

      

      
        
          Blood for the Spilling

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Excerpt - Lust and other Drugs

      

      
        Excerpt - The Witch’s Familiar

      

      
        Other books by TJ Nichols

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for buying the Studies in Demonology. Get a free copy of A Wolf’s Resistance when you join my newsletter.

      
        
          
            [image: A Wolf’s resistance]
          
        

        A gay shifter novella

      

      Join Now

      http://www.tjnichols-author.com/lp/

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WARLOCK IN TRAINING

          

        

      

    

    
      Angus Donohue doesn’t want to be a warlock. He believes draining demons for magic is evil, but it’s a dangerous opinion to have—his father is a powerful and well-connected warlock, and Angus is expected to follow the family tradition.

      His only way out is to fail the demon summoning class. Failure means expulsion from the Warlock College. Despite Angus’s best efforts to fumble the summoning, it works. Although not the way anyone expects.

      Angus’s demon, Saka, is a powerful mage with his own need for a warlock.

      Saka wants to use Angus in a ritual to rebalance the magic that is being stripped from Demonside by warlocks. If Angus survives his demon’s desires and the perils of Demonside, he’ll have to face the Warlock College and their demands.

      Angus must choose: obey the College and forget about Demonside or trust Saka and try to fix the damage before it’s too late. Whatever he does, he is in the middle of a war he isn’t qualified to fight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t that Angus Donohue couldn’t summon a demon; it was that he didn’t want to. He didn’t even want to be here. A cool breeze brushed against his skin, and the trees around him rattled like a closet full of old bones. Maybe if he didn’t put enough will into the spell the whole thing would fall apart.

      If he couldn’t summon a demon, he’d fail the class and get kicked out of the exclusive Warlock College his father had forced him to attend. While there was a certain prestige in being a warlock, it wasn’t what Angus wanted to do with his life. He certainly didn’t want a demon to draw magic from. He had to fail this class. His father would be horrified, but Angus would be free from all things magical.

      “Widdershins, three times,” the lecturer commanded.

      All the college students of Demonology 102 started walking anti-clockwise around the circles they had carefully constructed out of will. Angus suppressed the shiver. He wasn’t afraid of demons. Okay, maybe just a little. What if his demon was something truly monstrous?

      Last semester they’d been learning about the different types of demons and the theory behind drawing magic from one. This semester was about putting that knowledge into practice. Those people with magic who didn’t draw on demons were called wizards and usually sold their services cheaply in the local paper. Angus didn’t want to be a practicing wizard either. Just because he had magic didn’t mean he needed to make a career out of it, and telling his father that hadn’t been a wise move. His father had spent three hours railing about why wizards were dangerous and should be banned from practicing magic.

      So here he was, trying to summon a demon that he didn’t want, to give himself more of the magic that he didn’t want either. He let his circle weaken and his attention drift. He would not summon a demon.

      He’d have rather been a vet.

      Maybe studied medicine.

      Although the rich, these days, saw specialist warlock healers who had demons. Though his father sneered at them too. He sneered at anything that didn’t increase his power and standing. That he was on the board of the East Vinland Warlock College did not make life easier for Angus.

      Angus tried not to focus on the spell, but it was hard not to think about the demons on the other side of the void. Whatever demon popped into the circle would be his personal demon to summon at will. He’d be able to control it. And when it was no longer of use, or drained of magic, kill it and move on to another demon. It all sounded perfectly safe as long as he followed the rules.

      Still, none of the rules he’d learned about dealing with demons had worked to assuage Angus’s fears or doubts. It was safer not to summon one.

      After all, if humans could summon demons across the void, what was to stop demons from summoning humans across the void? No one ever talked about that. Not in public anyway, though wizards and warlocks occasionally went missing. Those who had been found and brought back from Demonside never spoke publically. What had happened to them in Demonside?

      There were groups, websites that suggested that demons were no different than humans. They looked nothing like humans. The college reminded students at every opportunity that demons were lesser beings.

      Cold balled in Angus’s gut as he made his third turn around the circle. He cleared his mind of demons and did everything short of dropping his carefully made circle.

      His skin prickled as the circle went pop. The power was there, a breach in the void between the worlds now existed in his circle. Damn it. He hadn’t even meant to get that far. The lecturer looked at him, his face fixed in a mask of expectation. They all knew who he was. His father was too well known, and his family had attended this college for generations.

      Angus couldn’t shut the tear in the void without the lecturer noticing. Maybe he could avoid calling a demon through. If he didn’t call, surely there would be no answer. Maybe he didn’t have a demon waiting for him.

      Around him other students held their circles, the forest now full of little tears in the void. What if they ripped and joined up…?

      “Now call your demon to you. Feel the energy. There is a link between the worlds, a demon that wants to rush to your side and act as a magical conduit for you.” The lecturer’s voice rung out, bouncing off the trees. “Your demon that will give you the power you need. This is a very important moment. The kind of demon you call will say a lot about your magical skills and your warlock potential.”

      Angus wished that his parents hadn’t insisted on him going to Warlock College. He really just wanted to be a normal nineteen-year-old guy who was nothing like his father. Not everyone who could control magic should.

      The air in his circle shimmered as something came across the void.

      Oh, crap.

      This wasn’t supposed to happen. He was supposed to fail and be kicked out of college. Failing demonology was an automatic out. There was nothing his father could do. Angus would’ve been free.

      He risked a glance around. Demons were popping into existence in the circles of the other students. A cat-like thing with a scorpion-like tail, that was a scarlips. A hulking purple saber-toothed gorilla. A white-skinned woman with blood red lips and talons to match—a vampry—powerful and dangerous.

      Angus snapped his attention back to his circle. A tall mannish creature with elegant black horns and a tail stood there. His demon. He was now officially a warlock. All his hopes of failing and leaving the college fell apart. He closed his eyes for a moment. He needed a new plan. He didn’t have one. He’d pinned all of his hopes on not getting a demon.

      Now that he had one, he was going to have to deal with it. He opened his eyes to study what he had summoned.

      In his circle was a typical black-horn demon. A garden-variety demon, nothing too horrendous or dangerous, nothing his father could boast about. While its chest was bare, the demon was wearing black pants and carrying a rather ferocious looking machete. It was also smiling.

      That was disconcerting, as though the demon wanted to be there. Maybe his lecturer hadn’t lied about demons wanting to serve. The longer Angus looked at the demon, the broader its—his—smile became.

