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      Magic began to die on earth the day the Greater Daemons abandoned it.

      Imperceptible but constant, the outflow took place gradually over the several centuries since the war with the Necromancer was fought and won.

      It was the tiniest crack in an otherwise watertight vessel. No one knew to check its integrity, because never before had the permanency of magic been called into question. It had always been an everlasting force, an unending pool of power that witches and warlocks alike could drink from to their heart’s content.

      But when the source of that power vanished, the elixir they had once indulged in so greedily and so wastefully, began to dry up.

      Faye Kyteler was simply one of many to suffer the consequences of a weaker connection to an already exhausted force.
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      A cloud of purple smoke erupted from Faye’s mortar, making her cough and immediately try to wave the rancid smell away.

      Well. That wasn’t supposed to happen, she thought with mild frustration.

      Her brows pinched together, dissatisfied when she peered at the paste she’d been attempting to concoct.

      Ruined.

      But how?

      She ran a milky, slightly freckled finger down the list of ingredients. Handwritten on aged parchment, the spell book made up just one of the magical tomes Faye managed to swipe from her family’s vast collection before she left for Scotland. Access to such knowledge was one of the perks of a long magical lineage, even if she was technically estranged from it now.

      Stalling on a condemning line, hazel eyes jumped to the last vial she added before everything went up in smoke and—

      She slumped over her workbench with a groan of defeat.

      She was certain she grabbed dandelion root like the recipe dictated. The label DANDELION LEAF, however, glared at her with inculpatory silence.

      Faye dropped her head back between her shoulders, red flyaway curls escaping the messy bun she kept her hair in while brewing. Disappointment was already trying to curb her enthusiasm, and the witch exhaled a sharp puff of self-derision.

      It’d been nearly two years since she was cast out from the Covenant, the order of witchkind on earth. Unable to reach an adequate level of proficiency to justify her position as a witch, she’d been cut off from their resources, their knowledge, and the only community she’d ever known.

      A clumsy nature and gentle demeanor made Faye unsuited for the cutthroat environment of modern coven society, and she was deemed expendable to preserve what remained of magic for those who deserved it.

      Grimacing, she lifted the stone mortar and looked sadly at the bubbling sludge inside.

      It was supposed to be a nourishing feed for her garden. A humble poultice she created to prevent the nutrients in the soil from being depleted. If only she could brew it with any measure of consistency without risking the soil becoming utterly barren from silly mistakes such as adding the wrong part of a dandelion.

      Thoughtlessly, she disposed of it in the large hearth crackling merrily at the center of her small forest home. She regretted it instantly. The poultice hissed and spat aggressively as it was engulfed by the flames, sending up a plume of thick smoke into her cozy living room.

      A putrid smell of decay wafted through her cottage. It sat over the armchair where she read each night, obscured her many tightly packed bookshelves, and even managed to leak into the modest kitchen where she feared it might contaminate the many hanging baskets of herbs and plants living there.

      Not the baby lavender!

      Mental alarm bells blared siren-loud in her brain. The fragrant plant was notoriously difficult to keep alive and Faye’s toxic feed would kill the pretty whorls of pastel petals and silver-gray foliage in no time. She’d spent far too long working on a drainage system that suited the temperamental flower for it to die now.

      But the welfare of her lavender was the least of her problems.

      When she tried to shut the fire grate to block the fumes, a coagulated projectile was spat by the flames up through the ceiling and into the attic above. It tore through the plaster, raining dust and debris down onto the floor in front of her.

      Great, she groaned. Not even the fire wanted her feed.

      Tears stung treacherously behind her eyes, disaster once again the only thing she had to show for her efforts. Faye swallowed and balled her fist, a fortification against the tears as one slipped down her lashes.

      “Hopeless,” she mumbled to herself, a watery accusation while she rubbed the heel of her hand into her eye. “No wonder the Council expelled you.”

      It had been a unanimous decision in less than twenty minutes. Unheard of for such a serious charge that normally demanded careful consideration. Gossip of her speedy sentencing took even less time to spread with the help of modern technology, and Faye’s already tenuous hold on a respectable image crumbled under their stares.

      In the end, only she had been blindsided by the outcome.

      She was so caught up in the past that her sniffles overshadowed a crack above her.

      It was only by chance that Faye noticed the new flurry of powdery dust coming from the hole in her ceiling. Chancing a glance upward, her eyes widened at the growing vein splitting out from the cavity.

      She had a split second to stumble out of the way before another part of the ceiling fell. This time, it was under the weight of something concealed between the joists of the cottage.

      Coughing, Faye’s eyes watered anew as she waved the dust away to see a flat metal case sitting innocently atop the pile of rubble making a mess of her rug.

      Littered with fragments of her ceiling, it looked worn but relatively unscathed despite the fall and its obvious age.

      “Where did you come from?” she asked, half expecting it to answer.

      It didn’t.

      Curiosity spiked; Faye made sure no more of the ceiling was going to collapse before approaching it. There were the faint remnants of embossed imagery around its sides and on its lid, but age had sanded them down to a dull, indiscernible finish.

      Immediately going to open it, the fresh memory of thoughtless behavior still hung in the air like a bad smell and gave her pause.

      “Maybe I…”

      Maybe opening strange boxes that fall from the ceiling of cottages in the woods isn’t the smartest idea, she finished in her head, her gaze turning critical on the metal case.

      It was pretty, though.

      Faye smiled, brushing away small chunks of wood and stone to kneel before it. Neither flashy nor remotely impressive, the witch was still enamored by the dapples of age and veins of experience coloring the otherwise flat iron.

      Her fingers moved by themselves, wiggling open the stiff latch that kept the case closed, and nothing could’ve prepared her for what was inside.

      A book.

      Not just any book, she noted, taking in the runes carved into the leather and the ancient, coin-shaped sigil set in the center.

      This was a grimoire, and an old one at that. Possibly dating back to before the Cataclysm when magic was plentiful. Faye’s heart skipped a beat.

      Magic…

      The serendipitous wonder of coincidence sent goosebumps across her skin.

      “What’re the odds?” she asked herself, running her fingers reverently down its spine.

      In the farthest, most isolated house she could purchase at a moment’s notice, she would find a connection to the very magical force she was deemed unworthy of possessing.

      It was no secret amongst the Covenant that Faye’s relocation was her effectively giving up and running away. A witch stripped of her right to perform magic, what good was she to anyone but as a dirty reminder of what could happen? What would happen now that magic was dying.

      But weak or not, she did have magic.

      Faye felt the whispered echoes of its presence fizzling along her fingertips and through each chaotic curl on her head.

      It was all she had to hold onto in a foreign land where no one knew her name or the shame that brought her there. Deep in the Forest of Elders, amongst the sprawling wilderness of Dumfries and Galloway, she was determined to turn that whisper into a roar. A scream so loud, it would drown out their unfair prejudice.

      “Faye Kyteler, you are Forsaken…”

      She picked up the book, the power that vibrated from within only matched by the immediate kinship she experienced when holding it. This book knew loneliness too, trapped and forgotten for who knew how long in this house.

      The hairs on her arms stood on end with a lightning bolt of renewal. Hope re-entered her tear-stained features as she felt the power pulsing within the book’s binding surround her with a near sentient curiosity.

      She was going to prove them all wrong, and this book was going to help her do it.
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      The next morning, there was still a hole in Faye’s ceiling.

      But her lavender was still alive, and that awful smell had disappeared. As had the litter of wood, stone chippings, and dust that had encased the book beneath the bark of her beloved home.

      Her mind was in a frenzy all night. Locked in an unending battle over whether she should use the book or not. Her ingrained anxiety for rule-breaking was strong, screaming against practicing from grimoires that hadn’t first been approved by the Covenant.

      Then again, she realized after many sleepless hours, she was no longer part of the Covenant.

      She was Forsaken.

      One of the many casualties of the magical hemorrhage where it was feasible to saw off the useless limbs of family trees in the hopes that the infection stopped there.

      Now that she’d been cut off, she could do… well, anything.

      How odd, she mused over her morning mug of tea.

      Since her exile, she’d still been painstakingly abiding by the rules of a community who saw her as disposable.

      Well, she pulled her cold feet up onto the edge of the chair to sit more comfortably, not all the rules.

      She was certain the Covenant wouldn’t be happy with her personal quest to continue practicing magic in secret. But everything else? Two years later, and she was still tiptoeing around non-existent authority figures and jumping at every little mistake, expecting their censure.

      Faye frowned into her mug, letting the aromatic steam kiss her skin soothingly as if recognizing her sudden despondency.

      She didn’t know any different, and complete freedom was as difficult a pill to swallow as stringent rules when it was forced upon her.

      Her eyes slid to the book sitting in the middle of the kitchen table. She hadn’t let it out of her sight since she found it, but it remained unopened.

      “Can you help me?”

      Like the day before, there was no answer.

      Tsk. It was never going to be that easy.

      Faye sighed, finishing off her brew quickly. Despite growing up in a community of witches, she’d never come across an inanimate object that could speak, but that didn’t stop her chatting aimlessly to everything in her home. It was nice to hear a voice filling the silence sometimes, even if it was only her own.

      Only Rowan ever gave any sort of response. The cantankerous diva was probably throwing a tantrum now, waiting for her breakfast while Faye pondered her bookish dilemma.

      Pulling on a heavy, Shetland knit shawl, Faye grabbed the book once more and headed towards the garden. In the brisk October chill, she bundled the tome closer to her chest on the way to the paddock sitting adjacent to her garden.

      A curious heat began to bleed into her from where the book touched her skin, a vibrant throb that drenched her muscles in warmth. She half expected to find a living creature in her arms when she glanced down at it, but it was the same book as before.

      The thought left her mind with the cool breeze that blew through the trees, forcing her into the shelter. The commotion caused Rowan to lift a shaggy head to watch her as she bustled in.

      “Morning!” she greeted in a singsong, shaking out her curls that had gotten tangled from just a few seconds in the wind.

      An impatient snort met her greeting. Rowan wasn’t impressed.

      The pretty highland cow had been her constant companion since Faye moved to Scotland. She was relatively undemanding and was someone Faye could talk to with ease whenever she didn’t go into Craigmara, the closest town a few miles away, to replenish her supplies.

      “You’ll never guess what I found,” she told her, pulling open the barrel of mixed grain silage to gather a hearty scoop.

      Rowan’s wide muzzle snuffled at her palm inquisitively, looking for food before she dropped her head into her trough. It was all the nudge Faye needed to launch into the longwinded explanation of everything that led up to her discovery last night.

      “So, now I have a book that looks like it’s older than the Covenant itself, and I haven’t even opened it yet,” she admitted finally, releasing a hard exhale.

      The reality was, she needed this book to be the answer.

      To be her miracle.

      If it wasn’t, then the illusion of hope she was clinging to would be dashed.

      Rowan snorted knowingly.

      Faye tried not to be offended.

      “I’m not scared to open it,” she grumbled. “I’m just nervous.”

      Dropping her hand to the rusty fringe between Rowan’s horns, Faye took solace in the pulsing life under her fingers. It was different than the hum she felt beneath tree bark and in the soil. It was more kinetic and unpredictable. Like pins and needles that were ticklish yet simultaneously overstimulating.

      There was something therapeutic about the repetitiveness of stroking Rowan’s head, however, that settled Faye’s nerves. Enough that when she closed the gate to the paddock behind her some time later, she decided then and there to take a different bull by the horns.

      Flicking open to a random page of the book, Faye hardly took a breath before disappointment crashed into her with every page she turned.

      Blank. All of them.

      The parchment was discolored and carried all the signs of use, from the occasional dog-eared corner to the deformed texture where ink or liquid had soaked into it once upon a time. It made no sense that it was empty, nor so carefully concealed.

      The cold metal of the pipe gate rattled when she leaned back against it.

      There was nothing on the inside of the covers and even less when she gently shook out the pages. It was empty, plain and simple. An unused relic meant for greater things before life had inevitably gotten in the way of its owner.

      In less than twenty-four hours, she’d managed to hype herself up to the point she could experience such crushing disappointment.

      As always.

      “When will you learn?”

      The derisive scoff of teachers, Council members, and her own family, rang in her mind.

      She banished their burgeoning criticism and carefully set about turning every single page. She needed to be sure.

      Licking her thumb out of habit, she separated a page that was stuck to the one beneath it. She thought nothing of it; not the fact it was a bad habit to start with, nor the fact that it was a musty old book.

      But whatever was in her saliva was all it took for the book to respond and revive itself.

      Before her eyes, ink materialized on the parchment, filling the pages to the brim with text and sketches she’d never seen before. It was overwhelming just how much was packed onto every page.

      Faye didn’t know where to look first.

      Stopping on a random page, she was charmed by the stylized sketches of animals drawn around the perimeter of text. The exaggerated horns of a bull, an interlaced dog mid-jump, a warhorse with his large flank and thick neck.

      What are these for? she wondered, tracing the indecipherable runic language with her fingers.

      The ink began to shift beneath her skin just as she wondered how she could possibly interpret them. Every word she touched reworked itself into a language she could understand and runes she could read.

      This… this can’t be right. She frowned, stopping mid-sentence.

      Rubbing her eyes quickly, she blinked away the blotches of stars before reading the title again.

      She was looking at a summoning spell. A Daemonic summoning spell.

      Faye’s chest caved on an exhale where confetti burst like butterfly wings in her stomach. Daemons had been absent for so long; Faye unconsciously treated their existence like a myth.

      But now she held in her hands the way to summon one. She stopped short of pinching herself just in case she really did wake up.

      Before the war with the Necromancer, some Lesser Daemons bonded with witches as familiars. Their presence boosted a witch’s power exponentially, acting as a stabilizing conduit for the magic they needed for spell casting. In return, a familiar became more powerful, ensuring the Lesser Daemon would remain safe in a dangerous world where they existed at the bottom of the Daemonic hierarchy.

      This was it.

      Surely this was the answer!

      All Faye needed was something to ground her, an anchor to which she could tether her powers and hopefully improve in her craft.

      Excitement bubbled cauldron-hot inside her and shaking out her curls with an immediate need for action, she rushed back towards the cottage.

      She had work to do.
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      The rest of the day was spent buried in that book.

      She only moved from her desk in the small, makeshift apothecary attached to the kitchen to her armchair in front of the fire when night fell.

      Her legs tucked under her to keep her toes warm, the fire danced as it ate through its kindling and cast exaggerated shadows of its performance across the walls, keeping the rest of the room snug and dry.

      It had taken some time for the rest of the text to morph into runes she could interpret. Faye assumed it was some manner of old and complex magic that adjusted the language of the book to one understood by whoever was reading it.

      That alone was awe-inspiring.

      She couldn’t begin to fathom how such a spell worked.

      This wasn’t just a simple incantation; this was a complex web of spells. Layers of magic building on top of itself to achieve a result like this. It made Faye giddy with the thought of being able to accomplish even a fraction of what this book proved possible.

      Finally. She wondered if they’d be impressed. If they’d welcome her home, reverse her sentence if she could prove herself.

      With the book propped open in the cradle of her thighs, she used the armrest to jot down her notes.

      In a nutshell, the summoning spell was a ritual and like all rituals, it required two things to succeed: sacrifices and perfect timing.

      “Beneath a hunter’s silver light, pierce the veil to immortal might.”

      Silver light could only be the moon, she deduced quickly. A hunter’s moon then, was the full moon of October which fell, after double-checking her charts, on the night when the doorway between worlds was at its thinnest.

      Samhain.

      Which was in less than a week.

      The stars seemed to have aligned in more than one way for Faye to have discovered this tome when she did.

      She shifted in her seat mindlessly, one of her legs going numb as she continued to write. The movement jostled the maroon book sitting open on her lap, several pages falling naturally to expose its centerfold.

      Her fingers already moving to flick the pages back, she only glanced over from her notes to make sure she landed on the right page. That was when she noticed something strange, far stranger than anything that had happened thus far.

      In a book crammed full of information, where entire sections were illegible from how small the writing was and sideways notes in the margins was common, what could be stranger than an empty page?

      But there it was.

      The centerfold, where the brown threaded spine of the binding was visible, was completely blank.

      Faye stopped what she was doing, intrigued by the one piece of the puzzle that no longer fit.

      In the past, many called it a flaw, disregarding her as inattentive and scatterbrained. To a degree, they’d been right. It was completely in her nature to get caught up in the break of a pattern. The outlier.

      She couldn’t focus on a list of ingredients for potions if one ingredient was written in different ink or had a spelling mistake when everything else was without error. Excitable and fast-paced, it was easy for her mind to fixate and linger on the oddity when she should have been focusing on whatever was at hand.

      Tracing her fingers down the centerfold spine now, she frowned.

      Did the writer simply… miss this part? She’d certainly done that a few times in her life. The heartbreak of perfect notes being disrupted by an accidentally skipped page was a unique sort of pain.

      But in that moment, something new began to appear.

      Not in the way the rest of the book filled itself with cohesive uniformity. This time, it carried the uneven charm of a person’s live penmanship.

      A dreamy heat draped over Faye’s shoulders. She watched, eyelids heavy as the black ink darted up sharp h’s and swirled around the tail of a flirty y.

      It was so… attractive.

      It was the intimate gait of a stranger’s hand laid bare for her to see. Sensually slanted but accented with blunt, heavy-handed strokes, suggested a level of brutality in the hand that wrote it. A strength that required restraint.

      Her throat dry, she swallowed silently as a final period completed a single line of beautifully contradictory script.

      “Ah, there you are, sweetheart. I’ve been waiting.”
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      Faye was mature enough to admit she panicked.

      With an embarrassing squeak, she slammed the book shut on that lone sentence that, for all intents and purposes, looked innocent.

      The feeling that raced down her spine, however, was not. It traced with the languid heat of a searching tongue, sending shivers through her body when she was sure she felt the graze of teeth.

      Her body responded helplessly, her skin flushing to an inferno that made the heat from the fire unbearable and her night dress suffocating. An awkward squirm in the plush armchair made her aware of a growing dampness between her legs.

      What the fuck was that?

      She wasn’t sure if she was questioning the message or her reaction to it. Both were so unexpected, so sudden and immediate.

      No matter how many times she spoke to the book rhetorically, she never expected it to actually respond.

      Until it did.

      She patted down the warmth in her cheeks, breathing shaky from a mixture of confusion and an awakening arousal. The book lay closed on the rug from where she pushed it away, looking no more alive than her various chipped mugs or countless other books wedged tight on her bookshelves.

      Why did it…feel like that, though? she asked herself, scared that if she spoke out loud, the book would answer through paper teeth and leather lips.

      The stroke of pleasure that came from reading that single line wasn’t natural. It couldn’t be. Was it a coincidence? Or perhaps it was a sign not to mess with things she didn’t fully understand.

      But she needed that book and the secrets it contained. Samhain was this coming Saturday and if she didn’t succeed in summoning a familiar then, she’d be left waiting another year for the next hunter’s moon.

      Faye didn’t have time to waste.

      That reality was the nudge she needed, leaning forward to pick the book up cautiously.

      When she opened it to the centerfold again, there was another message waiting for her, the ink still drying on the last word.

      “That wasn’t very nice.”

      Oh Goddess, it was real. The book was talking to her.

      At least she didn’t throw it this time. She pressed her lips and legs together as the same hum of pleasure draped over her the moment it – they? – began writing again.

      “Such a skittish little thing you are…”

      “I’m not—” she exclaimed with a flair of stubbornness before catching herself.

      The atmosphere suddenly darkened, her acknowledgement of the presence within the book creating a detached bubble of reality that seemed like a partially formed dream, but at the same time, felt too real for comfort.

      “She speaks…”

      Faye blushed. A treacherous reaction she couldn’t control when the writing itself read like an amused purr.

      “Or perhaps that was a once-off. Such a pity.”

      “I speak,” Faye defended herself, looking away from the centerfold petulantly so they would be forced to wait for her to read in order to say anything else. “I was just startled, is all.”

      “Are you always this tense? I can practically taste it; your spine is stiffer than a…”

      The writer cut themselves off and the place Faye’s mind went to immediately flustered her anew. The book, that damned bloody thing, picked up on it immediately.

      “Naughty…”

      The word growled like river rocks down the current of her spine, gathering in a tight coil low in her navel. She looked around her empty living room, but there was no one there. Of course, there wasn’t. She hadn’t heard a word.

      But she felt it… and continued to feel it throbbing against her clit.

      “Oh… tense and sensitive. I can help you with that, sweetheart.”

      Oh no.

      “I don’t need help, thank you very much,” she lied, measuring her tone to give the illusion of confidence even though it was clear the book could sense her every reaction.

      “Don’t you?”

      Her fingers itched to close it again, to stuff the leather-bound menace into her bookcase and forget all about it. But her body refused, eager to experience more of this siren call that made her feel so fucking good.

      A deep snap from the fireplace, where the flames had finally broken a stubborn log, pulled her away from a dangerous precipice she hadn’t realized she was standing on the edge of.

      “I’m not tense, I’m fine,” she breathed out, her feeble defense sounding much too loud in the silence of the room.

      The writer didn’t respond immediately.

      In fact, they didn’t respond for several minutes, and Faye was appalled that her disappointment outweighed her relief. She held her breath for what felt like an eternity until another message appeared.

      “I don’t like lies, little one.”

      Goddess, help her…

      “I’ve punished people for less… is that what you need? Some discipline to make you honest?”

      Her panties were soaked now, the lash of the words across the page sharper, quicker. A glint of fangs warning her not to disobey as it grazed over her jugular and pulse point.

      Who was this…person? Could they even be called a person, or was it simply a faux sentiency borne of the magic imbued in the book?

      The thought comforted her enough to bolster her confidence and steal back control.

      “You’re a book,” she accused the page. “You can’t punish anyone.”

      Before she could talk herself out of it, Faye shut the book again and released a shaky exhale as the stifling heat that filled the living room abated.

      Its ability to communicate seemed limited to the centerfold and she was determined to avoid those pages entirely. Magic was a strange, indefinable force, it shouldn’t have surprised her that something like this could exist.

      So long as she steered clear of it and kept to her summoning spell, all would be fine.

      It was that underestimation that had her disregarding the danger in bringing the book with her to bed and reading until she couldn’t keep her eyes open. She shouldn’t have been so dismissive as the book she swore she’d keep closed, fell forward onto her chest when sleep finally took her.
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      She awoke to darkness.

      Dense cotton wool filled Faye’s head, slowing her realization that something was covering her eyes. Her arms were on fire, achy from where they were suspended above her head. The rattle of solid metal around her wrists banished her lethargy when she tried to lower them.

      Fear erupted in her chest when she couldn’t pull free, constricting around her lungs that stalled her every inhale on a panicked gasp. Futilely, she tried again, and again. The heavy clang of metal reverberated around the room, a noise chamber that made her feel terribly small and exposed.

      The stone floor was as unforgiving under her as the wall behind her and a blind grapple at the metal ring her chains were attached to, proved useless when it failed to budge.

      “C’mon,” she muttered under her breath desperately.

      Her voice carried, but Faye remained none the wiser until something stirred and a different clang of chains echoed back to her. Freezing, her attempts to break free halted with her breath. There was something out there, something close if she could hear the rustle of it standing.

      The sound of tumbling coins accompanied the movement of chains dragging over stone and caused Faye’s heart to falter as it grew closer.

      Whatever was trapped there with her had a far longer leash than she had.

      Now that she’d realized someone, or something, else was present, it became impossible to ignore. Their hidden presence filled the space, suffocating her senses that could focus on nothing else but its measured footsteps as it drew closer and stopped a few paces   away. She couldn’t tell if it was by choice or by their own chain reaching its limit.

      And then… a heat. Startling amidst the dampness of what felt like some cold, ancient cell, it bloomed beneath her skin and flowed down, carrying the weight of invisible eyes with it.

      It was observing her, stimulating her nerves to full sensitivity with a mere glance, and it was terrifying.

      Another desperate attempt to pull herself free was all it took for her unseen cellmate to finally react, a dissatisfied grunt that steeped her muscles in warm water and sent a frisson of awareness down her navel. Suddenly, her light nightdress was more constrictive than the chains.

      “Tch, how annoying…” came the rumbling baritone.

      The sound of an inquisitive tug at the chain and his subsequent growl of annoyance had heat rising to her cheeks at the physical stroke of his voice down between her breasts and up the backs of her thighs.

      “Guess we’re doing this hands free. No matter.”

      The same sensation splayed wide like a palm across her stomach, spreading up beneath the swell of her breasts that tightened with arousal.

      It was more than a mere reaction to a voice; it was like the memory of a touch she’d experienced before. Phantom, but real in her mind. What kind of magic was this?

      She’d been in bed, asleep. She would’ve woken up if she’d been carted off to some unknown dungeon.

      “W-Whoever you are, I… I don’t belong here,” she tried to appeal to her cellmate’s better nature if he had one, wincing at how her voice trembled. “There’s been some mistake, I—”

      His chuckle cut her off, a dark sound that wrapped her spine in shadows, staining her bones in desire. Her skin flushed with heat, an unwitting anticipation for this unknown man that cast out all notions of escape from her mind.

      “Forgotten already, little one?” he asked huskily, his voice rough as though it hadn’t been used in some time. “And we were having such a nice chat before you ran away.”

      There was a rustle, his voice lowering with his body as he crouched in front of her.

      “You—” she finally managed to croak, understanding dawning on her.

      This wasn’t real, she chanted to herself. It wasn’t possible.

      Oh, but he felt real from where he remained simultaneously too close and too far away from her. The same dreamy influence she experienced from the centerfold of the book was triggered tenfold, crippling her with an absurd need for… more.

      More what, she couldn’t tell. It didn’t matter as an unwitting whimper escaped her when his eyes dragged like curious fingers up the side of her neck, her pulse racing.

      “So sensitive…” he purred, amused, “more than most. Are you sexually deprived, sweetheart?”

      “That’s none—” Faye caught herself, releasing the rest of her frustration in a hard exhale.

      She was currently in chains alongside a magical entity she found in a book. Her sex life, or lack thereof, was not important right now.

      “Look, if I… offended you, I’m sorry.” Diplomacy was her only option, her wrists raw from pulling on the shackles. She balled her fists at the familiar dread of swallowing her pride and lifted her face towards where she assumed he was. “But… but there was no reason to kidnap me—”

      “Kidnap you?” He scoffed. “Where do you think we are?”

      That took her off guard, the trajectory of her assumptions taking a complete one eighty.

      “Um, your dungeon?”

      “Why would I be chained up in my own dungeon?” he bit back irritably, the former mask of seduction dropping from his tone but not from his effect on her body.

      “How should I know?” She frowned, self-consciously dragging her knees to her chest. “It’s your dungeon.”

      “No, it’s n—” This time, her cantankerous cellmate cut himself off with a groan, the sound travelling straight between her legs.

      Closing them, she hoped he didn’t notice while she turned her blind gaze away shamefully. What was wrong with her? Her mind was becoming cloudier by the second and her body had all but betrayed her. Perhaps it was for the best that she was chained.

      Whatever hope she had that he wouldn’t notice, ended when she heard him inhale.

      Long, slow… and when he exhaled, an unconscious sigh escaped with it.

      “Forget the dungeon.” His voice lowered. “You’ll wake up soon… so why not just enjoy it?”

      Wake up? She was in a dream?

      The relief that flooded Faye was rivalled only by the confusing disappointment that none of this was real. It sure felt real though, his voice and presence caressing her thighs, coaxing them open subconsciously where she sat.

      She heard his chain groan under the strain of him leaning closer, the temperature of the dungeon suddenly rising.

      “What is it you truly desire, little one?” The tail end of his growl rippled across her skin, tightening it to goosebumps as she squirmed under the heat of his concealed gaze. “Let me give it to you.”

      “I want—” She struggled to string her words together, tugging weakly at the shackles.

      “This is your dream,” he mirrored her attempts to free herself with a vicious yank at his own chains, “if you really wanted to be free, you would be.”

      Every word, every syllable, was a separate vibration inching closer to where she needed it most. The teasing tremors of them tightened her nipples and made her clit throb with neglect. Somehow, he knew, and his rumble of approval amped up the intensity of those touches his presence caused.

      “Now try again, tell me what you want.”

      It was getting harder to swallow back the answer that wanted to burst from her. Her lips parted on a gasp, her thighs quaking, on the precipice of something thrilling and dangerous. The blindfold was only heightening the seduction of his non-touches, making her needy, making her desperate to know what his touch would truly be like, if his presence alone was this intoxicating.

      Her cellmate was silent, torturously so.

      Not because he was forcing her hand to vocalize her desires where instinct would have her suppress it. It was because she was already hooked on the influence of his voice and not hearing it, was driving her crazy.

      He won and she could practically hear his smirk when she leaned back heavily against the rigid stone wall, her knees bent open shamelessly for him to see.

      “I want more… please?”

      Her reward was instant, and his voice licked languidly against her soaked entrance. “Good girl…”

      It was easy to abandon logic after that. Honestly, Faye was grateful for it as her mind emptied to everything but him in the pitch darkness of her dream.

      The effect of his presence swarmed her, engulfing her in an aphrodisiac of flames and pleasure. Before she knew it, she was rocking her hips shallowly, searching for relief that came in an amused slap of his laugh to her soaked pussy.

      “See? All you had to do was be honest.” It focused in on her clit as he spoke, stimulating the tight bundle of nerves mercilessly until she could feel the wetness leaking down between her ass cheeks. “Fuck, I wanna see more, wanna rip that dress clean off you, sweetheart. Would you like that?”

      She nodded, whimpering, her head tossed back against the wall.

      His chains rattled, a beastly growl following it when he still couldn’t pull free, and a sudden spike of overstimulating pleasure pushed inside her.

      Faye’s jaw slacked, a keen of ecstasy bouncing off the walls of their shared cell while his frustration abated at her enjoyment.

      “Maker, it’s been so fucking long since I’ve tasted real desire,” he strained, the rough cadence catching on her skin like a tiger’s tongue, “and you’re full of it, aren’t you?”

      “Y-yes, Goddess, yes…”

      “There, I knew you could be honest with me…”

      Tears brimmed on her lashes, wetting the blindfold as his influence reached deep inside her and pinpointed the spot that made her scream.

      “Move your hips for me, sweetheart, that’s it,” he coaxed breathlessly. “Let me out.”

      She warbled on a moan, her walls spasming around the rutting presence in and around her that had her gripping on her chain for support. Boneless, she could only take it as his seductive pheromones pleasured her. Brutally, in a way no man ever had before. In a way she knew she’d now always crave.

      A deep, metallic groan clashed with her moans, the sound of crumbling stone barely registering when an inferno of heat braced itself over her, his breath suddenly mingling with hers as he held both her wrists in one hand against the wall.

      She didn’t have time to question it as he sent her over the edge violently, forcing her to endure the ecstasy of orgasming without even being touched. It never stopped, his pleased growls kneading her worn muscles that continued to spasm with her release.

      His breath on her ear sent her stomach catapulting into her throat. He’d broken free. Her prior apprehension and fear, however, were nowhere to be found. All that filled her, was a satiated hum that thrummed beneath her skin pleasantly when he cupped the side of her neck.

      More… her lips parted to beg before his mouth grazed her jaw.

      “Forgive me, little one…”

      Her eyes snapped open.

      The dark, wood-beamed ceiling of her bedroom greeted her and the heat of the book on her chest was almost as hot as her hand down her underwear, stroking through the mess of her release.

      She snatched her hand away with a shriek, using it instead to throw the book off her bed.

      She’d never masturbated in her sleep before, but then again, she’d never been so turned on either. Her very real orgasm muddied her confidence that her dream wasn’t.

      No. She shook the frightening possibility away even as the aching stretch of her walls around a phantom presence still lingered in the waking world.
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      Rowan knew.

      She didn’t know how, but Faye was certain there was an extra pinch of judgement in the heifers’ gaze while she filled her trough the next morning.

      It was for that reason the witch actively avoided her gaze. Her face was ablaze with embarrassment, but it never occurred to her why on earth she should be worried about what a cow thought of her or her sexual dream escapades.

      There was a snort and an impertinent stomp in the soft bedding that was still in Faye’s vision.

      Dammit. Now she was put on the spot, ignoring her would only look more suspicious.

      “Good morning.” She cleared her throat in an attempt to appear normal and looked up at Rowan.

      Hay hung from either side of Rowan’s wide mouth, jaw ruminating slowly on her fodder. Astute brown eyes barely visible under her long fringe stared at her with unwavering focus.

      Faye gulped, caught.

      “You’re probably wondering why I haven’t updated you on the whole ritual thing yet,” she began, dusting off a few non-existent wood shavings from the sleeve of her cardigan, “and to be honest, I-I’m not sure if it’s the smartest idea anymore…”

      Rowan didn’t respond, dipping her head down for more hay and giving Faye more time to consider how much she really wanted to divulge to the cow. Was a sex dream considered oversharing? Probably, but it’s not like she had anyone else to talk to about it.

      Rowan blinked, filling the witch with confidence to continue.

      “I know, I know. I shouldn’t be getting involved in things I don’t fully understand,” she huffed and sat down in the newly laid bedding and crossed her legs, “and I try to be careful with my spells, I do.”

      She stalled when Rowan tossed her head lightly, a light sneeze leaving her from where the hay tickled wide nostrils.

      “I never said I was good at it.” Faye crossed her arms defensively, looking out into the small pasture she would eventually let Rowan out onto. “Only that I try to be.”

      Truthfully, Faye was doubting more than just her abilities to follow instructions without error. She was questioning whether the entire thing was a bad idea altogether. The book itself was an anomaly, let alone its contents.

      It looked completely different after her dream, which concerned her.

      The leather was no longer dehydrated and cracked, but supple and new. It deepened the color to a rich mahogany and its waxy grip was like butter under her fingers. The metal coin in the center of the cover was the only thing to remain unchanged. It stayed worn and old; the embossed strokes defined by the black tarnish wedged into its creases.

      She tried to convince herself it had nothing to do with her dream. It was a grimoire with a talkative centerfold. She’d be more surprised if it couldn’t change its appearance at will. And if the book was powerful enough to perform magic on itself…

      What was she thinking? Believing she could use it.

      Clarity slammed into her with all the consideration of a stampede of angry centaurs.

      She planned on summoning a Daemon. Not just a shower of rain or a little pain relief during her period, but an immortal being whose very existence could cultivate magic on earth as much as cripple it.

      “All I’ve managed to summon is a dirty dream and a hole in the ceiling,” she admitted on a sigh, dropping her chin to her hand. “What if I’m biting off more than I can chew?”

      Rowan stalled in her chewing to reach around and bite at an itch on her flank.

      “I get that, magic is an itch I can’t scratch,” Faye grumbled. “I know it’s there, I can feel it, but I just… can’t reach it.”

      Was she supposed to go on hoping the itch would eventually disappear? That by neglecting it, it would simply wither away and die like a flower deprived of sunlight and water?

      It went against everything in her to let something die when there was a chance to save it.

      Faye knew nature. She knew when an infection in plants was fatal and even then, only blight ever convinced her there was no hope for it.

      “My magic doesn’t have blight, right?” she asked Rowan absently, voicing only half the conversation she was having in her head.

      Rowan’s scraggly tail whipped around, drawing Faye’s eyes to her.

      “You’re right, I think I’d know if I had blight.”

      Sitting up straighter, she leaned back on her hands, letting the wood shavings and hay tickle her palms the same way the curls that escaped her ponytail grazed the back of her neck.

      Rowan, having finally finished eating, ambled over and flopped down with a drawn-out moo beside her.

      “Yes, yes, I know you wouldn’t come near me if I had blight, I believe you,” she laughed, scratching at the coarse fur where Rowan’s left horn met her head, AKA the Spot.

      Rowan stretched out her neck, enjoying the pet and melting under Faye’s hand to reveal the sweet center the heifer had.

      “Just one spell,” she mumbled to herself. “Just one summoning and things could be better.”

      She couldn’t outweigh the benefits of success with the possible fallout of failure. If she succeeded, she would have a Daemon familiar. If she failed, things would remain as they were. There was nothing for her to lose.

      The risk, she decided, was worth it.

      It had to be.
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      It was no surprise that Samhain was the most magically charged night of the year for summoning spells. Add in a full moon, and there was no greater power boost one could expect.

      Faye was meticulous.

      She double, triple, quadruple checked the requirements for the ritual. Ingredients acquired, sacrifices chosen, and courage galvanized with a morning pep talk in front of the mirror while she was brushing her teeth.

      She was as ready as she was ever going to be.

      A current of cool air kissed her bare arms from where it filtered in through the open front door. Darkness spilled inside, tangling with the orange glow radiating from the fireplace while the sounds of the forest at night filled her home with life.

      It was all part of the ritual.

      A gesture of welcome to any familiar still walking the earth to enter.

      Brushing down her simple, white dress, she exhaled long and slow to ground herself.

      In… and out.

      Her eyes fell closed when she followed her breathing down her body to the floor beneath. There, she let her muscles relax, focusing on the points where she was anchored to the earth. Her body, her mortality, her emotions.

      Kneeling, she turned her focus upwards as she drew a chalk circle around her, concentrating on those elements that remained untethered and indefinable. Her magic, her desires, her femininity.

      A frisson of energy rippled through her arm once she closed the circle, the moon’s magic converging with hers. Faye took it as a good omen, one that banished what remained of her uncertainty.

      Purifying the circle with smoldering sage, she prepared for what she gathered was the make or break of the Daemonic ritual.

      Sacrifices.

      For every candle she placed in the appropriate direction to guide a familiar towards her, a separate sacrifice was demanded.

      Something she loved.

      Something she lost.

      Something she craved.

      Something she regretted.

      It had taken the entire week and some deep soul searching, some of which took her down difficult, uncomfortable pathways in her memory, to decide on them. After all, the spell would only work if she was completely, painfully honest.

      They sat around her now as she lit each candle they’d be placed before.

      A yellow candle to rouse the grace of wind in the east. A charred piece of kindling from the hearth of the fire; for the cottage in which Faye found her home. Something she loved.

      A blue candle to summon the volatility of water in the south. The collar of a long-deceased dog who filled her childhood summers with joy and laughter; for the only being who never judged or weighed her worth by the abilities she had as a witch. Something she lost.

      A red candle to stir the passion of fire in the west. A small vial of dragon drool, her favorite spice to season dishes; for heat, magical potency, excitement, and fulfilment. The colors of taste on her tongue and the indulgence of pleasure in life without having to hide in the shadows of inadequacy. Something she craved.

      And finally, a green candle to call forth the strength of earth in the north. The easiest sacrifice. A single certificate of achievement she received for her mid-level assessments in magical practice before her rapid decline to being branded as Forsaken. Work she had done to the detriment of her mind and wellbeing to fulfil the expectations of her coven. Something she regretted.

      A beat of power, the pump of an invisible heart, pushed through the cottage with the addition of each sacrifice.

      Accepted.

      Faye stood, closed her eyes, and invoked the circle that sealed with a gust of wind pulled like a vacuum through the open door. The flaming wicks of her candles sat undisturbed despite its strength, but the wind did manage to change one thing.

      Just one.

      An unseen sacrifice was activated the moment the convergence of magic swirling about her cottage touched the grimoire stained in her release from days prior.

      Just like that, the landscape of her ritual was altered, its objective changed.

      It was a change Faye failed to notice as she was swept up in the magic coursing through her body. It took her breath away, and for a moment, emotion choked the witch as though she’d just been embraced by a long-lost friend.

      Picking up the grimoire, she opened her eyes and began reciting.

      The runic language was soft as it rolled off her tongue. But halfway through the incantation, the words began to morph into familiar handwriting. They fell around the page, untethered and confusing even as she continued to speak, her mouth bewitched to keep reading, to see this ritual to completion.

      Panic rising, every word she spoke disappeared back into the parchment the moment she uttered it. The wind screamed in her ears, so loud she could hardly hear her own voice, if it was even her voice to begin with.

      But with the last syllable, it stopped, and all was silent.

      All except a dull clunk as something small and heavy hit the floor.

      Brushing away tangled curls from her face, she noticed a metal coin sitting in the middle of her circle.

      She knew that coin...

      Turning the book over, a hollowed circle in the leather confirmed it had fallen from within the cover.

      Was that it? she asked herself cautiously, let down by the lack of… anything.

      The hearth still crackled merrily, and the front door remained ajar. The darkness beyond was opaque, unnervingly fathomless despite the fire light that should’ve illuminated it.

      And the heat…

      The wispy curls at her hairline clung to her skin with a muggy wetness that belonged in the tropics, not Scotland in late autumn, but other than that, there was nothing.

      No familiar, no magic.

      Only the delicate ribbons of smoke rising from her extinguished candles and a damaged spell book. She knelt in front of the coin, sighing heavily with the dawning understanding that once again, nothing went according to plan.

      Where it fell revealed the side that had been pressed into the leather. A ladder-like diamond, crisscrossing over itself beneath a thick arch that made Faye’s blood run cold.

      She knew this rune.

      It was expressly forbidden from being used because of how easily it could be manipulated and used as a weapon.

      A binding rune.

      She’d once heard of a jilted witch binding the throat of her husband when she caught him cheating. She forced his lungs to stop working, imprisoning them in her fury until he eventually suffocated.

      A new fear arose in Faye.

      Being Forsaken was one thing. Being in possession of an extremely illegal and dangerous rune was another. She needed to get rid of it. Now.

      Without a thought and with the clamor of execution bells blaring in her mind, she missed the sound of broken chains dragging over the threshold and a large shadow dashing across the wall towards her as she grabbed the coin.

      Pain, worse than anything she’d ever experienced, seared into her hand where she touched it.

      It was like her flesh was melting around the coin, making room for it as it sank deeper into her palm. She opened her mouth to scream but nothing came out. The choking bind of a prehistoric snake wrapped its way around her and squeezed so tight she could hardly breathe, let alone scream.

      It felt unending, but after several seconds, the pain dissipated.

      Faye planted her uninjured hand on the floor for support, dragging in ragged inhales when she felt the constriction loosen around her with every breath. Her entire body ached, fluey and tight as sweat gathered at her hairline.

      Goddess, that… that hurt, she thought breathlessly.

      Only then did the inferno of fury swelling inside her cottage register. A living, breathing anger that burned her skin with every growling exhale that came from its source.

      Faye scrambled to her feet, dormant instincts yelling at her to run.

      Her legs wobbled, weakened by the rune, and she took a step back to steady herself.

      Something hard and broad met her back, her voice catching in her throat as a large hand wrapped around it from behind, trapping her against him.

      He was huge.

      Towering over her from behind, the darkened forearm she could see was thick with toned muscle and emphasized the fact that she’d never escape on strength alone. She’d never stand a chance.

      Somehow, Faye knew his voice would be rumbling and accented before he even dipped his head to her ear. Instead of arousal like she remembered lacing his tone in her dream, though, seething anger dripped like venom from his every word.

      “You really shouldn’t have done that, sweetheart.”
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      This was not happening.

      Rafael should’ve grabbed his sigil and killed the witch when he had the chance. That was the plan.

      He’d underestimated the strain re-entering the real world would have on his body, a staggering disorientation that took several moments to pass.

      His limbs felt heavy, stiff, as though he hadn’t moved from the same spot in centuries. Maybe he hadn’t.

      Black wings of pure energy and shadows slithered like inky tendrils down from his shoulder blades to wrap around his naked body into some measure of clothing.

      His Daemonic emblems pulsed where they were wrapped around his bare upper biceps. The concentrated droplet of his power they contained was now forced to sustain the incubus as hunger slammed into him with a vengeance and the taste of emotions nearby had his mouth watering.

      The witch.

      Instead of disposing of her and destroying both his sigil and the book he’d been imprisoned in, a tunnel vision borne of hunger and primal instinct focused his sight solely on the witch kneeling in the middle of the floor.

      And… Rafael hesitated.

      The skirt of her white dress fanned around her, red curls tumbling down her back carelessly. She looked like innocence and sin all wrapped in a pretty package his fingers itched to tear into.

      She was wet already, his effect on human’s instant, if confusing for the girl, and he smirked.

      Still so sensitive… he thought with a purr, dark eyes growing heavy with an instinctive pull towards the delicious little thing. Hunger quashed all his usual reservations, his conscience silenced as he prowled closer.

      But then, her taste changed.

      The addictive hum of her arousal turned bitter. An acidic tang of fear spoiled the flavor and made Rafael freeze at the sudden flip on his palate. It snapped him out of the trance he was in, but that delayed moment of realization was all it took.

      She reached for something on the ground. One thing he swore he’d never let another creature possess: his sigil. It was too late by the time his hand wound its way around her slender neck from behind.

      The sigil had disappeared into her, and so too had most of his power and all his freedom.

      “You really shouldn’t have done that, sweetheart.”

      Her throat bobbed under his hand, unable to scream when he sidestepped around her and pinned her to the ground easily. Such a tiny thing, she was no match for a Daemon. Not even a starving one.

      Anger clashed violently with hunger in his mind and crashed against her soft body. It spurred the prey-like instinct all humans had to flee a creature like him.

      He tightened his grip around her throat cruelly to prove how useless it was, the witch gaping up at him with clear, guileless eyes.

      Dangerous, his mind hissed at their innocence while his own throat tightened painfully, so fucking dangerous.

      He hadn’t seen her eyes in her dream.

      He’d only seen tousled red hair and her wanton body open itself to him for more as his pheromones pleasured her. With the full picture in front of him, only fury outweighed his base instincts’ desire to fuck her properly.

      His eyes slid from hers to her hand that grappled pitifully at his wrist.

      Grabbing it, he slammed it down on the floor by her head, exposing her palm and the sigil that had once imprisoned him in the book, now branded into her skin. It was still black and smoking, sealing his fate inside her soft flesh.

      Rafael hadn’t known freedom for more than a few seconds before it was stolen from him once again.

      “Have you any idea what you’ve done, witch?” he snarled at her, using his size to keep her trapped beneath him.

      Rafael was big. He didn’t need to use force to keep her down. She only came up to his chest and was all soft curves and delicate features. The girl didn’t stand a chance, but his fury was brutal and unforgiving.

      Flexing his fingers into the sides of her neck, a concerning lightheadedness struck him as he did so. He shook it away stubbornly as he glared down at her.

      Tears glistened in her hazel eyes. Doe-like and pretty, they tempted his hunger to fight against the anger and the way he was treating her. Either his anger won, and he killed the wench, or his hunger did, and he seduced her.

      Hunger gained an edge when she wouldn’t stop squirming.

      “Stop moving,” he snapped, a feral bark that had her freezing with a squeak of acquiescence.

      All that wriggling and twisting did was remind him of how she tasted in her dream, how she’d trembled as she did now in fear rather than ecstasy.

      His cock jumped, half-hard and adding to his ire.

      “I—” She struggled to speak under his hold in that attractive, breathy lilt.

      It was only his own dizziness that forced him to slacken his grip. The lightheadedness began to subside almost immediately, and dread settled over the incubus.

      Fuck.

      He dropped his hand from her throat completely and dipped his head with a drawn-out exhale, defeated. The witch coughed around greedy gulps of air, massaging her throat where he could already see bruises tarnishing the flushed skin as he pushed himself off her.

      He dragged a tired hand down his face. Not even five minutes back on earth and he was already exhausted.

      “Why… how are you here?” she croaked, her voice rough and brows pinched together. “My spell…”

      “Became mine the moment you sacrificed your orgasm,” Rafael interrupted.

      “Excuse me?” she gaped at him, aghast.

      Honestly, he narrowed his eyes, that was the first thing she thought about in the presence of a Daemon.

      A burst of citric stubbornness was a surprising taste on his tongue when her eyes snapped back to his in sudden realization.

      “You hijacked my spell!” she accused him, clasping her injured hand to her chest in disbelief.

      “Oh, because that book was yours to practice from in the first place?” he retaliated on a growl, shoulders tensing with barely restrained frustration.

      Fucking witches.

      Her lips pressed tight at his words, unable to argue his point as embarrassment draped over her. It tickled the back of his throat with a wisp of fluff he couldn’t swallow or clear. He hated it.

      “Point taken,” she mumbled, surprising him. “I—I just thought this would work for a change.” She rubbed the back of her neck, looking away. “Sorry for taking it out on you.”

      A melancholy drowned out all the other flavors in his mouth, a faraway look entering her gaze as the shadows from the fire danced across her features.

      Maker, he forgot how emotional humans were. His tastebuds were being assaulted by the unrestrained intensity of her emotions. Maybe he just needed to readjust after being imprisoned for so long.

      It would take time to rebuild a resistance to the onslaught of tastes again, a task Rafael was dreading.

      Sensing his eyes on her, she glanced up at him. An awkward silence sat between them that he had no inclination of filling. He was still simmering in the torment of trading one prison for another while she fidgeted.

      In the end, she cracked first, unable to handle the tension.

      “I’m Faye, by the way,” she told him, drawing his attention away from his predicament to her.

      “That’s nice.”

      A wall of mistrust erected itself at her open friendliness, the ache from similar burns flaring up. It made him question her motives, made him resentful towards her for things that happened long before she was even born.

      When he didn’t offer his own name, she blanched. He could see it behind her eyes, the fretful panic of an unanticipated roadblock in what she knew to be polite conversation.

      His resolve wavered and his jaw ticked when he caved, unable to ignore how lost she looked.

      “Raef.”

      A nickname was the best he could do. The last time a human knew his name…

      Old, dormant anger flared in his heart. It seared the muscle and spread like wildfire through his veins, igniting them with unsatiated vengeance.

      “Ah, it’s nice to meet you, Raef.”

      Her words stalled the dark descent of his mind, the witch cradling her hand to her chest subconsciously while she smiled placidly where she sat. When he didn’t respond, her eyes dropped to the sigil searing her skin, her emotions thickening with apprehension.

      “What is this thing?” Her voice warbled, fearful of his answer. “The binding rune—”

      “It’s inside you now,” he grunted, rubbing the residual ache tensing the back of his neck.

      Confusion bled to terror in her eyes.

      What the fuck did she have to be worried about?

      She’d just accomplished what others of her kind could only dream of; she chained a Greater Daemon to her. That alone was reason enough to kill her if Rafael didn’t already have a sneaking suspicion that any harm that came to her, would befall him too.

      “No, no no no no no.”

      She shook her head, far more distressed at the situation than even he was. “Goddess, I knew that thing was dangerous the moment I saw it,” she rambled on, meeting his gaze with bright, panicked eyes. “What will it do to me? Am I going to die like the cheating husband?”

      “Cheating husbands… what are you—”

      She didn’t let him finish, scrambling to her feet to pace in front of him dizzyingly.

      “Oh Goddess, you really messed up this time, Faye,” she muttered to herself, wringing her fingers. “If they find out I…” Her eyes dropped back to him, remembering there was in fact a Daemon present. “I don’t even know what just happened.”

      Regret was one thing he didn’t expect to taste from her, but it saturated his tastebuds while hunger twisted his insides painfully, his emblems pulsing with the strain of sustaining him.

      He didn’t have time for this.

      “What happened?” he scoffed, standing before she could interrupt him again. “I’ll tell you what happened. You’ve bound me to you with the same sigil that kept me locked inside that book.”

      He didn’t wait for her response, his tolerance bone-dry.

      “W-wait! Where are you going?”

      Rafael stalled by the front door that had once represented his freedom, but now only marked the cell door of his new enclosure. One he had no idea how to escape this time.

      “To see how fucked I really am.”
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      Fresh air. Rafael never knew how much he missed it until he left the witch’s cottage.

      He also had no idea where he was, or where he was going as he stalked into the increasingly dense forest. All he knew was that anything was better than being stuck inside with a woman so receptive to his pheromones.

      Maker, he wanted to fuck her.

      He wanted to feed on her. On the pleasure he knew he could give her as he’d given countless others over the millennia. To corrupt those innocently seductive eyes and watch them darken with lust the way he’d been deprived of in her dream.

      He couldn’t.

      Not with how starved he was. His throat bobbed, the raw scratch reminding him of the brutal hold he had on her throat, the echoes of which he was feeling himself.

      If anything were to happen to her while she controlled his sigil… he was doomed.

      His emblems tightened uncomfortably, groaning under the weight he put on them. While they were part of him, they contained only a fraction of his power. They were never made to support his entire being, keeping him upright and conscious.

      He’d never felt so weak in his life.

      That’s not true, his memory whispered.

      There was a time when he felt utterly powerless; the moment he realized a great deceiver could trick even the taste of an incubus. When his own self-interest blinded him to the devastation around him.

      Rafael came to a stop to swallow back the nausea crawling up his throat, a churn of hunger and bad memories that had him bracing himself against the closest trunk. He dropped his forehead to his arm and breathed in the earthy pine and damp detritus surrounding him.

      “Feeding has become such a burden for you, Rafael…” The memory whispered on the wind as it sliced through him.

      He opened his eyes, the glow of topaz reflecting off the feverish sheen on his arm. He needed to find somewhere—someone—soon.

      The forest was thick on all sides and the ancient markers that told Daemons how close they were to a Gate were gone.

      Indeed, Rafael couldn’t feel the flow of magic from Illyra, the Daemonic realm, at all.

      His wings shifted, melting away from the pants they created to spread out behind him. Flying expended a lot of energy, but it was worth the risk if he could find a human settlement to feed from.

      Branches and tree limbs snapped as he propelled himself upward, his wings fanning outward to hover over the forest. A soft glow from behind him tempted him to look back at the witch’s home. It beckoned him closer, to quench his thirst there. He was only a mile or so away.

      Gritting his teeth, he ignored the tug low in his gut and looked elsewhere.

      There, in the distance, was a break in the uninterrupted blanket of trees where the spire of a stone steeple could just about be seen.

      A town.

      Thank the Maker.

      Without a second thought and with a powerful beat of silent wings, he flew towards the settlement. Keeping low to the treetops, he landed just shy of the gates. He waited until the energy that made up his wings had once more worked their way low around his hips and legs.

      Small and picturesque, the town was lined with cobblestone streets and rough coursed stone buildings. A distinct, rolling accent filtering from nearby groups gathered outside taverns placed him instantly.

      He was in Scotland.

      Centuries had gone by, and yet humanity’s love of alcohol remained strong.

      That, and their fear of absent gods. What was that old incubi saying? Find your breakfast in the confessional and your dinner in the tavern that sent them there.

      A group of men smoking outside one such establishment caught his attention when one lifted a hand in greeting. Rafael paused, rolling the taste of their curiosity around in his mouth.

      “Nice costume, mate, what are ye? A pollock caught in a fishing net?” the tallest male called jovially. “How’d you get those contacts to glow in the dark?”

      Hm. One of them might do, he pondered, dropping his head to the side to examine each one.

      Their chatter slowly petered off as they began to feel the effects of his presence. There was a hint of uncertainty mingled with the desire, and that was all the incubus needed to dismiss them.

      No good. He’d just have to find someone else.

      They lost his attention as soon as they gained it, one of the men stepping towards him when a bubbling excitement popped on Rafael’s tongue, drawing his eye to the opening door.

      A group of three women stepped outside, arms linked as they giggled freely. Even controlled by his baser instinct, Rafael blinked at the oddity of a pirate, an angel, and a nun being friends. He was hit by a wall of flavors all trying to outshine each other, but none more potent than desire.

      That taste only grew when they caught sight of him. No hesitancy, no uncertainty. It was all he could rely on to stomach the feed.

      “Ladies, you shouldn’t have…” the nun laughed, dropping her hand delicately to her exposed chest and drawing his eyes there. “Who told you I was in the mood to sin with the devil tonight?”

      Her outfit would’ve appalled the church as much as it turned him on.

      A black and white corset with a high neckline split in a teardrop to reveal her generous cleavage. The illusion of false modesty was blown out of the water entirely by thigh high stockings and a skirt made to give a man like him easy access.

      Rafael grinned, careless waves falling into his eyes that glowed with preternatural danger.

      A danger that only seemed to turn her on even more.

      Her hips captivated him in their lazy sway as she approached him, rising to the challenge eagerly as she pushed up onto her toes to reach his ear. “God isn’t the only man I’ll get on my knees for,” she breathed, the roll of her accent setting his blood aflame. All of it rushed to his cock immediately.

      He smirked, watching as lust overwhelmed subtlety in her kohl-rimmed gaze. In his periphery, an argument had broken out between the group he’d initially considered fucking, but he only had eyes for this Scottish beauty with her long, curly hair and glossy lips.

      The immediate flash of red curly hair in his mind left an unpleasant taste in his mouth. His teeth grazed the column of the nun’s neck, close to where he could taste all those mouth-watering endorphins pumping out of her wildly that made his stomach turn.

      C’mon… he urged himself reluctantly, gaze unfocused as he watched the fallout of his presence descend into a violent scuffle around them. Either starvation or a desire to flee the chaos he caused finally kicked him into pulling the nun by the wrist to find somewhere private.

      In that time, he could only hope to switch off long enough to feed.

      This was about survival, he tried to convince himself. Nothing more, nothing less.
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      The discomfort came gradually after the Daemon left.

      Too many things had happened in too short a time for Faye to properly digest any of them. So, she did what she always did when she was overwhelmed by the outside world, she tended to her plants.

      Everything else existed at a safe distance in her periphery as she misted her Chinese Evergreen and gave her snake plant a long overdue drink. Problems always appeared less intimidating from far away.

      So why was she still panicking?

      Raef.

      She tensed, barely catching herself before she drowned her poor fern.

      Reality slammed into her as she squeezed the handle of her watering can and sat down with a hiss, the injury on her palm raw. Opening her fingers reluctantly, she swallowed around the swelling from the Daemon’s grip on her neck. Angry, red skin bordered each stroke of the blackened sigil and Faye wondered if she’d even survive to see it fully healed.

      She was so fucked.

      He wasn’t a dream. He wasn’t some figment of her imagination.

      He wasn’t even human.

      He was a Greater Daemon, a veritable god in his own right, and she’d just shackled him to her.

      Goddess, help her, she wallowed internally, dropping her head back against the sofa. She feared not even her Goddess could protect her against a Daemon, though.

      The savagery in those dark eyes sent a shiver down her spine, from fear or something altogether more concerning. She experienced the same arousal under him as she did in her dream, and all she knew was that none of it was natural.

      It didn’t matter how handsome he was. How the whiskey of his eyes swallowed her in their richness and bathed her in warmth when they met hers. How all-consuming his size was hovering over her with wide shoulders and an overbearing height that emphasized the fact he wasn’t human. Not even close.

      Her mind knew it, even if her body didn’t.

      She supposed she should be thankful for that, given the way her body still throbbed even though his influence had gradually diluted the farther away he got.

      In its place though, came a budding cramp low in her stomach.

      Distractedly, Faye pressed down on her navel as she pulled her legs up to lie across the sofa.

      It would be just her luck to get her period early. She frowned absently before an uncomfortable twist sharpened the dull, familiar ache to a pointed pain.

      She sat up, gasping and folding over as the intensity sucked the air out of her lungs. A failed attempt to breathe resulted in a whimper when the coil twisted tighter, barbed wire cutting into her flesh with every hasty movement she made.

      Tears brimmed on Faye’s lashes when she finally shuddered an exhale, the pain stubbornly holding her suspended in breathless agony.

      Through her blurry vision, only the open front door resonated in her mind.

      Air. She needed air.

      Gritting her teeth as she staggered to her feet, her body screamed at her to curl up into a ball. The doorframe acted as her crutch when she finally reached it, panting as the cool night air soaked her feverish skin.

      At first, Faye thought it had worked, the pain decreasing marginally.

      She took another step outside, then another. Farther down the path to her front gate and beyond, she soon found herself standing at the edge of the forest. The remedy wasn’t in the air, it was somewhere in the darkness.

      Any apprehension was overridden by pain, and Faye shuffled forward past the ominous, black trunks until even the moon’s light overhead couldn’t pierce the tops. There was the faintest smell of gunpowder in the air and the occasional bang of fireworks from the Samhain festivities across the country.

      Small, familiar pulses of heat underfoot guided her steps to avoid thorns, nettles, and roots.

      Her affinity for plants wasn’t random, even if it was belittled. It was an intuition she’d always possessed; a straight path within her mind amidst the jumbled knot of roads she struggled to navigate.

      The playful prods swam in an earthy ocean, nudging her one step at a time until she finally broke out onto a narrow pathway flanked by lines of elm trees. She knew this path; it was the road she usually took whenever she visited Craigmara, darkness disguising its familiarity.

      In the daytime, autumn littered the path with crunchy leaves that ran in a river of gold and green. Rich earthiness tangled with the fallen leaves and a red awning of foliage stretched wide across the sky. It looked like something out of a dream, even as it was saturated in a greyscale of night.

      On and on she walked, relying on the light of the moon whenever there was a bald spot in the tree cover to illuminate a white steppingstone for her to follow.

      It felt like hours at her pained pace until Craigmara came into view. Every few steps loosened the pain that had once coiled so terribly in her stomach, motivating her to keep going.

      Past the stout welcome stone where the faded ‘Failte gu Craigmara’ was carved, the lazy din of activity appeared to be winding down for the night. Sparse, Victorian-era lanterns hung from tall posts dotted along the only main road in town. Their warm glow saturated cobblestone sidewalks and illuminated the face of the village chapel capping the road, its white stone painted in fiery shadows.

      Surrounded by the forest on all sides and filled with the warmth characteristic of its Scottish inhabitants, Craigmara was a hidden jewel kept secret by anyone lucky enough to find themselves there.

      It was lovely, Faye thought, taking her time to enjoy the walk and bask in the relief of finally being free of pain. That was until she reached the chapel grounds and heard a noise.

      Had it not been entirely silent, she’d have missed it. Another sound disturbed the silence as she followed the gravel path that led towards the local cemetery.

      A moan.

      A familiar tension pulsed in the area and gave away Raef’s presence before Faye caught sight of his face between the legs of a woman braced against the wall of the chapel. On his knees, his unruly waves were mussed by the netting-covered hands of what appeared to be a nun.

      Faye gasped, cheeks heating immediately at the depravity of the scene.

      The way the woman’s costume was bunched up at the waist, how one of her stockinged legs was draped over his shoulder while he gripped her ass to hold her in place as he feasted on her core.

      The muscles in his exposed arms were taut, silver circlets of metal around each bicep straining over their thickness as the woman tried to buck her hips over his face with a cry.

      She should leave.

      She should’ve left the moment she happened across them. This wasn’t something she was supposed to see, let alone enjoy, but a slickness between her own thighs forced her to accept she did.

      The thought shook her to her core, and she was about to flee when a muffled groan hit her ears.

      Stifled though it was between the nun’s legs, it wracked through Faye’s body mercilessly, igniting her nerves, and her body responded. She could just about make out the way his jaw stalled mid-lick.

      Faye tensed when he inhaled deeply, her presence noticed.

      She almost expected him to call her out, but when the woman tugged his head closer to her desperately, he merely resumed his meal with minimal hesitation and a long drag of his tongue up her pussy.

      Faye stepped back, recognizing her chance to escape. Her foot had barely met the gravel when the nun came.

      Raef’s head snapped up, their eyes locking and his tongue peeking out to lick at the mess on his face while he watched Faye disappear around the corner.

      Her heart pounding, the bright amber that illuminated the bourbon of his irises stole her breath when she stumbled back towards the main road. There was no doubt about it. He saw her, a tiger locking onto his next kill.

      The atmosphere turned what was once a chilly night scorching, the cloying air clinging to her skin as she shook the image of his unmitigated pleasure from her mind. That clash of hard features softened by relief as his groans wet the air refused to leave her. She’d never seen someone so consumed by another’s pleasure, even as his attention was stolen by the witch.

      In that split second their eyes met, he looked like he wanted to devour her.

      She wasn’t foolish enough to think she could resist, whatever influence he exerted over humans as powerful as it was dangerous.

      The realization drenched her body in ice water, her mind still mercifully lucid for her to remain aware of what was happening. He was dangerous. He was so, so dangerous and she was an idiot to ever believe a witch could ever contend with a Daemon.
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      Her feet ached as she made the usually pleasant walk home in the middle of the night.

      While Faye might enjoy being barefoot in the forest, she never did it with the intention of walking long distances. She’d already walked several miles getting to Craigmara in the first place, and not even the warm nudges beneath her feet could mask the abrasiveness of the ground gradually wearing her soles down until they were sore.

      “That’s what you get,” she grumbled after finally giving in and stepping up the embankment where the soil was softer than the pathway. “How difficult is it to remember shoes of all things?”

      Faye knew what she was doing as she scolded herself.

      It was far simpler to focus on her lack of shoes than the mortifying ordeal of being caught watching Raef eat someone out by the chapel.

      Goddess, she’d never get over the embarrassment.

      Shame grew thick in her gut when she was forced to confront the fact she’d been turned on by the display.

      The sheer… carnality in the way he took her. Just outside the light and without a care for anyone who might happen across them. How good she must’ve felt to tremble and moan like that from just his mouth. He looked like he wanted to consume her, never pulling away from between her thighs until…

      Topaz eyes flashed across her memory.

      She stubbed her toe on a pesky root that had tears stinging her eyes and stopped her in her tracks. Balanced against the closest trunk, she squeezed her toes in a bid to stifle the jolt of pain.

      Fuck.

      Misery always came in threes, her grandmother’s old adage echoed in her mind. Surely, a stubbed toe rounded it out.

      All Faye wanted was a hot shower and to bury herself in soft sheets so she could forget everything that happened tonight. She should’ve known that wasn’t going to be the case when her missing footsteps highlighted a snuffling sound coming from up ahead.

      A sound she would’ve missed entirely had the world not been silent around her.

      Faye frowned.

      It almost sounded like a pig, but in all the months she’d lived here, she’d never come across one.

      She knew this forest, knew the network of roots that kept it together. She knew the signature marks of different bird beaks on bark and where different animals liked to forage. So, to say the distorted squeal that accompanied the snuffling immediately put her on edge was an understatement.

      Night was approaching a dangerous hour. The slip of time before dawn that made it impossible to distinguish light from dark, friend from foe, safety from danger. A time between dog and wolf.

      A wet crack followed the squeal, echoing along the pathway, and grated down her spine.

      Beneath her feet, the ground was silent and somehow, that was even more concerning than whatever was making those noises.

      Instinct bellowed at her to hide, her blood freezing when a rustle from behind her stalled her mid-step. Her heart pumped when she looked around, but there was nothing there.

      Swallowing the fear, she turned her attention back ahead to where the wet snaps and nauseating breaks continued, the squeals and snorts sounding almost gleeful in their shrillness. They masked the crack of branches above her as she moved backwards into the woods, tree limbs groaning under the weight of something not meant to crawl that high.

      A bolt of awareness lifted the hairs on the back of her neck and was the only warning she had before there was a sickening crunch from above.

      A dead weight of leathery skin and long limbs fell in front of her, a splash of foul-smelling blood smattering her dress and neck from the gaping wound on the creature’s back. A warm, strong hand folded over her mouth from behind, muffling the scream that finally burst free from her.

      Fear arrested Faye’s heart in a way it never had before.

      Her eyes struggled to comprehend the shadowy mass lying motionless on the ground. Even dead, an inherent impulse to get as far away from the corpse as possible made her struggle against the person who held her.

      “Quiet,” Raef rasped against her ear, his voice barely above a whisper.

      Her sob was muffled by his hand when her head fell back against his chest in relief, the fight leaving her as pine and peppermint overshadowed the stench of blood in her nose.

      A hardness gleamed in the Daemon’s eye from her periphery as he waited for her to nod before he dropped his hand. His features were stormy, but unlike the fury she’d seen back in the cottage, now his features were chilling as he looked to the path she came from.

      Hatred.

      She’d never seen an anger so cold.

      A second creature screeched somewhere down the lane, far too close for comfort.

      If I just kept walking… the near miss made her lightheaded.

      “Not a sound,” Raef growled so lowly she felt the words more than heard them. “And don’t move. You’ll never outrun it.”

      She nodded mutely when he stepped around her without a second glance, heading towards the path with the nonchalant grace of an apex predator. An impulsive need to reach for him, to stop him from being seen, rose in her.

      Truthfully, she didn’t want to be left alone again.

      Raef didn’t conceal his footsteps as he walked, disturbing shrubbery and branches on his way out. It drew the attention of the second creature away from the scent of blood and by extension, away from her.

      Stepping away from the ashen corpse, she crouched just in time to see it round the corner.

      Goddess, it was even uglier alive.

      There was no mistaking this wolf for a dog. Limpid, cloudy eyes shone with a reanimated puppetry that twisted Faye’s stomach with disgust.

      Apart from the sickening bend of its posture and limbs, what was truly unsettling, was its vague resemblance to a human.

      Completely hairless, every inch of it was gaunt. A pungent pestilence festered around its mouth and chin that were stained black with blood. Broken rows of discolored, jagged teeth were exposed by thin, cracked lips that stretched far wider than was natural as it caught sight of Raef.

      A terrible shriek left it as it crouched down low on long arms that looked so brittle, Faye thought they would snap.

      They didn’t.

      Instead, it used a deceptive strength to launch itself at him, hands pounding into the ground as it ran. For a split second, Faye’s heart stuttered with a yelp of his name before she slapped her hand over her mouth.

      His eyes slid to hers briefly, but her worry over distracting him was misplaced.

      He reached up to one of the silver bands circling his arms and before her eyes, the metal transformed. Solidifying into a handle in his grip, the golden light that pulsed from within it burst through the end into the tail of a whip.

      A quick flick of the wrist was all it took for the whip to crack across the path with a rumble of thunder that shook the earth beneath them. The golden tail sliced through the air and the creature as it pounced, a lightning strike to accompany the thunder of its attack, cutting through flesh and bone like a hot knife through butter.

      Wet gurgles filled the air, the creature writhing as its flesh was eaten away from the point of contact until nothing remained but soiled earth and a nasty, charred smell.

      The display was as powerful as it was dismissive.

      It was frightening, and Faye was reminded that these creatures weren’t the only wolves she should be fearful of.

      Checking around her, she reluctantly left the safety of the trees when silence finally returned to the forest.

      Ahead, Raef returned the handle of his whip to his bicep where the metal curled around it and hardened back into a band. Faye had never seen anything like it, but her curiosity was stilted by a jittery paranoia that had her eyes darting left and right should another creature pounce.

      Goddess, she was a coward.

      Raef glanced over at her.

      “Breathe, Faye.”

      His voice was rough when he spoke, a thread of impatience sharpening his tone.

      She hadn’t even noticed she was holding her breath until she released it on a shaky exhale, her eyes never breaking from his when he grunted at her obedience.

      “Come here,” he commanded, jerking his head for her to follow in the direction the creature came from. “There could be more.”

      “More?” she squeaked, scrambling to catch up.

      Turning her gaze distrustfully up at the trees, she wondered how many of those things could hide in just one.

      The possible answer had her rushing in his direction. She wasn’t stupid enough to think she was better off by herself than with a man who had more power in his pinky than her entire family lineage.

      “Possib—”

      Raef paused mid-sentence, coming to a stop so suddenly that Faye collided with him. His bare back was tense, sculpted muscles filling her vision as she swallowed. Several nail marks drew her attention up to his shoulders where the nun had held onto him tightly in the throes of bliss.

      But before renewed embarrassment could consume her, she saw what had surprised the Daemon into silence.

      The carcass of an unfortunate doe lay in ruins before them.

      Disemboweled and ripped apart, her insides were trailed across the leafy path and destroyed the peaceful beauty Faye always associated with the walk. Lifeless eyes were frozen in eternal fear and bored into Faye’s soul, chilling the edges of her resolve with a shudder.

      She had to look away, her stomach turning with a pang of sadness.

      “Sentimentality will get you nowhere as a witch, Faye.”

      Raef wasn’t nearly as affected as past disapproval pinched her. Indeed, his attention wasn’t on the doe at all. It was on the blood and viscera spread out in front of the carcass.

      At first, it looked a mess. But when Faye noticed the frown deepening in his expression, she forced herself to look back at it.

      It was easy to miss the careful placement of organs, and the intentional smears of blood across the ground, but as the dawn of winter began to soak the land in light, Faye saw beyond the gore.

      A sigil, borne of blood and violence, marked the land.
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      He knew she’d be trouble.

      Rafael silently crouched in front of the bloody sigil, pent up frustration draining his already depleted patience.

      He couldn’t even finish his fucking meal without her being a thorn in his side. Between that and stumbling into danger without an ounce of awareness for her surroundings, Faye was already proving to be a handful.

      And now this.

      Time hadn’t been kind to the Necromancer’s acolytes.

      He wouldn’t have recognized them had it not been for the sigil one of them still possessed the mental capacity to draw. Lingering on through the immortality they desired and seeking out the power they needed to sustain them.

      Marek.

      “Raef?” Faye’s voice pulled him back to the present.

      “What?” he snapped, eyes flashing dangerously when he looked up to where she stood beside him.

      He didn’t know it was possible for humans to be as pale as she was in that moment. Her eyes wide, she looked younger, vulnerable in her bloodstained white dress and arms wrapped tight around her middle.

      So small. Like a baby bird imprinting on a grizzly to escape a wolf, not realizing he was far more dangerous than the acolytes she shied away from.

      She put on a brave face, but her anxiety was thick as it trickled down his throat. It buzzed irritably like a thousand bees trying to reclaim the honey he swallowed and soured the taste of residual pleasure he’d absorbed earlier that night.

      “What is it?” he tried again, his tone more careful than before, but still too rough. His voice wasn’t made to sound gentle or reassuring, and to his ears, it didn’t.

      “Are you alright?” she blurted out, surprising him while she fidgeted, scanning the woods nervously.

      She’s the one shaking like a leaf, he snorted to himself, chuckling under his breath at the oddity of a human checking on the welfare of a Daemon.

      It was laughable and yet, Rafael couldn’t find the same fuel of contempt to respond with when she stood there looking so small and alone.

      “Of all the things to ask about…” he scoffed. This wasn’t the first time she’d caught him off-guard with her priorities. “Why? Are you worried?”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her tense, folding her arms across her chest. “You’re making fun of me…”

      “Don’t make it so easy, then.”

      He looked away when he felt her eyes bore into the back of his head, the interesting blend of tea leaves and citrus making her indignation a more pleasant taste than he expected. It tempted him to indulge in it further.

      No.

      He needed to be smart about this and think with his brain, not his dick.

      Beside him, Faye crouched down beside the doe. One arm wrapped around her knees, she gently began stroking the beast’s neck.

      It was dead, didn’t she see that? It couldn’t feel the comfort she was trying to show it.

      “What were those things?” she asked, her eyes drawn to the carnage in front of the doe, trying to make sense out of the violence as her voice trembled with lingering fear.

      “What does it matter? They’re dead now.”

      He could warm his hands over the blaze on her cheeks as she glared at him when she stood back up indignantly. At least she wouldn’t look so pale now.

      “Then… what does that mark mean?”

      She didn’t know?

      That did surprise him. Alongside the dwindling pulse of magic in the air, her ignorance lent credence to his dawning understanding that he’d been in that book for a long, long time. Long enough for a witch not to recognize the mark of the Necromancer.

      “Something from a bygone age,” he began, intent on brushing her off. “It—"

      “…doesn’t matter, right?” she finished for him impatiently, the citrus on his tongue more potent as frustrated stubbornness overwhelmed the milder flavor of her fluster.

      Insolent little… his eyes narrowed on her.

      While she was timid, she also spoke without any of the pandering flattery he was accustomed to. She wasn’t used to Daemons, that was for certain. Which begged the question, where were they?

      Pushing himself to his feet, he turned to face her fully, noting with some amusement that he’d been right. She was red as a cherry as she avoided his eyes once more, her courage fleeing the moment he stood.

      Cute.

      His cock twitched at the memory of that same redness on her shocked expression when she saw him at the chapel. Smirking, he wondered how far that blush could travel.

      “All these questions, and you never answered mine.” He rolled his shoulders back tiredly, watching her attention be drawn up to them before dropping to his chest when she caught herself staring.

      “What question?”

      He shouldn’t be doing this.

      He just told himself not to think with his cock. His feed had been insufficient, but it had been enough to curb the hunger. Still, his eyelids fell with lazy appreciation as he absorbed whatever he could from this little nuisance.

      “I asked if you were worried about me,” he rumbled, leaning closer until he could see the dusting of freckles beneath her blush.

      Startled eyes snapped up to his, seductive in their sincerity.

      He schooled his features to stoicism and enjoyed the way the color on her cheeks deepened further to a comically bright red.

      “Well, I—” Faye stammered.

      She was way too expressive, too unguarded, too fun.

      It was only when her emotions took on a smokey edge with his proximity, that he managed to get a grip on himself.

      Arousal.

      It made him practically salivate, his influence snaking around her inquisitively and making her hornier the longer she stayed in his presence.

      So receptive… it purred.

      He swallowed around the immediate disgust. How he craved that taste no matter the situation. The blood hadn’t even dried on her dress, and he was already thinking about fucking her.

      Her voice had trailed off, eyes darker now as she tried to distract herself from his pheromones by looking anywhere else. That was unusual… humans would normally be throwing themselves at him by now, their minds overridden by instinct and desire.

      But not her.

      He cut himself off from his curiosity with the reminder that unique or not, she’d still bound him to her in a world far different than the one he left. There was hardly any magic anymore, the heart of the world pumping it weakly through dry veins in a futile bid to keep it alive.

      That made things complicated.

      “Where is your coven?” he asked, ignoring the intoxicating richness on his tongue. “With any luck, your High Priestess can summon the Council quickly if we leave now.”

      The color drained from her face anew.

      Whatever arousal he inspired evaporated in an instant as her emotions became complex and bitter.

      “Wh-why do we need to visit the Council?”

      Panic. Rafael didn’t need to taste the emotion to recognize it. It was in her voice and the way she shrank away from the name.

      “To fix this,” he replied slowly, gesturing between them. He thought the reason was obvious. He couldn’t kill her or expend the magic required to break their bond, so other witches were his only option.

      She was shaking her head at him, unaware and frantic. She looked like how he imagined that doe did before she met her end to the acolyte. It didn’t sit right in his gut.

      “They won’t help…” she mumbled evasively.

      “You say that like I’ll give them a choice.”

      Her vagueness was starting to irritate him. As were all the flavors slipping down his throat that he couldn’t untangle before swallowing. If he was overwhelmed by just the taste, she must’ve been suffocating.

      “I mean…” she clenched her fists by her side, a sting of pain bursting on his hand where she tightened her fingers into her injured palm, “I can do it myself. W-We don’t need to involve them.”

      Rafael crossed his arms, his emblems glinting in the rising sun. What was she getting at?

      “No offense, sweetheart. But I think the leaders of the Covenant would stand a better chance of freeing me than one little witch.”

      He said it flippantly. What he wasn’t expecting was the fire that met him when he looked at her. She was staring right back at him, stubborn determination keeping her gaze steady even as she shivered in the foggy dew of a winter’s morning.

      “Why do you say that?” Her voice didn’t waver, and the Daemon had to admit, he was intrigued.

      “You don’t agree?”

      He was prodding her, curious to see this side of her. The same side he’d sampled when he first tasted her through the centerfold days prior.

      “No.”

      It took a moment before she answered, the pause unconvincing.

      Her confidence might be for show, but she still had the backbone to confront him. Not many could say the same. Even fewer had the resolve to go against the wishes of an incubus. They usually caved instantly.

      “You must think very highly of your abilities…” he mused, flashing her a dangerous grin, tugging her tail to see how deep this resolve went.

      “No,” she shook her head, a faraway look entering her gaze, “I just don’t believe in passing on my mistakes for someone else to deal with.”

      A sadness hid behind those eyes. It was the only emotion she managed to conceal in her otherwise open book. Rafael felt dirty for tasting it. He hated private emotions as much as he hated the taste of arousal.

      “Please.” Her tone turned pleading as she dropped her eyes to her bare, dirt-caked feet. “I know I have no right to ask, but I can’t be seen by them. So, please, let me try to free you by myself first.”

      Rafael’s frown deepened. Witches were notoriously tight knit; they always had been. Insulated by the Covenant’s values and ideology that most were content to exist within.

      “They’re your people, aren’t they?” Rafael didn’t know why he asked, but something about the way the sadness grew in her gaze made him want to know more.

      “They were…”

      Damn her emotions, damn them all for brushing against his slumbering sentimentality.

      He was going to regret this.

      Rubbing the back of his neck, he looked up at the sky with an exhale. He never thought the first sunrise he would see again would be while chained to another prison. One he was about to willingly prolong his sentence in.

      “A month,” he said before he could think better of it. “I’ll give you a month. After that, we go to the Council, understood?”

      A beat passed when it looked as if his words hadn’t registered before a bright smile lit up her face. Relief saturated his throat like fresh water on a hot day and a tremor of attraction rippled through the stagnant waters of his psyche.

      “You won’t regret it, I promise!”

      Too late.

      His emblem pulsed, poking him with the common sense that had been missing these last few minutes, reminding him that he was still leaning on them.

      Feeding was going to be an issue. Rafael was old, the power that accumulated in him needing more and more to be satisfied. At the very least, he could always return to that village if it got too bad.

      When he turned away from Faye, intent on putting some distance between them finally, he didn’t expect her to stop him again.

      “I’m sorry, by the way,” she called out in a rush.

      He paused, looking back at her incredulously.

      “For which part?”

      Flushing at the insinuation, she wrung her fingers subconsciously where they were clasped in front of her.

      “All of it, really…” she hesitated, her emotions mellowing, “but for what happened back in Craigmara. I shouldn’t have been nosy.”

      Rafael scoffed. So, that’s what was plaguing her?

      “It’s fine,” the gravel in his tone thickened, “an audience just means more food for an incubus.”

      By the way Faye stood frozen, it was clear she had no idea what kind of Daemon he was until that moment. Honestly, did she think all Daemons produced such pheromones?

      Poor thing, must’ve been confused out of her mind…

      The thought only made her more enticing as he walked away. Now, she knew the reason she felt the way she did.

      There’d be no more confusion.

      There’d be no more mistakes.
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      A bite to her inner thigh jolted her to awareness.

      Faye tossed her head back with a moan against the stone wall behind her.

      Why?

      Her fingers tightened subconsciously into something soft. Stroking through the messy waves, she drew a groan of approval from below. The sound made her shake, digging her heel into a strong back where it was draped over a wide shoulder as pleasure wracked her body with every tireless swipe of a hot tongue over her sex.

      This felt… familiar.

      How did I get here? Déjà vu was overridden by lust when he turned his head to bite into her thigh, sensing her wandering thoughts.

      Who cares…

      He growled when she pulled him closer to her entrance, two rugged fingers separating her swollen lips for him to lick between before sinking them into her. With his mouth on her clit and his fingers buried inside her, she arched, the knot of pleasure tightening.

      Faye couldn’t help herself. She rocked her hips over his face, chasing the high she knew was in his mouth.

      A husky chuckle was muffled between her legs while she grinded on him shallowly.

      So close…

      Her mind short-circuited when he opened his mouth for his tongue to hang out. Filthy. A large hand splayed across her ass, guiding her hips over his tongue. His face must have been a mess, she was dripping all over him. It filled the air with slick squelches and wet smacks as he ate her out like he was starved.

      She wanted to see it.

      She wanted to see those hooded, dark eyes illuminated with yellow from between her legs as she worked herself over the edge. She wanted to see an immortal on his knees for her.

      As her orgasm crested, she forced the weight of her eyelids open and dropped her face forward to beg him for more when…

      She woke up on her stomach, her sheets tangled around her.

      Her lower body tingled, on fire from where she’d rocked her hips in her sleep. Blearily, she reached down between her thighs, confirming the soaked evidence and jolt of pleasure that came from a single touch.

      She hadn’t finished.

      Groaning, she turned her face into her pillow to avoid the early afternoon sun that pierced the light curtains of her bedroom.

      Just a little more…

      Her stomach flipped as her hand slowly found its way back inside her underwear. She buried her gasp into her pillow, her fingers cold as they stroked through the wet mess.

      She trembled when she circled her clit, keeping her face hidden in fear of the smallest sound escaping for the incubus on the other side of her bedroom door to hear.