      The demon was supposed to be anathema to him. He wasn’t. Intrigue fluttered in Angus’s chest. Then he remembered that he was in class, and he was supposed to be exerting control over his demon.

      “I am your earthbound master,” Angus said, echoing several other students.

      The demon laughed, dark and rich. “And I am your Demonside master.”

      No one else’s demon was answering back. They were all waiting for orders.

      “That’s not the way this works.” Why did he have to get the smartass demon? Why did he have to get one that could talk?

      The one that looked almost friendly in a dangerous kind of way.

      The lecturer was still speaking. Angus struggled to tear his gaze away from the demon. A warm breeze brushed against his skin. Summer had just finished, not that it had ever really begun. There was talk they were heading for an ice age. No one could agree on why, but the top warlocks were working on it. The heat was tempting, and he took a step closer to the circle and the demon. Until one of them died, he was stuck with this demon.

      “Right, now everyone has their demon, let’s try a simple gathering of energy before we send them home.” The lecturer sounded pleased with his class. That everyone had a demon meant that he’d got a 100 percent pass rate. No doubt he’d won a bet or would get a bonus. Not every student was successful.

      Angus had screwed up failing the class.

      He returned his attention to his demon. The demon stared at him. Angus was sure the demon was creating the warm air but he didn’t know how. He had a bad feeling about drawing some power from the demon since his demon was smiling and looking entirely too comfortable. In the fading light, his skin had lost its reddish gleam. For a demon he was attractive in a dangerous kind of way.

      Angus pushed aside the thought. He should not be admiring the creature in the circle. Or the way it was so calm. Other demons were obviously agitated, thrashing their tails and snarling. The vampry was picking at her nails as though bored. Angus shuddered; she was creepy. At least his wasn’t creepy.

      All he had to do was draw some magic, and then he could get rid of the demon that he hadn’t wanted to summon in the first place, until the next class when he’d have to see him again. Now whenever Angus needed power, all he had to do was summon him and tap into his demon. He’d spend the rest of the semester, his life, being entirely too close to the horned creature.

      Angus closed his eyes and tried to feel the magic flowing from Demonside. It was soft and spicy like a freshly baked treat that was begging to be eaten. He wanted to reach for the magic and sample its delights.

      His demon laughed.

      Magic swelled, but it wasn’t Angus’s doing.

      “I want to see what lies within your heart.” The demon broke the circle. Before Angus could protect himself—the first thing every warlock learned—the demon grabbed Angus by the wrist and pulled him through the void.

      Heat slammed into Angus and then sank into his skin. He stumbled on the uneven ground, the demon’s grip on his wrist tightened to prevent him from falling. The air was hot and thick and heavily scented. He wasn’t in the cold forest of Vinland anymore. He knew where he was, but he hoped he was wrong.

      Angus squinted and blinked against the bright sun. Around him the conversation quieted and then became appreciative murmurs. Someone clapped and a few others joined in.

      “Thank you. I was prepared. If a mage of my level cannot snare a young warlock, then something is amiss,” the demon Angus had summoned said.

      Angus looked around, his eyes dazzled by the glare coming off the sand. Everything was too bright. He blinked a few times. He seemed to be in some kind of market.

      In a shimmery blue circle with his demon.

      With a small gesture, the circle shattered like crystal, leaving a sharp tang on the air.

      Wait…. Magic was visible here? He had seen the circle. Had anyone else?

      “Don’t try to run, there is no settlement for several days and the scarlips will find you most tasty… assuming another demon doesn’t get hold of you first.” His demon’s voice was smooth and too close. He was still holding Angus’s wrist as though he expected him to flee.

      Angus lifted a hand to shield his eyes. Beyond the mats of wares, there were colorful tents, beyond them miles and miles of red sand. Red, not yellow. He glanced up. Above him in a slightly more purple sky than he was used to was a fat orange sun that seemed too big and too close.

      He knew the answer, but he still had to ask. “Where am I?”

      “What you call Demonside. We call Arlyxia. It is one of the dimensions closest to yours, thus the bleed through.”

      “What?” Only the first part of that sentence made sense. He knew where Demonside was, and he hoped that he wasn’t there. All the talk about demons summoning their warlocks had suddenly become truth. Some of those missing warlocks were never heard from again.

      Angus felt that he should be panicking or crying or begging or something, but all he could muster was a kind of numb shock.

      The demon stared at him. His skin was a dark reddish brown and glittered as though covered in metallic dust. His eyes were black, as black as his horns. The typical black-horn demon was considered relatively harmless. They had no sharp teeth, or claws. If anything, aside from the horns and tail, they looked fairly human. There was no glory in having a common black-horn demon. His father would be disappointed. No, his father was going to be infuriated that a demon had dragged him across the void to Demonside.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be an all-knowledgeable warlock? Hmm?” The demon lifted a brow ridge. He had no eyebrows or any hair on his head. “Did your classes not give you the whole truth?”

      “Um… no?” None of his teachers had ever mentioned what to do if taken. Not in ethics, spell casting or the theory of summoning, or even the history of demons and their use throughout ancient and classical history. Modern history and the demon wars of the early twentieth century were well known.

      Had he read something about horned demons being tricky and debauched? Gaining mastery over your demon was so important so they didn’t act up. Oops. He obviously hadn’t succeeded, that or his demon was trickier than usual.

      Nice work, Angus. He could hear his father’s disappointment already. Did this count as a fail? He hoped so.

      “I should be getting home. My parents will be worried.” How hard could it be? Make a circle and open up the void. Easy. Demons crossed the void all the time and ran wild through cities until the college stopped them. He started to imagine a circle. It formed, and shimmered around him, then shattered.

      Angus gasped. That was twice in one day this demon had brought down his circle. Had the demon called himself a mage? What was that exactly? Was it like a warlock? If it was, he was in trouble. More trouble.

      The demon shook his head. “I don’t think you understand your situation. I told you I am your Demonside master and I meant it.”

      Angus blinked at the shimmery, handsome demon. “You can’t be my master. That’s not the way it works.” He needed to get home. “I am going home.”

      He cast another circle only to have it pulled apart again.

      The demon laughed. “Humans. You have such a limited understanding of magic. You think you can pull us through the void and tap us for power whenever you want. Where do you think that magic comes from?” The demon stalked closer.