      It turned her on, the risk.

      Faye tried not to think about him. She tried to imagine an anonymous shadow, faceless and forgettable, but with every hurried rub at her nub, that phantom developed dark hair that fell into fathomless, whiskey eyes.

      She came silently with her face buried into her pillow and thighs clamped around her hand.

      Her throat was dry when she eventually turned to look out into her room, her tired eyes immediately drawn to the sigil on her palm that had healed substantially while she slept.

      So, it had all been real.

      Memories of snuffling shrieks cut short by the lash of a golden whip echoed in her mind.

      Which meant those things were real too.

      She pulled her pillow over her head, the cool side soothing on the back of her neck.

      Raef had been tight lipped about them, and she’d been too exhausted to push him to tell her. Even now, she was in way over her head and just wanted to run away from her problems.

      Last night, she somehow worked on autopilot. Leading him back to her cottage, asking him if he wanted the bedroom, finding a blanket and pillow when he said he didn’t.

      The sun had well and truly risen by the time she locked herself in the bathroom to wash up.

      He wasn’t there when she peeked out after her shower, but he was close by given the lack of pain in her stomach.

      “This chain isn’t just a figure of speech” she recalled him saying when she tried to explain the pain that drove her to Craigmara in the first place. “Pull too hard, and the weaker end snaps.”

      There were no prizes for guessing who the ‘weaker end’ was in this situation.

      Sitting up, her head felt heavy from napping during the day and the consequences of her dream leaving her inner thighs sticky. She couldn’t hide in bed forever. With only a month to figure out a solution to an unprecedented mistake, time wasn’t on her side.

      Already dreading the mountain before her, she pulled on an oversized sweater dress and threw her hair up into a bun as a last resort after forgetting to braid it before sleeping.

      Peeking around the door into the rest of the house, the incubus was nowhere to be seen. She half expected to see him asleep on the sofa that was much too small for him, but the blanket and pillow she prepared for him sat undisturbed where she left them.

      Where is he?

      His presence pulsed around the cottage, thick as it sank into the cracks and crevices of the walls and floor.

      He wasn’t anywhere in the cottage, and when she left out the back door to check outside, November kissed her cheeks with a brisk chill and the promise of rain prominent in the air.

      She found him at the foot of her garden, his hair damp and a towel clutched in his hand after taking a shower. Only wearing those bizarre black pants, daylight highlighted how low they rode on narrow hips and how tight they hugged muscular legs.

      It might as well have been summer on the Mediterranean with how unaffected he was to be standing half-dressed in Scotland. The flannel overshirt left by one of the guys who worked on the cottage’s renovations that she’d given him was nowhere to be seen. Looking at Raef now, though, she wondered if it’d even fit.

      She only just came, but she was beginning to feel the renewed tingle of arousal as she got closer to him, and his influence grew stronger.

      “Morning, or… afternoon,” she greeted cordially, falling back on pleasantries in an attempt to avoid any awkwardness. “Did you get any sleep?”

      It didn’t work.

      Raef turned a frigid glare on her the moment she spoke, and Faye was taken aback. Both by his expression and her attraction to it.

      His features would probably be described as hard by anyone who saw him. A sharp jawline dusted in facial hair and a strong nose she was sure she remembered feeling against her clit last night. But in the same way his penmanship carried contradictions, so too did his appearance.

      Those imposing features were softened by eyes that looked like they’d been warmed over hot embers and were rimmed with long lashes. The hair that fell into his eyes looked like a combination of shades she often saw in her mortar. Spices of cinnamon and nutmeg, textures of walnut and pecan all blended within soft waves that curled over his ears and against his neck.

      That was all that was soft about him though.

      Faye swallowed and averted her eyes from where they’d fallen to his bare chest.

      What was she supposed to do if he didn’t answer? Was she supposed to keep talking to him? Was she supposed to leave without a word? She was his host, wouldn’t that be considered rude?

      The rules of etiquette she’d grown up learning tangled with the complexity of polite social cues until she found her escape in the closest flowerbed. Crouching, she sifted some soil through her fingers to check its quality, giving herself more time to think in the process.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him shift, the tension bleeding from him and electrifying the air around them.

      “At least try to contain your arousal, witch.”

      Her stomach sank, her face bursting with heat when she looked at him.

      There was a thickness in his voice that didn’t belong to sleep, a dark rasp that promised silk sheets on naked skin and filthy moans lost in each other’s mouths.

      He knew.

      He knew she’d gotten herself off.

      Embarrassment clashed with indignation at his audacity. It was all because of him that she had to take care of herself in the first place.

      “Then stay out of my dreams,” she retorted, her voice steadier than she was feeling as his eyes narrowed dangerously on his way past her.

      Raef paused, her heart stuttering when he leaned down to her ear where goosebumps erupted on her skin when droplets of water fell from his hair to trickle down her neck.

      “Trust me, sweetheart,” he rumbled, his hot breath turning her body into a traitor as her walls clenched involuntarily. “If I was really in your dream last night, you wouldn’t have had to finish by yourself when you woke up.”

      Faye sucked in a breath when his nose glanced her temple, a faint smirk playing on his lips.

      “Whatever you dreamt about was all your own making, little witch.”
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      Rafael didn’t see the witch much after that.

      When it dawned on her that she’d dreamt of him without his input, she subsequently disappeared into what he learned was her study.

      That suited him just fine. The less contact they had, the better.

      She didn’t leave that room at all, but the violent changes in her emotions from hope to despair told him she wasn’t having much luck with her promise to him. She felt things so fully, without restraint the way most humans did.

      Usually that would be enough to overwhelm his tastebuds had there not been a more potent flavor that lingered in the air.

      Rafael licked over his bottom lip at the faint remainder of her orgasm he’d tasted in the shower that morning. It was sweet, like he imagined, but the intoxicating spice undercutting it made his mouth water.

      He knew he’d regret caving to her request for time to free him, but he hadn’t expected to be so… affected by her presence not even a day after feeding.

      Her pleasure, even second-hand, made him hard and horny as soon as he tasted it and he had to physically remove himself from the cottage to stop his base instinct from taking over and seducing her with every Maker-forsaken ability he had.

      Outside was safer.

      At least outdoors, her emotions diluted with distance and dispersed in the breeze. Besides, the threat of other acolytes hadn’t left Rafael’s mind all night.

      The woods that surrounded Faye’s home were dense.

      There were few paths, most of them likely carved by the witch herself through frequent use as opposed to intentionally, and the isolation of the forest made it the perfect hiding spot for monsters.

      What was she thinking living out here alone?

      It was one thing to be apart from her coven, which was strange in its own right. But humans were sociable creatures. They thrived in community and longed for companionship. When he was last on earth, dark woods and hidden threats went against every instinct a human possessed.

      Clicking his tongue, he pushed a low hanging branch out of his way as he walked.

      He didn’t want to be curious about his captor, but time and again he found himself thinking about the parts of her that didn’t add up. What brought her here, what caused the sadness in her eyes that looked like they were made for smiling.

      Stop it, he chided himself, coming up to what he assumed was the border of their bond by the sting he experienced low in his navel.

      A mile. That was the extent of it.

      Fucking hell.

      He wanted to return to where the acolytes had been, but without taking the witch with him, he’d hurt her by pulling on the chain. And given how the taste of her satiation aggravated his own lust, being near her wasn’t feasible. He’d just have to limit his investigation to within that perimeter.

      A ridiculous idea, quite frankly.

      If an acolyte in that state of regression was within a mile of the cottage, they already knew where Faye was. While Rafael might want them all dead, he wasn’t stupid enough to draw them towards his newly acquired weak point.

      He also wasn’t naïve enough to think that only two had been summoned when Faye used that book. They were drawn to its magic like flies to a corpse. Starved for the power they needed to continue on indefinitely.

      Things were more desperate than he originally thought…

      Rafael placed a hand against the closest tree trunk.

      Silence.

      Nothing greeted the pulse of power he injected into the ancient, interconnected network of magic that used to flow so strongly between Illyra, earth, and the Daemons who made their home in both.

      It was like tossing a torch into a bottomless pit. As much light as he gave, it was eventually swallowed by the shadows when there was nothing to illuminate.

      It was true, then.

      There were no Greater Daemons left on earth. If there had been, his power would’ve collided with theirs somewhere along the ley lines that marked the borders of territories. But there was no response.

      “Fuck,” he hissed, dragging a hand down his face as he continued along the perimeter unconsciously.

      What had once started as just a reason to get out of the cottage, turned into a bigger problem when he was forced to face the fact that he was alone here.

      Usually, that wouldn’t bother him.

      Rafael longed for solitude, away from people despite being dependent on them for his survival. But even if he was freed, whether by the witch or her coven, it would still leave him trapped on this side of the Gate.

      Unless he opened a new one, which was a massive exertion of power even for one as old as him.

      Did he want to risk it? Things had obviously gotten so bad in the time he was imprisoned that his brethren decided to destroy the Gates in the first place. But while there were no Daemons, there also wasn’t any sign that Marek had been successful in his quest for dominance over his kind.

      He only needed to remember Faye’s ignorance to the Necromancer’s sigil to be sure of that.

      His followers were in a state of near constant degeneracy too, where before they’d been virile and healthy. Without Marek, they were mere husks.

      Still, it didn’t bode well to know some still lingered on centuries later. It suggested the magic that immortalized them remained. Somewhere. Hidden. Waiting.

      He’d have to stay vigilant.

      Rafael turned when another idea struck him, his influence swirling around the trunk.

      Mark it.

      It was a redundant practice given the lack of Daemons, but the side effects of marking territory might provide some measure of protection to the area.

      Daemons were territorial creatures, prone to fighting and bloodshed if their property was messed with. In the past, with such a finite area to feed from, Greater Daemons marked the earth with their signature to emulate their desires. Attract, repel… attack.

      Rafael hadn’t marked land in a very long time.

      Before being imprisoned, he was a wanderer. Always traveling from place to place in a futile attempt to outrun his nature.

      But here, he couldn’t run. He was trapped and knowing all creatures would need to go against their instincts in order to enter his land meant one less headache for him.

      It also drastically decreased the chance of Faye being eaten or mauled by an acolyte if she decided she wanted to go wandering the woods at night again.

      Closing his eyes, his mind made up, he exhaled long and slow as his emblems stung him with warning. He ignored it, forcing his own threat out into the surrounding area to all who came near. It saturated the roots of trees and evaporated in the damp air. It told anyone who came within his territory to turn back lest they meet a terrible end.

      Hostility wasn’t the best magic he could imbue in nature, but this land had been so starved of it that it absorbed it all greedily. With that came a tremor of awakening as the earth responded to his will. Gnarled roots made pathways difficult to travel over, thick pine foliage covered possible shortcuts that would bring people too close to the cottage, and a general air of warning hung thick in the atmosphere that preyed upon the flight instincts of any who would dare enter.

      Rafael opened his eyes slowly, a vibrancy returned to the ley lines beneath his hand.

      There.

      He could rest easier now knowing this land was his.

      His emblems stabbed him with his own power, citing caution. He pulled one off his bicep to turn over in the waning sunlight where the metal looked a little duller than normal.

      The golden light throbbing with the heartbeat of his power remained aglow, and Rafael frowned.

      He would do well to feed again soon, and properly this time.
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      “Runic mishaps usually occur when the intention with which they are used have been tampered with or altered. A strong mentality and meditative focus are of the utmost importance when using runes in order to maintain the intention the magic will latch onto and project.”

      This was the sixth time she’d reread the same paragraph after three days of intense research.

      Faye was doomed.

      Completely and utterly fucked, to be honest.

      It was one thing to try and find a solution to a problem that had never occurred before as a Forsaken. It became an entirely new predicament when her concentration and ability to work productively was severely impaired by the source of that problem.

      Raef.

      He made her cottage feel tiny.

      So tiny that she couldn’t even pretend he wasn’t there.

      The echoes of his footsteps disrupted her thoughts and demanded her attention as she waited for a plunge that never came. It left the hunger that sank low in her navel to go unsatiated and her train of thought in ruins.

      She couldn’t even take care of her… personal problems by herself.

      Raef made it abundantly clear that he knew when she did, and the tension that followed that encounter in the garden continued to thicken the atmosphere to an unbearable awkwardness well into the week.

      Rubbing her eyes tiredly, she strained to focus on the words in front of her.

      Her mug of tea sat cold and forgotten beside her and her back ached from being hunched over a desk for the last few hours.

      She hadn’t slept a wink last night, and barely a few hours the night before.

      “If I was really in your dream last night, you wouldn’t have had to finish by yourself…”

      Faye dropped her forehead to the book lying open on her desk with a groan of embarrassment. The smell of ink and old parchment filled her nose while she tried to quell the humiliation of accidentally exposing the fact that she’d had an erotic dream about him.

      Besides having to interact with each other so she could free him, they also had to exist in close proximity together because of the chain. Her routine in shambles, it was near impossible to adjust to someone else in a space she was used to being empty and all her own. It forced her back into old habits, of an overly polite and admittedly, overbearing host when her ‘guest’ only wanted to be left alone.

      It was nerve wracking.

      He didn’t need food when she offered it.

      He wasn’t picky about comfort when she fussed over where he’d sleep.

      He didn’t demand attention or something to occupy his time while she worked.

      He was just there, and it was driving her insane. Part of her wished he was demanding and difficult, if only to alleviate her guilt over the position she put him in.

      At least do the one thing he’s asking of you, she scolded herself, lifting her heavy head up to continue reading.

      “A rune becomes more complex the more frequently a vessel is used. Be it bone, wood, or stone, a vessel carries imprints of prior intentions that can affect the purpose for which it is currently being used.”

      Who the fuck wrote these books? She rubbed at her eyes in the hopes it would help the words make better sense. It was like they wrote them this way intentionally to wheedle out the likes of her, able to understand the content in the moment but forgetting it just as quickly when she tried to apply it.

      The binding rune was in her now, according to Raef. She assumed that made her the vessel to the rune. Resting her chin on her folded arms, her desk was surprisingly comfortable after a sleepless night.

      Opening her palm, she examined the unknown sigil.

      What did it mean? She couldn’t find it in any of her books on runes so far, not even the one Raef had been trapped in.

      Naïve though it may have been, her optimism burned bright when she first began that the next page or chapter might offer some insight. Some eureka moment where everything would just fall into place.

      But after nearly three full days of reading, she had nothing to show for it. Only more questions. She remained lost in a labyrinth of ignorance, out of her depth and bloody terrified of the consequences should she run out of time.

      The Covenant would execute her if Raef didn’t kill her first.

      She should’ve just given up when she was branded as Forsaken. Not fool around with magic she had no business using or practice from spell books she had no right to own. Now, her life was held captive in an hourglass, sand burying her with every second she wasted.

      A wave of heat rippled through the cottage when Raef groaned as he stretched in the other room. It was muffled through the wall, but the effect he had was instant.

      Why does he have to moan when he stretches?

      An unwarranted twist of attraction turned in her stomach, heating her from within. The danger that rolled off him was only matched by the seductive siren song that never ceased. For as powerful as she knew he must be, she suspected he couldn’t turn it on and off at will.

      How… suffocating.

      It must get frustrating, to be wanted by everyone all the time… she thought absently, tracing the strokes of the sigil with her eyes.

      Or maybe it didn’t.

      She was thinking as a human. The same standard didn’t apply to Greater Daemons and especially not to an incubus. It was probably like saying it must get frustrating for her to always have a pantry full of food at her disposal.

      But surely, he needed a break from it too. If she was full, the last thing she’d want to see was more food. That would just make her feel sick. But if he couldn’t turn it off, and humans were affected by him whether he wanted it or not… Faye shuddered.

      “Why are you thinking about this?” She dropped her face back into her arms with a groan.

      The only lifeline she had in this entire mess was that since his release, her mind had been spared from the influence she experienced in that first dream. The only difference between then and now, apart from him being in the real world, was that she was branded with this sigil.

      Was it a coincidence, or did the brand mitigate some of his powers? If it was able to imprison him in a book, then it wasn’t totally ridiculous to think that it might inhibit some of the effects he had on her too. But how could something that could match the power of a Daemon exist?

      It would need something of equal power.

      Light reflective clarity caught for a single moment under her intense scrutiny. She needed to learn more about this sigil, not only the binding rune on the reverse side of it.

      She lost her train of thought soon after as a yawn escaped her, her eyes watering blearily.

      If she could get Raef to open up and help her, she might start seeing some progress instead of the frustrating wheelspin she was currently in.

      That was easier said than done.

      She’d been nearly killed by those creatures on Samhain, and he hadn’t given her a straight answer, even about that. All she could do was meekly accept his answer as she had done all her life from one person to the next.

      She hated it.

      But she didn’t know if she hated their dismissal, or her own reluctance to rock the boat and insist.

      Another yawn caught her off-guard, making her realize she was still laying on her arms at her desk. Her back would regret it later, but she just couldn’t find the energy to sit up and continue working.

      One yawn led to another; the witch unable to wipe her eyes before they watered again with fatigue.

      Maybe a small break will help, she convinced herself sluggishly, her eyelids drooping closed.

      She was asleep before she finished the thought, a restless mind giving way to a fretful sleep while a door to her subconscious opened with frightening ease.
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      Rafael felt the door open instantly.

      A primal nudge to his psyche that tempted him to enter it. It was right there in front of him when he opened his eyes. In the window reflection, in the mirror by the front door. It flickered in the flames of the fireplace and in the water-droplets clinging to the leaves of freshly watered plants.

      He tried to ignore it, returning his focus to the emblem in his hands.

      Others would say it was a testament to his age, to be able to enter dreams so easily but for him, it was an inconvenience.

      The girl needed to be more careful.

      An incubus couldn’t enter someone’s dream without their invitation. Only the dreamer could open the door and, knowingly or not, Faye always left her subconscious slightly ajar. Just wide enough for him to slip in if he were a lesser Daemon.

      The taste of her arousal was already difficult enough to ignore. The doorway to a dream world where he could feast on her indefinitely was even harder to resist.

      They’d kept their distance from one another, with her spending most of her day in her apothecary and him keeping to the forest as much as possible. He used the excuse of patrolling his land for trespassers, when in reality he knew it was to give the girl a break from his pheromones and in turn, give himself a chance to forget his hunger.

      A fat lot of good that did him now.

      The door glinted in the dull reflection of the emblem he was tinkering with in an attempt to mend it. Now, all it served to do was give him a glimpse of hazel eyes shining with tears.

      She should be crying for him, his beast growled, pacing the recesses of his mind at the thought. He loved it when they cried, so overwrought with pleasure that there was nothing else they could do. She’d cry so prettily too; he just knew it.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. He needed a cold shower.

      Maybe she’d be awake by the time he was finished.

      That in mind, he returned his emblem to his bicep and headed for the small bathroom they shared.

      Modernity had done wonders for hygiene, and bathrooms were finally beginning to look a lot more like what he was accustomed to back home. Even if the shower in the claw-foot tub was too short for him, it beat waiting for water to be heated by the bucket over a fire to fill a bath.

      Not that he needed the heat this time.

      His cock was stiff, pulsing with a need to be touched.

      He resisted the urge, the black fabric melting off his legs into wings that disappeared into the air. He’d need to find human clothes eventually if he wanted to blend in. He focused on that thought as he turned on the water and set it to freezing before stepping in under the frigid spray.

      The village where he fed a few nights ago was the closest for miles, and while he made a point not to feed from small towns more than once, he didn’t have much choice in this situation.

      Rafael was still bitter over the fact that the feed hadn’t lasted him nearly as long as it would have normally. Granted, he hadn’t fucked the nun that night, but she still came, and her pleasure had been pure. Feeling the itch to eat again so soon was as much a nuisance as it was concerning.

      How many years did you go without eating while trapped in the book, sense hissed at him insidiously.

      He really shouldn’t have been shocked by the fact that centuries of hunger were catching up on him finally, a macabre irony to punish him for attempting to evade it in the first place.

      Once his cock had calmed down, he turned the heat back up.

      Letting the water warm his chilled skin was far more pleasant and he marveled at the innovation of merely turning a dial to increase the temperature. He pushed back his soaked hair, closing his eyes to bask in the heat.

      When he opened them again, condensation had fogged the tiles lining the wall and for a split second, he caught a glimpse of red hair and the hint of Faye’s familiar taste before he looked away.

      So much for distracting himself until she woke up…

      “Fucking witch,” he snarled under his breath.

      He turned off the water and threw the shower curtain open, his wings forming over his lower body once more while he toweled off his hair in frustration. He pointedly avoided looking at the mirror as he left the bathroom and stalked through the cottage towards the small room where Faye had been working all day.

      Rafael had every intention of snapping at her, to tell her to stop opening her dreams to him, but when he saw her laying on her open book, her face nuzzled into her arms, he couldn’t bring himself to wake her.

      Another burst of flavor pricked his tongue at their proximity when he caught sight of her through the door once again.

      Stress.

      Unlike most emotions, stress merely distorted flavors that were already there. It burned his mouth like hot food eaten too fast and continued to burn his throat on the way down.

      Her dream, whatever it was, was riddled with stress.

      Rafael looked away from the door, refusing to enter regardless of how many times it presented itself in front of him.

      Whatever was causing her stress furrowed her brows while she slept, scalding his tongue like a splash of boiling water.

      Without thinking, Rafael turned on his heels and returned to the living room with the intention of staying there, but when he saw the blanket she’d left out for him still sitting on the sofa undisturbed, he grabbed it.

      Covering her with it was only right. Humans got sick much too easily, and he wasn’t about to take the risk of dying to a common cold just because he was linked to a walking lure for calamity.

      This was all for his own benefit, he convinced himself.

      But when he hesitated on his way out, it allowed his influence time to brush against her cheek. Whether it eased her mind or not, Rafael couldn’t find any excuse for why he did it other than to soothe the young witch.
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      People were talking around her.

      An idle chatter that buzzed in Faye’s ear as she struggled to focus on the question her mentor asked that she’d foolishly put her hand up to answer. If only he hadn’t called on somebody else first. Maybe then she’d remember what she wanted to say in the first place.

      Faye was certain she had the right answer, or an answer of any kind at least.

      “Well?” the professor prompted her while she scrambled to piece together a response on the fly.

      “Um…” was the best she came up with, fixating on the twitch of a frown deepening between his stern brows, “what was the question again?”

      An exasperated sigh prefaced his reiteration, a repetitive tap tap tap of the nub of chalk against the desk distracting her unconsciously.

      “How does a Forsaken witch free a Daemon in less than a month?”

      His question finally registered, and Faye’s face fell.

      “Excuse me?”

      She was in school, wasn’t she? Looking around, non-descript students sat facing the blackboard. That wasn’t the question the professor initially asked. She didn’t know the answer to this one.

      Faye gaped mutely, drawing another frustrated noise from the man as he slammed the chalk down on the desk, startling her.

      “Stop wasting class time, Miss Kyteler,” he exhaled, his jaded annoyance a cold burn to her psyche. “If you don’t know the answer, don’t bother putting your hand up.”

      Faye sank lower in her seat as thirty sets of eyes bored into her condemningly. Her professor turned away from the class, dragging the chalk down the blackboard with the familiar shriek of grotesque creatures.

      The sound forced her to slip so far into her seat to avoid the stares and the noise that before she knew it, she wasn’t sitting at all. She stumbled forward into a crowd of people on a busy shopping street in the heart of the city.

      Cold air stung her cheeks and the sardine struggle to get from one store to another told her it was coming up to Yule. Christmas, as humans called it.

      “Honestly, watch where you’re going, Faye…” came a voice so familiar, so achingly absent from her life now, that she spun in place to face her eldest sister.

      Farah’s expression was stony while their middle sister, Freya, ignored them both in favor of scouring the red offer signs every store window was touting while people did their holiday shopping.

      She’d tripped on the curb, she remembered now. She should’ve been looking where she was going.

      She’d been distracted by the lights that dressed the large Norway spruce at the center of the bustle.

      Faye loved the lights at Yule, even if they were a human practice. A man standing beneath it had caught her attention as he silently watched it. She only caught a glimpse of dark eyes as he turned before she stumbled.

      “You might not have anyone to buy presents for anymore, but that doesn’t mean we don’t, so hurry up.” Farah’s words cut across her fantasy, drowning it in dark, icy water.

      “What?” Faye asked, stunned.

      Freya was usually the forward one. Farah was more calculated with her words. It blindsided the witch as she looked up at her sister who shared the same vibrant red hair even if she stood well over a head taller than her.

      “You heard me,” she sniffed. “You should be spending your time finding a way to free the Daemon instead of hanging onto us.”

      Farah moved past her, a sharp exhale leaving the older woman as she disappeared into another busy shop teeming with people. The crowd parted for her effortlessly. There really was no form of magic Farah couldn’t master. Not even the balance between awe and intimidation was too difficult a skill to hone for a witch like her.

      Looking around once more, Freya was nowhere to be seen. She was already bored with them and had left to do her own thing without a goodbye. That left Faye alone in the middle of the sidewalk, in the way of the surrounding crowd while her heart hammered erratically.

      Nothing was wrong and yet, her mind clamored like some terrible monster lurked in the forest of people around her, just waiting to pounce.

      She was swept up in the crowd, dragged ever further away from the spruce tree decked in bright lights and into the unknown. The beacon of its height disappeared suddenly behind a wall of robe-clad elders, all sitting above her as they scrutinized her life and weighed the value of her existence by her performance with magic.

      People kept talking around her… talking about her, but none of them were including her in the conversation.

      “Disappointing for a Kyteler…” mumbled one elder to nods of agreement.

      “The parents must be mortified…” another added. “Even a bloodline as ancient as theirs isn’t immune to the Forsaken.”

      Pages rustled, exposing every observation, every note made on her throughout her childhood and adult life. Observations she’d been blissfully unaware of as her entire attention was taken up with hard work that yielded subpar results.

      It had all been for nothing.

      “Rudimentary skills at best… lack of self-discipline is my guess…” they continued to converse amongst themselves, all their voices blending into a crescendo of passive aggressive accusations, “inattentive… none of the core qualities we’d need to maintain strong magical genes… a waste of such a finite resource…”

      On and on they spoke as Faye kept her eyes on her feet, her fingers bunched into her thighs. The tears were difficult to keep at bay, glossing her eyes where she refused to let them fall even as the elders’ private discussion echoed loudly around the antechamber.

      “How could she possibly free him?”

      Faye’s head snapped up when the words hit her ears, separating themselves from the memories of her past.

      “I will,” she croaked, her throat dry. The echo of the room they were in refused to carry her voice the way it did theirs, stifling it under their refusal to acknowledge her.

      Like in her classroom, no one sitting along the broad table of elders possessed any features. They were merely dark shadows blocking the light of the tree from shining through to her, leaving her disoriented on a path she thought she knew.

      “I’ll free him,” she tried again, the whispers of malice whistling through the air, surrounding her like a million serpents when she dared refute their observations.

      “No, you won’t,” came a distorted voice ahead of her, her sisters, her mentors… all curdled into a congealed roar that overshadowed her voice.

      “You’ll fail, just like you always do.”
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      Faye awoke with an aching back and a pounding heart.

      She was still at her desk, her muscles complaining stiffly when she sat up too abruptly to escape the nightmare. Behind her, a blanket fell off her shoulders, making her shiver with the sudden change in temperature.

      It had been a while since she had a nightmare like that, anxiety still clinging to her consciousness.

      Rolling her neck slowly to try and alleviate some of the tension from sleeping at her desk, she placed a hand over her chest. The hammer of her heart had yet to let up and her breathing was labored, struggling to fill her lungs against the constricting pressure that squeezed them.

      It felt as though she’d been asleep for decades, but those nightmares drained her more than the sleep revived her.

      The only respite she experienced was the flicker of whiskey eyes and messy hair she caught sight of every so often amidst the madness. With just a look, a calmness would settle over her momentarily and keep the monsters at bay.

      Faye didn’t have time to think on the presence of the incubus in her dream this time. She was too busy trying to regulate her breathing with wavering inhales and slow exhales in the darkness of her apothecary. Nausea was still trying to climb up her throat the more she pushed it down and the last thing she needed was light to disorient her further.

      Reality finally slammed into her over the seriousness of the situation she was in, claws from her past curling around the door to remind her of her track record.

      If I fail… she thought reluctantly.

      The thought was commandeered by her panic and warped into something nastier.

      When.

      When I fail.

      She had to do something now. She had to try something, or they’d be proven right.

      The thought pounded on the door of her psyche, an air-raid siren that demanded immediate action when she hardly knew what she was dealing with.

      Looking down at the grimoire that had acted as her pillow, she was nearly certain it contained expulsion spells. She’d noted it down earlier as she brainstormed ideas.

      The light flicked on above her suddenly, the edges of her vision remaining dark and fuzzy to anything but the blurry pages in front of her.

      The pulse of Raef’s presence strengthened from where he stood in the doorway, her eyes not lifting from her scribbled notes when she discovered she hadn’t noted which page the spell was on.

      Fuck, disaster wailed in her mind.

      It was in the first half of the book, that narrowed it down a little. Flicking through the thick pages hurriedly, she scanned unseeing until the last page fell from between her fingers.

      “Dammit,” she muttered under her breath, a spike in adrenaline making her fingers fumble as she opened the centerfold to begin again.

      “What are you doing?” Raef interrupted her when it was clear she had no intention of acknowledging him.

      She still couldn’t find it.

      Faye didn’t give herself the time to stress even further, her mind instantly tail spinning to try and recall as much as possible from memory instead.

      “Faye?” Raef cleared his throat, dragging her attention to him momentarily.

      Maybe he was coming down with something. Thyme tea with honey and ginger would help with that. She’d make some just as soon as she finished this.

      His expression was unreadable, prompting her to stand while the scrape of the chair legs over the floor filled the room.

      She needed a candle.

      Shaking out her hands unconsciously, she crouched down on her haunches to riffle through the wicker baskets she kept on her lowest shelf. The one she needed wasn’t common, made from the fat of a migrating bird, but she knew she had one.

      All the while, she could feel Raef’s eyes burning into her back, silently observing her while she tried to breathe normally.

      “There’s something we can try, if you’re up for it,” she explained shakily. “Just give me a minute…”

      He was silent and she was glad. It was better not to have too many distractions while she tried to recall everything else needed for the spell.

      “It’s the middle of the night.”

      She paused at his words, her fingers finally wrapping around the correct candle. She held it to her chest defensively as she stood. Sitting back down at her desk, she chanced a look at him. He hadn’t moved an inch, leaning against the doorframe with that same indefinable frown furrowing his brows as he watched her.

      “Ah, about that…” she smiled politely out of habit, “I only meant to sleep for an hour, but I think I slept too much…”

      A glance past the chipped muntin of her small apothecary window confirmed the hour. It was pitch dark outside, the wind rattling against the panes.

      She must’ve been asleep for hours, belatedly realizing the lateness when she looked back at Raef.

      His hair was messier than usual, from either sleep or his hands. He dragged a hand through it now as he looked away, giving her a perfect view of the clench in his strong jaw. Was he angry at her for waking him?

      “They’re only dreams, Faye,” he said finally.

      Her smile fell almost instantly.

      He knew.

      She felt exposed, vulnerable with nowhere to hide from his unwavering gaze when he looked back at her. Nothing to distract him with. It destroyed any façade she could cling to, and Faye was left adrift.

      From the doorway, Raef released a deep exhale and entered the room.

      She hardly noticed when he planted a hand on the desk by her and leaned down, gently coaxing her fingers to release the death grip they held on the candle. A grunt of approval left him when she acquiesced, and her gaze finally pulled up to him when he spoke.

      “Take it from someone who manipulates dreams, little witch.” His eyes were hooded when they met hers, swirling with a depth of age that pulled her in deeper. “They’re not real.”

      They’re not real.

      All the tension left her in a gust of relief, leaving Faye boneless and teary as she dropped her forehead to his stomach without a thought. He stiffened under her, and she prayed he wouldn’t pull away. The heat that bled from him into her soothed her frayed nerves and surrounded her in a sense of safety she hadn’t experienced in a long time.

      She could feel his eyes on the top of her head, jostling her slightly whenever he looked down. Other than that, the incubus didn’t move. His hand remained planted on the desk, braced over her like armor against the open exposure she’d been existing in where any stray arrow could pierce her.

      Tears clung to her lashes as he stood between her and her nightmare. She sniffled despite her best efforts to hide her emotions and wanted to laugh. As if she could hide how she was feeling from an incubus.

      She should pull away. She thought weakly even as his scent encased her in warmth.

      This was an uncomfortable position for him, bent awkwardly over her and unable to move.

      But it had been so long, so so long since she’d gotten comfort from a living, breathing person. It was nearly impossible to give up once she caved into it. She chose to live alone, away from people, but it appeared she wasn’t immune to the desires all humans felt.

      He still hadn’t pushed her away, that was interesting. For an incubus, he was rather awkward, and Faye couldn’t help but soften to him.

      How could the same man who effortlessly cut down monsters with the flick of a wrist and no doubt had cities of humans on their knees for him, be unable to tell her to stop now?

      “I should be scared of you, shouldn’t I?” she heard herself asking, her breath hitting his chest where goosebumps pebbled on the rich skin.

      He snorted above her, and Faye wondered what he looked like in that moment. What expression he wore and if he was still frowning.

      “If you were smart, you would be,” he rumbled quietly.

      Her stomach flipped unexpectedly. She hadn’t expected his voice to sound so… inviting without an ounce of that seductive heat she’d heard before.

      “That explains it,” she smiled again to herself, “I’ve never been very bright.”

      How many of those nightmares would’ve been solved if she was as smart or gifted as she was expected to be? In that case, though, she wouldn’t be able to experience Raef’s warmth as she was now and somehow, that felt like a greater loss.

      Heat colored her cheeks and when his free hand jostled beside her, she assumed that was the end of this small anomaly in time that was never meant to happen and likely never would again.

      When the soft material of her blanket draped back over her shoulders though, her eyes opened in surprise. She watched how his hand tucked it diligently further over her shoulder so it wouldn’t fall again.

      He still hadn’t said a word and yet, his drawn-out attention on her blanket ensured she had a little more time exactly where she was without having to pull away.

      Maybe he wasn’t awkward for an incubus, she pondered absently as rugged fingers glanced the side of her neck. Maybe he was simply more human than she ever expected a Daemon to be.

      The thought gave her as much comfort as his body did, and when she finally pulled back herself, she knew it was because she was ready and not because she felt forced to do so.
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      The agitated bellow that accompanied a warning kick made the cow’s opinion of him clear.

      Rafael clicked his tongue, having sidestepped the irritated heifer’s tantrum to the detriment of one of the wooden planks that made up the fencing around her enclosure.

      “You know your kind was bred for meat, right?” he retorted childishly, moving past the paddock to the surrounding woods instead. So what if her prey instincts were sharp? He was stuck here too. He should be allowed to walk wherever he wanted without the threat of a concussion.

      The strength of the low winter sun was intercepted by dense trunks of varying thickness and offered a reprieve from the light. It would stay that way until the solstice.

      How bothersome.

      Hopefully he’d be long gone by then. In the meantime, he had little to do but ponder a new problem that had cropped up out of nowhere. One that took him by surprise, when eternity had all but removed that word from his vocabulary.

      He couldn’t distinguish between two emotions that had been plaguing him for days.

      Hope and disgust.

      It shouldn’t be a tricky distinction to make, and on paper it wasn’t. But he’d been troubled by both ever since he came across the anxiety-riddled witch in her apothecary.

      It was ironic for an incubus to be so confused. Emotions were nothing more than flavors to him, as clinical as they could possibly be. Yet, here he was, unable to determine his own.

      Faye hadn’t been affected by him.

      He came to a stop by the small stream that ran to a larger lake close to the cottage and turned to follow it. The burble of lazily meandering water provided something to fill the silence as his mind buzzed with thoughts.

      It was a single blip in an otherwise invariable history, but for a brief moment, Faye hadn’t been influenced by his pheromones.

      Granted, it was due to a distraught panic that still lingered in Rafael’s mouth days later, which was where his dilemma stemmed from originally. How could he be happy about something when it was clear it was at the expense of another?

      Still, he couldn’t just forget about it.

      Not when the desire he tasted on her that night had been so… innocent. That sounded like a paradox, even to him.

      Desire was a form of greed, and greed tainted anything it touched with a selfishness that didn’t belong to the innocent. Faye... had been greedy in her desire, that much was the same as all the others.

      But her desire, her greed, had been simple.

      All she wanted was comfort, and his presence had been enough for that.

      It filled his belly like an appetizer with a promise of more and left Rafael confused as to how he could feel so satisfied by such a small morsel.

      Logic would tell him not to get his hopes up, while the insidious selfishness all Daemons were prone to told him to exploit it. What did he care? He’d searched for relief from his nature for so long, why shouldn’t he take advantage?

      But that was the problem… he did care.

      When the stream eventually rolled gently down a few steps and opened into a modest lake hidden by the forest, he inhaled a deep lungful of pure, wild air. Untainted by emotions the way most creatures experienced it.

      “What sins must an incubus have committed… to be cursed with a conscience?” a memory purred with faux empathy, chilling him to the bone at the same time heavy, rain-laden clouds blocked the low hanging sun as they travelled across the sky.

      He crouched on the grassy, frost dusted shore, the memory hitting him hard.

      Along with the memory came the taste of rotting sweetness that was so potent in his mind, he wanted to throw up. In reality, it had been a taste so subtle, Rafael always managed to fool himself into ignoring it. To pretend it wasn’t there regardless of what emotion he could taste.

      Trying to shake it away, he cupped a palmful of frigid, fresh water to splash on his face. He did it again and again, drowning the feverish anger that had nowhere to go but inward.

      Droplets trickled down his neck and chest, giving him a route to ground himself back in the here and now.

      He’d stewed on the past for centuries and still, he was unable to let it go.

      Opening his eyes, his blood chilled quicker than the water could ever make it.

      There, at the far shore of the lake, stood a man. Clad as he always was in modest leathers and his shoulder-length, blond hair pinned back at one side, he looked younger. He looked like he did before he betrayed him.

      Rafael couldn’t look away.

      This wasn’t real. He couldn’t taste anything from the illusion. That was all he had to keep him collected as his eyes never wavered from the man.

      Across the lake, the mirage cast astute, olive eyes around him. Curious, as ever. His hair caught in the low sun, glinting like gold and blinding Rafael for a split second and then he was gone.

      He dropped his gaze back to the water, the throb of a headache making itself known with the uncomfortable stress that always came from dwelling on the past.

      He’d never escape the ghosts of his memory and still, it was a pallid punishment for what he’d done.
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      Nearly a week to the day that Raef became bound to her, and they’d settled into an uneasy routine characterized by the fact that Faye hardly ever saw the incubus from one day to the next.

      He was avoiding her.

      He disappeared into the woods for long stretches of the day, testing the limits of their physical chain based on the twinge of discomfort she experienced occasionally when he went too far. It never lasted more than a few seconds before he retreated within an acceptable distance.

      Faye could sense his restlessness.

      He wanted to leave.

      She didn’t blame him.

      After being stuck in a book for centuries, it was a bitter punishment to have his freedom snatched from him once again. Surely there were things he had to do, people he wanted to see. He could have a family for all Faye knew.

      Did Daemons have families?

      The thought sat like a brick in her stomach, colliding with the confusion surrounding his kindness in her apothecary a few nights ago.

      Did Raef have people waiting for him? Hoping against hope for his return one day? He’d been alive for millennia, it made sense that he’d fostered relationships and bonds deeper than anything a human could comprehend.

      Maybe that was why she couldn’t relate to it. That’s what she told herself anyway.

      She continued to chop potatoes and onions in a daze, her mind miles away while she prepared dinner. She was already chopping three potatoes too many, unable to make her usual single servings when she discovered Raef could eat, it was just pointless since it provided him with no nutrition.

      It’s not like he ever ate any of it, and she usually ended up having the leftovers the next day herself.

      Their encounters were too fraught with tension to ever bring it up, the memory of her unmasked weakness and his shielded kindness hanging between them and taking up every chance she had to ask about something as inconsequential as a meal.

      Still, she couldn’t stop herself making enough for two, just in case.

      Faye stalled her knife mid-slice when the back door creaked as it opened, a gust of wind blowing in before Raef shut it behind him.

      Her heart stuttered, all her senses sharpening and focusing on him unwittingly.

      He normally returned later, when she was already tucked safely behind her bedroom door. She’d hear his heavy footsteps pause outside, her anticipation spiking as the alluring heat seeped in under the door. He never entered, and when he continued towards the living room, she was always left disappointed.

      Chancing a glance over her shoulder, she caught sight of him as he walked in through the kitchen.

      Her throat went dry. It had been a few days since she really saw him, and his looks still stunned her. How darkness and the incomprehensible force of pure magic could be personified in a single man.

      He paused on his way through the kitchen, catching her eye. Faye’s stomach flipped; the glow cast by the pendant light brightening his eyes to a rich chestnut.

      “Dinner?” she asked automatically, turning back to her vegetables to hide the blush that immediately rose on her cheeks.

      Now was the time she chose to ask about food? She winced at the awkwardness thickening the atmosphere, wishing the earth would be kind enough to swallow her whole. She looked after it daily, it was the least it could do for her in return.

      “What?” he answered sharply, catching her by surprise.

      Looking back at him, she almost missed the glint of topaz in the light before he averted his gaze.

      “Cullen skink, do you want some?” She nodded to the smoked haddock waiting to be prepared and added to the thick, traditional soup.

      “Oh,” Raef deadpanned, eyeing the fish suspiciously as though it had committed some great crime against him. “No.”

      She shouldn’t have been let down. She knew his answer before she even asked.

      “But since we’re on the topic,” he continued, “I need to go into that town again soon.”

      On the topic?

      She cocked her head quizzically as he crossed his arms and actively kept his eyes anywhere but on her. He almost looked nervous to be mentioning it.

      Understanding dawned on her when his throat bobbed, and his eyes darkened when they finally slid to hers slowly.

      He needed to eat. And in order to eat…

      “I can go alone,” his voice was gruff when it registered with her, “but you’ll be in pain and…”

      “I’ll go,” she cut across him suddenly, tossing the vegetables into her pot to sweat down. “Is tomorrow good? I can pick up some supplies while we’re there.”

      That was a lie, and it was clear he knew it by the way he shifted his weight. She didn’t need anything in town, but she needed something to do while he did… somebody.

      “Tomorrow, then.”

      She expected him to leave, to end the conversation as quickly as he usually did. So, when he walked up behind her instead, she almost jumped out of her skin.

      He looked into the pot curiously from over her shoulder. “You grew all this?” he asked while she mentally coached herself to appear unaffected by his proximity even as her navel tightened with budding arousal.

      She wanted something, anything, to relieve this knot growing steadily tighter inside her. She added the fillets of haddock to a pot of cream and milk instead.

      His question was innocent enough, but there was an undertone of something she couldn’t quite define as her back brushed the hardness of his body, the heat emanating from him having already melted off the outside chill that clung to him.

      Part of her told her to look at him, curious to know if there was anything that detracted from his appeal up close. She knew she’d find nothing, so she kept her face firmly forward and adjusted the heat.

      “Apart from the fish,” she laughed to herself, his own snort of amusement joining hers.

      “Impressive.”

      It was all he said, but the compliment was enough for her to forget her blush and look up at him. His own attention remained on the stove, his profile equally as mouthwatering as the smell of a hearty meal.

      “Is it?” She rubbed the back of her neck, unable to move without brushing against him again. “It’s only a simple meal, nothing special.”

      “Mmh.” Raef stood back and she already missed the near overbearing warmth she wanted to suffocate in. “For someone like me, who can never make their own food the way you can… yeah, it’s fucking impressive.”

      Something new thawed inside her at his words, crassly spoken and flippant as they were. It made her look back at the stove and her cooking with new eyes, and she tried to see what he saw.

      “I never thought about it that way before.”

      She couldn’t stop the smile from lifting the corner of her lips when she spoke, a giddy inability to control her features while he returned to his initial path towards the living room.

      “In that case,” she blurted quickly before the door could close behind him, stalling him as she turned to flash him that same smile, “I’ll leave you a bowl to try anyway.”

      He looked like he might protest, his lips parting before he caught himself and released a sharp exhale.

      “So long as it isn’t spicy,” he grumbled, nodding curtly once before he finally let the door close between them.

      Faye’s smile didn’t falter even as his familiarity made her equal parts flustered and conflicted, knowing that the next day, he was going to fuck a random stranger in order to get the sustenance her cooking could never provide.
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      Morning came far too soon for Faye’s liking, and the walk to Craigmara passed even quicker.

      They parted ways just outside the town limit. Raef had been distracted the entire walk there and was eager to get going once they arrived. That left Faye to her own devices with nothing to do apart from wandering aimlessly through town.

      It rained that morning, a sudden downpour that cleared the sky of clouds and filled the air with a petrichor of heavy, heady aromas from the surrounding forest. It accompanied her from shop window to shop window, a musky freshness that always turned a regular walk into a memory.

      If only it agreed with her hair.

      Faye could already feel her curls starting to frizz in the damp.

      Running her hand down it in an attempt to flatten the frizz, she came to a stop outside her usual haunt, Sprout ‘n About. A boutique garden center.

      The old, converted redbrick was a quintessential staple of the town with its bountiful blooms spilling from inside. The old owner had passed away several months ago, leaving the business to his son who caught her eye through the window when she looked away from her own reflection.

      Calder McCloud. A local catch if gossip was to be believed.

      He waved, and Faye felt compelled to go inside where his face lit up. She might’ve thought it was because of her, but a quick glance at the various doodles covering several post-it notes told her the man was bored out of his mind.

      “I thought I recognized that bonnie red hair,” Calder chuckled, his accent rolling pleasantly and lighting navy eyes with friendliness. “It’s been a while. I thought ye’d finally given up on the bean nighe’s cottage and left us!”

      That’s right.

      She forgot her house used to be considered haunted, a derelict spot for kids to test their courage in entering before she poured her savings into it.

      “Not at all.” She smiled, her eyes immediately drawn to the rows of potted plants. “Life’s just been… a bit hectic these days.”

      “Here? Hectic?” Calder snorted, arching a brow before he let out a guffaw of laughter. “What’re ye doin’ up there? Cookin’ up a storm?”

      “Something like that,” she replied mildly, praying to the Goddess that he didn’t pry any further. She didn’t have time to come up with a lie on the spot.

      “I get it.” He leaned back against the counter, sleeves rolled up to his elbows and looking every inch the laid-back charmer he was known to be. “Everyone gets a bit crazy this time of year. Halloween’s only over and the Christmas rush has already begun.”

      “You’ll be busy.” She examined the cutely decorated shelves of cacti and succulents that hadn’t been there the last time she was here while Calder groaned dramatically. He was creative, Faye had to give him that, having arranged the shelves into scenes from popular soap operas with each plant acting as a character.

      One succulent in particular was donned with a perpetual frown of pipe cleaner eyebrows that instantly reminded her of Raef.

      “Not with this lot, I won’t be,” he sighed, pulling her attention away from the plants to where he was frowning slightly at the palettes full of flowers. “Hasn’t been a good year for growin’. This is the best of the bunch and I just know Maud McGinley’s gonna be up to high doh about it when I run out earlier than Da did.”

      Faye felt herself frown at his words and came up to the closest batch of pansies all potted in small, disposable black pots. She rubbed a heart-shaped petal gently between her fingers, the weak pulse of life an omen for a quick withering.

      Strange. This species hadn’t given her any problems this year, so why were Calder’s so bad?

      He was watching her silently as concentration tunneled her vision on the poor quality of the flowers.

      “What d’ye think?” he asked, a fond smile quirking the corners of his lips.

      “Me?” she asked, her surprise obvious.

      “Sure,” he shrugged, “ye managed to turn that overgrown jungle of weeds into a flourishin’ garden in less than two years. I’d say ye know more than anyone in Craigmara now that Da’s dead. What’s yer secret?”

      Faye didn’t know what to say.

      She didn’t know what to make of his observations given she’d dealt with his father up until he died. Calder never appeared interested in botany before taking over the shop.

      Still, the earnestness in his expression dismissed her confusion and she thanked him awkwardly.

      “A lot of patience and a little bit of magic?” She winced internally at her own words.

      “Fine,” he drew out the word, exhaling deeply. “I suppose I can’t ask ye to give up all yer tips and tricks.”

      “No, no, sorry I didn’t mean—” she began in a rush.

      His chuckle cut her off, and Faye could feel her face heating with a fluster of uncertainty.

      “I’m only pullin’ yer leg.” He pushed himself up off the counter, his smile dismissing her immediate assumption that she’d offended him. “But I wonder, without givin’ away yer secrets, would ye have a look at the beds now? Tell me if I’m doing somethin’ wrong?”

      He’s too handsome to be asking for help so wholeheartedly, she thought distractedly.

      With his encouragement, however, she followed Calder out back to the freestanding arched greenhouse where the local supply of plants was grown.

      Crouching down, there was no denying that these plants were given the best of care, but the moment Faye sifted some of the soil through her fingers, a sudden sting irritated her hand. It wasn’t painful, but the intensity of her connection shocked her.

      Had it always been this strong?

      Wiping the soil off her hand to remove the sting, she pondered the sensation. It almost felt like salt in a papercut.

      The thought resonated with her, and she turned to Calder who was waiting patiently by the beds.

      “Do you use water from the mains?”

      “Aye, why?” Calder sat on the edge of the flowerbed beside her.

      “It might be a sodium imbalance because of the naturally soft water up here,” she explained, beginning to take note of the symptoms already showing in the flowers now that she knew what to look for. “Too much exposure can be toxic for the roots over time.”

      “Soft, hard… it’s all wet,” Calder groaned, dropping his head back. “Have I completely messed it up?”

      Faye shook her head, charmed by his easygoing acceptance of his mistakes.

      “Plants are tougher than they look.” She turned her attention back to the bed of bulbs. “You can harden the water with calcium or baking soda for the time being if you’re in a pinch.”

      Faye stood as she explained, Calder following suit.

      “Sounds like a cake,” he grumbled as he led her back through the store.

      Oh boy.

      So, he really didn’t know much about looking after a garden. His father had likely already planted everything to be sold in summer and autumn by the time he died, so Calder was only now experiencing the trials of temperamental botanicals.

      “But before you go adding an entire box of it, baking soda is only a temporary fix,” she warned, returning to the succulent stand to begin the painstaking dilemma of choosing one. “Calcium chloride will help increase the permanent hardness of the water so you should get some of that when you can.”

      “Wait, I should write this down, aye.” Calder patted his shirt and pockets before he disappeared behind the counter to grab the pen and post-it pad where he began scribbling down what she was saying.

      Faye didn’t know if she should be flattered or flustered by the turn of events when Calder looked up at her expectantly, black hair falling into his eyes where it came loose from its tie.

      He wants to know more, the rational part of her mind prodded, encouraging her to continue where it would usually be telling her to shut up blabbering.

      “I… I saw you had a tank out back; your father probably used a water hardener that just needs to be topped up.” She turned away from him, settling on the grumpy little succulent to add to her collection.

      “I never woulda thought of that…” he muttered to himself while his pen moved hurriedly across the neon yellow rectangle. “There’s so many things to think about, and that’s just to grow them. Keepin’ ‘em alive is a whole other monster.”

      Faye laughed at that, maybe he did know a thing or two more than she assumed.

      Placing the pot on the counter between them, she rooted for her purse.

      “Just be aware that the water can be too hard as well, which is just as bad. It needs to be balanced.”

      “Well, that’s one thing I can understand, at least,” he remarked flippantly.

      The joke surprised her into a bubble of laughter, caught off-guard by his wit while he waved away her purse.

      “Take it. As a thank you.”

      “I couldn’t—” Faye began even as Calder bagged the small pot in a paper bag, ignoring her polite protest.

      “And if I insist?” His eyes flicked up to hers from beneath thick lashes, his grin lopsided and open.

      She wondered if he was this easygoing with everyone, and if it was as draining as she thought it must be. But then, he seemed like a people person. Energized by those around him rather than the fissure she often fell into where she both craved and shied away from company.

      “Then I’ll just have to owe you one,” she conceded, taking the bag he offered. “If you ever need help with the plants or run out of feed or… anything like that, I’d be happy to do what I can.”

      “Really?” His expression softened with appreciation, and Faye couldn’t help but admire how easy he was to read as she nodded.

      Unlike Raef, who kept his expression cool and guarded, leaving her uncertain about where she stood with him, Calder was an open book. It was nice for a change.

      “Well, I better get going.” She shifted, already halfway to the door as she said it.

      “Don’t be a stranger, haste ye back!” Calder flashed her a wink as she left.

      The cool air slapped her back to the present when she exited, lightening her spirit along with the unusual tipsiness of feeling useful. It brought an unwitting smile to her face as she walked back into the heart of Craigmara.

      She still had no idea how long it took for an incubus to feed, but she found herself completely unbothered by the fact as she let her good mood guide her wherever it might.
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      Why were there so many… options?

      Rafael frowned, his eyes scanning a wall of shirts and sweaters, all of which seemed to be the exact same except for color and size. He couldn’t concentrate, the overbearing pressure of the shop assistant’s gaze on the back of his head distracting him.

      She was willing, and the store was empty. It was the perfect overlap of chance and opportunity for an incubus to feed. But there he was, dragging his feet despite his grumbling stomach.

      A rich, warm wine tipped down his throat as the woman’s desire surrounded him. Flavorful and full-bodied, like her accent when she welcomed him into the store, it was wasted on him.

      He wasn’t in the mood.

      When are you ever in the mood? came a snide intrusion from within.

      His shoulders tensed in response, the creak of a floorboard sharpening his instincts to the movement of his prey. The immediacy of his reaction rattled up his spine. No matter how much he wasn’t in the mood, his instinct never let him forget that at his core, he was created for this.

      Maybe he should just leave.

      He sighed, his shoulders dropping. He needed the clothes, though, and the food even more. The shirt Faye leant him was too tight across the shoulders and smelled like another male. He hated it. The variety was minimal, mostly reflecting the flannel he wore now in different shades.

      Picking up one in laurel green in a stubborn attempt to waste time, he fingered the collar while his eyes scanned the rest.

      It was soft. Ridiculously so as he caught sight of a twine-tied tag that touted a history of the finest fabrics in all of Scotland.

      He shifted his weight back and the immediate spike in arousal from behind him confirmed she was watching his every move.

      How receptive, he thought vacuously.

      The thought didn’t stir him the same way it did when he teased Faye, but that was a different thing entirely. She was easily flustered, her emotions aflutter and he was intrigued by them. There was nothing intriguing about the desire he tasted now.

      He’d tasted it a million times from as many other humans over his long life. It was like medicine at this point, something he simply had to force down to stay healthy.

      “I think you’ll need a bigger size than this…”

      Speaking of…

      Whiskey eyes slid down to where her slender hand wrapped over his on top of the hanger, lingering before she removed the sweater from his hold.

      “If you’d like to follow me, I can show you them.”

      This was it.

      The invitation.

      Follow her, instinct warned him while his emblems stabbed his biceps in agreement.

      “You know my size from just looking?” he asked instead, his throat dry from the desire coating it.

      “I could take a guess,” she breathed, casting her eyes down his physique, “but I would recommend getting your measurements taken.”

      “How’s that?”

      “I’ll just need to grab my tape in the back, and we can have them taken in no time.”

      If only. Something told the incubus it would take a little longer than a few measurements to get what either of them needed at this point. She squirmed subtly, her arousal thickening in his throat at the sensation.

      Rafael hummed in false thought, her impatience making her jittery as she unconsciously stretched out a sleeve of the shirt he’d been looking at.

      “Lead the way,” he settled on finally, smile brittle when his emblems stung him with warning.

      Relief pooled on his tongue, diluting her desire for a second before it returned tenfold.

      “Follow me, sir.”

      Her breadcrumb trail of emotions was hardly inconspicuous and promised a hearty meal for him. The heavy aroma was such that he would’ve been able to follow it for miles even if he were blind. She led him further into the boutique, away from the light shining in through the store windows and into the shadowy corners and hidden rooms where he belonged.

      Every step he took, he dissociated. The most he could do was ensure the humans he fed from were willing before his influence settled over them. Letting his instinct take over for the feed, he could be sure he wouldn’t hesitate, wouldn’t stop like he did last time when Faye walked into the acolytes.

      He wondered what she was doing now when the woman’s hands found the front of his pants, his eyes falling shut while her mouth found the line of his collarbone heatedly.

      “I need you,” she whimpered into his skin, the image of the menacing little redhead disrupted by a voice that didn’t match.

      Bunching his hand in her neat hairstyle hard, he growled at the intrusion even as her hand found its way inside his pants to wrap around his semi-hard cock.

      “Don’t speak, and I’ll give you what you need,” he snarled, eyes flashing as he began hurriedly absorbing the pleasure that began pumping off her with his rough hold.

      “Anything,” she whispered, stroking his cock to full hardness while he led her back to sit on the counter. “Anything you want, you can have…”

      Rafael gritted his teeth at her words, flashing her a glare when she continued to talk until she caught on and pressed her lips shut before he knelt between her legs.

      It was easier to focus on the sunshine flavored curiosity and citric stubbornness of his captor when his meal stayed quiet. He didn’t think it was possible for him to sink lower, but there he was, beyond the abyss.
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      Something wasn’t right.

      Sweat glistened on the shop assistant’s exposed chest, her breasts bouncing with every thrust while a pretty blush darkened pale skin bright red.

      Exertion labored Rafael’s breathing, his hair falling into dark eyes that sharpened with confusion as pleasure saturated the room.

      None of this was making any sense.

      It hung in the air, stagnating the longer it was left unabsorbed. That was where his confusion stemmed. He was absorbing it, at least he thought he was as he actively swallowed just in case.

      “More,” she begged from under him.

      He’d given up on trying to keep her quiet, fucking her harder on autopilot while his mind wandered.

      It was drawn back to the present when he groaned, her pussy tightening with her release and squeezing him so hard that his pace slowed. She screamed, an explosion of all that precious pleasure pouring out of her in a tidal wave of bliss.

      Why is it so bland? Rafael thought as he instinctively absorbed it all. The texture was weak and watered down, yet it didn’t go down easy as it sat like a brick in his stomach.

      He kept the confusion off his face, pushing her thighs open wider on the counter so he could watch his cock disappear into her slick entrance over and over as she twitched in the aftermath of her orgasm.

      This type of meal would usually fill him for days.

      Now, he was eking out a mouthful if he was lucky.

      Why?

      His jaw ticked, bitter frustration igniting his blood as his hips turned brutal.

      He did everything he was supposed to do, everything he despised. He’d given up on second-hand feeding when his age and power demanded more nutrition, but now, giving into his instincts and actively feeding was yielding the same results.

      Now he remembered what drove him into the maw of insanity all those centuries ago.

      He slammed the door closed on that memory, retreating back to the safety of the present, and braced his elbow by the woman’s head.

      Maybe it was a fluke, an exception. He’d been experiencing a few of those lately.

      His meal had come hard and fast. Perhaps she simply hadn’t been pleasured enough. That was on him. He buried his nose behind her ear, ignoring the spike of lust in her at his proximity, to try and detect anything else.

      Any emotion or pain he missed that affected her pleasure.

      There were none. All he tasted was her overstimulation warring with her greed for more.

      On one hand, it was a relief. But on the other, it meant he was still in the dark.

      She moaned in his ear, a frown furrowing his brows. It was feminine and soft, but there was something uncanny about it that grated on Rafael’s nerves. He didn’t like it.

      He pushed himself back up, the image before him still not matching the taste. She was begging for more, splayed out on the counter and rubbing sloppy circles over her clit for his enjoyment while the other hand explored the rigid planes of muscle on his chest and abdomen.

      Rafael growled at the touch; his own body wound tight with need and his influence uncharacteristically resistant to the woman. There was a flicker of hope when her arousal grew thicker when she touched his body before that same watery broth trickled down his throat.

      “Fuck.” He dropped his head back to stare at the timber ceiling, agitated and fed up with this constant cycle of tentative hope and crippling disappointment.

      Perhaps, Daemons were never meant to live as long as he had. Burdened with an ever-accumulating power that required more and more to sustain it.

      When she came again to the same end, with nothing more to show for the feed than the slightest dulling of his hunger’s edge, Rafael knew he was done for the day.

      He pulled out of her unceremoniously, checking her on autopilot while simultaneously hushing her mind into a dream in the hopes that she’d assume that’s what this had been.

      It gave him time to move around the store, picking out the shirt in the size she suggested along with a few spares. Theft was at the end of a long list of sins he’d committed, and the less attention he drew to himself, the better it would be for all.

      That’s what he tried to tell himself, anyway.

      Pausing at the door, he eyed the brown chore coat hanging on a mannequin, its material robust and understated. Taking it on a whim, he left the store, wishing he could leave his guilt there too.

      But he hadn’t changed that drastically since his imprisonment. Neither had Scotland now that he thought about it as he walked back towards the center of town. The weather was still as unpredictable as ever.

      A flicker of red caught the corner of his eye and surprise bloomed on his tongue like candied ginger, heating his palate with a subtle sweetness reflected in the witch’s hazel eyes when he met them.

      What an unusual flavor, he pondered absently as she came up to him, face flushed in the cold and hair swept across her cheeks from the wind. He swallowed again, that sweet heat making way for an earthy contentment when her surprise subsided.

      Rafael swallowed it subconsciously.

      Why couldn’t they all taste like her?
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      She wasn’t expecting to run into Raef moments before she had to duck into a sheltered alleyway to escape a sudden downpour of rain only an hour after they parted.

      “Why are you hiding in here?” he grumbled irritably, crossing his arms over his chest after following her.

      Better fitting flannel beneath a new trucker jacket emphasized the width of his shoulders. She was stunned by how good he looked. She shouldn’t have been surprised by that, but she was caught off-guard by the scowl on his face.

      Faye assumed he’d be in a better mood after feeding.

      “It’s torrential, I don’t want to catch a cold,” she admitted. She didn’t have a hood on this coat, and it was no short walk back home. She couldn’t risk the possibility of getting sick when she already had so little time to work with.

      Her palm tingled when he joined her in the alley, along with a few other places, as his influence draped over her immediately. It was more diluted outdoors compared to back in the cottage where the pheromones had nowhere to go.

      Now, it brushed against her pleasantly, leaving a lingering trail of heat wherever it touched and warded off the cold the rain caused. It felt… nice.

      She was becoming more familiar with it the longer she was around him, time and consistency giving way to progress with a mistrustful animal that was unaccustomed to human contact.

      Seeing any sort of progress, however small and unwarranted, filled the witch with a small bubble of joy. She felt his eyes slide down to hers as she watched the rain.

      When she thought about his influence as just another creature whose trust she had to earn, it wasn’t nearly as scary.

      She liked it, she realized. It was company as much as Raef was.

      “I wasn’t expecting you to be finished so soon,” she filled the silence when the weight of his gaze became too much. “You didn’t have to rush.”

      “It was enough,” he answered finally, turning his glare out at the rain and the occasional person who rushed by on their way to escape it.

      For as much as it rains in Scotland, no one ever remembers an umbrella, she mused, noting with some amusement that she had taken on the habit herself since coming here.

      “You even managed to do some shopping in that time too?” she asked, dropping her eyes to the thin material under his jacket. It looked so soft, and the green made his complexion pop.

      His fingers tightened into his bicep minutely and Faye cocked her head at his reaction.

      “I needed clothes.” He shrugged.

      She still couldn’t read him, and his reactions were often so contradictory that she could never anticipate his responses. He was like the most tempting puzzle her mind was constantly fixated on to the detriment of everything else around her.

      “That’ll help with blending in,” she chuckled, trying to ignore the sudden awkwardness.

      It wasn’t a lie. Raef stood out a little too much before. But as a woman slowed on her way past them, her eyes solely on the incubus, it was apparent that no one ever seemed to notice or care how unusually he had been dressed.

      Raef’s frown deepened when the same thing happened again and again, with multiple people. Until Faye was sure it was the same people, each time hesitating for longer than necessary and getting closer to them.

      “Fucking rain,” he growled under his breath.

      Faye watched, a voyeuristic bystander, as he averted his gaze from each person.

      They were all so… affected.

      Did she look like that too? Foggy eyed and absent arousal clear as day in her expression? She was turned on by him, yes. But these people looked enraptured by Raef, and while she knew most people in this town to be modest and unassuming, that was absent from those who tried to get closer to him.

      No wonder he didn’t want to wait here long.

      Beside her, a tense hostility coming from the incubus was growing. An uncomfortable prickle that incited a strange surge of protectiveness inside her. Opening her own bag, an instinctive pop of happiness burst in her chest at the sight of the cute little succulent with its’ pipe cleaner frown.

      It drew Raef’s attention back to her momentarily, and when she held the plant out to him, he was completely distracted from his surroundings as he looked at her like she’d just sprouted ten heads.

      "Isn’t it cute?” she smiled.

      Whiskey eyes dropped to the baby jade before flicking back up to hers guardedly.

      “It’s tiny,” he deadpanned when she dropped the terracotta pot in his palm. It was comically small in his open hand, and he was completely at a loss of what to do with it.

      It didn’t matter to Faye.

      His frown directed at the succulent was softer. It was one of confusion rather than discomfort as his attention was eaten up by it instead of the people around them.

      The rain was easing up, enough that they could make a break to the forest and use the trees for shelter if it started raining again. It would be better for him, Faye thought. He had soothed her worries once before; she could do the same for him.

      Without a word, she left the alley, leaving Raef to catch up while still holding the pot in his hand. He hadn’t thrown it away, at least. That was a positive.

      “I already have a lot of plants to take care of as it is, I thought maybe… you could look after this one for me?” She looked over her shoulder at him with a smile, his usually unreadable expression perplexed.

      “Why buy it then?” he snorted, a faint twitch of his lips belying his grumbling.

      “I dunno,” she shrugged, “it made me smile.”

      Raef was silent for a time as they walked, still glaring silently at the succulent that sat in the middle of his palm like a baby bird he was afraid of crushing.

      He just needed a little push, was all.

      “It’s called baby jade, you know?” she broke the silence eventually, unable to stop herself from talking about her passion.

      “Jade?” he huffed, releasing a breath when they’d finally put some distance between themselves and the town. “We’re in Scotland, though.”

      “So?” Faye chuckled, bemused by his train of thought. It was almost as random as hers was.

      “Surely, it should be Stirling, not Jade.” He glanced sideways at her, that same faint smile quirking his lips unconsciously and making Faye’s heart stutter at the glimpse of the man beneath the burden that masked him from view.

      “Baby Stirling…” she tested the name, tapping her chin in thought while the incubus turned back to the succulent. “I like it. But since you named it, now you have to take care of it.”

      Raef snorted derisively, the sound tickling her amusement.

      “Fine. But it’ll be dead by morning.”

      “Don’t underestimate it just because it’s small.” She hummed, stroking a fleshy leaf gently. “I think this one will grow beautifully.”

      “Mmh,” he huffed noncommittally, but there was no heat in it.

      Even as they arrived back at the cottage, having narrowly escaped another shower, she caught him observing the tiny plant out of the corner of her eye on more than one occasion and was thrilled to see it take up residence on the table by the sofa where he slept.
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      The succulent did the trick in keeping Raef’s mind preoccupied in the coming days, as did her newfound habit of offering him a portion of food whenever she cooked for herself. The discovery that the incubus had a cat’s tongue and needed to cool down his food before eating had been equal parts surprising and adorable.

      Faye couldn’t exactly pinpoint when her feelings began to shift towards the Daemon, but attraction and intrigue had deepened to something more akin to empathy since that day in Craigmara.

      She just couldn’t shake the expression he wore in that alleyway. The discomfort and veiled distress that she’d seen in her own reflection back when she was part of the Covenant. It was hidden by a mask of disinterest and hostility, but his eyes told a different story when one bothered to look.

      It wasn’t just that he could taste human emotions. He was overwhelmed by them.

      It might take a different form or affect her in a different way… but she understood his reaction in a way she always hoped someone might understand hers.

      If she hadn’t been resolved before, now she was determined to do her part in easing his burden by freeing him.

      But how?

      It was while pondering that particular dilemma over dinner that an idea struck her. Or rather, she accidentally struck her saltshaker to the point it fell over. As she swept up the spilled salt, she was reminded of another kind altogether.

      “Black salt!”

      Her meal well and truly forgotten; she shoved her chair back to rush into her apothecary and riffle through precariously balanced and overfilled shelves of ingredients and potions.

      The clatter was loud enough to draw Raef’s attention, his large frame filling the door when he came to investigate. She caught sight of him just before he could assume the worst and duck out.

      “Raef! Come here.” Her cheek was pressed to the shelf as she reached blindly into the back. “I have an idea.”

      She thought she heard him mutter an oh boy under his breath when he turned back to her, but it could’ve easily been an oh joy, which was far more optimistic in her mind.

      He had just rounded the messy desk and as he opened his mouth to speak, she popped a bitter herb jelly into his mouth that had him wincing. “What the fuck, Faye?”

      He spat the jelly onto his palm, the witch’s attention back to the shelf and her elusive clay pot.

      “Eat that! It helps with the nausea. It’s not poison. See?” She held her own jelly between her teeth for him to see.

      “The nausea, what—” He made space on the desk to sit on the edge, jelly still in hand like some poisonous lizard he found and didn’t know what to do with.

      “If you don’t prep your stomach, the black salt might make you puke.” She hummed pleasantly, buzzing with excitement and unfounded confidence that this might just work.

      “I’m not liking any of these words, Faye.”

      “You don’t like anything so nothing’s new.”

      “Wow, someone gets feisty after eating.” Sending him a withering look as best she could when smushed to the shelves, he caved and popped the jelly back into his mouth.

      His face immediately scrunched, strong jaw moving around the bitter bite. She still hadn’t figured out a way to mitigate the taste without compromising its effects, so he’d just have to suck it up.

      An air of mistrust surrounded him, not that she could blame him when she considered how magic locked him in that book for centuries. That alone was reason enough to be suspicious of it. It gave her pause. Perhaps she shouldn’t have fed him that jelly without telling him what it was first.

      “Try not to worry.” He glanced up at her words when her fingers finally wrapped around the smooth round pot. Trying to extract it without knocking over or spilling anything on its way out was her next hurdle.

      “Last time…” Raef cut himself off before continuing, his chewing more concentrated.

      Faye hesitated.

      The last time she told him she had an idea, she hadn’t been in the best shape. Shaken by a dream and blinded with stress, it hadn’t occurred to her that his mistrust might be directed at her, rather than magic itself.

      “That won’t happen again.” She put on her most confident, most professional tone that she dug out from years of elocution lessons. “Even if you have no confidence in me, just for the month, pretend.” The small pot sat between her hands and held her attention. Small, cute, and harmless. She channeled all her uncertainty into focusing on it instead.

      Passing him on her way out, he caught her wrist to stop her.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” His tongue rested in the dip of his bottom lip before he wet it distractedly.

      He might’ve been lying, but Faye chose to believe otherwise. She nodded, a bashful rustle of ginger curls, but he still hadn’t let go of her wrist. When he noticed, his hand opened reflexively, the incubus clearing his throat in his fist much to her fascination.

      He really was quite awkward. It was charmingly deceptive, knowing he stood heads taller than her with a strength that could crush her if he ever used those two-hundred and fifty plus pounds against her.

      “Living room?” A change of subject was better.

      “Not here?” He cast midnight eyes around, scratching the stubble at his cheek when she harumphed.

      “It’s small enough with just me in it, the living room is more open.” Her apothecary had once been a bit of a void space when she first moved in. Too big for just storage but too small to be a functioning room.

      A desk-come-brewing station along with some shelves she’d haphazardly mounted herself was about as much as it could hold.

      Raef dwarfed the already full room and made it miniscule when she noticed his ability to reach the highest shelf without even needing to use a stepstool. Not that she ever did. Free climbing was faster.

      Irrationally annoyed by the luxuries of height he possessed, she ushered him back out the way he came. He moved slowly; a cantankerous bull being herded by a spritely collie who didn’t know when to quit. Their disparity in size, along with his huffs and grumbles of dissatisfaction, did little to dismiss the comparison.

      When he turned around to face her, she actively had to school her features into seriousness from where she’d been grinning at the thought. Honestly. She’d just promised herself to be professional.

      “I once read that the covens of Southeast Asia believe that the body possesses several anchors where magic can be tethered.” She opened his hands delicately as she explained, placing the pewter dish in one hand and the lid in the other for balance. “Black salt, as it is, can erode these connections if they’re placed on the correct anchors and sealed with an enchantment.”

      Raef remained silent, a subtle fidget to stand taller the only sign he was listening.

      From this close, Faye could smell the wildness on him. The pine and peppermint. The smokiness of something darker beneath it all. Cedar? No. Darker still. Meaner. But infinitely more alluring because of it. Maybe it was a fragrance only found in the outback of the Daemonic realm that didn’t exist here.

      “I’ll mark you with the salt where I sense my connection to be, and then you’ll do the same, okay?” She cleared her throat to cover his effect on her. “After that, we each break the mark by consuming the salt. Just a dab on the tongue is enough.”

      Keeping his eyes on hers, his intrigue was barely masked when he nodded.

      He had never seen her practice magic this side of the book before. Maybe that was the reason for his interest.

      Dismissing the thought, she relaxed as much as she could with his influence swimming around her. She closed her eyes, uttering the beginning of the spell. With each word, the urge to dip her fingers in the salt grew, but before she could, instinct had her wetting her thumb first with a tentative lick.

      Her eyes opened heavily to clash with his. A heady aroma thickened in her nostrils. His pheromones, she realized in the back of her mind.

      His nostrils flared, eyes darkening at the sight of her pink tongue running over two fingers before she pressed them into the dish, the black salt clinging to the damp. Cupping his hand with hers, the contrast in size had her swallowing when she remembered how big it had been wrapped around her throat.

      Marking his inner wrists where shackles had chained him in her first dream, she spread the gritty texture with a quietly worded, “I release you…” to bring her intention to life. A nudge to her psyche had her meeting his eyes, a third anchor point revealing itself.

      Stormy, distracted eyes met hers, a drop of confusion entering them when she lifted her thumb once more to catch the swell of his bottom lip.

      His tongue peeked out at the saltiness, glancing her fingers as she dragged the black stain down to his chin. His head lowered with the puppet-string coax of her fingers, his breath fanning her forehead when she whispered that intention one last time. “I release you.”

      He was standing so much closer to her than when they began and with nothing left to say, she tried to swallow back the arousal. He kept his eyes on hers, a feral gleam of gold catching in the light that she was powerless to look away from.

      “Y-Your turn.”

      Goddess, she sounded breathy.

      And he was still looking at her that way. It made her itchy and hot and all too aware of the attraction crackling between them.

      Without a word, a rough-hewn hand took hers and turned it over. She watched with red cheeks and a hammering heart as he copied her. Licking the pad of his thumb slowly while his eyes bore into hers.

      Whatever intention fueled that look, it had nothing to do with their chain.

      He looked like he wanted to devour her.

      Following her example, he swiped the salt over her right wrist, causing a shudder of sensitivity to run through her. It was the abrasiveness. That’s what she told herself when he stalled, noticing it. It was because of the salt.

      The language he spoke was one she’d never heard before. Guttural and raw, she had no idea what he was saying, but there was no denying the sentiment in the words he growled when he smeared the salt down her left jugular.

      He wanted to be free.

      To do what… that was a different story.

      Free to leave, or free to take her how the bulge brushing her stomach suggested he wanted.

      Finally, hand large enough to cup her jaw, his thumb pressed against her bottom lip with a vacant smirk. Her lips parted for him. She was sure her legs would do the same if he so desired. Slowly, he pushed forward, her resistance crumbling when fixed with his curiosity.

      She barely tasted the charcoal before he smeared it against her lips, making a mess of her mouth in a way that made her want to curl her tongue around his stained thumb. If she could taste something equally as bitter coating his fingers in white rather than black.

      Her core clenched when lazy, hooded eyes lifted to hers.

      “What a pretty sight,” he admitted, close enough now that he could whisper the words that graveled down her skin like blunt nails that ignited her nerves with awareness. “Now swallow.”

      Her throat was working before she even realized, inadvertently completing the final stage of the spell.

      “Good girl,” he smirked, thumb hooked down on her tongue to check.

      Raef followed suit, licking at the remainder of the black salt coating his thumb glistening with her saliva. She’d never experienced something so erotic, to the point her breath hitched when his own shuddered on an exhale.

      His influence, possessed by his words, flicked over her tight nipples beneath her clothes. It made her dress unbearably stimulating, the itch to remove it strong. She’d been subject to Raef’s influence for a while now, but when he was turned on, the temptation turned excruciating.

      “D-Do you feel any different?”

      “I’m feeling something…” She shuddered at the unconcealed lust thickening his tone. “Can you handle a second or two of the pain if I go and check?”

      Faye nodded mutely.

      “Use your words, little witch.”

      “Yes. I-I can handle it, don’t worry.”

      Grunting, Raef took a much-needed step back, his influence tightening around her for a moment before he paused and it loosened. It might’ve been in her head, but his influence almost felt… unstable. Growling at the master who tried to drag it away from her with every brisk step towards the door.

      He didn’t look back.

      He might not even return.

      When the door clicked shut, and her chest hollowed with an exhale, she sat down heavily on the nearby sofa, her legs weak. She expected to be riddled with an excited nervousness to see if it worked. She thought she might even find solace if he never returned, proving she had succeeded.

      But when that sharp tug snagged low in her navel, all that filled her was a shameful, rapturous relief.
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      This was a dream.

      Rafael blinked to consciousness in the same position he left Faye in nights before. Her face was pressed into his chest, the memory of her shampoo shading in the detail with a depth of realism absent from most.

      This had to be a dream.

      He still couldn’t pull away from her. She looked trapped, a hostage to her own mind that resonated with something dark and neglected within himself he couldn’t ignore.

      Rafael exhaled, the scene sharpening into focus as lucidity returned to him. He held dominion over dreams and desires and as such, saw all the cogs and mirrors that went into constructing the illusion of both.

      The shelves and surfaces in the apothecary that were crammed tight with Faye’s belongings were instead littered with items plucked from his own memory. A common shortcut of the mind to give the appearance of authenticity without needing to know every minute detail.

      It only looked strange when he paid attention to it, like everything in the subconscious realm.

      The taste of Faye’s emotions, while present, were faint. A memory.

      Ah. So, this wasn’t her dream, it was his.

      Nothing his mind could construct would perfectly imitate the original. He was already noticing the shallowness of the flavors compared to the complex depth of emotions he was accustomed to tasting from her.

      Yes… this was definitely a dream, and with that knowledge, came an excuse to linger. It had been a long fucking time since he’d dreamt about anything.

      Rafael relaxed above her, his muscles sagging where they had once been bridled with tension. The Faye in his dreams reacted immediately, burrowing her face further into his chest.

      He smirked. She was so responsive, so needy for touch despite her obvious attempts to hide it. Or perhaps she simply didn’t know how to ask for the things she wanted. He wondered if it was pride, like it was with most humans, or something darker that stopped her.

      Curious creature, he thought lazily, indulging her by cupping the back of her head to keep her close lest she decide to move away.

      She wouldn’t.

      This was his dream, after all.

      Letting his eyes fall closed, he allowed himself this moment of pleasure. To bask in the intimacy of knowing there were no consequences in the safety of his own subconscious. No guilt in influencing her when she was merely a figment of his imagination.

      He didn’t move away when her face turned upwards, her breath hot on his skin before her lips found the line of his exposed collarbone.

      She’d never be so forward in real life, he mused as a yawn of attraction roused his beast from slumber with every press of her mouth up to his neck. Every kiss sent a frisson of electricity down his body, hardening his cock and making him tighten his fingers in her unruly red hair.

      If this was real life… he’d probably put an end to this. Stop it before she made him forget they were on an uneven playing ground with her scent and soft curves.

      But this wasn’t real life… and putting an end to it was the last thing he wanted as he led her mouth up to his.

      Her soft mewl was swallowed by his mouth, her fingers digging into his shoulders as pleasure wracked through her smaller body with a shiver.

      Push me away.

      He drowned out the thought with a growl into her mouth. He wanted more. His tongue licked against hers with a desperate familiarity he ached to taste over and over. It tunneled his focus as the potency of her emotions grew stronger, intoxicating him immediately.

      The desire clawed at his insides as much as he grabbed at her hips, coaxing her up to sit on the desk.

      Rafael dwarfed her, her legs forced apart for him to stand between while he dominated her mouth with a brutal affection that left her panting and his nerves humming with a primal fury that demanded he fight or fuck to expel it.

      With his straining cock pressed flush against her, he knew which he wanted more.

      He buried that need in her mouth, plundering it with his tongue as she pulled him closer. Her fingers seared routes of fire on the map of his skin, showing him everywhere she’d been and everywhere she wanted to go.

      He wanted her to be greedy.

      “Raef,” she sighed when he dropped his mouth to her neck, her head falling back blindly to give him access. “Please, more…”

      Baring his teeth against the column of her throat, he bit the delicate flesh to a gasp of pleasurable pain.

      “Careful what you wish for, little one,” he whispered, chasing the bite with a long lick to soothe the mark before his nose found its way behind her ear.

      He inhaled instinctively, unable to resist the strong concentration of pleasure there for him to absorb. It wasn’t real, he told himself as he told her that same night. An incubus couldn’t feed on their own dreams, it was a paradox. An impossibility.

      But when her pleasure sank into his tastebuds, renewing his hunger as it began to slake it, his eyes snapped open. He swallowed, the essence flowing like nectar down his throat and revitalizing parched cells with nourishment.

      Impossible.

      Rafael froze while Faye remained none the wiser, kissing under his jaw and filling his head with cotton wool and all those depraved sounds he wanted to hear firsthand naked in her bed. She giggled when the scratch of his facial hair tickled her nose, something so sweet he couldn’t possibly have made it up himself.

      Gripping her chin hard, he forced her to look up at him.

      Eyes were the most blatant tell between a dream and reality and when he met Faye’s, his stomach dropped.

      Pretty hazel eyes, darkened by lust but identical to those he saw every day, met his. He’d seen them bright with a smile, weighed down by sleepiness, and miles away as her mind became distracted.

      These eyes weren’t just a memory.

      They were hers.

      Faye was in his dream.

      “What are you doing here?” he strained even as she pulled his hand down from her chin, leading it between her legs instead.

      Danger whistled in his ears as she cupped his cheeks. He followed her lead when she pulled his mouth back down to hers and for a moment, Rafael forgot himself in the molten swipe of her tongue across his, in the slow rock of her hips against his concealed cock.

      He planted a hand by her side, leaning over her to taste her more, feel her deeper while she purred in approval. Her lips fell open on a moan when he stroked two fingers slowly between her thighs, his cock pressing them harder against her.

      Why hadn’t his feed in town been like this?

      “Faye…wake up,” he tried again, his beast roaring at him for daring to interrupt its meal and with every passing second, his own resolve was wearing thin. He was losing sight of the reasons why he should stop, her pleasure too tempting as it sank into his empty stomach.

      “No,” she whispered against his mouth, her lips curling coyly as she bit into his bottom one. “I want—”

      She caught herself when his words registered, the heavy cloud lifting on her gaze as confusion joined the lust.

      “Wake up?” she asked, looking around the room distractedly. “But we’re in my apothecary…”

      A different kind of panic set in the Daemon as those pretty eyes continued to look around. Every little thing she took in was another morsel of his memory that he concealed from the world as they filled the space his dream setting required.

      She stalled on a leaflet peeking out of the mess of pages littering her desk. The aged parchment was discolored and faded; unlike the memory it was attached to.

      His heart hammering in his chest, he cupped her face to look back at him.

      He needed her to wake up.

      Around him, the dream began to crumble under his will. A desperate attempt by his subconscious to hide away all that defined him under rubble and ruin.

      “What’s going on?”

      She made to look around again, and without hesitating, Rafael kissed her.

      All that mattered was getting her out of his dream unscathed and knowing no more about him than when she went to sleep that night.