      “Here.” Everyone knew that magic flowed across the void from Demonside, but only some humans could use it.

      “We call it alchemy; I believe you call it physics. Energy cannot be created or destroyed, yes?”

      Angus nodded, suddenly aware that there were still people, demons, watching them.

      “So where do you think the magic comes from, and where do you think it goes?” The demon crossed his arms over his bare chest. “What happens when the two worlds become unbalanced?”

      “I haven’t studied that yet.”

      “I don’t think you will. It isn’t in the syllabus.” He turned away. “Follow.” Then he glanced over his shoulder with a grin, his teeth were a little too pointy for it to be reassuring. “Or not.”

      Angus did a quick assessment of the market full of demons and decided that, in this situation, it was most definitely better to go with the demon he knew if he wanted to get home.
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      Saka waited for a moment to make sure that the human warlock, warlock-in-training he corrected, was indeed following. While the unwritten rules forbade kidnapping humans, anyone who opened up a portal was considered fair game. After all they had invited the connection, and one didn’t accidentally open up a portal to another dimension. That took effort and will and an ability to use magic.

      If a human could use magic, it meant they could also then abuse it and the demon they took it from. Saka pressed his lips together. He hoped his lover was still alive, but he knew in his heart that Kitu was gone. Waiting for a fresh connection with a new warlock had been torturous. But today there had been a crackle in the air. He knew the scent and the feel on his skin.

      Arlyxia might be full of magic, but the tears to Humanside couldn’t be opened from here. Which, while annoying, made sense. After all magic, like any power, would rush to equalize across the dimensions. The universe could implode. He shuddered despite the heat. At least humans knew how to contain the small tears they made, even if they didn’t understand what sucking too much magic out of Arlyxia did to his world.

      He would be able to rebalance some of that magic now that he had a human. But the blood of one warlock wouldn’t be enough to stop the desert from spreading. One drop on dry sand quickly evaporated.

      “Um… where are we going?” the warlock asked. His long legs eating up the distance Saka had put between them.

      He bit back a grin. At least the human wasn’t crying. He’d caught one with some courage. He might prove to be useful for more than rebalancing. “I have to report your capture to the leader. It is a formality.”

      It had better be a formality. He didn’t want Miniti to eat the warlock; he was not an offering. One could never tell how she was feeling, though.

      “Capture?”

      Saka glanced at the human, this time he let the grin form. “You are my captive.”

      The warlock’s eyes widened. They were a curious shade of blue. Like the Humanside sky. It wasn’t just the blue that was odd, there were also white and black parts. Humans had very strange eyes. It was surprising they could see at all. White eyes usually signified blindness—not that blindness had ever stopped riverwyrms from finding prey when they came to the surface to hunt. A riverwyrm didn’t need eyes to hear the heartbeats of prey.

      “Can’t I just go home? I’m not supposed to be here.” There was a hint of fear starting to edge into the warlock’s words.

      “No. I have need of you for a time… surely the notion doesn’t offend you? You were going to use me after all.”

      “Um.” The warlock fell out of step.

      “I shall call you Um. You say it a lot.”

      “My name is Angus,” he said with bite.

      “I am Saka.” He stopped in front of a tent painted in varying shades of green. “When we go in, drop to your knees and stay there and keep your mouth shut unless spoken to.”

      Saka didn’t give Angus a chance to disagree. He pushed open the tent flap and walked into Miniti’s tent. It was only because of his standing as tribe mage that Saka didn’t need permission or an invitation.

      He acknowledged the guards and kept going. Miniti was reclining on cushions, reading a map and cross-checking with other papers. Trade? Water? A small gathering before the main one that was coming? Saka didn’t know, and he didn’t care. It wasn’t his job to lead their tribe.

      “You finally came to show me the human specimen?” She didn’t look up.

      Had she really expected him to rush here? Yes. Someone had already brought her the news, so it was clear he had walked too slowly.

      Behind him Saka heard Angus drop to his knees. Miniti gave a small nod as though pleased. Her skin was as white as chalk and her lips were red. Her mouth was wide enough to swallow a soul whole. Her lack of teeth was more than made up for by talons as long as her fingers. Many considered her beautiful. Saka wasn’t one of them.

      “Time well spent educating him. What do you want to do with your pet, or is he for me?” She looked at Saka and then Angus. Her mouth opened and her black tongue flicked over her lower lip.

      “With respect. I would like to keep him and see if he can be taught.” Saka paused, then lowered his voice. “It isn’t often that a mage gets a warlock.”

      Kitu wasn’t the only demon to be taken, never to return. Saka had seen all the demons pulled through in the class. He’d taken note of the different types. Many had been animals, but some had been sentient. The young warlocks would return them all to Demonside. Older warlocks, who had burned out one demon and wanted more power, were the dangerous ones. They had the knowledge and the ability to trap a demon on Humanside where he’d run out of magic that much faster.

      The loss of magic was bleeding Arlyxia dry. It had to stop, or soon there would be no demons in Arlyxia, only endless sand.

      “Hmm. I do remember something about more mages being asked to make a bond with a warlock. You have excelled again.”

      Saka inclined his head at the compliment. It wasn’t actually hard to get a warlock, but few mages were willing to take the risk. He didn’t tell her that in case she took Angus and gobbled his soul before Saka could learn anything from the warlock. He waited for her decision; hurrying her would do no good.

      “You may take him away. Report to me in the morning after I have communicated with the other leaders. Then we shall decide if I get him or you get him.”

      “May I use him to rebalance the magic?” He needed to know how far he could take Angus’s lesson in alchemy. Although there was little point in schooling the warlock if Miniti was going to devour him.

      She laughed. “I only care about his soul. You may do whatever you want with his flesh.”
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      Angus flinched and looked up. The white demon wasn’t even looking at him as she tossed his fate around. She wanted his soul and Saka wanted his body? What was going on? Did they regularly divide humans between them? Was this what happened to missing warlocks and wizards? They got eaten?

      He closed his eyes, wanting to wake up and find himself in bed. This was just a nightmare brought on by his fear of summoning a demon in a class, which would happen later today.

      Wake up.

      But the air was hot in his lungs. Outside the tent demons were talking and singing as though there was nothing strange about having a human around. He opened his eyes. He was still in the tent with the demons. His stomach sank, and nausea clawed up his throat. This was so not good.