      “It’s just a dream, Faye… it’s just a dream.”

      The last thing he saw was those same hazel eyes flickering between his before the dark ceiling above the couch he was sleeping on greeted him.

      Sitting up, the taste of her pleasure lingered on his tongue while a cocktail of confusion emanated from behind Faye’s bedroom door. Her emotions didn’t dilute. She had woken up too even though she hadn’t made a sound.

      He dragged a hand down his face tiredly, his cock stiff and sensitive when he adjusted himself with a groan. It didn’t care about the danger he suddenly found himself in where a human could breach the impenetrable subconscious of an incubus.

      Of all the things he should be worried about, from what she might’ve seen to the risk she now posed, all that filled Rafael’s mind was how much he wanted to kiss her again.
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      “How did you do it?”

      Faye nearly jumped out of her skin when his voice came out of nowhere.

      “Goddess, Raef, you scared me,” she exhaled, releasing the death grip she suddenly had on her yard shovel.

      He was on the other side of the gate, but she hadn’t heard him approaching. She had been lost in her own world, the rustle of straw tickling her nose as she cleared out the paddock while Rowan grazed.

      Taking in his thunderous glare, part of her had been expecting this. A confrontation.

      “Don’t make me repeat myself, Faye,” he growled, a threatening aura turning the influence that brushed against her sharp as a blade.

      She hadn’t seen him since the day before, when he left to see if the black salt had worked. It hadn’t, and for a moment last night, she’d been relieved. Unable to keep the guilt off her face, she looked down at the fresh hay she was in the middle of spreading.

      She’d been caught.

      “I was wrong about the salt, I’m sorry. I didn’t give it enough thought and got your hopes—”

      “I’m talking about the dreams, girl.”

      His patience snapped, as did the illusion of humanity as the Daemon appeared in front of her so suddenly, that she backed right into his trap when she hit the rough wood walls of the enclosure. Caging her against it with both arms, he glared down at her with topaz-fringed irises that illuminated shadowed eyes.

      He wasn’t human. She knew that, but the way danger oozed from him into the enclosure and pressed against her windpipe with its cold edge blindsided her. The walls of the paddock groaned as power pushed against them, sawdust spilling as old joints ground together under the pressure.

      And this was with most of his power imprisoned?

      She shuddered to think what he was capable of unobstructed by the binding rune.

      Instead of fear, however, all that filled her was a surprising sense of betrayal that pierced her embarrassment at the notion of him entering her dreams.

      “You said you’d stay out of them,” she began, skin burning and heart hammering while she desperately hoped a hole would open up and swallow her. “That was obviously a lie.”

      “Me?” he scoffed, aghast as a disbelieving smirk turned his features cold. “I didn’t. But you…”

      “I what?” she blurted, fed up with his vagueness.

      She hated reading between the lines, if she even caught on that she needed to in the first place. It tripped her up and kept her on the back foot instead of people just saying what they meant.

      “You were in mine!” he exploded, temper well and truly lost as he fisted his hand on the wall by her head.

      Huh?

      His dream?

      Stunned, Faye had nothing to say. All she could do was gape at him as Raef looked away from her. She’d never seen him look so flustered before, his breathing ragged and his body tight with tension.

      “Have you any idea how dangerous this is, little witch?” his voice lowered, some of his immediate ire dispelled in his outburst. “A human… entering the dreams of an incubus.”

      His eyes were unreadable when he looked back at her, their usual softness hardened by mistrust. Flicking between both in an attempt to find it, Faye didn’t know what to do. None of what he said made any sense.

      She’d had multiple dreams where Raef made an appearance, all of which she put down to her own imagination. He didn’t strike her as someone who reneged on his word, and if he said he wouldn’t enter her dreams, he meant it.

      But he didn’t just seem angry that she’d been in his subconscious, he looked… unnerved. Spooked in a way no apex predator should.

      She swallowed, a hard lump of dread forcing its way down her throat.

      “Okay… wasn’t expecting that.” Raef’s frown didn’t falter. “How is that even possible?” Faye dropped her gaze, vision filled instead with his wide chest. “I just went to bed as normal. Wouldn’t that require, I dunno, planning?”

      Her eyes darted to the handle of the shovel still grasped to her chest.

      Was this another element of the sigil’s power? She needed to learn more, but how?

      “That’s what I want to know.” Raef dropped one arm from the wall and looked up with a sigh. “An incubus’ subconscious is a bastille, Faye. It’s impenetrable. Humans wouldn’t… shouldn’t survive even trying to.”

      Her mind latched onto something inconsequential in his words, forcing her to press her lips into a tight line in case she let it slip she wasn’t concentrating on what actually mattered. Don’t say it, she warned herself. Raef noticed, narrowing his eyes on her.

      “What?”

      “Nothing!” She shook her head, trying to dismiss the distracting thought to no avail. “But… you know the bastille was um, stormed? Invaded? Broken into?”

      She hesitated when he looked like he might strangle her into silence.

      “So you see, calling your mind a bastille doesn’t really—"

      “Are you seriously nitpicking my comparisons?”

      “No, no! I just—”

      His hand found her jaw as it had the day before, cupping her face far too easily as her eyes were forced to remain on his.

      “I just told you that I was about to fuck you while you were in my dream…” he rumbled against her skin, so close to her and yet somehow not close enough, “and you’re thinking about the fucking bastille?”

      Well, she averted her eyes to the side, when he put it like that…

      Memories of her dream, or his dream, resurfaced and brought along all the emotions she experienced during it. Lust, desire, an insatiable hunger for the man in front of her that went unsatiated.

      “You said it wasn’t real,” she muttered around the arousal, the desperation in his kiss prickling across her lips at the memory.

      Raef’s jaw ticked in frustration, and the grip she held on to the shovel with was coaxed to relax so he could throw it to the side, forgotten. Nothing stood between them now.

      “It wasn’t…” he rasped.

      “Bullshit,” Faye interrupted.

      His fingers tightened into her cheeks, a growl of warning vibrating from him into her as he leaned down to further crowd her against the wall. She had nowhere to run, even as memories of the dream continued to assault her waning control and rooted her to the spot with his scent filling her nose.

      “And here I thought you were docile,” he hummed into her ear, amusement dulling the edge of his frustration while his hand dropped down inquisitively to cup her throat. “But real or not, it doesn’t remove the fact that we have a problem.”

      His anger was dissipating, but the threat in his actions remained present. Did all incubi work this way? With silver smiles and sharp daggers?

      Faye remained stubbornly silent, looking at the paddock beyond their bubble. She tried to ignore the inferno of his body, the restrained aggression in his hold, and the brittle control she was beginning to see break when he clicked his tongue and forced her to look at him once again with a hard jerk of his hand up her neck.

      She didn’t want to admit it turned her on, but the slick evidence growing between her thighs said otherwise.

      “You need to guard your subconscious, understand?” he continued only when he had her full attention on him. There was a petulant sort of arrogance in that, one she thought he was above. Apparently not. “Learn to realize you’re dreaming so you can control it.”

      He wanted her to learn how to lucid dream?

      Dreams held a wealth of knowledge for the Covenant. To some schools, they were the root of consciousness and controlling them gave way to vast power. She wasn’t confident that was something she could master, but it didn’t seem like she was going to be given much choice.

      Great. As if she didn’t have enough on her plate as is.

      “Then… I want something in return,” she heard herself say.

      “Oh?” Curiosity colored his tone, highlighting that unusual accent that rolled across her skin. “And what makes you think Daemons deal in fairness?”

      Faye blanched and instinctively considered dropping the entire thing. That was what she would’ve done had she not caught sight of the glint in his dark eyes, the intrigue rather than the disapproval she expected. It steeled her spine.

      “Because if you didn’t need me, you wouldn’t have brought it up.”

      Raef blinked, a thick brow arching as he considered her words.

      “Meaning?”

      “The ball is in my court, which means there’s room for a compromise.”

      “Doesn’t ring a bell,” he rumbled and if she hadn’t been getting to know him over the past two weeks, she might’ve thought he was joking. But no, it was painfully obvious that Daemons did not compromise and there she was, a Forsaken witch demanding just that.

      “I have something you need,” she persevered, “and in exchange, you give me something I want.”

      A faint smirk lifted the corner of his lips, drawing her eyes down to them before she snapped her gaze back up. Now was not the time to be getting distracted. She had to ignore the swirling temptation that stroked between the valley of her breasts and down the curve of her spine as his own thoughts shifted, his pheromones thickening.

      “And what is it you want, little one?” he purred.

      Her tongue peeked out to wet her lips, his eyes following their route as she gave herself a moment to think before speaking.

      “Your knowledge.”

      Suspicion warred with surprise on his handsome face. Whatever he expected her to say, it hadn’t been that.

      “Only to help me free you, of course,” she added hastily while Raef stood back, giving her some much-needed space to think clearly.

      He hummed in thought, keeping his eyes on hers and despite wanting to, she didn’t drop her own. He was testing her resolve, silently weighing if she deserved it. She swallowed; she could do this. Her life was on the line too.

      She thought he might refuse when he still hadn’t said anything, but an exhaled scoff of amusement revealed his concession even if he didn’t know it.

      “You really are a curious creature…” he muttered.

      That wasn’t a refusal.

      “So… we have a deal?” she asked with budding hope, the ghost of a smile passing over her face. “I guard my subconscious, and you help me?”

      Her pushiness made him snort, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “This isn’t usually how Daemons make deals.” He cocked his head to the side, careless waves falling into eyes that remained heavy as sin and his body openly inviting admiration.

      “Would you prefer I stand at a crossroads, then?” she quipped, confidence at an all-time high after… succeeding at something.

      “Careful, girl… or I might just have to punish you again for your cheek.”

      The atmosphere thickened around them, that same unstable intensity finally plateauing as it cloaked her in promise. A desert grated against her throat, her body humming from stimulation that hadn’t even occurred.

      “Do we have a deal or not?” she wavered. She needed to hear him say it.

      Raef noticed the wobble, and part of her couldn’t stand the gleam of victory behind those sullen eyes as he once again regained the high ground.

      “Fine,” he acquiesced easier this time, “but don’t think you can cheat me, sweetheart. I promised not to enter your subconscious before to avoid any mistakes, but now… I have to make sure you’re holding up your end of the bargain.”

      She didn’t need to read between the lines this time. His intention was obvious. He planned to enter her dreams.

      Her stomach shouldn’t have flipped the way it did, but he’d wound her so tight in the time that he’d been here, she counted it a miracle that she still held onto her sanity at all.

      He’d always been attractive, but there was something about how fascinated he looked that she found incredibly sexy. It was the same focus she was sure a tiger had as it hunted its unsuspecting prey.

      Sticking out her hand instead of focusing on burgeoning kinks, she tried to seal the deal.

      “Shake on it?”

      Raef looked down between them curiously.

      “Humans usually offer a blood sacrifice when soliciting the assistance of Daemons… what about your cow?” he hummed lightly but looking far too willing in Faye’s eyes to take the chance.

      She closed the distance between them, grabbing his forearm in a feeble attempt to stop him when heat burst from him into her at the renewed contact.

      “Rowan is not a sacrifice!” she exclaimed incredulously, missing the teasing glint in his eye. She’d walked right into his hands.

      “Oh? Pity,” he sighed. “I guess I’ll just take this instead…”

      Faye was about to argue further when his mouth dropped to hers.

      Her fingers dug into his forearm instinctively as his hand tangled in the back of her hair, his tongue instantly making her forget what they were talking about as he kissed her, her back hitting the wall once more.

      Her soft groan was muffled by his mouth, Raef chasing the sound with his tongue before he sank his teeth into her bottom lip hard.

      A sting of pain followed, blood beading where he’d bitten her and painting his tongue scarlet when it tangled with hers once more. Something hard pressed her hips to the wall, encouraging her to pull him down closer by his collar even as he lifted his head with a hard exhale.

      Blood stained the corner of his mouth that he cleaned with his thumb and tongue while she tried to remember how to breathe. She knew she looked a mess, panting with shiny lips and her face ablaze while the wall continued to support her.

      Raef didn’t even try to hide his pleasure in seeing her that way.

      He swiped his thumb over her bottom lip, another sting at the contact as he cleaned it with his usual rough touch before hooking it against her tongue when her lips parted instinctively.

      “Deal.”
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      This was impossible.

      Faye snapped out of another daydream her mind insisted on taking her on. Tomato red and lips tingling at the memory of his kiss, she’d gotten nothing done since barricading herself in her apothecary hours ago.

      If she thought she couldn’t focus before she tasted his tongue in her mouth, she was royally screwed now.

      With a groan and a massage to the back of her stiff neck, she closed her book futilely. She needed a change of scenery.

      Some fresh air might help, she told herself, realizing she had been neglecting her garden over the last few weeks. It had always helped clear her mind in the past, maybe it could help her now too.

      Overlooking the garden when she left out the back, Faye planted her hands on her hips with a sigh. She had work to do, but at least in this, she knew she could be productive.

      For the next hour, she existed with a blissfully vacant mind as she checked on her winter blooms and began preparing her spring bed for the bulbs she’d plant in the next few weeks.

      It was only when she was clipping back the thorny brambles of a thriving shrub near the tree line that something resonated in her mind. A memory.

      A hard thorn caught the side of her thumb when she moved her hand too carelessly, a pin prick of blood falling onto a small pile of pruned branches. The sight of blood against the backdrop of nature triggered a similar image in her mind as she lifted her eyes to the forest.

      One of entrails and lifeblood spread in a pattern she’d blocked from her mind. That pattern now scratched at her memory with familiarity. She’d never seen it before the doe, but she had seen it afterwards.

      She’d seen it in Raef’s dream. She was almost certain of it.

      Hm, she pondered. Maybe she could get an advance on his assistance through his dream. Was that an invasion of privacy, though? The particulars of dream etiquette were lost on her, but Faye was just desperate enough to ignore them.

      Eyeing the forest suspiciously, she stood. She hadn’t been in there by herself since they were attacked. She was scared there might be more, her mind conjuring up frightening images of countless creatures perched on concealed branches like something out of The Birds, just waiting for her to walk by.

      They didn’t matter right now, and she shook the fear from her mind distractedly. What mattered was the symbol one of them wrote.

      What did it mean?

      Pulling off her glove distractedly, she frowned at the mess of bright red blood that smeared over the crux of her thumb and forefinger. The image stayed with her when she turned her back to the woods to head inside to take care of it.

      Sieving through every moment of the dream that made her flush deeper and deeper, she tried not to focus on the incubus and instead, on her surroundings.

      Something was there, something that she remembered.

      Something amidst the distracting kisses and the subtle uncanniness woven into a setting so familiar to her, Faye struggled to pick out the details.

      Running the cold water over her cut, she looked beyond the handsome Daemon with warm eyes that pleaded with hers to stay on him. She hissed when she prodded the small wound carelessly.

      Some antiseptic cream and a band-aid later, and Faye was still unable to focus on anything but the way Raef’s mouth felt on hers, the memory blending with that of his hard body in the paddock.

      A flare of frustration spiked her impatience.

      Why couldn’t she just focus?

      She’d left the door to her apothecary ajar earlier, and it tempted her inside for something other than research.

      Stepping into the small room, she cast her eyes around, looking for… something.

      If only she knew how to keep her shelves organized and desk empty, it might be easier to dissect the dream. But even as she scanned every shelf, nothing lined up. Maybe she was just overthinking things, dreams were hardly accurate, but the setting had been so clear.

      And that was the problem.

      It was as real and as detailed as what she saw before her now, but nothing matched.

      Without a thought, she hoisted herself up onto the desk, putting herself in the same position she’d been in when she regained lucidity. Planting her hands back against the grainy wood, she remembered how fervently Raef kissed her, his mouth on her neck as her head fell back.

      She closed her eyes, mimicking the dream.

      “Wake up, Faye…”

      She heard his voice in her memory.

      What did I do next? She rattled her brain, forcing her subconscious to illuminate under her intense gaze.

      Cracking her eyes open, her head rolled to the side, to a stack of papers that had been knocked over by their movement in the dream. A similar stack existed in reality, and with a flick of her hand, it collapsed in a flutter of paper wings.

      There.

      That was where she saw it, the bloody symbol.

      It slammed into her like a freighter, winding her with sudden consciousness as she saw through her memory’s eye, the same sigil at the end of a letter. It accompanied a signature that made Faye’s blood run cold. It was a name that no Covenant parent had named their child in the centuries since his fall, so synonymous with the indiscriminate death of Daemons and magic alike as it was.

      Marek.

      The Necromancer.

      Faye’s heart picked up pace, slamming against her ribcage. Those things, those monsters… she’d heard rumors of his followers lingering on in a purgatory of their own creation. Hidden, deteriorated. Those stories were always shut down immediately whenever anyone dared ask. And with no evidence, Faye had existed in blissful ignorance that anything left from the Necromancer died with him.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the way her hands trembled.

      It couldn’t be coincidence that the night Raef showed up, those creatures did too. Her eyes slid to the maroon spell book sitting by her research, absent of the sigil now burning her palm.

      She’d never given it much thought as to how Raef became imprisoned in that book, only that it must’ve taken great power to accomplish it. Power she was sure the Necromancer possessed.

      She fisted her hand closed, the sigil stabbing her with pain when Raef’s influence entered the apothecary once more of its own volition.

      Either it sensed her panic, or he did.

      Instead of resisting it, she leaned into its presence. It heated her chilled skin and enveloped her in a prickling heat that might’ve been too hot, but she came to enjoy. Wherever the incubus was in the house, he was close enough to know her feelings if not the cause of them.

      Hopping off the desk lethargically to take a seat, she leaned back and closed her eyes.

      She might’ve learned more about the chain than she was expecting to, but instead of easing her worries, it made them grow.

      How on earth was she to destroy something created by possibly the most powerful warlock who ever lived?
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      Never since his creation had Rafael ever been jealous of his nature.

      That primal beast that prowled his subconscious and spread out in a blanket of pheromones to entice all towards him. To envy it would be to covet it, but he despised it. Hated it with every fiber of his being.

      That was until he sensed Faye stroking it.

      Instead of filling the cottage entirely, his influence had taken on a nasty habit of condensing in the apothecary where Faye spent her days working.

      It wasn’t unusual, he tried telling himself the first time it happened. It was seeking out the closest available source of food that just happened to be the witch.

      But when she leaned into it, like she might do against his chest, letting his pheromones surround her… he was left frozen by the sensation he experienced as though he was there himself.

      He couldn’t shake the feeling of her fingers stroking down his back like he was some fucking lap cat cozying up to her heat.

      It was barely perceptible, and only for a moment, but it fired his blood at the same time a shiver wracked his entire body. Heat rose to his face in a flush, the incubus covering it with a hand dragged down his mouth and jaw.

      That was the least of his problems.

      He was hard, and Faye wouldn’t stop stroking his influence. Stroking him, thoughtlessly.

      Standing, he made a beeline for the front door, but instinct made him swallow before he could escape the cottage. She tasted so fucking good. Honey-coated petals whispered against his tongue, dissolving like sugar before he could fully enjoy their taste, and he slammed the door behind him.

      Partially sentient, his influence stubbornly remained inside the house until he walked far enough away that it was forced to follow.

      This was torture.

      Gritting his teeth, he had to admit that kissing her had been foolish.

      Blood sacrifice? Was he serious?

      All he wanted in that moment was to taste her after his dream drove him crazy with the thought. And he had. He took what he wanted the way any incubus would.

      His tongue peeked out to lick the corner of his mouth, anticipating her taste.

      She’d been fucking delicious. Her body supple and eyes heavy as they begged him to come closer. As a master of desire, it blindsided him to suddenly feel so powerless to it.

      He walked around the house, along the weaving stone path through dense shrubs interspersed by white and red winter blossoms.

      She had an affinity with nature that Rafael hadn’t seen in a long time. Perhaps that was what drew him to her. A callback to a time before the Covenant was as regulated and stuffy as it became.

      Perhaps that was what left an uncomfortable feeling in his stomach when he came across her too nervous to enter the woods he knew she adored days before. He shouldn’t have been surprised, she was human and there were monsters in there.

      Monsters she never would’ve encountered had he not been near her.

      As a result, his encouragement had been less than warm when he told her that if she avoided everything that scared her in life, her world would continue to shrink further and further.

      It was a dismissive and… immature lash of thoughtless words to avoid his own part in making her emotions taste like bitter olives whenever she got too close to the tree line.

      Hypocrite. His memory had growled at him, the incubus unable to refute it given what he’d done to escape his own fears in the past.

      He’d been beyond shocked, however, to taste her fiery resolution beneath the superficial sting of hurt feelings and the next day, he found her in the woods, foraging for mushrooms on his way to the lake. She’d met his gaze with a rosy-cheeked smile and in that moment, Rafael was… proud of her.

      It was a foreign feeling brought on by an ever more intriguing witch.

      Intriguing.

      That was one way to put it.

      Coming to a stop by the green iron bench at the end of the garden, he took a seat heavily and dropped his head between his shoulders, his eyes stinging under the weak sun’s light dispersed by the clouds that hid it.

      “I want something in return.”

      Rafael closed his eyes with a snort, stars dancing behind his eyelids where fireflies of his vision painted the image of her demanding a compromise.

      There was a danger in indulging humans beyond their use, that was what all Daemons believed once upon a time. A mindset he thought he could return to once free of his shackles in the book.

      But it appeared Rafael was no stronger against his curiosity in humans than he had been when it proved to be his downfall.

      “Come, Rafael… this way, we both get something we want.”

      Had his own arrogance and self-interest not led to that paper prison, had his trust in one human not cost the lives of so many around him… maybe then he would’ve allowed himself to indulge once more. In someone far more deserving than a man who believed no sacrifice was too great for his own gain.

      “Rowan is not a sacrifice!”

      Faye’s words echoed in his mind, his forearm tingling from where she’d gripped it so tightly. He’d been clung to in desperation before, it was nearly always a symptom of his influence. Yet, she clung to him for the sake of another rather than herself.

      She was getting too comfortable around him and vice versa. That was just as, if not more, dangerous than fucking her in the first place. He needed to put some distance between them lest her wax wings melt in his heat, and he was forced to watch her fall.

      His eyes opened slowly, a stomp from the pasture pulling his attention to the surly cow standing at the fence closest to where he sat.

      Between them, a northern wind blew hard, unchanging since the moment he stepped through that first Gate. It carried different smells, passed through different lands until it could hardly be seen as the same wind that blew thousands of years ago.

      Yet, the world still carried the marks of its relentless obligation to follow the same journey.

      Just like him.

      No matter how different she might be to the others, Rafael was still the same incubus and to that end, he was doomed to walk the same path of damnation eternally.
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      As resolute as Rafael might’ve been in keeping his distance, none of that mattered the moment his body started to betray him.

      He was used to his nature acting against him, that was normal. It sold him out at the slightest drop of desire it could taste. But his body… that was one thing he was used to having an iron hold over. The only semblance of power he could hold against the Daemonic nature that demanded more and more and more.

      Getting a hard-on from just the smell of someone’s hair on their way past him was not normal, and it turned the incubus’ world on its head with how frequently it had been happening since he’d been living with Faye.

      He was damn sick of this chain.

      It was becoming harder to remember his logic in not taking her. His instinct crooned that the past was the past, that she wanted him too. He could taste it on every greedy gulp he’d been subsisting on ever since his failed feed in Craigmara.

      Besides… it purred now as freezing water muffling the movement of his arms that kept him beneath the surface of the lake, she’s kept her mind all this time, that’s a fucking miracle.

      It sounded too good to be true.

      Rafael had been alive long enough to know it was never as good as it sounded.

      Marek’s deal had been ribbon-tied, crafted with his deepest desires inlayed into the ink it was written in. Indulging in Faye’s emotions, in her body, without a way to distance himself afterwards was too dangerous. Their chain would convince him to stay longer, to continue feeding.

      That was more than any human could bear.

      He’d seen the fallout, the lives lost whether by their own hand or innocent bystanders of a frenzied attack when they realized their feelings were not only unreciprocated, but false from the beginning.

      Daemons of war didn’t hold a flame to the blood on an incubus’ hands.

      His throat burned from lack of oxygen, the incubus opening his eyes to the blur of an empty lake, sunlight refracting into green and blue auras that illuminated the nothingness around him.

      Nothing good ever came from hope, no matter how pretty the package.

      Finally resurfacing when his lungs were at their limit, he drank in great swallows of air as it prickled his skin.

      If only his body was aware of that decision.

      It was a primal tool of instinct that sensed the closest willing, fertile body and tugged at him to mate with it. That was when Rafael escaped to the lake. When his dick betrayed him by stirring at the sight of her, or his mind added to the treachery with thoughts of how she’d look under him, those long skirts pooling her waist while he fucked her.

      Thank the Maker the water was freezing this time of year.

      Daemon or not, diving into cold water did wonders for calming down erections, even if he was left cursing himself as he shivered until his body acclimated. Maybe he’d be lucky and would end up associating Faye with the boner-killing frigidity of a small Scottish loch and not the depraved taste of her tongue smeared in her own blood.

      After a small swim to the shore, water cascaded down tawny skin as he walked the remaining distance and weighed down the pants his wings created for fear of actually freezing his dick off if he went in naked.

      He shook his head, chocolate waves plastered to his forehead and dripping crystal tears of clean, northern water down his nose and into his stubble. The cold air condensed in a cloud from his exhales and goosebumps tightened along his arms with the chilly change in temperature after leaving the water.

      Still better than the cottage, he told himself.

      Oh yeah, way better than the cozy fire, warm showers, and perfect view of the witch bending over to water her plants or climbing a rickety stool to reach higher hanging baskets.

      The freezing lake was miles better than whatever that was.

      It was the only sentiment Rafael was willing to believe. The feral snap of his instinct didn’t deserve to be listened to. It bared its teeth at its master with desperate pulls to return to the house. It was simultaneously at its most content around her, and it’s most annoying. Demanding he close the distance and slake his hunger on a witch he found himself gradually more attracted to as time passed.

      It was a fucking nuisance.

      She was a nuisance.

      Sitting back down with a grunt on the dry bank, the soft grass of the shore sank between his fingers when he leaned back. He closed his eyes, the silence on his tastebuds making him feel like the only person on earth.

      That was until a subtle taste snuck across his tongue. He’d have missed it completely had it not been for the lack of… anything else.

      What the fuck—

      He sat up, grabbing his shirt to wipe the water from his face so he could focus more on the taste without being noticed. But it was already gone. In its place was the familiar sunshine-flavored surprise as Faye stumbled upon his arctic oasis and made his mouth water anew.

      Irritation that flared with losing the taste and immediately enjoying hers had him clenching his fists into the grass.

      “Are you going to stand there all day?” he growled, his head falling to the side so he could meet her saucer-wide gaze.

      “I—” she stammered, looking away as surprise bled to something darker in his mouth.

      She liked what she saw, and he hated that he was proud of it.

      “Spit it out, girl.”

      He wasn’t being fair, he knew that. His abruptness born of misdirected frustration was giving her stage fright while he nibbled on the endorphins she was releasing before they inevitably turned sour with her uncertainty.

      Faye faltered, wavering between remaining close to the safety of the tree line she’d once feared and venturing out into the danger of the clearing. A plethora of indecisiveness played across her features and Rafael, once again, found himself unconsciously admiring her.

      She was a pretty little thing and seemed borne of the very woodlands that surrounded them.

      Pretty, but odd, he conceded, noticing a spoon peeking out from amongst her waves of fiery locks she’d pulled up into a nest atop her head.

      Huh.

      Even Rafael knew there were items made specifically for keeping long hair up that didn’t involve raiding the cutlery drawer. He refused to find it endearing. No fucking way.

      Or the way she liked to abuse her bottom lip with her teeth that told him she’d had dental work in the past. Metal tracks he’d seen a teenager wearing in Craigmara that Faye explained were to straighten teeth.

      Yes.

      That was a decidedly unsexy image he clung to. It was just what he needed to distract himself from the way he wanted to sink his teeth into that plush, pink pillow again.

      Nope.

      Not happening.

      He’d tasted her once and once would have to be enough.

      Instead, he focused on the dental problems brought on by too much lip biting and how ridiculous an action it was in the first place. He kept that in mind as his eyes were inevitably drawn down to her cleavage and the two mugs she clasped there.

      For fuck sake.

      Those damn dresses. Even if she claimed they were woolen and made for the cold, they did nothing to dissuade a hungry Daemon’s gaze from following the lithe curves exaggerated by the material. And Maker, Rafael was famished.

      “Well?” he rasped.

      She startled and a ripple of heat coiled around Rafael’s spine. A primal sensitivity to her movements, whether that be to hunt her or fuck her, resulted in the same physical response. Tense muscles and a half-hard cock.

      “I thought of something else we could try.”

      She spoke in a rush, all her words tumbling over each other in a hurry to escape lips he didn’t want to bite. Emboldened by her discovery, Faye left the safety of the trees to sit beside him on the grass. Her skirt pooled around her knees when she crossed her legs nimbly.

      “It occurred to me while saving a primrose from some nettles. Poor thing was starved of sunlight, you see, so I had to cut back more nettles than I actually needed, which got me thinking what I could use them for,” she continued on, hardly taking a breath, “and cleansing spells aren’t my strong suit, granted, which is funny because most cleansing spells involve plants that I am more confident in using…”

      Another thing he’d learned about the little witch he was shackled to; she never failed to veer off-topic.

      “And?” he growled impatiently, annoyed that he wasn’t annoyed at all by her word vomit.

      In the same way his body acclimated to the freezing water of the lake, his resilience to her quirks was remarkably stronger and begrudgingly so. He was still waiting for that resilience to extend into not wanting to sleep with her. That only seemed to be going in the opposite direction.

      “Well, it got me thinking about purges.” She smiled, excitement popping in his mouth like candy. “Spells often leave residue on the body, but they can also leave residue inside the body too.”

      His eyes followed the line of her collarbones as she spoke, the movement of her throat when she swallowed, and the swell of her breasts when she took a breath. He was only half-listening but couldn’t find it in him to focus.

      “So… maybe if we fully detox, it’ll help flush out the link that remains!”

      A mug was shoved under his nose when he was snapped back to the present.

      Huh?

      He lifted his eyes to hers where she was watching him expectantly. He hadn’t heard much beyond purges and detoxes despite the witch speaking for who knew how long. Something told him she was underestimating their chain if she thought drinking something would break it.

      He bit his tongue on voicing his doubts. It was thoughtless and she just looked so… sincere.

      Rafael wasn’t cruel. According to others of his kind, he was rather soft-hearted.

      The hope blossoming on his tongue from Faye, who still held the mug out to him, was light, cloudy. It had him licking across his bottom lip slowly at such a rare flavor. If anything, the purity of hopeful anticipation was more cleansing than anything Faye had concocted.

      But he kept that to himself.

      His fingers wrapped around the mug gingerly while keeping his eyes on hers. He didn’t miss the way her own eyes fell to his lips, no doubt remembering the kiss he considered indulging in again.

      To stop himself from following through, he downed the lumpy mixture.

      On second thought, maybe I will kill her, he thought, looking away with a wince at the vile taste.

      “Fucking hell, that’s disgusting,” he groaned into his forearm that he wiped across his mouth, the murky smoothie sitting like a brick in his stomach.

      “Oh, it can’t be that bad.”

      Faye dared to roll her eyes at him as though he was the dramatic one. His nostrils flared, a competitive arrogance rearing its head inside him.

      “I don’t see you drinking yours,” he accused her haughtily, the worst of the taste finally disappearing after a few torturous seconds. The ghost of its texture still coated his tongue, however, and Rafael wasn’t sure what was worse, centuries of imprisonment or that smoothie.

      “Well…”

      She inhaled on what Rafael was sure would be a riveting explanation, but he had just swallowed possibly the worst thing he’d ever put in his mouth, which was saying a lot, so she could damn well suffer with him.

      He sat up, leaning over her so she was effectively trapped from standing.

      “’Well’ nothing. We’re not leaving this spot until you’ve drunk every last drop of it.”

      She gaped at him incredulously. His grin turned lopsided at the taste of her indignation and the realization that she was cornered. Her mouth was so close all of a sudden, it’d be so easy to just lean down and…

      “That’s not fair!” she huffed. “You left—”

      She made a grab for his mug that he knocked out of reach. He wasn’t about to let her see the dredges left at the bottom. It brought her closer to him again, and Maker, the smell of her hair was maddening. He shook his head with a ‘nuh uh’, unfazed by her petulance when she didn’t give up and tried to grab it again.

      “Hey!” she exclaimed, the sound a flutter of feathers down his spine as his influence coiled around them both intimately, bringing them closer.

      “Drink it all,” he commanded firmly, knowing she was close to giving in, to submitting.

      Caught between a rock and a hard place, or rather, a vile potion and a hard incubus, Faye finally relented. He saw the surrender plain in those hazel eyes, and he basked in his petty victory.

      Pinching her nose, her brows furrowed prettily before she began gulping down the drink. It served her right. She created that monstrosity; she could suffer for it. He did, however, empathize with the immediate cringe that wracked her body when the taste finally hit her.

      “Bleh—”

      She shook her head, a shiver of revulsion spasming through her, much to his amusement.

      Maker, she was gorgeous, though. It was a completely intrusive thought, but the way her nose scrunched and arms squeezed to her chest to protect herself from the taste was adorable.

      “Oh, Goddess… that’s revolting.”

      Rafael hummed his agreement when she covered her mouth, attempting to quell the burp that still managed to escape.

      “Oh ew! I tasted it again!” she whined and waved her hand in front of her face.

      Her sheer dismay was enough to make him snort, a low chuckle that was impossible to suppress. He liked it when she whined and complained, and all those tastes turned into a cocktail he could get drunk off of.

      That in mind, he tried to convince her to drink the rest while she remained aghast, throwing his own dare back at him to finish his.

      It didn’t even occur to him until much later that night, that his attempts at keeping his distance from Faye had failed without him even realizing.

      Yeah, he commiserated in resignation. He was beyond fucked.
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      There was no doubt about it.

      Raef was getting back at her for making him drink her detox potion when he made the comment that he’d try to infiltrate her dreams that very night to check on her progress.

      Suffice to say, Faye hadn’t made any.

      He knew it too; she’d caught sight of his smirk out of the corner of her eye.

      She was already dreading it. Falling asleep was no different than an afternoon test she had no idea was happening until it was sprung on her at the start of class.

      That was why she was putting off going to bed with any bit of busywork she could find. Darning a hole in a sweater she hardly wore anymore, rearranging her tabletop flowerpots, and taking an extortionately long shower until her fingers and toes pruned.

      She called it being productive. The folk down in Craigmara would call it dilly-dallying.

      When there were no more pots to arrange and Raef’s knowing gaze from the sofa became too much as she pottered throughout the cottage, Faye finally locked herself into her bedroom.

      You can do this, she told herself from beneath her blankets while she frowned at the dark ceiling. She just needed to relax and stop focusing on every little sound her mind was drawn to in order to stay awake.

      Pulling the comforter over her head with a groan, she tried to leave her nervousness on the other side of the sheets where she couldn’t see it.

      She hated tests. Despised practical exams even more.

      It wasn’t that she thought Raef would react badly. If anything, he looked excited by the prospect, the gleam of gold in those otherwise dark eyes after he kissed her was telling.

      So why couldn’t she fall asleep?

      Squeezing her eyes shut, she tossed and turned for what felt like hours but in reality, had only been forty minutes when she cracked an eye open to check the time.

      Did her smoothie really taste that bad to warrant this kind of torture?

      Yes, her memory answered instantly, reliving the vile concoction with excruciating detail that she’d forced them both to drink not once, but three times a day. Even her own mind was against her, and she was supposed to control it somehow?

      It wasn’t fair. Not in the slightest.

      She turned over to face the window, a sulking cocoon as a clear night sky turned the air freezing. From under the doorway, a tempting heat began to leak in as if sensing her thoughts.

      Ah, he fell asleep.

      While Raef never entered her room, his influence became far more independent when he was asleep. It slithered through the cracks of space around the door to settle in her room for the night.

      Since that one morning in the paddock, however, she’d become so much more sensitive to it. Even though she’d developed an affection for it like she would a stray cat, it didn’t mean it didn’t instantly set her blood on fire with arousal when it moved with the phantom curl of a tongue over her most sensitive areas.

      Sitting up in her blanket cocoon at the thought, hope sparked with an idea as she struggled to free her hand from her comforter.

      Flicking on her bedside lamp, her smile fell when it was obvious that nothing had changed, the neat scar of that same unknown rune still present on her palm. She’d hoped that by feeling his effect more, the sigil was wearing off.

      As if.

      Groaning, she unceremoniously dropped back down onto her pillow and frowned at the ceiling.

      Think of your deal.

      Right. The only way for her to learn anything about their chain was by keeping her end of the bargain so that Raef would share his knowledge on things he likely wanted to forget. If only her end didn’t involve fortifying her mind against a master of the subconscious.

      She closed her eyes stubbornly, ignoring the itch on her nose that would only return the instant she scratched it, and tried to empty her mind. If dreams were like magic, a clear head was the best way to start.

      Focus… she repeated to herself.

      Instead of counting sheep, Faye began laying bricks.

      One after another, she counted them as her mental wall grew higher and higher until finally, the repetitive nothingness soothed her enough for sleep to take her.

      It wasn’t to last, however, as she was jolted awake by a single bang on her bedroom door.

      “Try again,” was the only thing Raef said, muffled by the door, before she heard him walking away.

      Dazed, she checked the time. Half past one… she’d only been asleep for less than an hour. She rubbed her eyes tiredly, sleep still clinging to her consciousness as she tried to recall her dream and figure out what went wrong if he already managed to breach it.

      Nothing came to mind, which could only mean she didn’t realize she was dreaming.

      Tucking her blanket under her chin and feeling thoroughly sorry for herself, she wondered if she was doomed to live out the rest of the month with a constantly interrupted sleep schedule. Honestly, execution sounded easier as tiredness made the witch cranky.

      That was how the night continued, a cycle of falling asleep and being woken up by a knock on the door and a rumble from the other room. She was holding onto her composure by a hair, every time tiredness making her more emotional as she struggled to pick herself, and her poor bricks, back up to try again.

      Until she woke up, and she wasn’t in bed.

      She was straddling large thighs in the middle of the forest, her arms looped loosely around Raef’s neck where he was leaning against the wide trunk of an ancient oak tree. An aqua sunset illuminated white coral reeds that swayed in the nonexistent breeze around them.

      Faye blinked, the scene growing sharper as she became aware of rough fingers slowly kneading her hips under the thin dress she was wearing. Beneath her, Raef grinned, turning his handsome features devastating as he locked eyes on hers.

      “Good girl…” he rumbled, leaning closer so his words brushed her lips, “now, do it again…”
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      They continued that pattern for the next two nights alongside Faye’s determination to make them both drink the potion three times a day.

      Three nights felt like twenty when she awoke time and again in that same forest, Raef manipulating her dreamscape to appear the exact same every time. It was for familiarity’s sake, he said to her as his nose trailed her throat one such times. The more she recognized the environment, the quicker she’d be able to realize she was dreaming.

      He didn’t mention the fact that this was only half the battle, but he didn’t need to. She understood the glaringly obvious reality that even if she was regaining consciousness quicker, Raef still entered her dreams easily.

      “Very good,” he hummed into her skin when she awoke in his arms once more. Around them, the dream was still constructing itself, great golden threads closing the sky on the emptiness beyond. She’d never woken up this quickly before.

      Transfixed by the ribbons of gold that textured the bark behind Raef’s head and swept through the woods to disturb the grass with airy realness, she marveled at his memory. At the minutia of detail, he used to create a completely new world.

      “Whoa,” she whispered, feeling his lips curl into a smile against her skin while she tried to take it all in before the scene settled. His hands dropped to her thighs with a familiarity that only belonged in this world.

      A graze of teeth accompanied Raef’s rough chuckle as he inhaled deeply, her stomach clenching with anticipation while his hard shoulders tensed under her curious fingers.

      “You’ve done well, little witch.” He lifted his head, eyes hooded when they met hers. “Now comes the real test. Kick me out.”

      Faye gulped, her spine stiffening with nerves before one large hand splayed across her back, the heat melting them before they had a chance to take root in her mind.

      “Um,” she floundered, “and… how do I do that?”

      “Go with your gut.” He shrugged, the sudden weight of his expectations settling on her.

      “Oh.” She leaned back on his thighs, putting some room between them while his influence swam in the newly created space, tempting her to come back.

      “Raef,” he arched a brow at her attempt at a stern tone, “please get out.”

      There was a beat where his expression didn’t change before he turned to cough into his fist, looking away with what looked suspiciously like a smile. She only saw the corner, but the way his influence tickled along her spine happily, piqued her interest. Suddenly, seeing him smile again took precedent in her mind.

      “Okay,” he schooled his features before meeting her gaze again, “maybe your gut is a little too placid.”

      Faye released a sharp sigh. She had no doubt Raef was the type of guy who would leave if asked. But that wasn’t what this was about. This was about training her mind to fortify itself against entry and by extension, prevent her from accidentally entering his.

      Sensing her frustration, Raef cupped the back of her neck.

      “All you need to do… is find the door I came in through, and close it,” he explained.

      That made even less sense than using her gut.

      Frowning, she glanced around them just in case there really was a door she missed.

      There wasn’t.

      “But there aren’t any doors here. We’re in the middle of a forest.”

      Raef shook his head, silencing her as his thumb massaged lazy circles beneath her hairline and relaxed her stiff neck muscles.

      “Not a literal door, little one,” he sighed, licking his bottom lip distractedly.

      “Then why call it a door at all?”

      A plummet of frustration tightened her skin to an itch. Beneath her, Raef hummed, the sound vibrating through her and taming her irritation.

      “Think of it a different way instead,” his free hand kneaded the swell of her hip, convincing the tension to release her, “what does an incubus do?”

      “Have lots of sex?” she answered without thinking, making the Daemon scoff and lean forward until his nose was brushing hers.

      “We’re not fucking right now, are we? But I’m still here…” His tone lowered to a purr, wisps of chocolate waves brushing her forehead with a featherlight thrill.

      Sparklers of arousal crackled and lit against her body, his own an inferno ready to consume her. Sucking in a breath, she swallowed.

      Think, she rattled her brain.

      The answer must be simple, he was looking at her like she knew it already.

      “Incubi… inspire lust. They create desire?” The right words eluded her. Trying to condense the existence of an entire species into a few words was far too difficult.

      “Closer,” he drew out the word. “But we don’t create desire, technically. Now, knowing that, try again.”

      They didn’t?

      Then why did desire circle her like an aura whenever he was near? Unless it had nothing to do with him, and everything to do with her.

      “You… fulfil desire?”

      A spark lit behind Raef’s dark eyes and with a shaky exhale, Faye’s mind trembled at the pride she saw in them.

      “Exactly.” He squeezed the back of her neck lightly and she wanted nothing more than to feel the strength in that hand used elsewhere. “Find the desire I’m fulfilling in this dream and cut it off.”

      His breath mingled with hers as he released her neck to cup her chin, turning her face upwards while he examined her face. The clash of ravenous intent and restrained control illuminated his irises in amber.

      Dog… or wolf. She couldn’t be sure what he was.

      “C’mon, sweetheart,” he muttered, letting his lips graze hers in the whisper of a kiss, “focus.”

      This wasn’t fair. He might be immortal, but he wasn’t immune to childish teasing.

      “I…” she struggled, the quick drop of his eyes to her mouth sealing her fate, “I can’t.”

      His lips were softer this time when she closed the distance to kiss him. Around them, the teal sunset strengthened behind her eyelids that fell shut when his lips parted under hers, deepening it.

      He shook off his surprise quickly, his grip hard as he dragged her by the hips over his crotch to get impossibly closer. They both moaned at the friction, her dress no barrier between them and the entire dreamscape trembling along with them.

      Mindlessly, her hands found their way down his toned stomach to the front of his pants.

      “Try, baby, you can do it…” he growled even as he led her hand over his concealed erection that grew dauntingly down his inner thigh.

      She didn’t want to try.

      Motivation had evaporated into the comfort of his hold, the pleasure of his touch. She knew that was the desire, the door, he mentioned. After a lifetime of loneliness, though, it was near impossible to reject now that it was within her grasp, grinding up against her shallowly.

      A warning slap echoed through the forest, her ass stinging. It was followed by a guttural moan when she squeezed his length in response, a snarl in his native tongue against her cheek.

      “Now you’re not even pretending to try.” He might’ve been trying to scold her, but his grin said otherwise as he bunched his hand in her hair to yank her head back. “Don’t you want my help?”

      The real world intruded her dream with his words, her hand freezing on where she was still stroking the heft of his cock through his pants. This wasn’t about pleasure. She wandered off course somewhere, leaving her far away from her true objective as she pursued her own selfish desires.

      She wanted, needed, his help to break this chain.

      “I want—”

      Raef wasn’t here of his own volition. The desire he was fulfilling for her wasn’t mutual. It was all under duress and that realization tainted the scene with revulsion.

      She wanted him, but not while he was chained against his will.

      “I want to free you…” Tears stung her eyes, surprising them both at the choke in her voice.

      His body stiffened, uncertainty rolling off him in waves at the sudden turn of her emotions. Running his tongue along his lip slowly, he pulled her hand away from his crotch to wrap back around his neck instead.

      “C’mon, I’m not that bad of a kisser, am I?” he rasped, a soothing rumble when he dropped his forehead to hers.

      She shook her head vehemently, not trusting her voice as she blinked back the tears.

      This wasn’t right. He was the one stuck with only a Forsaken witch to free him, but she was the one being comforted like a child.

      “There’s no need to cry.” His voice crooned, lips grazing her cheek and inadvertently adding to how pathetic she felt. “It’s just a door, you can close it for me, can’t you? Then I’ll answer all your questions, like we agreed.”

      Like they agreed.

      Sniffling, Faye nodded woodenly. All of this was just part of the deal. Nothing more, nothing less.

      Reject the desire he’s fulfilling.

      Pushing herself from him, she stood on shaky legs, the immediate desolation of separation leaving her cold and alone. She craved his warmth again already. But with the loss of physical contact, his influence on her dream began to crumble, glass shattering around her to reveal the true content of her dream before he changed it.

      Raef was nowhere to be seen from where she stood in the middle of a marble foyer.

      It was always so cold…

      Her heartrate spiked as footsteps on the second floor echoed down for her to hear, the click-clack of dangerously high heels counting down the clock towards a deadline she couldn’t meet.

      They were always so cold…

      Just as her parents walked past her, barely formed shadows that didn’t spare her a second glance, a knock reverberated around the foyer and Faye woke up, the fist on her bedroom door more insistent than before.

      Raef, however, was silent on the other side of the door while she sat up, her eyes puffy and sore. She didn’t acknowledge him, turning over in bed with the blankets over her head to do the only thing she knew in these situations.

      Hide.

      She expected him to leave, but when the thump of his sitting back against the door registered, she exhaled shakily, mentally repeating the very thing he told her that swung with a double-edged blade of reassurance and regret:

      It’s not real. None of it is real.
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      Raef gave her a break after that.

      She couldn’t be sure if it was because she succeeded in forcing him out of her dream, or pity over the state it left her in. Faye wanted it to be the former, to be proud of herself, but the glass door of self-doubt she always walked into wouldn’t let her take her prize. It sat just on the other side where she could see it, but always out of reach.

      A rumble of thunder forewarned her of an imminent downpour on her way to see if the days of detox had worked. She was beyond grateful for the large hood on her parka when the first condemning drops hit the top of her head with a sudden, heavy patter a few moments later.

      It should be up around here, she reminded herself in a daze, mind absent since she’d woken up from their shared dream two nights ago.

      It had taken more out of her than she was expecting. A near constant fatigue sat on her shoulders, slowing her as it hugged her with too much force to be welcoming. She thought it might be anemia. That was always her mother’s first guess as she waved away her excuses to not attend a Covenant soiree or networking event.

      She was sure there were some iron tablets at the back of her cupboards. They’d have to do. Otherwise, she’d waste even more time than just the last two days of burnout.

      The wind shifted as she took a turn on autopilot, blowing the rain into her face and making the hood she’d been so grateful for redundant in an instant.

      Raef wouldn’t stay patient forever, no one ever did.

      Her attempt at eating still swimming in her stomach hardened to lead at the thought of him. An unfair reaction, she told herself, but one she couldn’t stop at the thought of him seeing too far into her mind to where festering serpents coiled around each other in a writhing pit of unspoken truths and frustration.

      Had he seen them all?

      It was a question she’d asked herself repeatedly and still had no answer for as she stepped over a gnarly root that was curved just high enough to trip her had she not been watching where she was going.

      He’d seen her in far more embarrassing dreams, but something about him piecing together fragments of her life back in Covenant society through her dreams embarrassed her more.

      She was driving herself half mad with the thought that all her dreams had been set on that icy stage before he pulled the curtains on it with an interlude of affection. If he saw how… privileged her life had been, how fine it was on the surface, and still he somehow knew she wasn’t able to handle it to the point he needed to hide her own dreams from her.

      It was a ridiculous detail to fixate on, as was the gloominess she was left with. A stone scuffed the toe of her shoe when it proved more deeply embedded in the ground than she was anticipating, causing her to stumble half a step.

      How embarrassing.

      And now Raef knew it too.

      The rain grew heavier as she walked, the earthen pathway turning muddy under her boots and splashing up the hem of her dress. She wasn’t in the right clothes for trekking through the woods, but she’d offered to go when he mentioned going himself to put some distance between them and maybe, just maybe, fall into a ditch along the way.

      He’d been annoyingly present since that night. Unintrusive as he stayed indoors due to the bad weather, it was still impossible not to notice him when his influence clung to her no matter where she moved, and his presence filled her cottage to the point she couldn’t ignore him.

      She needed space away from him. From the way he was gradually filling a void in her life that frightened her to possibly see empty again.

      Eventually coming to a stop before the tree Raef had marked at some point, Faye took a deep breath as droplets of water fell from the furry ruff onto her face and down her neck. A shiver of damp ran through her from where her long sleeves stuck to her skin as the rain saturated the material exposed by her coat.

      Ew, she sighed to herself. She was in for a miserable walk home.

      That fact was only compounded by the familiar, damning pain that surfaced the moment she stepped up to the tree and touched the missing bark across the trunk. Fleshy, pale sapwood pulsed under her palm with a commiserating heat that did nothing but make her defeat denser. Impossible to ignore.

      Fail.

      In a burst of hot frustration, Faye stomped in the wet mud like a child. She had no more room inside her to turn it inward. It felt good, so she did it again and again. Every splash of muddy water and hot tear that mingled with the rainwater on her cheeks helped dispel her disappointment before she folded over into a crouch so she could bury her face in her knees.

      Hovering memories of censure and panic brought on by the dreams behind the curtains Raef constructed tried to infiltrate her composure once again. They scratched and pecked and clawed, her own bark growing thinner and more brittle the more they tried.

      “Breathe,” she whispered to herself, the word muffled by her knees. The vibration, however, was soothing in its own way as it passed through her chest and encouraged her heart to beat slower. With enough room to exhale, she turned her face up towards the kraken-cruel skies above her.

      Help me.

      The clouds didn’t answer in their turmoil, or they didn’t know the answer either.

      The mountain before her seemed unscalable. Flat-faced and smooth, there were no footholds for her to grip onto. She slid to the bottom every time she tried, hardly making it up halfway before she inevitably ended up exactly where she started. Sitting in the mud with new bruises from the fall.

      Her coat suddenly felt too tight, too constricting. A straitjacket she’d often feared her parents would put her in like those terrifying old Hollywood films when someone didn’t fit the mold. They probably wished they had too, a Forsaken in the family too big a scandal for a few large donations to cover.

      Fumbling with the zipper, she shrugged the rain-logged parka off her shoulders for it to fall to the ground with a wet squelch. The relief was indescribable as she closed her eyes while the rain dissolved her snowballing worries.

      Goosebumps formed on her skin, but it wasn’t from the cold. It was from the same instinct that stopped an animal grazing despite seeing or hearing nothing. The weight of eyes on her.

      The lack of heat and sultry caresses common of Raef’s influence excluded it from being him, causing Faye’s heart to stutter while her eyelids trembled beneath the force she was exerting to keep them closed.

      They won eventually, cracking open into the bleary, rain-hazed gloom of winter.

      She wasn’t alone.

      But that wasn’t Raef.

      Blond hair that should’ve been darkened by the rain remained golden and dry, the owner sitting cross-legged in front of her, observing her breakdown. Her breath hitched, but a blink later, and there was no one there. Not even an imprint of where he sat.

      She rubbed her eyes, wiping away the water to see clearer. Her mind must’ve been playing tricks on her, condensing into an unknown, faceless third party that always scared her throughout life.

      “You know, you’re supposed to wear the coat for it to keep you dry.” Her eyes snapped up to where Raef was standing in front of her. It was disconcerting, the way he was standing exactly where she thought she saw another man seconds before.

      “Huh?” It was a lame response and caused his dark brows to furrow. Unfazed by the rain himself, he crouched in front of her.

      “Are you hurt?” He dipped his gaze down what he could see of her body, rivulets of water running down the bridge of his nose and gathering in the dip of his bottom lip before he held up four fingers. “How many am I holding?”

      He breathed out sharply when she still didn’t answer, Faye more distracted by watching this man, this Daemon, mentally debate whether to touch her to check on her or not. Ruffling the back of his head, Raef muttered something under his breath, that same rumbling language that suited his accent that she could never place.

      “Hey, Faye.” He finally relented, gripping her shoulder as heat bled from his hand into her chilled body. “Are you even listening to me? Trust you to be the first person to ever ignore me when I’m actually trying to get your attention.” Puffing out his chest, his hand shifted from her shoulder to her chin. “Your skin is freezing, what possessed you to take your coat off?”

      “S’too tight,” she muttered weakly, dropping her eyes to where his trucker jacket was doing nothing to stop his shirt from sticking to his defined chest. He grunted at her response, clicking his tongue before shifting a little closer so he could hook his arms behind her back and knees to lift her effortlessly.

      “As if.” Tucking her into his chest, Faye tried not to be swayed by the pillow his pectoral provided when he left her coat in the mud and turned back home. “A pint-sized gremlin like you could probably fit into a sleeve and be comfortable. You’re telling me that coat didn’t fit?”

      Whatever image he meant to give her, wriggling in an oversized sleeve probably wasn’t it. It made her snort, drawing his attention back down to her as his longer strides ate up the distance faster than she could.

      “It was uncomfortable,” she tried again, the Daemon lowering his head to hear her quietly spoken words. “Felt like I was being suffocated.”

      “Hm.” Raef came to a stop halfway back to set her down on her feet. Ah, she could walk. Despite his initial concern, she wasn’t actually hurt. Not physically, anyway. But he stopped her from continuing when he shrugged off his own jacket to pull over her shoulders silently. “That better?”

      “But you—” She started, squeaking when he bent over to scoop her back up easily. “Don’t argue, just wear it.” She pressed her lips closed, the all-encompassing heat and smell of her Daemon housemate surrounding her while his influence settled comfortably on her lap.

      They fell into silence for the remainder of the trip back, Faye having given up resisting and planting her cheek on his chest as he walked. His heart beat slowly under her cheek, a strong pump that seemed to control his influence the way the moon controlled the tides.

      When she closed her eyes to concentrate on it, she was sure she could feel the ebb and flow of it around her. Retreating marginally in the time between beats before returning with every pump of that powerful muscle. It was so subtle she hadn’t noticed it before but found herself transfixed on it now.

      She might’ve tricked herself into thinking his influence was a separate entity attached to him, but it was clear that it was part of him, an extension of his being. One that sought her out while she worked, a weaving cat that tripped her up with exasperating arousal while at the same time, encasing her heart in fondness.

      Looking up at his face now, she wondered if he knew. Surely, he did, she huffed to himself, he’s had a lifetime to master it.

      That only gave rise to more questions of how he ended up trapped in a book.

      “Stare any harder, and you might burn a hole in my face.” A blush burst across her cheeks when she was caught staring. Raef’s dark eyes fell to hers, a brow quirking in amusement when she gaped at him like a fish.

      Very attractive, she groaned to herself, slamming her mouth shut to get rid of the image.

      “Sorry.” She lowered her eyes, feeling his chest expand on an inhale while she buried her face deeper into his jacket. The gate creaked when he pulled it open with one hand, their journey complete. Faye was surprised by how disappointed she was by the fact, insulated and warm despite how soaked they both were.

      The front door followed, until they were both creating puddles on the floor around them but still, he didn’t put her down. When she looked up at him to gauge his reason, she was met by a perplexed expression. A subtle frown and downturned mouth, he exhaled when he finally lowered her to her feet slowly.

      Suddenly aware of the silence, Faye clutched the sides of the jacket closer to her before remembering it wasn’t hers. Loathe to part with the comforting smells and lively warmth, she pulled it off her shoulders to hand it back to him, leaving her in her soaked dress that clung to every inch of her and reminded her of just how cold she’d been.

      Faye was pinned under his dark gaze, that preternatural magnetism he possessed changing the form of his body to something far more dangerous than what had just carried her home in the rain. Something that would chase her, hunt her down. Something she’d be more than willing to be caught by.

      She watched the path of his eyes as they travelled down her body. They stalled on her chest, her prodigious breasts suddenly feeling much too heavy without his touch. His hands were large, perfectly sized to fondle them, but she shoved the thought from her mind as his influence crept up her stomach to knead them knowingly.

      “You should get changed.” A guttural rasp had taken hold of his voice when he spoke, chasing away the cold damp in her body to replace it with molten words. “Humans die far too easily when they get caught in bad weather.”

      Something undefinable flashed behind the potent whiskey of his eyes.

      Die?

      That was a little overdramatic. It obviously showed on her face, as did everything, before she stopped herself from refuting that claim. Before he was imprisoned, humans did die of illnesses easily cured today. A fever could be fatal and being caught in the rain the first damning step towards death.

      “Not if I get these wet clothes off soon,” she reassured him, folding his jacket over his forearm herself to steal one last greedy feel of the virile heat pumping off his body. “You should shower too,” she added on a whim, his expression shifting marginally from concern to something darker.

      “Together?” It was said as a joke, but his expression was anything but as he took half a step closer to her. That was all it took for his presence to overwhelm her. Half a step until her neck needed to crane back to meet his eyes and her vision was obscured entirely by the breath of his shoulders and chest.

      “No offense, but I don’t think we’d both fit.” She played along, even as his fingers found the cool metal zip at the top of her spine and tugged it down slowly for her. Every crackle of metal threatened to steal her breath before his rich chuckle snatched it from her lungs, his knuckles grazing her bare skin.

      “I see you’re feeling better, sweetheart.”

      There he goes again with those damned pet names. They were enough to soak her underwear with the rumbling affection that contradicted such a rough voice. It made them more depraved, hiding filth in sweetness, and Faye was secretly addicted to them.

      Sick of focusing on his chest, she lifted her eyes to his once more, water making his messy hair less fluffy as it fell into his eyes and shrouded them in shadows.

      “Go now, before I prove you wrong.”

      Her stomach flipped at the insinuation, a braver part of her considering telling him to put his money where his mouth was. That was before sense slapped her with the reminder that she wasn’t supposed to be trying to fuck her Daemon housemate, she was supposed to be trying to free him.

      Making her escape, she spun to cross the short distance to the bathroom, leaving a trail of water in her wake.

      “And remember, Faye.” He stopped her with his words, the witch looking back to where he still stood handsome and ridiculously seductive in the middle of the living room. “Lock the door.”
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      This was a new low, even for him.

      Rafael pointedly tried to ignore the tightness in his pants. When that failed, he directed a scathing glare to his obvious erection while he disappeared back out into the rain.

      She’d been crying. She’d been upset and still, his mind somehow found the quickest detour into depravity. It was fucked up, he grizzled to himself as his boots splashed on the muddy path back the way they came.

      But Maker, it felt good to talk to her again.

      That was a slap in the face to realize, for as reticent a person as he was.

      Maybe that was what gave him the boner. Not the tears, or her soaked appearance, which was an entirely different fantasy he didn’t need fueled, but the bridge she’d lowered for him to cross after days of marooning herself in sorrow.

      That was fucking problematic.

      Clicking his tongue, Rafael tasted rainwater when he ran his tongue over his bottom lip distractedly. Irritation borne of unsatiated arousal had him dragging a hand roughly through his hair, pushing the drenched strands out of his face.

      He didn’t need to cross that bridge to her little island, he didn’t need to follow her trail when the ache didn’t lessen when she went to check their chain. He didn’t need to worry about his captor and yet, seeing her huddled under that tree had him halfway across that rickety bridge before he knew it.

      He blamed his instinct.

      That stupidly blind influence that trailed her like a smitten dog. It was far easier to say it was instinct than it was choice, and Daemon or not, Rafael was too much of a coward to look deeper into the latter.

      No, he shook the thought away distastefully.

      He knew how to make difficult choices; he knew he was capable. Telling her to lock the bathroom door, for instance, when all he wanted to do was finish the job he’d started and strip her entirely. Feast on her in the shower and force every thought that had driven her onto that island out of her pretty little head with pleasure.

      His cock twitched, a grunt leaving the Daemon as he stopped a short distance from where he found her.

      What was he even doing there? He groaned, having unintentionally wandered the entire way back to the perimeter of their chain in his effort to escape temptation.

      Residual emotion tarnished the area, filling his mouth with what was left of Faye’s emotions. They’d been strong, incredibly potent to still be lingering somewhere she physically wasn’t.

      Bitter self-doubt, rancid disappointment, the scalding burn of stress, they all remained in the air, layering one on top of the other. No wonder she was upset. Anyone would crumble under that many emotions.

      But as he stopped in front of the tree, just within the limit of their bond, he tasted something else.

      Weaker than the others that overwhelmed his senses, an airy flavor whispered over his tongue. What was that? An emotion he’d never tasted before? Impossible…

      He planted a hand on the closest trunk, leaning forward to find it again. Horniness was clouding his mind, fixated on catching what he’d locked onto as prey. If it couldn’t be her, it had to be this one thing she felt while thinking about him.

      Where did it go? He growled to himself, eyes flashing in victory when he caught it once again, trapping it between his teeth so he could taste it leisurely without it being overridden by those other flavors.

      It tasted like home.

      Nostalgia slammed into him, to the nectar and starlight of his creation. A guiding hand of one older than him, who he had now outlived several times over. He relaxed his jaw to let the taste settle on his tongue, sinking into his tastebuds while he tried to define it.

      Relief, mixed with gratitude, sprinkled with wonder, and surrounded by hope. From Faye, towards him.

      A jolt raced up his spine, his emblems pulsing with awareness, and his cock felt heavier in his pants. The emotion disappeared down his throat with one measly swallow, the incubus already hooked.

      His hand found the front of his pants to adjust himself, the touch making him shudder. He stalled, resolve nonexistent as he pulled out his cock. Stroking it once, twice, until he lost count, the memory of that taste and the woman who experienced it convinced him to keep going.

      His eyelids grew heavy while he watched his larger hand work expertly over the thick length already weeping precum, imagining it was smaller, paler, hers.

      When was the last time he’d gotten off alone? He wondered distractedly, swiping his thumb over the slit. Pleasure wracked his body, a tremendous shiver catching his breath when he imagined how her tongue might feel doing the same thing. Maker, when was the last time he’d gotten off at all?

      Faye’s hazel eyes met his when his eyelids dropped closed, her face framed in soaked curls he wanted to bury his hands in. The memory of her soft body pressed into his when he carried her had his skin beneath his shirt burning. It tingled, making him want to touch it or better yet, be touched by her. Not in a dream, but in reality.

      When he came, thick spurts of cum painting the muddy ground, Rafael’s mind blanked. He lost himself momentarily in the high of orgasm. How good it felt expanding beneath his skin until it exploded in a low groan that was lost in the rain.

      “Shit…” He panted, eyelids lifting with some effort to find himself in the same place as before and not with Faye in her shower. The shower he was under was cold and damning, washing away the evidence of his release slower than he liked.

      He’d crossed that bridge onto Faye’s island only to defile it, marking his territory like some rutting animal. He couldn’t help it, the taste of his own pleasure blanketing everything else around him and smothering that single emotion she experienced that he still couldn’t define.

      The taste of his own pleasure sat like oil on water in his mouth, the incubus unable to absorb his own emotions even as he shoved his still hard cock back into his pants despite already feeling the hungry gnaw to jerk off again. Sense returned to him lethargically, his throat dry when he swallowed.

      He’d definitely sank to a new low when he decided to leave his own isolated island ruined and desiccated by his presence, to take up residence on hers.

      It was only a matter of time before he destroyed that too.
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      It didn’t go away.

      This… desire.

      It clung to him, encouraging him to jerk off at the drop of a hat to experience a moment of mindless bliss that he deceived himself in thinking would dull the edge. That one more time would be enough to stop his body from reacting so strongly to Faye.

      It never did. Surprising in how unsurprised he was when he once again found himself biting into the hem of his sweater to muffle his moans as he rubbed himself raw in the middle of the night to the thought of Faye while she slept.

      She’d been dutifully guarding her subconscious from him, the door that always presented itself to him only needing a light breeze for him to open. He never did. She was holding up her end of the deal as much as she could, he wasn’t about to intentionally sabotage her.

      But this was getting ridiculous.

      He was like a horny whelp after accidentally seeing a woman naked for the first time. That obsessive attraction to everything about her was driving him insane. To the point that even her clothes were making him struggle.

      Maker. Rafael wanted to burn her entire wardrobe. He probably would have too, had sense not reminded him that he’d be in an even worse situation than mindlessly jerking off each night with the scatter-brained little menace naked.

      There was a clash of sophisticated chaos and primal wildness about the way she dressed that he couldn’t get out of his head. It called to a time when he would’ve had her up against a tree, deep within the forest, dragging the skirts of those damn dresses high enough to sink into her and ruin her for any other. Where he would ravage her with teeth and claws and pleasure so devastating that only he was fit to have her.

      He came in his hand, cum leaking down to his wrist as he forced himself to stop stroking. Panting, he dragged his forearm across his damp forehead. He needed to clean up. The thought had him groaning even as he sat up and made a beeline for the bathroom to wash his hands.

      He eyed the shower contemplatively as he soaked them under the faucet, the soap frothing under the ferocity of his scrubbing. His idea to shower was dismissed by the twitch of his cock still pressing against his pants.

      No.

      Seriously, fuck her lack of self-awareness. How casually she’d stood before him in a dress so saturated that it became a second skin. She didn’t realize how revealing it was, how it clung to her thighs and dipped into her bellybutton he was suddenly desperate to kiss.

      The girl had no sense of safety, and that innocence only aggravated his desire to corrupt it.

      Wide awake, he fell back on the sofa with an exhale. He wasn’t getting any sleep tonight, that was for sure. The fire had died out a while ago, the last embers still clinging to life, and Rafael considered restarting it just to have something to do.

      Something to do other than anticipating Faye’s new nightly routine.

      As if on cue, her bedroom door creaked open. Rafael told himself not to look, forbade himself from acknowledging her presence.

      The moment the witch woke up and decided she needed a glass of water in the middle of the night was the moment he wondered if she wasn’t one of his female counterparts; a succubus sent to torture him.

      Stay thirsty, he wanted to snap at her, even as his eyes meandered towards her of their own free will. It was as if he hadn’t just gotten off minutes before.

      Wispy material of a near translucent white held her curves, the illusion of a ghostly apparition disrupted by the way she padded on bare toes to avoid as much of the chilly floor as possible on her way to the kitchen.

      She caught him staring, her poor survival instincts making her halt instead of rushing into the kitchen out of his sight. He knew how he looked, hair unruly and face flushed from exertion. He knew she could smell sex in the air, and still she stalled long enough for his influence to wind its way around her slight form and refuse to leave.

      “Would you like some tea?” she finally asked.

      That wasn’t a glass of water. Rafael had been mentally prepared to refuse a glass of water.

      Fuck.

      She must’ve been cold and needed the tea to ward off the chill, he mused, noting the shawl draped over her shoulders for warmth. For as cozy as her cottage was, it was still winter, and she was all alone in that big bed of hers.

      His dick stirred anew.

      Why did he think there’d be plants in there too? Her favorites, even if she claimed to love them all equally. The ones she wanted to see when she first woke up in the morning. In place of a lover, she directed her sleepy smiles and soft waking noises to them.

      Rafael was fucking envious of a few flowers. He was certifiable at this point.

      “Sure,” he answered without thinking, his mind more pleasantly focused on the image of sleepy arousal that would have him fucking her in the early morning sunlight if he was in that bed with her.

      It was clear she hadn’t been expecting him to agree. Neither had he.

      Faye blinked, doe-eyes round with surprise. The thought of backpedaling evaporated as soon as it arose in his mind when a bright smile lit her face and made his stomach tighten with shocking attraction.

      Maker, help him…

      Pushing himself up to stand, he followed the moon beam trails of her nightdress into the kitchen, ducking to avoid some of the hanging baskets that weren’t so height friendly that he could walk beneath them.

      The hiss of the tap filled the silence as she filled the cast iron teapot, the incubus taking a seat at the small two-seater table awkwardly. The chair groaned, the weight of his power putting pressure on the wooden joints while he continued to drink his fill of her greedily.

      She fluttered here and there, the moon’s light saturating the room in an ethereal white glow that reminded him of times gone by where firelight and stars were all one could hope to illuminate the dark. Such light was made for women.

      Gentle, intimate, warm. Painful if handled incorrectly and powerful when allowed to grow.

      Yes, he mused to himself as the burden that daylight brought seemed to melt from her shoulders, this light was made for her. It turned everything quiet and dreamy. The mismatched mugs she pulled from sage cupboards stained in silver, the dry bushels of herbs a muted grey as they hung amidst her several hanging pots.

      If her dress was the moonlight, then her hair was the fire. Tumbling down her back in thick tresses mussed by sleep, he absorbed it all. Every detail carefully noted so that one day, perhaps centuries in the future, he might revisit this moment when the loneliness became too much once again.

      “Milk and honey?” she asked, looking over her shoulder at him, none the wiser to his musings.

      “Uh, I guess?” He didn’t know how he liked his tea. But he’d seen her put it in her own like clockwork every day. Maybe he’d surprise himself and actually like it.

      Sending him a quizzical look, she didn’t say anything as she turned back to fix their mugs. The aroma of the tea sweetened by honey filled his nose when she placed the mug in front of him and, instead of disappearing back into her room like he thought she would, sat across from him.

      Now what? He cleared his throat, still sensitive to the taste of her emotions as they settled in his mouth and forcing him to try to distract himself from them with a mindless sip of the tea, only for it to scald his equally sensitive tongue.

      Don’t make a face, he bade himself as he lowered the mug and forcefully swallowed the burning liquid, his tongue on fire. He caught the tremble of her bottom lip that she tried to hide behind the rim of her own mug, but meeting her eye seemed to crack her delicate hold.

      Dissolving into a peel of laughter, Rafael tried to look unfazed.

      “You really can’t handle hot things, can you?”

      She was taking far too much enjoyment out of this. He gaped at her mutely, his tongue still sore and ego bruised at the insinuation that he couldn’t handle something as pitiful as a hot drink. “I—” A retort didn’t come easy, the gleam of tears in the corner of her eyes distracting him. Mercifully, she wiped them away, the incubus crossing his arms petulantly. “Since when is lava anyone’s drink of choice?”

      “Oh c’mon.” She dared to dismiss his statement with a roll of her eyes and, as if to prove herself right, took a long sip of her own tea easily.

      “Am I wrong?” he pushed stubbornly.

      “Yep!”

      Rafael didn’t think a human had ever disagreed with him, on anything. Big or small. It went against everything an incubus was designed to be. The thought silenced him as he looked away in a huff. He didn’t know how to respond to opposition.

      “Are you sulking?” she asked on a giggle, craning her head to the side in an attempt to get a better look at his face. He shot her a sideways glare, unimpressed.

      “No.” He was lying, naturally. But she didn’t need to know that. “Considering the only drinks you’ve ever given me have either been lava or rotten detoxes, I take my life in my hands every time I drink them.”

      Sniffing incorrigibly at the suffering he’d been made to endure, he leaned back in his seat, refusing to acknowledge the still steaming mug until it had cooled to a more manageable temperature. In the meantime, a slice of citrus burst on his tongue with her indignation.

      “You can’t compare my tea, which is delicious, thank you very much, to those detoxes.” Her cheeks puffed as she spoke, turning everything about her soft and round in her frustration. He refused to admit he liked the backtalk.

      “Oh?” He wasn’t supposed to be fueling the conversation, but his mouth had taken on a mind of its own, like the rest of his body. “And why aren’t they the same?”

      “For one—” She lifted up a finger, the delicate length tipped with short nails. “Tea is for pleasure, detoxes are for… detoxing.” Rafael arched a brow silently at her flustered words while she continued. “Secondly, tea does its job in making you feel warm and relaxed. Those detoxes… they didn’t do their job. They were useless.”

      His ears pricked on the nuance of disappointment in her tone. He hadn’t even tasted it before realizing. Was that why she was so upset when he found her in the rain, because the detoxes hadn’t severed their chain?

      “And?” he rumbled, suddenly uncomfortable with the idea that her distress had somehow been related to him, inadvertently or not. “Apart from the war crime you committed in making me drink them in the first place, them not working isn’t the end of the world.”

      “But—” She began hotly, catching herself as she dropped her gaze into her mug, avoiding him when before she’d been so cheerfully trying to see his face. He didn’t like it. “But it might be, if I run out of time.”

      Time? The question had only risen in his mind when the memory of their month-long deal reminded him of the answer. Manually loosening his jaw from clenching so he wouldn’t grind his teeth, he decided to give his lava another try.

      Not as hot, but hardly enjoyable even if the flavor was pleasant.

      There was a sense of doom in her words, that the end of their month together would be the end of her. He didn’t know much about how the Covenant had evolved since the Necromancer turned everything on its head, but he was fairly certain his word remained law.

      They wouldn’t dare lay a finger on her.

      Still, his suspicions around her isolation from the rest of her kind rose in him once more. For as many weeks as he’d been living here with her, he knew very few things about her. Even that was a stretch when he tried to recall anything she’d told him that he hadn’t deduced by himself.

      Her name. Her flowers.

      “Hey—” He started, unsure what he was planning to say. Reassure her? He wasn’t the best with words. Demand answers? He didn’t even know what he wanted to ask her. In the end, he said nothing as she clutched her mug tight, fingers digging for the support she’d never find in ceramic.

      “Never mind that.”

      She steered them away from the topic with far more expertise than he’d been expecting. Exhaling sharply, she looked up at him finally, a determined set in her brow. “Do you remember what you told me in that dream?”

      Rafael blanched, blindsided by the question.

      His face gave nothing away as he sifted through the memory of her mouth on his, her thighs framing his lap, the shattered taste of pain when she pulled herself away from him.

      “I guess not.”

      She sighed, taking a measured gulp from her mug before setting it back down on the table.

      “If I shut the door, then you’d answer my questions.” Her fingers tapped nervously against the side of the mug. “I did that. And… I might not be good at it, but I learned to guard my subconscious like you asked when we made that deal in the first place.”

      It returned to him in an instant. He had hated the sadness that stung his tongue like salty tears in her dream. In that moment, he offered what he thought she wanted without thinking, what he could feasibly give her to wash away that terrible flavor.

      “I held up my end, so…”

      He gave her his word, and now the little witch was expecting him to follow through with it.

      Oh.

      Shit.
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      She held her breath as she waited for his reaction.

      Experience would tell her that explosions of anger or scathing accusations would be the expected reaction for putting him on the spot. History would suggest a passive dismissal that allowed the person to ignore her words entirely as they answered someone else.

      But Rafael did none of that.

      He just stared at her. Marbled where he sat as his once relaxed muscles tensed to granite. And then he exhaled, his head dipping woodenly into a nod. It appeared he wasn’t lying about taking his deals seriously. She felt bad for doubting him.

      “Straight to the point, that’s unlike you.” He laughed humorlessly, the sound void of the hot coals that usually turned it smokey and warm. Ignoring his jibe, Faye reached for the closest thing on the table, her saltshaker.

      Uncapping it, she poured it in a pile between them before flattening it out to create a blanket canvas of white. With her finger, she slowly began dragging it through the salt. Every stroke darkened Raef’s expression further, a storm looming above her as she kept her eyes fixed on the sigil she was drawing.

      Halfway through, the incubus finally snapped.

      Swiping his hand across the table, he destroyed the mark before she could complete it, a feral flame igniting his eyes with anger as he stared down at her from where he stood braced over the table.

      She was expecting this reaction, but proving she knew the mark of the Necromancer was the only way she could ensure he wouldn’t deny her hypothesis that he’d been the one to imprison him. From the ragged inhales and snarl twisting the Daemon’s lips, she’d struck a sore spot.

      “So, I was right.” She dusted her hands free of salt. “It was Marek.”

      Recoiling minutely, Raef pushed himself to stand at his full height, staring her down with an expression she hadn’t seen since they first became chained to each other. Fury.

      “You’ve been busier than I thought,” he growled. “Connecting dangerous dots you have no business knowing about.”

      “Don’t I?” Defending herself was the only option with an irate Daemon locked on her. Through it all, though, she didn’t feel in danger. Rather, he reminded her of a wounded animal swiping at anything that tried to approach it. So, she quietened, submitting but not giving in. “Magic is all about balance. Only something of equal power can neutralize a spell like this. How was I supposed to find something that powerful if I didn’t even know how it was created in the first place?”

      She ignored the way he bristled at her argument, the witch huffing while she pulled her feet up onto the chair to avoid the shattered ceramic of his forgotten mug that lay in pieces on the ground.

      He didn’t respond. Instead, he glared as a contradictory stroke of his influence crept up her arm and licked her pulse possessively, silently encouraging her. It stopped her from falling into old habits, where she backtracked or changed her wording to pacify the other person.

      “And your research involved snooping on dreams, did it?” he bit out, the tail-tip of his influence nuzzling her cheek while his eyes narrowed, sensing its betrayal.

      “Maybe,” she admitted reluctantly, her spine steeling at his insinuation. “But it was all I had to work with.”

      Whether it was the calmness she maintained in her voice, or the fact he knew she’d never really be a threat to him, some of the tension bled from his shoulders, his body still too tightly wound for him to sit even though she wished he would.

      “I knew he was powerful…” He flinched, averting his eyes away from hers. But he let her speak, which was all she could ask for. “But I didn’t know he was strong enough to trap a Daemon like you.”

      He might assume she meant his power, when in reality, she meant the cantankerous, reticent nature that made Raef unapproachable, if not for his influence. Surely, there were other, easier targets within the ranks of Daemons than one who was too old to fool and too mistrustful to befriend.

      “Wasn’t he affected by you?” That was one piece of the puzzle that still remained a mystery to her.

      His fist clenched, his influence instinctively tightening around her uncomfortably.

      “He was.” He admitted through gritted teeth. “But unlike most humans, he had no desire for other people. No lust that could be satisfied with sex or romance or companionship. All my influence did, was exacerbate the desire he had for power.”

      A pregnant silence fell over them and Raef, for once, was the first to crack under it.

      “And you knowing all this helps us how?” He growled, the table groaning under his grip as he tightened his fingers into the edge of it. “He’s dead. That’s what you told me.”

      She nodded her agreement, meeting his eyes that remained narrow and fiery. “Precisely.” She began gathering a few stray streaks of salt still left on the table into a neat pile, laying her thought process out for him to judge. “Which means that if it’s not his magic, then something else is maintaining the chain.”

      Raef remained stone stiff as he moved, gargoyle steps towards the sink so he could look out the window with his arms crossed, taking in her words. About to stand herself, panic rose marginally when she found herself rooted. The influence that had become so familiar to her over these past weeks had grown spikes, encompassing her in a coffin of thorns borne of his volatile emotions.

      One wrong move resulted in a painful prick, so she remained seated. Painful pleasure… she never knew it could be weaponized like that.

      “Go on.”

      Surprise wracked her as she twisted her head to look over at him, ignoring the overstimulating jab as she grazed the thorns. She hadn’t been expecting him to give her theory any credence so willingly.

      She was about to speak when a hiss of pleasure escaped her lips instead, a pulse of his influence digging those thorns deeper into her and drawing his attention back to where she sat hostage.

      Shock passed over his face, unaware of how his influence had morphed to reflect his tumultuous emotions and with his renewed control, its edges dulled and abated to a form she was accustomed to.

      For a moment, she was sure she saw shame reflect in his eyes before he turned back to the window.

      “This…” he cleared his throat thickly. “This was why I ended up in that book.”

      “Because of your effect on people?” She exhaled, finally able to move as the kitten soft fur of his influence returned with an apologetic nuzzle under her chin. She tried not to focus on it, despite being the topic of conversation, the arousal attached to its presence as potent as it was unstable.

      “Mm.” Was all he deigned to give her, but it was more than enough confirmation when she had anticipated his utter shut down.

      “Okay.” She dragged her finger through the small salt pile once more, creating two individual piles. “So, the sigil was created in an attempt to curb your influence. That still seems to be the case if we compare your effect on me to the people we came across in Craigmara.”

      Her eyes jumped between the two salt piles, not sure what she was looking for but certain there was something just under her nose. Barely outside her reach of understanding.

      Opening her hand, she traced the unknown sigil for the thousandth time. She knew it’s pattern intimately now. It was the last thing she saw before sleeping every night. She knew it so well and yet, had no idea what it represented.

      Raef had turned back to lean against the sink when she fell silent, his gaze heavy on the side of her face as she separated one of the salt piles into a third, forgotten variable she hadn’t considered.

      “With the intention of the spell being to trap your influence, and the binding rune acting as the chain, then all that remains is…” She trailed off in uncertainty, clarity catching like a match in a dark room that was far larger than she anticipated.

      Was it really that simple? The light flicked on, leaving her matchstick redundant.

      “I think you already know.” Her eyes snapped to his that were directed down at her palm before she closed it under his scrutiny. It ached from how tightly she clenched it, and Faye was annoyed with herself for taking so long to figure it out.

      “Your name.” She exhaled, catching the way the incubus stiffened out of the corner of her eye. “The other side of the coin is the name of the Daemon Marek wanted to imprison.”
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      His name.

      Faye stared unseeing at her notes. Her palm tingled from where her mind was constantly straying to the sigil branded on it.

      One question had been answered, but more remained. The most important being, what was his name, if not Raef?

      She wanted to ask the night they had tea together. It had been on her lips, waiting to fill the silence. But one glimpse at that faraway look in his eye stopped her. A jaded defeat surrounded him and, pushing her own curiosity aside, Faye gave him space with a feeble excuse about needing to get some sleep.

      He hadn’t said a word. If he heard her at all.

      Throughout that sleepless night, she heard him pace through the cottage. A creaky floorboard here, a weighted pause there. She felt like she was eavesdropping on a private conversation he was having with himself, the cottage too small to give him the space he deserved.

      He’d always appeared unaffected. A stalwart rock who had withstood the tides of time. But one conversation had revealed an unrelenting erosion, one he seemed to have given up fighting against.

      Sighing, her pen idly scratched a line under the note she’d make weeks before; like for like.

      It had only been a passing thought but was now integral to her theory. If only she’d made the connection sooner, she could’ve had weeks longer than she did now to work with it. Instead, she dismissed it in favor of reading the words of other, more accomplished witches.

      She clicked her tongue bitterly, pressing her pen into the paper until the ink saturated it enough to pierce. She needed to trust her gut more.

      Pulling over an intimidating tome pertaining to the history of the Covenant, a mere two pages spoke of the Necromancer directly. So little information for what was effectively the Cataclysm of their world.

      “Fair of face but disillusioned by the esteemed principles laid out at the signing of the Covenant, Marek, of unknown origins and lineage, sought the anthesis of the divine power derived from the natural world. In lieu of life and energy, death became the signature of his craft.”

      Death.

      It was one of the fundamentals of existence and therefore, of magic. It’s potency as a magical source was rooted in its definitiveness. For mortal practitioners, death was a certainty and with certainty, came power.