      Saka inclined his head and turned. He flicked his hand, indicating for Angus to get up and follow. Given the choice between Saka and her, Saka seemed less likely to kill him… at least until morning.

      He needed to find a way to get home, tonight. If he could get a few minutes alone, so Saka couldn’t break his circle, then he could escape back across the void.

      Uncertainty and confusion had given way to fear and tension. His gut clenched, and sweat rolled down his back. It was hot in the tent, but at least it was shady. Now he was going to have to leave the lovely shade.

      He followed Saka outside. The brightness of the sun hurt his eyes and struck his skin. He was already burning; suddenly the cold of home didn’t seem so bad. Saka’s skin shimmered like metal as though he reflected the sun’s rays. He seemed unbothered by the heat. Even the sand beneath Angus’s sneakers was hot and sucked at his shoes, finding a way through his socks to rub against his skin.

      Few of the demons wore shoes. Those who did were wearing sandal-like things. Adults watched him either openly or subtly. There were even little demons, children. He hadn’t thought about how demons were made. Or how they lived. He’d thought, he’d been told, they were little more than animals. Angus slowed so he could take in more of the market. It seemed to be laid out in a cross. At the center was the tent they had just been in. This was the work of a civilized people. While he’d seen pictures of the different demons, there had been no mentions of thriving towns.

      Not all the demons he’d seen pictures of were here. Maybe some were animals. Again he cursed his luck at getting one that talked, a mage and a demon with obvious standing in his town.

      Saka led them down a leg of the cross, away from the market.

      “Where are we going?”

      “My tent.” Saka paused to speak to another man. Most of the demons seemed to be either the vampry or black-horned, but there were a couple of other types that Angus couldn’t remember the name of.

      Every so often there would be a crackle of magic. Something sparked between Saka and his friend. A flash of purple, then the other demon handed Saka something that looked like food. Angus hoped it was food. He was hungry and thirsty, and he’d really like some answers. However, after kneeling in front of the demon in charge, he didn’t want to ask anything in public that might draw attention to himself—extra attention.

      They moved on, ducking down the side of some tents before stopping. Saka pulled open the flap. “My home.”

      The maze of tents had led here. Even if he had wanted to run away, he had no idea where he was going and there were demons everywhere, and he suspected some might gobble him up without thinking twice. Then there were the creatures. He was sure some were pets, running around freely, and others were food, but they all looked dangerous to him.

      Plus, if he went into the tent, at least he’d be out of the sun.

      The inside of the tent was mostly cream. Shear white panels of cloth divided what could be rooms. Gold lettering adorned other walls. Saka put his purchase on a small low table, then poured two cups of something.

      The table looked as though it was made of a smoky gray glass. The jug and cups out of gold. It looked expensive, but Angus couldn’t be sure of anything.

      “Sit. Eat. Drink.” Saka waved his hand over the offerings.

      Fattening me up for tomorrow?

      After a moment of hesitation, he drank—he was so thirsty—what tasted like sweetened water. “Is it always this hot here?”

      “This is cool. The hot, rainy season won’t start for another couple of lunar cycles. Before then we will gather at Lifeblood Mountain to trade and have face-to-face talks.”

      “This town moves?”

      Saka nodded. “We are not here to talk about the customs and lifestyles of greater continental Arlyxia. You’re a warlock, I’m a mage. We are going to talk magic.”

      “It’s visible here.” That was the first thing he’d noticed about magic here. It was about all he could say about magic. He was a wizard, someone who could use magic, with a bit of warlock training.

      Saka considered him for a moment. “You really have no idea, do you?”

      “I haven’t known anything since you pulled me through the void.” That had to have been less than an hour ago. He’d been a warlock for less than an hour. Were people already looking for him? He couldn’t rely on help, he had to try to escape, but he was interested in what Saka had to say about magic. The theory had always fascinated him. It was his father who had put him off using magic by pushing him into the college to become a warlock. No son of mine will be a wizard.

      “Magic is visible. Most of us here have it to some degree. Some of us train to use it and it becomes our job.” Saka sipped his drink and smiled. “My world runs on magic. But all the magic you take from here, from your demon, has to be replenished. Magic, energy, cannot be destroyed or created.”

      Angus nodded. “If we pull it through to our side….” He looked at Saka. “Then somehow it has to get back here.”

      Saka didn’t take his gaze off him. His eyes were unreadable pools of ink. “Do you want to know what happens?”

      Not really. He was sure he wasn’t going to like the answer. “You capture and kill humans?”

      “Crude, but effective. Blood magic is one of the three ways. It usually involves a lot of ritual cuts and gets quite messy.” He flicked his fingers as if dismissing the notion. “Miniti devours souls. Soul magic is another way of reclaiming some of the magic back. Blood and soul usually work together to maximize the gain.”

      Angus flinched. He didn’t want to end up as some kind of ritual sacrifice. But he’d heard of warlocks sacrificing demons for big workings. Was it any different?

      “Don’t worry. We don’t go around snatching just anyone. We only take those that offer themselves as a conduit. Like you.”

      “I didn’t offer. It was part of the class, and I didn’t even want to be there.” He’d never wanted to be a warlock. “My father made me go to Warlock College. I’d have rather been a doctor or vet or something.” He looked away to the gentle flapping of the white cloth. It was almost soothing. Somewhere in the town, there was music and laughing. If he closed his eyes, it could be Vinland, but the music was alien and the air had a taste that he couldn’t quite place. Well, maybe not Vinland, but it could be somewhere on Earth.

      “You would’ve still been able to use magic.”

      “Yes, but no demon. I didn’t want a demon.” He glanced back at Saka. Was what he’d said incredibly rude? “No offense intended.”

      Saka broke off some of the food. It looked a little like flaky bread stuffed with something. The demon ate and stared at Angus.

      Angus tried not to fidget. His cheeks burned. His father was never going to let him forget this failure, assuming he got home. Hopefully his father would let him walk away from being a warlock. He wasn’t warlock material. That was painfully obvious.

      Saka finally spoke. “Why didn’t you want a demon?”

      “It never seemed right. I’ve read underground theories about magic and demons and what happens to missing people… guess they were right.” Some made it home. But not all. How many had been sacrificed, their souls eaten?

      “We take some. We have to balance the magic between the worlds. Too much is going through to your world. If my world collapses, what would that do to your world?” He tapped his cup. “I forgot to tell you the third way magic is balanced.”

      Great. Blood and souls. The third option was probably worse.

      “Maybe I’ll just cast a circle and go home.” Angus crossed his arms.

      “Be my guest.” Saka indicated the central floor space.

      Angus stood, but that bad feeling was growing in his stomach. Why was Saka letting him try now? Didn’t he need to rebalance the magic? Angus’s head spun with what that meant.

      Too much magic was going across the void. How did Saka know too much was being taken?

      In the middle of the floor space, Angus closed his eyes. He breathed and tried to find that place within him. There was magic all around. He could feel it, and it was nothing like the weak currents of home. If he opened his eyes, he’d be able to see it as he created a circle around him. He kept them closed. He needed to focus.

      When summoning a demon, the circle was to keep them in until the warlock gained control over them. Now he had to put himself in a circle and tear open the void. It should be easier here. He was in a world where magic was everywhere, talking to a demon and learning new things. He wanted to learn more about magic and how to use it as a wizard, not as a warlock. The circle snapped around him. For a heartbeat he expected Saka to tear it down. He didn’t.

      Angus reached out to feel the void, to send himself across.

      Nothing happened.

      Of course. If it were that easy, the other humans that had been taken would’ve all come home straight away. That didn’t stop him from trying again.

      And again.

      The void was there, but he couldn’t tear it. It was as smooth and strong as diamond.

      There was a rustle of cloth as Saka got up. Angus opened his eyes and stared at the demon through the shimmer of his circle. “Why doesn’t it work?”

      “Because it doesn’t. No demon can get through to your world without someone opening the way from the other side.”

      Angus shook his head. “No. That’s a lie. Demons get through and go on rampages all the time. It’s why there is a warlock strike force.”

      “I haven’t told you a lie yet, Angus. If a demon is rampaging, it is because someone wanted it to. You lump every being from this world into one basket, but just as there are humans and animals so there are demons and animals. Sure the animals look different than yours and they have magic in their bodies, but they are dumb beasts. Most warlocks get a beast, something to match their ability—at least that’s what we theorize here.”

      “I’m not very good at magic.” But then he had been busy trying to fail.

      “You connected to me. Your innate talent must be vast.”

      Angus laughed. Was Saka flattering him or himself? “You lucked out with me.”

      “I don’t think I did. You aren’t my first warlock.”

      Angus cut the circle. There was no point in keeping it there when he could do nothing with it and Saka could break it anytime he wanted. It broke apart with a tinkle like a wind chime. Little flakes of blue crystal spiraled away on the breeze.

      “What happened to your first warlock?” The words tumbled out before he could think if he even wanted to know the answer.

      “He was killed by humans. It was most unfortunate.”

      “I’m sure he felt the same way.” Angus frowned, remembering the conversation with Miniti. “Why do you need a warlock?”

      “There is a growing imbalance between our worlds. The mage council is concerned. Those without a human were told to snatch one if they got the chance. I did. And here you are.” Saka grinned in a way that was most unsettling. “Before tomorrow’s fate decider, you owe Arlyxia some magic.”

      Angus went to raise the circle, not wanting to part with blood or soul in a hurry, but Saka was faster, grabbing Angus’s wrist. The circle reformed around them both. He swallowed and looked Saka in the eye.

      The demon’s bare chest lifted with each breath, his nostrils flared.

      That twinge of lust that had hit Angus when he first saw Saka returned. Maybe it was the lazy smile, or the way he was half-dressed. Angus had always let his head be turned by a half-naked man. Saka might be a demon, but he was also male.

      The demon’s grip gentled. His fingers caressed the soft skin on the inside of Angus’s wrist. His touch was hot, as though his body temperature was naturally warmer, and his skin felt nothing like human skin. It wasn’t soft or smooth.

      Saka stepped closer. “Don’t you want to know the third way to rebalance?”

      Angus was getting a good idea what it was, and as long as it meant no ritual cutting or eating of his soul, he was tempted. Very tempted.

      He shouldn’t be. He should be running fast and far. Curiosity was stronger than fear, at least for Angus. It was curiosity that had led him to reading the underground theories. To preferring to study unofficially rather than officially. His father had banned that, but by then it was too late. The seeds of doubt had already been cast, and now Saka was watering them.

      Here… here was an opportunity to learn more about magic than he ever could at home. Unless Saka was lying. Warlocks lied, wizards lied. Did anyone tell the truth about magic? However, if Angus could see it, there would be no hiding what was happening.

      Angus stared at Saka. If Angus couldn’t open the void, he was waiting for rescue. He didn’t let himself wonder what would happen if there was no rescue. “When they come for me, will you let me go?”

      “If it was my choice, yes. I would rather have a warlock that I can work with than one who sees me as inferior and wants to drain me. I think we could work well together.” His fingers hadn’t stopped moving on Angus’s skin, and he had stepped closer. Again.

      The blue magic of the circle shimmered around them, casting its own soft light and blurring the world on the other side.

      “Did you work with your previous warlock?”

      Saka smiled. “He was never here the way you are now.” His hand lifted to cup Angus’s jaw. “But he was interested in how magic is balanced. He also preferred women, so it was all theory. I could show you the third way magic is restored to my world from yours.”

      Angus stared into the bottomless black eyes. They weren’t empty or soulless the way he’d been told. Saka was smart and dangerous. Angus wasn’t going to be tricked into anything, or agree to anything blindly.

      “What is it?”

      “Sex magic.”
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      Saka waited for Angus to say something. Anything. Instead the human man stood there as if magically silenced. There had been no magic involved in Saka’s statement. From the moment he’d felt the tug across the void and readied himself to capture a warlock, Saka had known that there would be rebalancing.

      However, on seeing Angus for the first time and watching him fumble the spell and blush, there had been only one way Saka had wanted to create balance. The red-gold hair and blue eyes made Angus seem delicate. But that wasn’t the case. He couldn’t forget that this was no innocent human. No, Angus had enough innate talent to bridge the void even though he didn’t want to, and enough magical ability for Saka to make the connection.

      Angus could be dangerous.

      However, unlike other warlocks, he hadn’t ignored what Saka had said about the worlds being unbalanced. He’d seemed almost interested. That was an improvement over his last warlock, who’d listened but had done nothing. Too afraid of the other warlocks. Saka didn’t know the details about his death, only that no demon had been involved.