      But at what cost? Faye’s knee bounced, her hand mirroring it as it tapped her pen over the page. For as much theory as there was about death and magic, there was little, if any, practice for fear of trespassing onto a Daemon’s territory.

      The last Greater any witch wanted to incur the wrath of… was a Reaper.

      But Marek did.

      Looking back to the book, she continued reading.

      “By death he rose on the howl of a harbinger, dressed in the blood and bounty of Eons. So shall he rise, so shall he fall again, the chrysanthemums bloom heralding in the bane of eternity.”

      This was the version of the story she grew up with. A parable of the inevitability of death. Marek slaughtered one of death’s canine harbingers, placing himself on a plane of existence no mortal had ever known. But his greed for power, and the carnage that followed, drew the attention of another from beyond the veil between worlds. The Reaper whose hound failed to come home.

      Even Marek must’ve recognized the end when it came knocking. It must’ve been willful ignorance on the Covenant’s part then. For even she would’ve read the writing on the wall when Marek’s corpse was displayed upon that ancient treaty still stained in his blood to this day.

      They had been forsaken.

      Just like she was now.

      Tearing out a blank sheet of parchment, she got to work systemically unjumbling all the words in her mind into some version of a list.

      “If the power of death created it, then surely life can unmake it,” she muttered under her breath, drawing a line between the two parallels on the page.

      Jotting down everything she could think of in relation to both, Faye hit a snag when she paused in automatically placing the moon in opposition to the sun’s life. Maybe she was going about this the wrong way. Things weren’t always as black and white as her mind might suggest. She groaned, crumpling up the page to start again.

      Maybe life and death as the cornerstones of her theory were too broad.

      Leaning back with both hands behind her head to stretch, her moon calendar caught her attention from the corner of her eye where it was haphazardly pinned to the side of her bookshelf.

      The sun might nurture life, but the moon showed the uncertainty of it. Her constantly shifting phases, the ebb and flow of magic like the tides she controlled. If magic rooted in death was defined by certainty, then magic from the moon was its polar opposite.

      A spider diagram turned linear when she connected life with the moon, the moon with her Goddess, and her Goddess with a witch’s magic. Faye’s magic.

      But would that be enough to neutralize the binding spell?

      Standing, she pulled the calendar down. Raef had given her a month, and if a full moon prefixed their chain, then a full moon just might end it once and for all.

      She had to let him know.

      This was the first real attempt she could see working. Not only that, but part of her also wanted to reassure him that the information he imparted wasn’t for naught. She gathered everything she’d been using thus far in her arms, a bundle far larger than she anticipated, as she scrambled out of the apothecary.

      She didn’t need to look far, bumping into him as soon as she left the room while he was on his way out. Walking into an unyielding figure was nothing like the movies. She didn’t stumble back daintily, she winded herself from walking into him too fast and fully.

      He did steady her, she’d give the movies that when he looked down at her with a guarded confusion as he squeezed her elbow subconsciously. She coughed, trying to regain her breath.

      “Raef! Just the man I wanted to see.” She smiled up at him, excitement bubbling under her skin and making her as jumpy as a freshly caught frog. “I have an idea.”

      His expression barely shifted, a suspicious squint telling her loud and clear; you’ve said that before. Those detoxes really did a number on his trust issues. “I see,” was what he settled on, taking in the numerous sheets of paper stacked any which way and the frizz of her flyaway curls framing her face.

      “It’s thanks to you,” she added, his frame stiffening before he could make his escape. Taken by surprise, her smile softened when his eyes snapped to hers. “I probably would’ve kept running around like a headless chicken without your help, so I’m grateful.”

      “Grateful?” He echoed her as if to ensure he heard her right, his hand dragging down his mouth and jaw. Was he… flustered? His influence tiptoed up her spine with an extra bounce, corroborating her assumption. How… adorable.

      “Do you want to see what I’ve come up with?” Dropping her own gaze, it was her turn to be frazzled. “Two heads are better than one, right?” she added, nervous laughter hitching when his muscles relaxed, a minute detail she’d hardly have noticed if she wasn’t so painfully attuned to his every move.

      His nod was equally faint when she glanced up at him warily. He waited until she was looking, though. That was all the confirmation Faye needed.

      “I’ll put on a pot of tea, then.” She shifted around him, beckoning him to follow with her entire body since her hands were still occupied. “We can talk while it brews.”

      Raef was frozen when she looked back to check where he was, staring after her like she’d somehow sprouted ten heads and all of them were asking if he preferred boxers or briefs. Eventually, he followed her, the once chasm-wide distance between them folding in half with his decision.

      “So long as it’s not hotter than the surface of the sun…” he grumbled to her bright smile. “Less honey, extra milk.”
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      Air bubbles popped where Rafael exhaled, his face half-submerged in the lake as he avoided Faye. He was not hiding from her, he reminded himself for the tenth time that hour.

      A tense ball had taken up residence in his chest cavity, bouncing against his ribcage, the vibrations making it impossible to relax. All because she was getting closer. Too close.

      To his name. To his past. To the one mistake out of a laundry list of many that he could never be forgiven for.

      The sun stung his eyes where it reflected off the crystal surface of the lake, sending him under to escape it. Escape the light and what it might expose of him to her. Drowning felt less suffocating than that, even as his lungs began to complain.

      Holding his breath for longer, pushing himself, the water blurring his vision deceived his mind with distorted images caught within the pillars of light that pierced the surface.

      Marek. His brothers who perished because of him. Faye.

      His wings spread out behind him fluidly, one powerful beat keeping him submerged where his arms would swim to the surface. When would this battle end? Dark energy swirled around his hands and forearms, crawling up his arms in a cursed spectacle of his influence before gradually fading into the tan of his shoulders.

      If she got any closer, that power would stain her too.

      His lungs were on fire, burning for air he refused to give them the same way he denied his body sustenance. But eventually, the tension of the rope between both sides subsided, and he broke the surface with a ragged inhale.

      And what was waiting for him… was the emotions of someone who wasn’t his annoying little redhead. Someone else. Someone at the cottage.

      He was out of the lake, stalking through the forest before he realized, catching sight of her wet curls through the trees. She wasn’t alone, though. A man stood on the porch with her.

      Rafael bristled.

      Her emotions were crisper as he came closer. Red swam in his vision at the discomfort she was trying to suppress, a foul taste chasing it as self-reproach filled her for feeling it in the first place.

      Who was this fucker?

      The incubus slowed as he approached the gate, his movement catching both their attention.

      The man looked as surprised as Rafael felt. It covered his tongue in fluff, an irritable wispiness before a glint of mistrust sharpened the taste. He thought Rafael was a threat.

      The insult fired his blood, the wooden gate complaining under his grip when he opened it, sparing the human a glance before it stayed fixed on Faye. His jaw ticked at the spike in his attraction, his influence barreling past the man to surround her possessively.

      Cheeks flushed and hair damp from her shower, it reminded him too much of how she’d looked coming in from the rain. An image he’d gotten himself off to time and again in the days since. Maybe the human would be better to focus on, the tightness growing in his pants making him aware of his surge in arousal.

      “Ach, sorry lass. Didn’t know ye had company. That’s on me for coming without letting ye know.” The man finally broke his silence, clearing his throat when he was inevitably struck by the pheromones swimming around them all.

      He was attractive, well-built for a human and swimming in the laid-back arrogance that told Rafael he was used to being liked.

      “It’s alright, Calder,” Faye trilled, nervousness making her voice higher pitched. “I’m sorry you had to come all this way.”

      “Ach wheesht, yer the one doin’ me a favor, next time I’ll call, if ye’ll give me yer number.”

      Rafael’s eyes narrowed, number of… what? His curiosity grew when Faye jumped, animated like a startled rabbit hopping here and there as she rushed to find something just inside the door. That gave them enough time to eye each other, the incubus with unguarded suspicion and the human with a confused lust Rafael was surprised to taste him trying to resist.

      “Never met any of Faye’s friends before, nice to meet ye.”

      “Do we look like friends?” he answered before the human, Calder, had even finished talking.

      “Family?”

      Rafael scoffed, crossing his arms over his bare chest. That didn’t even warrant a response.

      The color had just deepened on Calder’s face, his navy eyes darkening at the prolonged exposure to his pheromones when Faye returned with a square piece of paper.

      “Here, um, I forget to charge my phone a lot, but I’ll try to listen out.”

      Was this some kind of weird, human courtship ritual? He’d seen birds giving equally insignificant items to each other. He watched covetously as Calder folded the paper and put it in his back pocket. Suddenly, he wanted a piece of paper. A better piece, a bigger piece. He tried not to sulk at the reality that he likely wouldn’t receive one.

      “And think on what I said earlier, aye? I’ll be in touch.”

      Maker, he proposed. That number, then… was it her bride price?

      Rafael exhaled hard, trying to keep his expression void. That’s how he remembered humans working the last time he was on earth. An offer of marriage, a dowry before the woman was carted off to a new home altogether.

      This was Faye’s home. Yes. That’s what he directed the sudden flare of anger towards.

      His glare was frigid as Calder passed him with a wave back to Faye and a polite nod to him. Rafael smirked at the redness of his face; the clench of his fist that told the incubus just how hard he was trying not to reach out to him.

      Calder’s grin faltered when their eyes met, the color draining from his face as an unknown threat popped the façade of arousal to reveal the predator beneath, making the human realize he was in danger.

      It’d be so easy to seduce him away from her…

      He stopped the descent of his thoughts, shaking himself out of it as Calder’s scent was gradually replaced with Faye’s who stood awkwardly on the threshold.

      “You were in the lake again,” she commented politely, wringing her fingers as he made his way past her.

      Grunting, he stalled by her. His influence stubbornly clung to her and for once, he understood why. Bracing his hand above her head on the doorframe, he watched her crane her head up to meet his gaze.

      “I hope you gave him a number he can’t afford.”

      “Pardon?” Faye’s brows fell in confusion.

      “Don’t let him wheedle it down, understood?”

      “Raef, what are you—”

      “And there are always other options, better options.” His hand found its way under her head, fingers spearing the damp locks.

      “It’s just my number.” She smiled, barely concealing the small shiver that clouded his mind further. “Do you want it too?”

      Against his better judgement, Rafael blushed. His cheeks heated despite himself, and he felt himself swallow around a nod.

      Fucking hell, did she go around giving her number to everyone? She was more innocent than he thought. But obviously, the number was too high if no one had taken her up on it yet. Their loss. Besides, he was proud she didn’t sell herself short.

      When she slipped out from under his arm to bend over the small notepad on the table by the door, he waited impatiently as she wrote out three, four, five… eleven digits? How much was that?

      His wealth laid in Illyra. Wait. Why was he even considering this?

      When she turned back to hand him the slip of paper, he couldn’t help but feel vindicated that Calder was no longer the only man who possessed this information. Opening it, his chest collapsed at the absurd line of numbers.

      “You don’t have a phone though, so… I’m not sure what you’ll do with it.”

      His eyes snapped back up to hers.

      “A what?”

      Faye blinked, a beat passing before the witch broke out into a peel of laughter. “You wanted my number without knowing what it was for?”

      “Uh—” He made a mistake. A terrible, stupid mistake. Now, he had to divert her attention.

      “Oh, of course!” She did it for him, interrupting him with a clap of her hands and a gasp. “They didn’t exist before you were trapped in the book. Here, let me show you!”

      Disappearing in a flurry of floral skirts, she returned from her bedroom with a peculiar black rectangle, the back of which was covered in odd drawings of plants with faces on them. Weird, but… accurate. He’d seen many humans in the village with such rectangles but had no idea this was what they were used for.

      She patted the sofa next to her for him to sit, the incubus no better than any other human who no doubt chased her skirts, the sofa dipping under his weight.

      “It’s a communication device, convenient, but I don’t really like phone calls.”

      The front of the device lit up with a picture of Faye, her cheek pressed to that of Rowan’s and smiling so broadly, he wondered if he’d ever see her smile like that in real life.

      “Who drew this?” He nodded to the image.

      “Well, technically the phone did,” she explained, using a complicated number of finger swipes and taps until the image of her disappeared and turned into a mirror, reflecting the ceiling above.

      “It paints and allows you to communicate?”

      Laughing, she held up the phone, the sound of rustling paper coming from it before she turned it back around for him to see a perfect copy of himself captured on it.

      His jaw slackened, taking the phone from her to look at it closer.

      He’d never seen something so accurate.

      “Cool, right?”

      He nodded, curiously transfixed as her fingers completed another series of spellbinding movements to give him dog ears and a tail before the image was interrupted by a message.

      “Oh!” She tapped it. “See? Calder texted me so I’d have his number too.”

      Cocking his head, the message, “Thanks for the feed!”, appeared harmless. Maybe he’d been a little quick to judge, but a sideways glance at Faye who pulled her legs up to sit cross-legged beside him as the fire’s glow ignited the red of her hair, something uncomfortable and tight squeezed his lungs worse than the water did when he refused to resurface in the lake.

      If he was to drown… why not in her?
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      If someone asked Faye where she saw herself nearly two years after being branded as Forsaken, curled up in an armchair while an incubus tended to the fire would’ve been beyond the bottom of the list.

      The bottom of a wine bottle, maybe. Or the tail end of a trip from an accidentally consumed mushroom, perhaps. But exploring her phone had passed a lot of time, and hours later, neither seemed keen on leaving the other’s presence.

      Somewhere along the way, she’d grown closer to Raef. A hushed transition from strangers to something more meaningful until she couldn’t separate him from her usual, solitary life.

      Turning over a thick leaf of parchment as she worked on their agreed plan for the upcoming lunar ritual, she hardly recalled what she just read. Her attention had been divided the moment Raef crouched down in front of the fire to add a fresh log to the hearth. The crackles and pops added to the flutter of pages turning in the otherwise quiet room.

      He had no issue with silence, but the compulsive pressure she felt to fill it was difficult to ignore after a lifetime of awkward silences. The light cast by the fire exaggerated the lines scouring his complexion. Frown lines and faint crow’s feet painted contradictory images of him, the only correlation being that they all added to his attractiveness.

      Sneakily, she pulled over her oft neglected phone to open on the picture she snapped of him earlier. A film of darkness hazed the image, and she wondered if she’d accidentally applied a filter, but it was still obvious how indefinably gorgeous the Daemon was.

      Looking back up at him, she wondered what needed to align for her to be one of the only witches in centuries to meet one of his kind.

      How many generations of witches had he seen? How many worlds and lands outside earth. It was unfathomable, his existence, and yet Faye found herself eager to learn more.

      “How old are you?” she asked without thinking, the Daemon glancing at her over his shoulder from where he’d decided to say sitting on the rug. Perhaps, she’d jumped the gun a bit.

      “How old do you think I am?”

      It was not the response she was expecting, and it showed. Her eyes widened, her posture straightening as she gave up pretending to focus on her book. How old did he look? She cocked her head, contemplating even as she looked at him more closely now that she had his permission. She took in the aquiline nose and strong jaw, the jadedness that wasn’t nearly as prominent as it had been when she first met him, and the weathered texture of his hands.

      She ignored his eyes. There was no point in looking at them. They contained an agelessness that frightened her, like something she was never meant to see or know existed. Nothing he looked like physically would ever come close to his real age; she knew that.

      “Hmm.” Putting her book aside, she slid down onto the rug beside him. It was all to get a better look, she told herself even as his throat bobbing sent a tremor up her spine. “Late thirties? Maybe forty, but your actual age… I don’t think I’ll ever come close to understanding.”

      Raef snorted, dropping his head into the hand that sat propped on his bent knee as he looked at her, amusement swimming behind his eyes.

      “So, you’re saying I look old in both regards.” He arched a brow while her face burned with mortification. That was not what she was trying to say at all.

      “Forty isn’t old!” she blurted, the grin on his face turning lopsided with her fluster. “And… I think you’re probably ancient by Daemon standards anyway.”

      “I’ll give you that.”

      “But… what on earth made you think forty was old?” She cocked her head quizzically.

      He shrugged. “The last time I was around humans, forty was an age many of them died at.” His words silenced her, curiosity spiking anew at the world he experienced that she’d only ever read about in books.

      “It still isn’t old.” Grumbling, Faye turned her attention to the frayed end of her blanket, picking at it to give her hand something to do. “That’s only twelve years older than me.”

      A noise from beside her drew her attention to him. He didn’t try to hide the shock on his expression that had him lifting his head from the cradle of his hand as he examined her face in return.

      “You’re twenty-eight?” He blew out a bemused exhale when she nodded. “You look younger.”

      “Is that a… bad thing?” Faye didn’t think she looked much younger than other women her own age. Perhaps a little rounder in the face and shorter in stature, but she’d never been described as having a baby face before.

      “No. Of course not.” He huffed nonchalantly. “You feel my influence, so I knew you were an adult. But, well I guess humans aged quicker back in the day. You still have an innocence about you that I…”

      She wished he finished his thought before cutting himself off. Instead, he cleared his throat while her stomach flipped. Was he trying to compliment her? Goddess, he was as bad at it as she was. The thought had a smile creeping up her face as she pulled her knees up to her chest and looked into the fire.

      “A lot of humans live to eighty nowadays, some even reach a hundred,” she explained, feeling his eyes on the side of her face before his influence wriggled its way to settle against her navel like a hot water bottle that bled pleasure instead of heat into her.

      “A hundred.”

      She was sure she heard him exhale, a strange relief palpable in the air when her eyes slid over to his. He wasn’t looking at her anymore, his gaze faraway as the orange light backlit his eyes with an infernal glow.

      “I’m guessing that’s not a lot to you, right?”

      “Not really,” he agreed easily, adjusting his stance to lean back on his hands on the rug. “Daemons… we don’t perceive time the same way you do.”

      Intrigued, she was sure her eyes were positively shining with curiosity as she stared at him. Under the weight of her gaze, he clicked his tongue, meeting her eye momentarily before looking away again.

      “You measure time against the seasons, and the ageing of your bodies. Daemons measure time as an accumulation of power. The stronger the Daemon, the older they are. Something as linear and unyielding as a… year doesn’t exist to us.”

      Daemons didn’t use a measure of time? Faye’s mind boggled at the mere thought. That meant there was no robust separator in the vastness of their existence. Nothing to act as a deadline or goal, nothing to suggest they were moving too quickly or too slow compared to each other.

      “You look like that’s the worst thing imaginable.” Raef chuckled, taking in her expression before she shook herself out of her reverie of what life would be like with no timeline.

      “It’s not that, I promise. I’m just trying to work out how you… define your life when there’s no calendar for it. It sounds like too much but at the same time, empty.”

      Chancing a look at the Daemon to gauge if she’d offended him, she was met with his profile as he kept her out of his line of sight.

      “You’re right, in a way. We have milestones that dot our existence, important events that have affected us. Creation, great battles, deaths of Daemons you’ve known for eons, mating, and imprinting… the more experiences you have, the more detailed the calendar, as you put it.”

      “Do you remember them? Those milestones.” She heard herself asking, eager to unravel this knotted mystery. A ball of yarn in declawed paws that made even the smallest thread a victory.

      “Some more than others.” Evasive, as always. “But the more I think about them, the more I realize how… long ago they all were.” The last thing she expected was honesty. It silenced her with the weight of its significance when he dropped his head back to stare up at the hole in the ceiling where his book had fallen through.

      “You asked me how old I am, but honestly… I don’t think I know anymore. My life has been so insipid that nothing has stood out for a long, long time. Pathetic, isn’t it?”

      Letting his head roll towards her, Faye was caught by his looks. The way messy waves fell across his forehead, the rich tan of his skin illuminated by the fire, and eyes so painfully sad she thought she’d never catch her breath just by imagining what it felt like.

      What was she supposed to say that wouldn’t be lacking? She’d never been good at saying the right thing when it was most needed. But while he might not need her, and even though their situations were worlds apart, Faye did understand loneliness.

      “No. It’s not, and neither are you.” Were these words she wished someone had told her? They must be. Otherwise, why did they both fill her with warmth and hollow her out with hurt? “Immortality means you’ve never wasted time. That’s pretty incredible, right?”

      “Is it?” He didn’t sound convinced.

      “Just think, you have all the time in the world to make new memories now. Ones you’ll remember clearly.”

      “New memories…” His voice graveled curiously, rolling the words in his mouth as though to test how easy they’d be to digest. “Like now?”

      It was a crime what those two words were able to do to her heart. Squeezing it until she was sure it would burst out of her chest to crash into the ceiling above.

      “I-If you’d like.” Damn her for stuttering. Damn him for tripping her up so suddenly. “Though, I’m sure eventually you’ll see so many other wonderful things that the time you spent chained to me will fade—”

      “It won’t.” A shimmer of topaz glinted in his gaze when he met her shocked expression. His throat bobbed on a silent swallow. “I won’t forget.”

      The one unsaid word was spoken by his influence, brushing her lips and convincing her it was okay to assume for once.

      You.

      I won’t forget you.

      Somehow, that settled Faye’s heart. Quieted the constant buzz in her head and left her in peace.

      In the erasure of her existence from the only life and community she knew, here sat a being who wanted to remember her. Forever. It was enough to make her eyes sting treacherously.

      The incubus grunted, reaching a hand over to catch the corner of her eye with his thumb. He captured her tear before it fell, the unrefined sweetness encouraging more.

      “Tch.” He huffed under his breath while she sniffled pathetically. “Do you hate the idea that much? You always seem to end up crying around me.”

      “No!” Her finger curled into his wrist when he was about to pull away, keeping him there. Clinging to his wrist like he was the last inch of rope stopping her from freefalling into nothing. “Please, remember me? If you don’t, no one will.”

      His hand settled back against her cheek when more tears fell against her will. His thumb brushed them all away diligently. “Aren’t humans social creatures? You’re born into families, have friends…”

      “Not me.” His jaw clenched shut, her immediate rejection a painful poke to the shrapnel that cut deeper on its way to her heart. “They… I don’t have a place with them anymore.”

      Finding a way to disclose the truth without revealing her situation was difficult, but Raef wasn’t a man who needled for information. He took what she said silently, inspecting her closely while her cheeks became a mess of smeared tears.

      “By choice?” he asked. Faye was only able to shake her head.

      “It hurt, didn’t it?”

      He didn’t need to ask. He could taste it. But giving her the dignity of asking so that she could respond barreled into her with a whoosh. Her breath hitched on a gasp before he brought her to his chest, his hand over one ear and pressing the other to his heart. Her exhale was shattered, her nod redundant as tears stained his shirt.

      Months, if not years of repressed tears were spilled on him. She couldn’t catch her breath while he stroked the back of her head. The rumble in his chest vibrated through her with his every breath, keeping her company while he remained silent. The pillars of his arms surrounding her were nothing short of impenetrable, and within their stronghold, Faye broke.

      “Let it out, little one.” His lips found the top of her head when she tried to quell the sadness. “It’s okay to grieve for those who don’t deserve it. Cry them out, then never let them back in.”

      The way he spoke was too direct, crass even.

      And it was exactly what she needed. No bullshit or placations. Only selfish guidance for her benefit and no one else.

      Her throat was hoarse and her nose stuffy. With no idea how long she’d been in his arms, she remained there until no more tears came out. As much of a release as it was, a headache was already beginning to throb behind her eyes.

      “Done?” Raef asked, tipping her chin back to look at her with that same permanent frown. “Huh. You’re so red now.”

      It was said so flippantly that it aired out the tension immediately, a watery chuckle escaping her while she rubbed the heel of her hand into her puffy eyes. A failed attempt at sniffling, her nose blocked, and Raef’s lips quirked.

      “Did you used to cry by yourself before I came? Half the time I see these eyes, they’re shining with tears.” His thumb dragged salty wetness across her bottom lip distractedly.

      Dropping her eyes, embarrassment began to fill the space that tension once took up. It didn’t help that his knuckles grazing along her cheekbone silently invited her to use him again, to bury her woes in his shirt that was already drenched.

      “As unbelievable as it is, I never used to cry this much.” Congested, the stuffiness of her voice suggested otherwise.

      She welled up a lot. From frustration. From stress. From more things than she probably should, but she had spent years, decades, refining the art of managing that bubbling pot so that it never overflowed.

      Since Raef arrived, she’d lost control of the heat, and her tears escaped at will.

      “What changed?” His influence purred against her spine, an eldritch hand that closed around her entirely, but instead of suffocating, all she experienced was the most profound security.

      “You,” she admitted.

      “Hm.” Leaning back on one hand, his free hand lifted to pinch her blotchy cheek curiously to watch it redden further. “Are you trying to say I make you cry?”

      He laughed at her expression, eyes widening with a hurried shake of her head before he released her cheek to cup it instead, leading her closer to kiss her forehead, hushing her.

      “Kidding,” he muttered against her forehead, her face aflame. “I’m glad, honestly.”

      “That I cry?”

      “Mhm.” Pulling away from her, he swallowed, Faye wondering what he was tasting as he did so. “When humans don’t cry, their emotions… rot. Like they’ve been left sitting in water until all the nutrients have bled out.”

      “Really? I always feel the opposite… like everything’s been sucked out of me and I can’t feel anything.”

      “Physically, maybe,” he conceded with a shrug.

      “So, you’re telling me twenty-eight years of repressed tears isn’t good for me?” she teased, only half joking.

      Raef snorted, pushing himself up so that when she didn’t pull back, their foreheads brushed.

      “No. But sometimes survival requires it, and if you’re crying now…” His words trailed off along with his tone, lowering to a rumble she felt like an embrace. “Maybe you finally feel safe enough to do so.”

      The words were whispered against her skin, and even if she didn’t believe him at first, the sudden well of new tears would convince her entirely.
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      That night Faye dreamt of her family.

      And without Raef around to manipulate her dreams into something more pleasant, she was forced to endure it in its entirety. Her only silver lining was that she’d become far more adept at realizing she was dreaming.

      She tried to remind herself of that as her mother knocked on her old bedroom door with an insistent rap that told her she was entering whether Faye gave her permission or not.

      “Are you ready?” The cool elegance of Finola Kyteler commanded the room with every click of her heels across the floor. Narrow glasses barely concealed the fact that she hadn’t looked at her daughter as she continued reading the length of parchment that no doubt contained every plan and contingency to make the day run as smoothly as possible.

      Faye didn’t think for a moment that a comforting hug was anywhere on that list.

      No. She knew for a fact all that was on that list the elder witch meticulously ticked off with a flick of her finger every so often were detailed steps should the Council vote against Faye than in her favor.

      Before she could open her mouth to say something, her mother stopped, placing her hands on her hips as a twist of something unsavory appeared to fill her nostrils.

      “What are they thinking? Summoning a Kyteler.”

      Ah. Yes. A Kyteler, not Faye.

      She felt a sack of bricks crumble on her shoulders, forcing her to fold under their weight and shrink as she remained on the edge of her bed. She could hardly catch her breath, let alone appear unfazed as they wanted her to be.

      “Mum—”

      The word left her without warning, a quiet plea while her fingers dug into the comforter on either side of her to stop herself from reaching for a woman who always seemed to be on the other side of an ice wall. Her fingers always stuck to the ice, pulling away and ripping the skin with the reminder not to do it again.

      She never learned.

      “If it goes the way as planned, we come back and you lay low for a while,” Finola continued, pacing the room with the irritating click of heels that stabbed Faye’s eardrums. “Maybe we’ll send you abroad, the London house can be opened for a few weeks if necessary. That’ll give us time to deal with the fallout and hush any stubborn rumors.”

      Her words went in one ear and out the other, Faye turning to her bedside table where her favorite jasmine candle stood half-used. Concentrating on the wick, she tried to light it. The matchstick of her magic caught momentarily before it fizzled out, no more than an ember catching the wick before it too faded.

      How did it come to this?

      “Faye!”

      She jumped at her mother’s voice, louder in an attempt to regain her attention. It was a sixth sense she had, the ability to catch any of their wandering minds and Faye was always the most prolific culprit. Sending her daughter a withering look, she scratched off something on her list with a far more aggressive swipe of her finger than before.

      “However,” she continued once Faye’s eyes dared not move from her coolly sculpted features of high cheekbones and severe, thin brows. “Should the worst happen, you’ll be brought here to collect your things. Your aunt has agreed to liquidate whatever inheritance she planned on giving you upon her death as a parting severance.”

      The older woman stalled momentarily, an unusual occurrence for her before her jaw set and her pale green eyes bore into hers.

      “Per the sentencing, we will not be here when you return. Your sisters are already at the Chariot Hotel where we’ll stay until things are sorted.”

      Sorted. Faye knew what that meant. It was a lovely, cruel word her mother loved to use. Sorted meant when every inch of her existence had been scrubbed from the family home. When her room would be repurposed as though it had never been hers. She didn’t even deserve an empty room, or the questions someone might ask about its prior occupant.

      She still hadn’t moved from the bed as she looked around the room once more, taking in the memory as best she could. Already, parts of it were beginning to fade the closer she examined it. The shade of eggshell wallpaper was slightly off, the old anaglypta leaves and flowers less detailed than she recalled. Even her mother was taller than Faye knew her to be as she left the bedroom to deal with more pressing things.

      She was so tired.

      Falling back on the plush comforter, the quality mattress gave way just enough for her to feel comfortable. The ceiling of her fourposter was dark walnut, an antique in its own right and a desperate attempt on her family’s part to see if the magic preserved in her ancestors property might fix her.

      It never did.

      Rolling her head to the side, she frowned when she noticed her door had changed. No longer was it alabaster and large, but quaint, natural, and in desperate need of a coat of varnish. From behind the door, she heard people rushing past, her parents and the housekeeper’s staff.

      Silently she pulled herself off the bed, listening to the chaos outside when the slight thump of someone leaning against the wood startled her. A golden inferno glowed around the door, a rich heat that sank into her and whispered across the nape of her neck when she leaned her head back against it.

      It overshadowed the noise, though it never veered beyond the threshold of her dream. At most, the Daemon acted as a guard, stationed at the door of her subconscious so that nothing else could enter, giving her the room to rest.

      That wasn’t to be the case, however, as she was jolted awake by a shrill noise coming from the drawer beside her bed. Blindly grappling for the light switch, Faye sat up with a groan, holding the side of her throbbing head brought on by a stressful dream.

      What on earth? She blinked herself to consciousness, drowsily grabbing the phone from her bedside table that had gotten more use in one day than the previous year entirely.

      Freya’s name illuminated the screen and Faye froze. Her heart hammering, she hesitated.

      Cry them out, then never let them back in.

      Raef’s words were still fresh in her mind from that evening, his influence stirring where it laid at her feet while the incubus slept. Of all her family, Freya was the least judgmental. But she’d never reached out, not once, convincing Faye she accepted the Covenant’s ruling and now only had one sister, not two.

      The call rang out, draining the color from her face before she could make up her mind. Oh no.

      Did she call back? Did she text instead? Why was Freya calling her at four in the morning anyway? She must’ve forgotten the time difference, wherever she was in the world. Just as she was about to bury herself in more questions, the phone started ringing again. She jumped, the phone falling into her lap before she scrambled to answer it on time.

      “He-Hello?”

      There was silence on the other end and Faye’s stomach sank. Was it a butt dial? Completely unintended and out of left field. Was Freya… hurt? Panic rose in her at the thought of her older sister somewhere alone, calling the first number she could for help.

      “Freya?” she asked, worry turning her voice shaky and mentally running through everyone she should contact if something was wrong.

      “I… shouldn’t be calling you.” Those were the first uncertain words Faye had ever heard from Freya. She was normally so sure, so confident in everything she said to the point she was considered intimidating at best and arrogant at worst. Faye couldn’t recall a time Freya’s usually smooth voice was this feathery and quiet. “But it’s been a while, little sister.”

      “Is everything okay?” Faye didn’t quite know how to respond to her greeting, her nerves humming with a nervous excitement at hearing a voice she thought was lost to her forever.

      “I’m fine, back home from a job in Kyoto and I already want to leave again.” Freya’s tone lowered, a muffled rustle echoing in her ear before an awkward silence returned.

      She didn’t ask how she was in return, the conversation instantly stagnating.

      “Oh, um, I’m sure you’ll be off somewhere new and exciting again soon.” Falling back on scripts she’d memorized to get her through small talk, Faye spoke on autopilot. “There’s always work for an expert in magical archeology!”

      “Mmh…” Freya sounded distracted on the other end of the line. Shit, she’d been too enthusiastic.

      This was painful, on every level.

      “So, why did you call?” She finally bit the bullet, speaking candidly instead of drawing it out.

      “Huh? Oh, I was just curious how you’ve been, what you’ve been up to since...”

      Freya trailed off instead of finishing her sentence. Since her sentencing. A sudden rush of suspicion raced down Faye’s spine, the pheromones swimming in her room rousing at the change.

      “Gardening, mostly.” She hoped her voice didn’t give away the fact she was trying to brush the question off.

      “Oh, nice…” Freya hummed mildly, drawing out a conversation Faye didn’t want to be having anymore. Who’d have thought she’d be the one eager to end the call.

      “And magic?”

      Her blood froze in her veins, two words illuminating the true intention of Freya’s call.

      “Forsaken witches are highly discouraged from—”

      “Cut the bullshit, Faye.” The politeness in her sister’s tone dropped. “Council members keep coming in and out of the house asking about you. It’s starting to cause trouble for Mother.”

      An uncanniness echoed through the line, Faye pulling the phone from her ear to look at the name on the screen. Something didn’t feel right, Freya never addressed their mother that way around her. To her face, it was Mother. To her siblings, it was Mum.

      Maybe her sister had changed more than she realized in the two years that had passed. Less wild, colder. That upset her more than the fact it didn’t seem her family missed her, a naïve delusion she’d harbored since her banishment.

      “What do you want me to do about it?”

      “Stop,” Freya answered immediately. “Whatever you’re doing, stop it.”

      And then the line cut off, and the measured beep of a disconnected call rang in Faye’s ear.

      They knew.

      There was no other way of interpreting Freya’s warning. The Council had smelled something fishy, and it all pointed at her. She didn’t know if they knew about Raef, and ultimately, it didn’t matter. Even if she freed him now, the Covenant were never ones to rest on their laurels when punishments could be dealt.

      This time, Faye feared, hers would be final.
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      Faye didn’t think it was entirely unreasonable to be pissed at her sister after she hung up on her. Sleep had eluded her for the rest of the night, and no amount of tea was doing the job of calming her down when Raef walked into the kitchen hours after she stationed herself there.

      Discerning brown eyes took note of her bare feet propped up on the edge of the chair and the bags under her eyes. Her lukewarm hum of acknowledgement was muffled by the ceramic mug held under her nose, giving the incubus pause on his way out.

      She was forced to focus on him when he took a seat across from her.

      “Quiet.” He fussed with a stray lock of hair that kept falling into his eyes, his command odd as she met his gaze finally.

      “I didn’t say anything.” Frowning, Faye tightened an arm around her knees. She wasn’t in the mood to deal with his attitude if he woke up irritated. She could already feel the tension headache she’d been fending off all morning begin to return.

      “That’s not what I meant.” Raef took in her unkempt hair and the clothes she’d worn the day before, rumpled slightly from where she’d grabbed them off the floor. “I can practically hear how fast your brain is running right now. I’m telling it to quiet down.”

      Large arms folded across his chest in front of her eyes, a clipped annoyance pinching her nerves when she blew out a short puff of air. “There’s a lot to think about, okay?” she mumbled, the treadmill she was currently on increasing in pace beyond what her lungs were trained for. All because of that damned phone call. “The full moon is in a few days, and I still need to do so much before the month is up that—”

      “Faye.” The subtle shift in his tone to effortlessly commanding, hushed her instantly.

      It forced her to give him her full attention whether she wanted to or not, the incubus only pushing himself to his feet to step around the table when he was sure of the fact.

      “You’re the only one taking this deadline seriously anymore, little one,” he rumbled, crouching in front of her until they were at eye level for once. “Take it easy today. Do something you enjoy. I’m not going to drag you to your elders if nothing changes after the month is up, okay?”

      “But our deal…” she argued insistently. He’d been adamant that those were the terms. Terms that had weighed her down this entire time with fear of what was to come. A flash of remorse softened his hard features at her transparency.

      “I don’t recall closing that deal with you, little witch.” Even Faye could tell he was reaching as he spoke. “Don’t you remember how Daemons’ seal deals?” A faint smirk caught his lips when she flushed, the taste of blood on his tongue slamming to the front of her memory. “Ah, so you do.”

      Faye nodded mutely. How could she forget?

      “Then forget about work for once.” His fingers grazed up the side of her face to where he’d caught her tear the night before. It almost felt like he was checking if she’d been crying again. She hadn’t. Not for lack of having something to cry about. She feared if she started, she might never stop.

      “Hm?” Raef coaxed, a gravelly rasp that kneaded her tired muscles and his influence running over her arms with all the dry warmth of hands trying to heat her up. Its effect on her was instantaneous, forcing her to clench her thighs subconsciously.

      He pretended not to notice, which she appreciated. Even as whatever he tasted on her turned his gaze unfocused and sensual.

      “Y-Yeah, I will.” She brushed a thick length of her hair back, her fingers snagging with a sting to her scalp.

      Yep. Shower time.

      The thought had only entered her mind and she was swept up in the idea of scalding hot water and staying under the spray until her fingers and toes pruned. It was a far safer fantasy than imagining Raef in there too, fucking her even when the water turned cold again.

      “Good. Then I’d better not find you working when I get back.” He stood as he spoke, heading to the back door without waiting for her response.

      His influence remained as she finished off her cold tea, her hands shaking minutely as she struggled to subdue her desire to stay close to him. To touch him. Who knew her will was so strong? Not her, not until meeting an incubus, anyway.

      But horny or not, the breathing room he’d given her was a relief. It didn’t solve all her problems, but it still lightened her step as she returned to her bedroom to grab her towel and a change of clothes.

      Floral patterns on the sage green skirt instantly lifted her mood, as did the flattering, dusty rose blouse that made her feel like a faerie. Yes. A little self-love wouldn’t go amiss, even if it had taken a literal god to order it.

      Humming to herself as Raef’s influence pulsed weakly around her from how far away the Daemon was, she tried to keep the pesky thing out of the bathroom when she closed the door to no avail.

      It slinked around her bare legs teasingly, lifting goosebumps of playful arousal on her skin as it climbed ever higher, knowing she wasn’t really mad at it. She sighed as she stripped. It had been weeks, and still his pheromones could turn her on with the simplest of touches.

      It wasn’t even a real touch, she grumbled, combing out her curly hair as needed before she washed it.

      It was like her body was remembering sensations that it hadn’t experienced yet. Echoes of pleasure racing across her skin while her stomach clenched with an ever-growing need.

      Checking the temperature with her palm, she stepped under the spray with a sigh of pleasure, the hot water a poor comparison to how Raef’s influence slithered up her bare stomach.

      Something about it felt different today, more enticing. Like it had somehow stolen and tailored itself to the blueprint of her deepest desires. For whatever reason, it was harder to resist when the game they usually played changed.

      Closing her eyes, she tried to ignore it running over her weak point, the top of her spine with the heated curl of a tongue she could only imagine belonging to Raef. It disappeared up the back of her neck into her hair, morphing into what she was sure were fingers that tightened as her head fell back.

      Something was definitely different. She moaned unexpectedly when another tendril flicked over her nipples, surrounding them before pinching them both with just the right amount of force to cause her pussy to leak fresh arousal.

      It crowded her the way she wanted him to, touching her all at once as what felt like rough hands gripped her ass and spread her cheeks. Her body was thrumming with desire all while she was trying to shampoo her hair.

      It was no use.

      Something stroked against her entrance, throbbing and thick as she gasped. Her walls clenched around nothing in anticipation and Faye realized she was a fool for ever thinking his influence was innocent and not taking advantage of it sooner.

      It breached her easily for something that wasn’t real but felt so huge inside her, pushing so deep her mind blanked in ecstasy. She checked. Her fingers split down around her pussy, anticipating a cock or at least, something phallic, but finding nothing even as her belly felt full and her legs trembled on the verge of collapse.

      She muffled her moan with a soap covered hand, his influence licking her pulse point with a dexterous tongue far too long to be human. It wrapped around her throat, keeping her prisoner against it as it thrust inside her without mercy. In her bliss, she was certain she heard the slap of skin on skin in her mind, dropping her hands to the wall for support and giving another limb of that influence access to push into her mouth.

      Every inch of her was on fire, her eyes rolling closed as she swallowed around a massive length that didn’t exist no matter how real it felt. That didn’t stop her from sucking on it, nor from pushing her hips back to meet its tireless thrusts. It felt too good, too fucking good to give up.

      When she came for the first time in weeks, it was devastating.

      Her breasts gripped brutally in beastly paws, she mewled around the length in her mouth as his influence stole her orgasm. Ripping it out of her with every hard thrust that left her craving more, more, more. If only to feel it come too. To experience the fullness of his release remain inside her after pulling out.

      Sinking to the ground, his influence gradually faded back to its usual self as she struggled to regain her breath. It lapped lazily at her pussy despite the jolts of overstimulation it sent through her and threatened to spark her desire for more.

      “Goddess…” Her voice was breathless, her muscles aching with phantom realness when she tried to lift her arm to lean against the edge of the tub. “That was…” Fucking amazing. She stopped short of admitting it, knowing it would snap the last shred of dignity she had left in not opening her legs to let it fuck her again.

      Still, there was no denying the hum of satisfaction that turned her expression lax and her eyelids heavy. Maybe she needed the orgasm, her mind floating in bliss as she took her time to wash her hair, exfoliate, and scrub every inch of her.

      Tentatively, she pressed two fingers inside her to check if there was any indication of something being there. Apart from the redness and sensitive nerves, her walls clamped down tight on her fingers. There was no way something as large as what she felt had been inside her. No fucking way.

      Pity… she knew the ache afterwards would be divine.

      Sighing, she turned off the shower and wrung out her hair.

      “Behave.” She clicked her tongue when that wandering influence prodded her entrance once more, having gotten a taste and coming back for seconds. Surprisingly, it listened and retreated up over her ass, following the direction of her towel as she dried herself.

      Cupping her own breasts, she couldn’t help but wonder what Raef’s hands would feel like supporting them instead, her nipples tight at the thought and sore from his influence’s attention.