      For years the demon mages had been trying to share knowledge across the void. There had to be balance, but warlocks didn’t seem to care about anything but personal power. Angus’s underground was all that had been achieved. A small step, but better than nothing.

      “Blood, souls, and sex,” Angus said finally.

      Saka’s tail flicked in agreement. “Energy is available from all three.”

      “Two require death.”

      “No, only one does. Blood magic just requires sacrifice.”

      “And you use humans.” Angus made it sound like a bad thing.

      He who would’ve been happy to use a demon for magic. The nerve. Saka had to remind himself that Angus didn’t know better. Humans had to pay for the magic they used. It couldn’t remain on their side of the void. Too much had already been taken, and Arlyxia was suffering, drying.

      “Only those who have bridged the void.”

      “Those missing warlocks died here to rebalance the magic.”

      Saka shook his head. “No, not all. But most. Those that might be useful are returned if people look for them. Most don’t get looked for. Why could that be?” It was a question he already knew the answer to.

      Angus swallowed and glanced away. “Because the warlocks in charge know about the rebalancing. They know some have to die.” His gaze refixed on Saka. The brilliant blue of his eyes made brighter by the circle shimmering around them. “If they know, why aren’t they saying something?”

      “I am hoping they’ll look for you, and that you can find the answer to that question. If they do not look and you do not agree to help, then Miniti will take you from me.” And Saka would have to wait for another warlock and try again. Maybe another mage would have more luck. Many mages preferred blood and souls. Sex required more from them. Saka liked the challenge. There was also a bigger reward at the end. Blood and souls only had a finite amount of magic. Sex magic, though, could be repeated again and again and again without killing or maiming the human.

      Perhaps he was too kind, too greedy, and too much of a perfectionist to expect anything but the best. However, that was the reason he was Miniti’s favorite mage, a position he’d like to keep.

      To do that he needed to get some magic out of Angus.

      Angus frowned. “That’s not much of a choice.”

      “I didn’t get one when you summoned me. I am being more than generous.” Saka let the circle fracture and scatter. The scent of the magic was cold and sharp.

      “They will look for me.” But he didn’t sound sure.

      “Good.” He meant that. Angus was more use to him alive and on the other side of the void than here and waiting to die—which would happen eventually. Demons couldn’t live on Humanside, and humans couldn’t live in Demonside. They would weaken and eventually die even if a mage wasn’t using them to rebalance. “Then we can work together to find out who is killing demons.” Kitu was dead, he was sure of it. He had mourned and now just wanted to work out what was going on and how to stop his world from dying.

      Angus drew in a breath, his shirt clinging to his chest. “And why the truth is being suppressed.”

      “The answer to that is always for power. If we do not find a way to stop them and fix the balance, both worlds could die. The balance must be maintained.”

      “How do you know the balance is off?”

      “The desert is spreading. Each year there is less rain. There must be changes in your world from excess magic.” Or was it just his world dying? Perhaps Humanside would be fine.

      “My world is getting colder, but the warlocks are working on it.”

      “By using more magic?” Which would only make the problem worse.

      “It may not be connected.” Angus didn’t seem convinced. Confusion pulled at his features as if he was trying to make sense of two different worlds.

      “Do you really believe that?”

      Angus stood still for a moment, then shook his head. “Our worlds are connected; no one disputes that.”

      “So if something is happening in one world, there must be an effect in the other.” Perhaps this warlock could understand. “How will you rebalance the magic you have used?”

      Angus’s gaze focused. He swallowed. “I want to keep my soul in one piece.”

      “A wise choice, I don’t want to kill you—though you can lose small pieces at a time.”

      “I haven’t used that much magic.”

      Saka shrugged. “No, but your kind has. Is a little blood too much to ask?”

      “It won’t be enough, will it?”

      “No, but it is better than nothing, and I need to show Miniti something to convince her not to eat your soul.”

      Angus considered for a moment. “A little blood… only a little.”

      Saka smiled. “I do not want you dead. It will be no more than you can safely give up.” He’d been hoping that Angus would want sex; that was far more satisfying and gave far more energy. He picked up his set of knives. “You know all magic has intent? That the emotion behind it strengthens it?” He pulled a small knife free and examined the blade. It was clean and sharp. He kept his tools immaculate and always ready, but he wanted Angus to see it. “Do you prefer pleasure or pain?”

      “What?” Angus stepped back, but his gaze never left the knife.

      “You want to see some magic, some rebalancing? For the most effect, there needs to be an underlying emotion. Fear isn’t my favorite, but being afraid the first time is normal.”

      Angus straightened his back and tore his gaze off the knife. “Pleasure.”

      He didn’t sound revolted by the idea, nor did he sound thrilled. Resigned with a touch of curiosity, but it was tempered with caution. That Saka could respect—along with the way the young warlock was making decisions and thinking of the future. There was still the very real chance that Angus would attempt to kill him once he was back on Humanside.

      But he could worry about that in the morning.

      There would be no attempted rescue for twenty-four hours—if the warlocks even bothered with a rescue. The warlocks in charge knew some rebalancing would be done in that time, and they were happy for someone else to pay for their magic use. It was one of the unwritten rules. Not killing demons was another unwritten rule. One the warlocks were now breaking.

      Perhaps the time of smiles and handshakes was over.

      Once demons had been respected, worshipped, or feared. Now many warlocks treated them as chattel and slaves. But not all.

      “Really?” As much as Saka would like to indulge, Angus was still too uncertain. “I don’t think so. I think if I kissed you or touched you while holding a knife to your skin, your fear would only get stronger. Sit.” He pointed at the cushions by the table.

      “Why ask if you don’t care what I say?” Angus sat, but his gaze never left Saka.

      “I do care what you say, because I want to learn more about you. Don’t you want to know about me?” Saka picked up a small vial for collecting the blood.

      “What do you prefer?” Angus countered.

      “Pleasure.” He smiled as he sat next to Angus and then extended Angus’s arm over the table, exposing the soft underside. He ran his finger down the pale blue vein. “But there will be later for that if you change your mind.”

      “You just said no to pleasure.”

      “You are not ready. You are thinking of the knife, not the magic. Humans don’t practice sex magic, do they?”

      Angus’s cheeks turned pink, and he stared at the table. “We aren’t supposed to.”

      And yet it was clear that at some point Angus had broken the rules. This warlock became more interesting by the moment. “It can raise a lot of power. Your college should be encouraging warlocks to use it… if they want to stop the drain of magic from here.”

      “Only wizards draw up magic from themselves. Warlocks have demons.”

      “I know.” He rubbed his thumb up Angus’s arm. His skin was so soft. “You have a choice to make, Angus. You follow your college and shun me, or I can teach you the magic they don’t want you to know about.”
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      Angus lifted his gaze from his arm where Saka was paying far too much attention to the blue vein that ran its length. Had his veins always been so noticeable, or was he being paranoid now he knew what Saka wanted from him, and it wasn’t just his blood.

      There was a certain seductiveness about his touch. If Saka was human and they had met in a bar, Angus would be thinking about going home with him or taking him home. But Saka was a demon and Angus was a long way from home.

      He could be home tomorrow.

      “How can you teach me when I go home?” Why was he even asking? He didn’t want to be a magic-using warlock. Yet he was. He had a demon and not any old demon but a mage. Saka knew magic.

      There was a glint in the demon’s eyes. “You will summon me for class and in private. You will need to pay for the magic you take from me, but I will teach you how to draw it up from what is around you.”

      “I could get a wizard to teach me that.” Jim and he had experimented with all kinds of wizard magic before Angus’s father had put a stop to it. They had broken up when Angus had been accepted into Warlock College. Jim couldn’t afford college, and he didn’t like warlocks.

      Angus had to agree with Jim for the most part. He didn’t trust his teachers, and when some piece of theory didn’t feel right, he went looking for other answers. He tried to imagine another three years of disbelieving and looking for his own answers. Would he eventually fall into line, or would he get caught out?

      “You could, but they are untrained. I know about your world, Angus. Your college keeps knowledge locked away for only a few, and those few are carefully selected so they don’t challenge the rules. How did you get in?” Saka’s fingers trailed over Angus’s palm.

      He kept expecting to feel the bite of the knife with every touch, but he was enjoying being touched. He shouldn’t like it, but no one was here to judge him and no one would ever know what he did.

      No one might come for him either. He might have to find a way to live in Demonside. Miniti’s extra wide mouth for swallowing souls lingered in his mind.

      No, someone would, because his father wouldn’t want to live with the knowledge that his son had been taken. He’d pull favors to make sure Angus came back across the void, if only to have the opportunity to berate him for being so careless.

      What would he say about Angus offering his blood? Nothing good. Personal sacrifice was beneath warlocks.

      Well, he’d never wanted to be a warlock. “I got in because of my father. I come from a long line of warlocks.” Men who hadn’t cared about anything but what they could get. “I want to learn.”

      “You agree to the terms?”

      Angus nodded. “I will pay for the magic that I use… is that all?”

      Saka inclined his head. “That is all. The balancing of magic is a very simple concept. One that has been forgotten by many in Humanside.”

      All the magic used in every class, in every Warlock College was being drawn from here and not returned. While Saka’s world got drier, his world was getting colder and wetter. The warlocks weren’t working on the problem. They were causing it.

      If Saka was telling the truth about magic and the need for it to be rebalanced. It could be tricky demon lies. But Angus had no idea what Saka had to gain by lying. If the demon wanted him dead, it would’ve happened already. While he had no idea if Demonside was actually getting drier, he knew his world was in trouble, and Saka’s explanation was as good as any he’d heard. “Rebalance, then.”

      A circle snapped closed around them. Saka hadn’t even moved. The shimmery blue made Angus’s skin look paler. Saka gleamed.

      Angus wanted to reach out and touch him the way the demon was stroking him. His fingers curled by his side, but he didn’t reach out. “How does this work?”

      “We sit here until I think there is enough energy to make it worthwhile.”

      Angus frowned.

      Saka picked up the knife and nicked Angus’s arm. Blood welled, and for a moment, Angus thought he saw a shimmer as his blood spilled, and then there was nothing. Saka swept his thumb over the cut, and it stopped bleeding immediately. There had definitely been something that time, a golden heat that spread beneath his skin.

      “What was that?”

      “It’s rude to leave someone bleeding from multiple cuts so I healed it. It will be gone completely by morning. Did you see how little magic was released?”

      “I think so.” That had been the faint shimmer. “Then what is the point? There must be a more effective way.”

      Saka laughed. It wasn’t mocking. It was a dark and dangerous sound. “There is.”

      Angus waited for him to continue, but he didn’t. “I thought you were going to teach me.”

      “I am. The higher the emotion, the more magic that is released. Fear is often used. Humans who come here are usually terrified.” Saka’s dark eyes held him captive.

      “I’m good at hiding it.”

      “No one is that good. You’re sitting with a demon who wants to cut you, and you aren’t trembling. You haven’t once begged for your life.”

      “Are you disappointed?” So far there hadn’t been a need for him to beg for his life. Even in Miniti’s tent, when he’d been kneeling and listening to them talk about him, it had been clear Saka wanted him alive.

      “No, quite the opposite, but it means I need to find something else.”

      “You could make me afraid.” It wouldn’t take that much. The fear he might never get home was lurking, but worrying about it wouldn’t help him. This wasn’t like any lesson he’d ever had.

      “I could, but that wouldn’t be as much fun. Tell me about the time you did sex magic.”

      Angus looked away. His cheeks heated even though he tried to ignore the embarrassment. He could feel Saka’s gaze on him. The demon’s grip on his arm. He wanted to pull away and end this, whatever this was.

      Couldn’t he take the blood and be done with it?

      But Angus had seen the barely there shimmer. There was no point in bleeding when there was so little magic being released and rebalanced. He drew in a breath. Of course a demon wasn’t going to teach like a warlock.

      “I had a boyfriend, and we experimented with some of the stuff we’d read about. He was the one who introduced me to the underground. He accused me of falling into step when I went to college.” Angus closed his eyes. The breakup had hurt. He hadn’t dated anyone over the last four months. Hadn’t even picked up.

      “And? Did it work?”

      Angus shook his head. The memory of that night was clear in his mind. They’d started so seriously. Marking out the circle and lighting candles. Even though the breakup had hurt, that memory was one of his favorites to relive when alone. He remembered the heat, the lust winding through his body and making it hard to breathe. But it hadn’t mattered because his body had been so far away. Then before they could do anything with the magic they’d been raising, they had fallen, crashed into their bodies, and all pretense of magic had been dropped. He had never wanted, needed, anything so badly. They had screwed themselves senseless. A shiver ran through him, and he was aware that his body had responded.

      The sting of the knife brought him back to the moment.

      This time his blood shimmered more; there was more magic. He watched as it flowed over his arm and into the vial. “Why the change?”

      That he could see it, instead of just having to sense it was amazing. He wanted to practice all of the basic things he’d been taught in theory just to see what they looked like.

      “You were aroused.”

      Angus snapped his gaze up. “Pleasure.”

      What would sex magic look like?

      Saka hadn’t spoken. He didn’t need to. It was clear from the curve of his lip and the tilt of his head what he wanted.

      Temptation slid through Angus’s body. He shouldn’t want that. He shouldn’t be thinking of a demon that way. But he already was. What would it be like to kiss Saka? What would the magic look like?

      Angus reached out to brush his fingertips over the back of Saka’s hand. His skin was warm and not quite smooth.

      Saka drew in a breath, and when he exhaled, the circle expanded to the walls of the tent. That was a very big circle to hold. Angus knew he couldn’t do that even if he could see what he was doing.

      “Shall we progress?”

      Angus nodded even though he wasn’t sure what he was getting himself into. If this was his only chance to see magic forming and being used, he didn’t want to waste it. At least at home, he’d be able to remember the feel and hope for the best.

      Saka put the knife down, then slid his hand up Angus’s thigh. “I don’t want you to get scared and run away.”

      “I have nowhere to run to.” He had never been keen on outdoor activities, and fleeing a perfectly good tent town to run around the desert did not seem like a good plan.

      Saka’s hand slid higher, then eased away. Angus found himself inching closer. There must be something in the air, or maybe it was because he hadn’t had sex for months, because the last thing he wanted to do was run. He wanted to lie down and drag Saka with him. That Saka was a demon didn’t seem to matter at the moment.

      The demon’s tail traced up Angus’s arm. “Don’t fight the lust. Let it bubble and rise. I’ll let you know when it’s time to spill.”

      Angus refocused his attention. His breath was catching, and he was hard. His erection pressed against his jeans, and he was uncomfortable kneeling. Was he allowed to move?

      “What are the rules?”

      “There are no rules. This is just a little something to raise the heat in your blood so when it is spilled it is full of magic.”

      “A game, then.”

      “No, a ritual.”

      It didn’t feel like any ritual Angus had done. Not even when he’d tried this with Jim.

      “You can do what you need to, but you must listen to me since I’m the one who knows what to do.”

      Angus unfolded his legs and rearranged his jeans.

      “You can take your clothes off if you want.”

      Angus lifted an eyebrow. His clothes would be staying on. But even as he thought it, he wondered what it would be like to sit naked and feel the warm breeze on his skin instead of sitting there sweating in his long-sleeved shirt and undershirt. He’d come from a cold, autumn evening to this place.

      He pushed off his shoes and took off his socks, then pulled off his shirt—but only because it was hot, not because he wanted to be naked. Parts of his body disagreed and thought taking what was on offer would be a great idea and that he should take off all his clothes.

      Somehow he’d ended up closer to the demon. The warnings the lecturer had drilled into him about the dangers of not controlling his demon properly seemed like lies. He was sure that some of the bigger, badder looking demons would eat him, but so would a tiger.

      No one had warned him that a demon could be attractive, or seductive. Maybe that said more about him than the demon. He must be broken.

      Saka’s hand cupped Angus’s jaw. “You are thinking too much.”

      His lips were only millimeters away, but there was no kiss. Angus closed the gap and took one. He couldn’t wait; the need was eating him up from the inside.

      There was a crackle in the air like a coming storm as their lips met. Heat rolled down Angus’s spine. He hadn’t realized how long it had been and how much he wanted to get laid. A small part of him was a little concerned about what would happen when he went home, but no one needed to know about what happened across the void.

      Saka’s tail wrapped around his wrist, while a hand slid under his shirt. Saka’s chest was bare, and Angus made the most of it, running his hand over the demon’s skin. When Saka’s tongue flicked against his lip, Angus opened his mouth. His eyes closed as he sank into the moment.

      The hairs on his arms plucked to attention. He forced his eyes open to see the magic that was building. The air seemed to be alive. There was more magic in a kiss with Saka than there had been in bed with Jim. But magic was common here.

      “Stop thinking.” Saka’s voice was soft in his ear as the demon pulled off Angus’s T-shirt.

      He didn’t resist. He had far too many clothes on, and his skin was hot. He wanted to be touched everywhere. Saka brushed a thumb over one of Angus’s nipples, before reclaiming his mouth.

      A hand or a tail traced over his hard-on. Angus was barely breathing, waiting for Saka to open his jeans.

      The cool edge of the knife sliced into his skin, but instead of a rush of pain, there was a sense of relief, as if the pressure had been building inside him. He drew back to look at the wound. His blood didn’t look like blood at that moment. It looked like liquid metal, or liquid jewels, as it trickled into the vial.

      For a moment he was disconnected from what was happening, and then, just as he was about to say something about how much blood Saka was taking, the demon placed a thumb over the cut. There was a pulling sensation as the wound closed.

      “Is that enough?” Was it too much? Would he faint if he stood? He did feel a little lightheaded. His body wasn’t sure what was going on because he was still painfully hard.

      “It is a start.”

      “A start?”

      “This is a token of your willingness to rebalance.”

      “And if I hadn’t been willing?”

      Saka’s gaze became hard. “I would have handed you off to the other mage to die.”

      Angus rocked back. He had not realized that his situation was so precarious. “I thought you had to keep me alive for twenty-four hours.”

      Saka dismissed the circle. Glass orbs around the roof glowed faintly. With another wave of his hand, the lights dimmed. Angus hadn’t even noticed them before.

      “Technically yes, but warlocks are killing demons when they aren’t supposed to.”

      “Only the ones that break through.” As the words tumbled out, Angus knew that was wrong. He couldn’t escape Demonside. No one could. Demons couldn’t be breaking through and rampaging. Why lie?

      A headache started to form as he tried to work out what was truth and what was lies. He shouldn’t believe a word a demon said, and yet what Saka said made sense. How many demons had been killed?

      How many warlocks had died here?

      Saka pressed a cup of the sweet water into his hand. He wrinkled his nose at the taste. It was too strong, but there didn’t seem to be anything else to drink.

      “Do you need time alone?” Saka gave a pointed look at Angus’s groin.

      “No
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