      Stop it, she reminded herself. She wasn’t even supposed to be getting herself off, but not only had she, she’d done it with an extension of the Daemon himself.

      Dressing quickly, she cracked open the door to peer out into the living room. It was empty, letting her release her held breath and hope the ventilation would clear out the evidence of her orgasm before he returned.

      It made her lazy, unaware of her surroundings as she dragged her hand across the back of the sofa. It was only when the world spun, her back slammed against the nearest wall, that she realized what a mistake she made. His eyes glowed, a feral danger that had heat crackling under her skin when he dropped his hand between her legs.

      “Seems like someone took my advice to relax seriously…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 42

          

        

      

    

    
      Whatever feeble excuse she’d been about to give him was lost when his mouth crashed down onto hers. Cornered against the doorframe, his grip on her jaw was brutal and his tongue demanding as it tangled with hers.

      This.

      This was what she wanted.

      The weight of him over her as he trapped her against the wood, one wide thigh forcing hers apart when he withdrew his hand. His heat and smell and presence that had Faye arching to feel every hard line of his unyielding body against her. She groaned her approval, the sound lost in his mouth as he kissed her like he was starved.

      He was… she recalled idly, forgetting in the next minute as her fingers grazed the ends of fluffy waves that were as soft as she thought they’d be.

      It was as if she hadn’t just gotten off, her orgasm still hanging thick in the bathroom as renewed desire engulfed her body in feral flames that only he could control.

      “You’re driving me fucking insane, Faye.” He dropped a heavy hand to her hip, coaxing her first tentative rocks over the wide plane of his thigh. “Using my influence like a toy… did you think I wouldn’t be able to feel you around my cock? How tight you were fucking yourself with it?”

      Usually, embarrassment would have commandeered her by now, being called out like this. Somehow though, in his rumbling tone colored with his own arousal, she’d never felt sexier. To affect this man to the point of breaking as he growled filthy promises into her skin, an earthquake that completely altered the landscape of her body into his domain.

      She wanted more.

      “It felt… felt too good.” Part of her wanted him to know she enjoyed it and the other part hoped he might just get jealous enough to want to experience it himself. “It was so big inside me, Raef.” She dropped her head back against the wall, his stubble sanding over her soft skin as he kissed down her neck. “Fucking me so deep…”

      Raef’s nostrils flared, releasing her jaw to hold her hips still while she whined at the loss of friction. “You really have no sense of self-preservation, do you? So horny that you’d let a monster fuck your pretty little hole. Why do you still look so needy then?”

      She shook her head, her lips parting on a hitched gasp when he dragged her over his thigh, frissons of pleasure dulled by the presence of their clothes. “I… I can’t feel the stretch.”

      “Mmh, poor thing…” He grinned against her neck despite his obviously mocking pity. “You need a real cock to feel that.”

      “Give it to me, then.”

      “A cock?”

      “I left mine at home, sorry.” She huffed impatiently to a warning smack to her ass, her indignation cut off by his lips as he pressed his tongue back into her mouth. She forgot about it in an instant, losing herself in the expert dominance of his tongue stroking over hers.

      “There’s only one cock you’re getting.” He broke the kiss to pull one of her hands down to the intimidating bulge pressing into her belly. “And it’s gonna stay buried inside you until you’re too full to walk.”

      She remembered he was big from handling him in their dream. But feeling the size of it fill her palm and continue to press against her forearm from beneath his clothes reminded her of how much bigger he was than her and anyone else she’d been with.

      Maybe she was greedy for thinking she could take him, but her eyes always had been bigger than her belly, and Faye was just stubborn enough not to give up.

      Sneakily, he bunched her skirt in his hand, dragging the material up over her thighs slowly. Giving her every opportunity to stop him, but that was the last thing she wanted to do.

      “There’s no going back from this, Faye. Not if I have you, not even once,” he warned, the underlying promise tempting her rather than discouraging her the way he hoped.

      She kissed under his jaw, her hands gripping the hem of his shirt to help him pull it off. “Is that another deal?”

      “It’s a promise.”

      Rigid, tawny muscles filled her vision. A broad chest peaked with small nipples she wanted to taste and a dusting of dark hair leading down to those inky black pants she’d never seen him without. He perked up at the attention, his reaction to being seen by her more attractive than any Adonis belt or defined abs.

      Flexing his thigh tore a surprised moan from her as she rutted shallowly on it, chasing the friction when he dropped his leg much to her chagrin. He hushed her complaint with a lick to her jugular, a commiserating bite that momentarily distracted her as his hand found its way under her skirt.

      The soaked evidence of her arousal sent a shiver up her spine when he pulled her panties to the side and pressed them into her slit. Trembling, he smeared her wetness higher, coating her clit and further over her lips to leave her pussy a mess.

      All he’d done was touch her and already she felt close to coming.

      “You taste so good, sweetheart.” He groaned as her pleasure evidently began leaking into the air, his nose burying beneath her ear where he panted sharply, his hand following the trail of her desire and rubbed in small, tight circles around her clit. “I can’t… can’t get enough of it.”

      Faye was a mess. He’d stolen her voice and ability to speak beyond moaning but he interpreted them as she wanted, letting them paint his mouth as their lips grazed and he pushed both fingers into her suddenly to hear her cry out.

      A string of, “Yes, fuck—” and “please, more…” fell from her lips, the incubus nodding with an arrogant swipe of his thumb over her clit to make her knees buckle. He was enjoying this, seeing her come undone from just his hand.

      “Your cock, Raef—”

      “Rafael.” He withdrew his fingers, only to slam them back into her, causing her to keen and clench tight around him. “When you moan for me, I want it to be my real name.”

      Rafael.

      It suited him. Powerful and unattainably divine. Raef was more human, unassumingly humble. She liked them both even as he added a third finger to give her that delicious stretch she’d been missing.

      “Say it.”

      His voice was uncharacteristically demanding, bordering on a growl as the heel of his palm rubbed her clit while he fingered her. They curled at just the right point to make her see stars, prodding that elusive spot her own fingers were too short to reach and she keened.

      “R-Rafael, please…” She pawed at his crotch; fingers clumsy in an attempt to free what she needed inside her right this second—if an ear-splitting screech didn’t ricochet around the cottage from outside.

      Faye jumped while Raef – Rafael – tensed, molten gold eyes sliding from her to the door.

      He pulled his fingers from her dripping core in the next moment, his arm wrapping instinctively around her waist when she wobbled.

      “What was that?” she warbled breathlessly.

      He didn’t answer, his eyes unwavering on the door as if at any moment, it’d be breached.

      “You stay here, Faye.” His fingers, now painted in a second skin of dark energy, dug into her hip when she failed to answer. “I mean it.”

      “But you—”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “You haven’t fed in weeks!” An explosion of fear refused to leave her even as she drew his attention away from whatever only he could see outside. “A-And this chain… you said it yourself, you’re weakened by it.”

      His lips quirked into a faint smirk, dropping his head to her level so he could press a kiss to her frowning mouth. “Been awhile since someone worried about me… it’s nice.”

      “Let me—”

      “No, Faye.”

      “You didn’t let me finish.”

      “Punish me for it later then.” She hardly noticed the dark energy pulsing against her cheek when he cupped the side of her face, dragging his thumb over her bottom lip lightly. “If you stay smelling like this, I won’t be able to concentrate, little witch.”

      She hated that he was making sense, that she would distract him from whatever dangers lurked in the woods. It was plain on her face, and he dropped a quick kiss to her forehead when he tasted her reluctant understanding.

      “That’s my girl.”
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      He misjudged how weak magic had become; how weak he had become since returning to the real world when the ley lines failed to alert him of intruders on his land.

      Either that or he’d been so wrapped up in her that he hadn’t noticed.

      Winter air bit into his bare skin from where he’d forgotten his shirt in a rush. There’d been no time, not enough to reassure Faye, calm his erection, and remember to grab his shirt at the same time. It didn’t matter. The easier access he had to his emblems, the better.

      Scanning the forest around him, Rafael crouched to press his hand into the earth and sent another pulse of power through the parched ley lines. It collided with several entities dotted throughout the forest, unnatural plights that poisoned the world around them. One such collision froze the incubus in place.

      It was right behind him. Or should he say, right above him.

      Attracted to the concentration of magic and power he exuded in an otherwise barren world, it clumsily crawled along a high branch, desperate to get closer. In its desperation, there was no room for skill.

      C’mon, he bade it silently, slowly standing, ears focused entirely on the creak of joints and grinding of bones. He didn’t look at it, following the movement of its shadow instead. A little shy? he wondered with a snort, this one likely sensing the surge of power he’d momentarily gleaned from Faye’s pleasure back in the cottage.

      It wasn’t enough to sustain him, but in a pinch, it would serve him well.

      A taste of that power was all it took to convince the acolyte, however. Its shadow blurred, diving from within the thick tree foliage to tackle him. His emblem already in hand, it morphed into a golden-bladed dagger as he thrust it up, snapping the acolyte’s jaw closed and sinking deep into its skull.

      It hardly made a noise as it crumbled, that pure Daemonic energy lethal when touched in its raw form.

      One down.

      Sneering in disgust as the acolyte began decaying to catch up with its true age, Rafael turned to disappear deeper into the woods he’d come to cherish. He took their poisonous presence as an insult, and like all Daemons, he reciprocated insults with death.

      Another acolyte had made up a considerable distance while he was putting down the first, sloppily charging at him through the trees to meet the same end pinned to a trunk by his blade through its neck.

      He twisted the knife savagely, festering anger and sexual frustration churning inside him. It was an unusual feeling. This protective lust that manifested into a violent hatred towards anything that might cause Faye harm. He couldn’t tell if the fiery blood pumping in his ears was bloodlust or a need to fuck her senseless.

      Stepping down the incline into the stream that ran parallel to Faye’s cottage, he walked through the water to dispel his scent. The water lapped at his calves, the energy that made up his pants subduing the sound of it moving around him.

      His emblems were no longer pinching him, they were full on stabbing him with warning. His grip tightened on the dull silver handle of one, the cracks that were beginning to show on the once smooth metal concerning but his hands were tied. He needed the strength now, as two more acolytes caught sight of him as they sloshed through the water.

      Where the fuck were they all coming from?

      Silence fell over the forest when the last squeal was cut off by Rafael’s blade. Their bodies were contaminating the stream, something he knew Faye would be distraught to learn. With some assistance though, he was sure she could cleanse it.

      The thought distracted him with its charm, a graze of feathers across his eyes that blinded him to the presence that propelled a hollow log of a long dead tree into him. The force of the wood winded him, slamming him into the embankment. It rolled off him when the magic that controlled it dispersed, splashing into the stream where the reflection of blond hair caught Rafael’s eyes.

      Marek.

      Their eyes met in the water, alarm bells blaring in Rafael’s mind. Surprise passed over the Necromancer’s face, a deviance from his usually ethereal impassivity before dissolving into a smirk. Throwing a log that large was child’s play to him and when he walked out of view, Rafael couldn’t see a thing when he looked up.

      But where his hallucination weeks earlier and this one differed, was the smell. A sickly-sweet odor wafted from the direction Marek was standing. The smell alone injected his heart with adrenaline, pumping wildly in his chest at the memories attached to it. It was the last thing he remembered before waking up in that paper prison.

      He scrambled to his feet, his tongue on fire from the flavor of decay that the breeze carried. Taking off at a sprint back through the water to the other side of the stream, Rafael’s vision tunneled in a bid to chase the taste that had disappeared as suddenly as it registered.

      Whatever had summoned this many acolytes went beyond power.

      This was loyalty.

      He ducked fluidly under the diving shambles of another sack of bones and jagged teeth, the blade of his knife morphing under his will into the whip he preferred. The golden tail cracked through the air, fizzling and flickering with the strain he was putting it under. The acolyte had no sooner died than another stepped over its body in pursuit of him.

      As tall as the others, this one stood straight as it approached him. Rafael’s jaw ticked in recognition when he caught sight of Marek’s brand embedded in the leathery, grey neck. A high priest. No wonder he was in better shape than the acolytes.

      He was likely the one who rallied their disorganized numbers and brought them here.

      “Daemon.” His voice was like rusted chains forced to move, scratching across Raef’s eardrums while he flicked his whip back to his side. “Our lord was right… devotion has given us a gift.”

      He opened his arms out, cracked lips spreading into a smile made up of black gums and sharpened teeth. He had evidently deteriorated more than Rafael initially thought as his bloodshot, cloudy eyes ran over him like a long-awaited prize.

      When he lunged, surprising the incubus with his speed, Rafael barely avoided a deeper wound when the priest’s claws grazed his shoulder. He growled at the sting, spinning to slash the whip between them, daring the priest to get closer to his true death.

      This one wasn’t stupid.

      He eyed the power radiating from the whip as suspiciously as he did covetously. The one thing that could sate the unquenchable thirst for immortality through power was also the one thing that would kill the priest on contact.

      As such, they circled each other warily. Rafael was good at waiting, excellent at baiting out the impatience and greed of his opponent, but time wasn’t on his side, and Faye was still alone in the cottage. He didn’t have time to waste on this one priest.

      That was when a rustle carried through the ley lines, the stumble of a baby deer fleeing a predator echoing somewhere in the territory he marked. Sunshine-flavored familiarity was overshadowed by fear, the chain yanking from how far away she was.

      Faye.

      That distraction was all it took for the priest to take his chance, faking a lunge right for Rafael to instinctively react with a crack of the whip in that direction, leaving his left side exposed.

      But the priest, like Marek, underestimated Daemons in their arrogance. In their pursuit of power harvested from the death of his kind, they failed to remember that the power they wore was a caricature. A skin suit of imitation that paled in comparison to a living, breathing, Daemon.

      His hand shot out to grab the priest by the neck, bones creaking and muscle bruising under his grip as he stopped him in his tracks and forced him to his knees. The priest tore at his arm in a blind attempt to escape, recognizing the end even as Rafael plunged his emblem into him brutally.

      The weapon disappeared into the priest, burning him into nothingness even as it shattered before Rafael’s eyes. Metal groaned as his emblem warped, caving under the pressure of the fighting and the weeks of limited sustenance.

      The drop of his power that it contained disappeared into the shrubs and moss surrounding him, the shards of metal crumbling to dust in his hand as his last remaining emblem stabbed him with urgency.

      Panting hard, he dragged a hand through his hair when a frightened yelp emptied his mind to anything but finding Faye. All but one of the acolytes he sensed in the forest were dead, the last one hot on the heels of his disobedient little witch. He took off in a sprint, flying out of the question after the hit his emblems had just taken.

      He’d wring her neck for putting herself in danger. That is, if he found her before the acolyte did.
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      Something was wrong.

      Raef had been yanking on the chain for the last twenty minutes, erratically moving across the limit that had Faye struggling for breath every time that piercing pain doubled her over.

      Something was definitely wrong.

      “That’s it.” She gasped, gripping her lower stomach with one hand and the kitchen counter with the other. There was promising to stay in the cottage in good faith, but this was scaring her.

      Logically, Faye knew she shouldn’t fear for him. She’d seen him take out acolytes before, but suddenly it wasn’t merely about his capabilities. An irrational fear brought on by images assaulting her mind of him disoriented or injured or unconscious as he was dragged across that border wouldn’t leave her alone.

      She couldn’t sit twiddling her thumbs doing nothing.

      Her lips were still swollen from his kisses, her body only having calmed down when worry had overtaken her mind.

      Stepping out into the quickly descending darkness, she considered bringing a torch. She never could find it whenever she needed it, so instead of wasting time, she trusted that the small pulses underfoot would keep her from tripping as they always did.

      It was a dull night, the low hanging clouds blocking out the purple light of sunset and the rising moon that barely glowed on the other side of that thick blanket of cotton. She stopped abruptly at the edge of the tree line, near the newly mended fence of Rowan’s paddock that Raef had surprisingly fixed for her.

      The hammer he’d used was still there, and grabbing it on a whim, the wooden handle was comforting in both her hands as she stepped into the forest. She might not be adept at offensive magic, but she had two legs that could run and two arms that could swing a weapon blindly if need be.

      That was what she reassured herself with as darkness fell, a disorienting low light from the rapidly setting sun more of a hindrance than a help.

      A shriek carried eerily across the woods, quiet from how distant it was. She hoped it stayed that far away; her lips pressed tight together to stop herself from making a sound inadvertently.

      Pressing forward, regret for leaving was almost instantaneous when a pungent smell filtered up her nostrils. Metallic and fresh, Faye knew the smell of blood anywhere. The pulses that usually guided her were silent, leaving her blind as she stepped in something sticky that froze her in place.

      There, in front of her feet, wasn’t a monster, nor was it an incubus. It was someone she didn’t recognize, their throat torn out in a grizzly display and fear cemented in their foggy gaze for eternity.

      A human.

      Shock had Faye dropping her only weapon to check for a pulse. Feeling for his wrist, she discovered he was missing an arm from the elbow down, causing her to fall back on her ass with a yelp. She couldn’t look away, eyes fixed on this corpse who had likely been alive hours before.

      He wasn’t dressed for the woods. He was wearing a tailored suit and what was probably once a crisp white shirt. The pin on his breast caught her eye, even as blood coated it. A half-filled vial with a serpent coiling around the stem.

      She knew that crest well, intimately aware that even concealed, a drop of venom hung from the serpent’s tongue, on the precipice of falling into the vial.

      The Covenant.

      They found her.

      And now one of them was dead on her doorstep. Faye didn’t need to be a pessimist to know where the blame would fall. But none of that mattered when the graze of Occam’s razor reminded her with its chilling edge that the simplest answer was usually the correct one.

      It couldn’t have been a coincidence that they arrived so soon after Freya’s call.

      Nausea crept up her throat at the thought of betrayal. That the call had been staged to pinpoint her position.

      Not Freya, she wanted to yell but made do with a shuddering exhale, forced to face possibilities that made too much sense.

      They must’ve known she would be too hesitant to answer a call from her parents and even more so from her eldest sister, Farah. But Freya was different. She had an intense personality that made it difficult for them to ever truly be close, but in a den of vipers, she was the only one to use her venom to stand up for her younger sister. Until they grew up and Freya moved away for work.

      No.

      She didn’t want to believe it, scrambling to her feet to put as much distance between the body and her as quickly as possible. She had to find Raef, that was what mattered right now as another stab of agony forced her to steady herself against the closest tree once more.

      That was when she heard the crunching. Within a sloped ditch of the uneven, root-riddled ground before her, was another body. Only this one had an acolyte hunched over it, its protruding spine bent as it chomped through ligament and cartilage. A pair of suit legs, matching the Covenant warlock a few feet away, were all she could see.

      Immediately, the choking fear she’d experienced the first time she saw them returned. Only this time, Raef was nowhere to be found. She willed her heart to quiet, barely breathing as it lifted a bald, emaciated head, overly long fingers digging distractedly into the cavity it had created in its victim.

      She needed to escape before it noticed.

      A single prod underfoot from a brave little ley line swam beneath the earth in a hurried prompt to leave. It helped her place one foot back, then another, her half-steps hardly carrying her away from the precipice of that ditch before a breeze ripped through the trees, carrying her scent downwind.

      The moon barely caught the limpid reflection of its eyes before she turned and ran. She heard it pounding the ground after her, cackling screeches lassoing her eardrums with terror. It was going to catch her, the witch ducking with a yelp as the swipe of a hand whistled overhead.

      It’s too fast, she wanted to sob, willing everything in her for something to slow it down. Her palm ached as it grazed the bark of a tree in a bid to lose it with a sudden turn in the direction of the grove she’d scouted out for her ritual.

      Maybe there she’d know what direction to go, if her legs and lungs didn’t give up on her first. She was tiring quickly, far quicker than the acolyte but just as she thought it had her, there was a resounding thump from behind followed by a pained squeal.

      Faye didn’t trust herself to look behind, not until the sound of its squeals had grown fainter and when she did, she came to a stop. A root, no thicker than a line of rope, had pierced the acolytes’ foot like a caltrop and pulled it down beneath the ground.

      It squirmed and pulled like a captured animal to get free, every attempt revealing more and more roots that surrounded its leg, cementing it into the ground while it screamed.

      With her still in its sight, it clawed at the ground, ruthlessly slashing through tree limbs and its own in a bid to get free. As horrific as the scene was, she couldn’t look away. The forest groaned, intent on swallowing the creature whole, the leys thrumming wildly beneath her and leaving her with no confusion that they were the cause.

      But the creature was persistent, or her presence was too tempting, because with a nauseating crack, it left its lower leg in the ground to throw itself at her.

      The leys stabbed her with urgency, panicked at the development until they breached the earth and the soles of her feet. Her spine straightened with electricity, her arm lifting of its own accord where the brand that had become so familiar to her began flowing with a faint golden light.

      A clawed hand, larger than her entire body, opened in front of her. The creature, unable to swerve with its severed leg, was powerless as the claws closed around it. She staggered back a step, her energy sapped as the claws tightened, crushing its victim with the same burning strength that reminded her of a similar golden whip in the hand of the incubus she was looking for.

      Seconds had passed, but it felt like a lifetime when her knees finally buckled, and she sank to the ground. In the next breeze, the massive paw that had saved her disappeared like smoke.

      Curling her fingers into the dirt, the leys exited her in a trickle, adrenaline finally taking their place as shivers wracked her body.

      “I’m alive?”

      Lifting a shaky hand to her chest, her heart hammered erratically.

      Her knees were muddy, and her palm ached, burning as badly as the day she received it. She hissed when she prodded the swollen, raised lines, the flare of pain confusing her.

      It was magic that saved her, no doubt about it, magic that came from the sigil. But the hallmark golden light, the familiar glowing energy that kissed her intimately even as it crushed someone before her eyes…

      What was Raef’s magic doing in the sigil?

      A rustle from ahead sank her stomach in dread. Night blinded her and, still riding on the adrenaline of nearly dying, Faye scrambled back to her feet. She couldn’t survive another one. She wouldn’t have the energy even if she somehow managed to summon that paw again.

      All she could do was run.

      But she was slow, her lungs burning, and blinded by fear until something large and hot grabbed her shoulder. Her world spun, a shriek leaving her as she flailed. She didn’t want to die, and her wild thrashing was all she could do to stop it.

      Tears blurred her vision. She wanted to sob. To yell and scream that she had fought so hard to merely exist somewhere she wasn’t in the way. To be killed now, it wasn’t fair.

      “Faye!”

      Raef’s voice pierced her panic, filling her vision until he was all she could see. This one Daemon, clear amidst the terrifying darkness that surrounded her. He was panting, topaz-tinted eyes frantic as he gripped her face until she recognized him.

      “I thought I told you to—”

      She didn’t let him finish, dragging his mouth down to hers as relief outweighed everything else inside her. He was here. He found her, and for now, nothing else mattered.
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      In the back of her mind, Faye knew they should get back to the cottage. She nearly died. She would have had she been unable to use Raef’s sigil.

      That logic, however, grew dimmer as he kissed her hard, a silent desperation in the grip of his hands on her body. It was swept away entirely in a current of cosmic tides, disappearing into the dark depths while she alone was kept afloat by his hold on her.

      “You… what were you thinking?” he growled into her cheek, her head craned back by his grip under her jaw. There was so much she wanted to say, but muted by his mouth when he kissed her again, she could only groan when his tongue forced its way past her lips.

      Raef followed her mouth down to his knees when hers buckled.

      He was shaking, or she was. She couldn’t tell. Both of them high on adrenaline and needing an outlet as his hands found her ass to pull her up onto a thick thigh.

      “You never fucking listen, do you?” Even as he scolded her, his lips slanted over hers, mapping their shape. “I should take you over my fucking knee for scaring me like that…”

      “Do what you want.” Her fingers grazed the deep gashes on his shoulder, earning a hiss even as his cock twitched against her thigh. His lips parted against hers when she rocked her hips tentatively. “You can do whatever you want to me, so long as you fuck me first.”

      That was all it took.

      “Where’d you learn that kind of talk?” Large hands tracked down the dip of her spine and over the swell of her ass, the curve of her waist and the cushion of her thigh. “It sounds so fucking filthy coming from such a polite mouth.”

      “Not that polite,” she sighed, her mind blank as his growls and influence touched where his hands couldn’t. Between her legs where the memory of his fingers inside her still throbbed. Over her breasts that ached with a heaviness that demanded his touch. Down her throat where she could imagine his thick release coating if he came in her mouth.

      His rumble of, “Let me see those pretty tits, Faye,” stained her neck with damp desire, his control non-existent when calloused fingers found the neckline of her blouse and ripped it clean down the middle. The material was nothing more than a flimsy barrier between her body and the inferno that sought to consume it.

      She squeaked at the sudden coolness of the air on her nipples, her fingers bunching in his hair when his mouth wrapped around one hungrily. “Goddess, Raef—” A hard slap came down on her ass, his eyes dangerous when they met hers.

      “Rafael?” It sounded foreign on her tongue, but the growl it resulted in sent vibrations through her breasts, convinced her to give it a chance.

      The incubus returned to her ripped clothes, widening the tear with short, sharp yanks. “Good girl.” His praise rang in her ears, her hips stuttering where she’d been grinding on him. He coaxed her to continue, guiding her hips over his thigh with greater force.

      Unable to suppress her moans, Faye gripped his shoulders thoughtlessly, his injury raw under her careless movement. She was about to apologize, her body tensing, when he grabbed her hair and kissed her hard, driving the idea out of her head with the brute force of his desire.

      “It’s okay, little one,” he whispered against her mouth. “Don’t be afraid to touch me.”

      “But you’re hurt.”

      “Then heal me.” Her stomach flipped when he groaned the words, sinking his teeth into her neck before taking in a shuddering inhale, her pleasure filling him. “Let me taste you.”

      She nodded her agreement, a redundant “yes” lost in the breeze, the soft grass meeting her fingers when she leaned back to roll her hips with greater ease. Pulling her panties to the side, the strange material of his pants teased her clit directly, the damp spot growing when she caught him watching.

      “Then fuck me, Rafael… like you promised.”

      “I did promise,” he rasped, drinking in the sight of her milky skin under the moonlight. This shy little flower finally blossoming for him and him alone. “I’ll ruin you because of it,” he muttered darkly when he flicked his thumb over her clit. “Fuck you full of me until there’s no room for anyone else.”

      Desire pumped through her veins at the thought, and knowing he could taste it made her impatient for it as he pushed her to lay down, her legs falling open for him.

      “You like the idea of being covered in my cum that much, huh? My pheromones?” She cried out brokenly when he circled her clit, the nerves throbbing with the volatility of a live wire. “Mm, that way they’ll all know an incubus fucks this cute little cunt every night…”

      “Please…”

      Moans interspersed the movement of her lips over his when two thick fingers breached her again to a keening whine he hushed comfortingly.

      “That’s a good girl. Take them.” He was forced to stop at the knuckle, his fingers curling inquisitively. An infernal glow lit his eyes in delight when she arched, grappling at his chest uselessly. “Fuck, you’re so sensitive… and so tight.”

      Goddess, she was so full. And he’d only used his fingers.

      Her head spinning, he stretched her wider with a third. “F-fuck!” Back bowing up off the soft ground, her breasts glistened from his saliva and littered in marks as he bit into her chest possessively. Her own fingers paled in comparison and would always fall short after experiencing his.

      She dropped her legs open wider as if possessed, her stomach fluttering at his praise of “Nice and wide… so good for me,” while he created a trail of poppy bruises in various stages of darkening bloom down her neck.

      A garden of his own, watered with every drag of his tongue and encouraged to grow with each suck of his lips.

      Every open-mouth kiss to litter her chest and stomach was a breadcrumb trail of devotion, his tongue dipping into her bellybutton before lathing kisses against it. His influence took his place at her breasts when he left them, stimulating her sensitive nipples as it sucked at them expertly.

      Her underwear disposed of, his eyes flashing with topaz at the sight of her stretched around his fingers when he sat back to watch, all but his eyes shrouded by shadows not illuminated by the moon.

      A string of saliva fell in a viscous drip from his tongue to gather at her entrance where he kept her on the edge of ecstasy, her orgasm tethered to his whim to the point that she could feel tears begin to gather at the corners of her eyes.

      It darkened his expression, that iron restraint he had on himself liquifying to nothing when something tectonic snapped behind his eyes. They were all she could see when he buried his face between her legs with a growl.

      Stars erupted behind her eyes when he dragged his tongue from her entrance to form around the button of her clit, keeping pace with his fingers pounding inside her.

      She came almost instantly.

      Completely taken off-guard by the intensity of pleasure that writhed under her skin while he coaxed her for more. His words were muffled by her mound and the wet squelch of his fingers fucking her with rapid snaps of his wrist. Dragging her orgasm out of her until she was left panting and shaking under him.

      Cries of “Yes, yes—” while her hips canted shallowly over his face filled the grove and he planted a hand on her navel to keep her still while he continued to eat her out. One orgasm ebbed for another to quickly take its place.

      “Raf—” She squirmed in his hold, completely at his mercy and panting.

      His pace never slowed. Mouth sucking even harder through the spasms of her release and causing tears to blur her vision with how good it felt. Too good.

      Dirt clung to the perspiration glistening on her skin, along her arms, and doubtlessly her back too, streaking through his hair where she combed both hands through it. He moaned into her pussy, his stubble adding a thrilling contrast as it rasped along soft skin. When he withdrew his fingers to shove his tongue inside her instead, she forgot how to breathe.

      Deceptively long and as dexterous as his fingers, it pressed into that one spot inside her that had her coming in seconds, the incubus greedily drinking up every drop. She felt her legs close around his head. “It’s too much, Rafael—” she pleaded, her hands pulling him closer to her entrance, belying her words.

      Still his jaw continued to move, working on her diligently with his soaked hands pressing her thighs open that she was powerless to fight against until his expression blurred with her tears.

      He only lifted his head with a wet smack when she was boneless, trembling from bliss and mutely gaping at the sky. Faye almost sobbed at the reprieve; limbs too weak to push his head away. He smirked, resting his cheek on her thigh while he panted, her release soaking his chin and mouth.

      “I’m… I’m gonna kick you as soon as I can feel my legs again.”

      Raef laughed, turning his face to bite her inner thigh distractedly before he crawled up her body, the heavy bulge straining at his pants when he rutted it lightly between her legs.

      “That’s some big talk.” She tasted herself on his tongue when he kissed her slowly, tempting her tongue to follow his into his mouth when she whimpered at his grinding. “You’ll be lucky if you can stand after this, little witch.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 46

          

        

      

    

    
      For once, it appeared that her eyes and belly had reached a mutual understanding when Raef pulled the waistband of his pants down hurriedly: his cock was a safety hazard.

      Her eyes widened, watching the fat head dribble precum over her mound. Angry, swollen, and begging to be touched as he rutted the underside slowly against her, spreading the mess around.

      “What?” he rasped into her ear, the grin on his lips loud. “Nothing to say now, little one?”

      “That—” She gasped when he shifted his hips, letting himself nestle between her legs.

      It nudged through her lips, soaking itself in her arousal, and Faye’s stomach clenched at the girth of it. When it bumped against her clit, she was made aware of just how swollen she was. How good it felt and how much tighter it was going to be if he somehow managed to fit that thing inside her.

      Her initial shock eventually subsided as a burgeoning greed had her timidly lifting the thick heft into her hand. Velvety and hard as iron, a fresh pulse of wetness soaked her while his arms trembled by her head.

      Chancing a glance up at him, his jaw was clenched tight and neck taut. Stroking his underside once, she watched the moonlight catch the amber beneath drooped lashes as he struggled to keep still.

      He was trying to give her time to explore him. To learn him with her hands and eyes so that by knowing, she would be less intimidated by his size.

      “Goddess…” Would he fit?

      Her fingers barely grazed at the thickest point. A raindrop of uncertainty was lost in an ocean of lust when she started stroking him. Any control he had over his moans ended with that. Those guttural, hedonistic sounds were so full as they touched her with a thousand tongues.

      “Faye, I swear, I’ll come right now.”

      She took pity on him, kissing beneath his tense jaw, shaking with a control that was running on fumes. It didn’t stop anticipation flipping her stomach when she pressed the head of his cock down to her entrance. Even tired, her body roared at how empty she was, how empty she had been for so long.

      He could cleave her in half, and she’d accept it happily.

      He cupped the side of her face when she notched the head inside her, her sharp inhale soothed as he gentled the tension out of her with soft murmurs and a kiss to the furrow between her brows.

      “Breathe for me, little witch…” he whispered into her temple, shifting forward on his knees to push himself in an extra inch. “Relax, that’s it.”

      Goddess, she already felt so stretched, so full, and he wasn’t even halfway in. Despite that, her walls caved around him when he began rocking himself into her. Deeper, deeper, and fuck, deeper again. His cock pulsed inside her when it was fully sheathed, and she felt him in her throat.

      “Fuck, oh Goddess…” Breath stalling, she gaped at the sky, his exhale trembling against her as something wicked charged the air with raw, Daemonic power. “Move, Rafael, fuck me… please.”

      He didn’t need to be told twice.

      A testing thrust that was met with a cry of pleasure was followed by another, his hips slamming into hers as his cock filled her over and over again. Every time he thrust was the gateway drug for the next, and Faye wanted more and more and more.

      Her cries cut off when he kissed her, one of his hands bending her knee open wide to fuck her deeper. Sex had never felt like this before; a raw and carnal mating in the forest and with every brutal snap of his hips, Raef unmade every experience she ever had and wiped them from existence.

      “How do you feel so fucking good?” Faye tore at his back while he dropped his forehead to hers, staring down their bodies to where his cock was disappearing into her before reappearing covered in her arousal. A drunken lust loosened his tongue that lapped at hers when she tilted her head up for more. “You’re mine, understand, Faye? My witch. My woman. Mine.”

      His snarls scorched her skin with possessiveness, sinking into the marks he left all over her and sealing them shut for eternity, branding her with sweat and bliss. Faye could only agree, cock dumb and speechless as she greedily accepted him, mind, and body.

      A big hand gripped her jaw roughly, a trickle of drool collecting where his fingers pressed her mouth open.

      “Answer me.”

      “Yes! Y-yours, yours, yours—” she babbled, their lips brushing, and his heavy-lidded, dark eyes holding hers, the sounds of skin slapping and the wetness of his cock ramming into her filling the forest and echoing through the trees.

      He interrupted her mantra with a kiss, delving his tongue into her mouth to swallow her moans as her orgasm burst from her toes up her body, expanding bigger and hotter until it finally overtook her mind, and she clamped down around him.

      A squirt of wetness soaked them both as her release left her in a snap of pressure.

      All the while, his rasps of “That’s a good girl, cover me… so fucking perfect, I love it—” filled her before he moaned, her convulsing walls too much for him to resist and his own orgasm slamming into him.

      Heavy streaks of cum painted her walls in his claim and kept filling her. His moans stunted against her neck with every shallow snap of his hips, pushing out his own release with squelching thrusts when the amount of it proved too much for her to hold inside her.

      Faye watched him, deliriously high and still in a haze from being so thoroughly fucked that it almost felt like another dream. But no, his solid length still inside her, hot cum leaking down her ass, told her this wasn’t a dream.

      For once, it was real.

      Raef fell to his elbow by her head with a grunt, keeping the majority of his weight off her as an echo of their intertwined magic pulsed within the sliver of space between their bodies, his influence flirting with hers as it chased it across her stomach.

      The sensation fascinated Faye.

      It tasted divine even though she couldn’t quite explain what it was she tasted. Whatever it was, she was addicted to it. To him. A soreness was already beginning to throb between her legs where his cock still lay buried inside her.

      “Whoa.” She panted breathlessly. “Daemons really do fuck different.” She dropped her head back on the grass, basking in the afterglow and his husky chuckle as he watched her intently.

      She inhaled on a hiss when he rocked his hips back into her experimentally. Damp, fluffy waves clung to his forehead as his eyelids drooped, his intention shifting when her walls spasmed around him. He followed his gaze with his mouth, leaving lazy, open-mouth kisses along her neck.

      A peck to her chin, and she whimpered. His hips stopped moving immediately, a strange obedience she didn’t expect from him.

      “Goddess, you stay hard?” she asked on a breathless chuckle when he pulled out of her, the snug hold of her pussy too tempting for him to remain still.

      Satiated bliss clashed with hunger still glowing golden flames behind dark irises when he lifted his head.

      “Are you surprised? Release only strengthens an incubus, not the other way around.”

      “Well, I hope you remember that is not the case for humans.” She sniffed even as he nipped at her jaw affectionately, smirking at her blush when she tried to remain serious and in control of her desire that was making a compelling argument to go again.

      His voice was raw from exertion, one hand pushing her leg open despite his apparent intentions to behave, leaving her exposed for him to appreciate the mess he’d left her in, opaque white seed still dribbling out of her.

      She whimpered his name when he stroked over her clit, body jolting in sensitivity. Showing her some mercy, he dragged stained fingers up the planes of her stomach in a scenting ritual of ancient ways.

      “How about now?”

      Slapping his chest to his rich laughter, she rolled her eyes even as she pulled him down for a kiss. It was a language they both spoke more fluently, his amusement falling away as he poured more of himself into every slide of his lips over hers. After what felt like hours, his nose nudged her cheek with aching promise, and she smiled. How had she never assumed he’d be this affectionate?

      “What about now?”

      “Will this time be on a bed?” His face lit up then, the incubus already pushing himself to his knees.

      “It can be wherever the fuck you want, little witch,” he purred, pressing a hard kiss to her mouth. “As long as I get to be inside you, I don’t care where it is.”
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      This was not what he wanted to be doing after spending the night fucking the woman he’d been lusting after for weeks.

      Rafael grunted, pushing the second warlock’s body into the ditch where the first lay entangled with damp detritus and broken branches from the night before. The sun was only beginning to rise, bathing the ground in a sleepy light dimmed by winter clouds and a blustering wind.

      He should be in bed where he’d left Faye asleep.

      But his hopes for a lazy round when she stirred in his arms were blown out of the water by her groggy mumbles about dead warlocks coming to take her away. He’d kissed her, those hazel eyes exhausted when he told her to go back to sleep. He would take care of it.

      He was regretting leaving her soft, naked body more than ever as he encouraged the land beneath them to swallow the bodies in an earthen grave, never to be found. Things had become more complicated than he realized when he assumed acolytes were their only worry that they’d both had a hand in getting rid of.

      Those complications only deepened when he caught sight of the bloodstained note peeking out from within the breast pocket of one of the warlocks. Every sentence tainted his vision with fury, the Covenant’s presence neither an accident nor in good fate.

      A summoning.

      Crumpling the letter, he stuffed it in his pocket.

      No one would take her, his instinct growled possessively, the thought prompting him to crouch. Pumping a renewed claim on the land from a position of greater strength now that he’d fed, he soaked the forest in sorely needed magic that should dissuade any other Covenant members from nosing around if they were smart.

      He inhaled deeply. Maker, he’d never felt so full, his stomach happy and his power brimming beneath his skin with a vitality he hadn’t experienced in years.

      All because of Faye.

      She was an insatiable little thing, he discovered, much to his delight.

      Even tired, she accepted him again and again throughout the night when they finally managed to make it back from the forest and into the only room he’d yet to see in the entire cottage; her bedroom.

      Not that he could remember what it looked like. All his attention had been transfixed on the redheaded sprite riding him within an inch of his life.

      There were plants, he’d been right about that. They acted as a jungle backdrop of vines and waxy leaves as she bounced on his cock. Legs trembling and chest flushed from exertion, her hair was a fiery waterfall down her back and kissing over the bouncing swells of her breasts.

      With the memory of the soft curls wrapped in his fingers as he fucked her from behind fresh in his mind, Rafael was starting to think he might have a slight kink for her hair.

      Fuck.

      A tremor of lust vibrated down his spine, gathering in a tightness at his navel where his balls felt too full and his cock too hard.

      He was no master of desire when he was turned on by the mere memory of her begging for more, of her curled up against him as they napped for a short while before hunger inevitably compelled him to roll her over so he could take her again.

      He’d been starving. More than he was aware when the feeling of her using his influence to get herself off finally broke him.

      Ravenously feeding the first few rounds to take the edge off, and then slower… savoring her. Enjoying how the different flavors married together, how they changed as he pleasured her in different ways.

      He’d been so intrigued by the potency, her sensitivity, to his every caress and kiss, that he completely lost sense of time and himself. That never happened, not to an incubus. A dawn chorus was her lullaby when she finally succumbed to her tiredness, satiated and sticky.

      The residual taste still danced along his tongue pleasantly, not helping with his boner. Maker, he needed to calm down. The cow was looking at him funny.

      “What?” Rowan stomped when he dared to enter her paddock so casually. She snorted in a plume of condensation at his audacity, scandalized. “Faye’s resting. You’re stuck with me this morning and trust me, I’m not as generous as she is in giving you extra food.”

      Mooing in displeasure, Rafael ignored the heifer to do just that.

      Faye was usually up at the crack of dawn, completing many of her chores before most were even stirring from slumber. Not that morning, though. Him taking care of some of those chores was the least he could do, while also assisting in his ulterior motives to talk her into staying in bed for longer once he got back.

      That self-interest was why he rushed through a quick shower before making his way back into the bedroom an hour later while wrapping a towel around his hips. Catching sight of her in that big bed of hers, he slowed to admire her.

      The winter sun was already high in the sky, destined for an early death as it shone through wispy curtains. The blankets pooled at her waist where she slept on her stomach and her cheeks nuzzled dreamily into the plush pillows under her.

      Her spine bewitched him into touching it when he sat at the edge of the bed, her freckle-speckled skin silken under his hand. Water from his shower drying on his skin, he toweled his hair distractedly when he noticed her outstretched arm disappearing beneath the pillow he’d once been lying on.

      Something inside him clenched, the sirens that rang in his head warning him that he’d reached a point of no return. It was only when he listened, that he realized it wasn’t a siren, but his heart.

      Maybe he was a fool to think she wouldn’t be like the others. That this chain, no matter how much it pained him to be robbed of his full power and freedom, gave him something he’d never allowed himself to crave.

      A chance.

      At what… he couldn’t define right now. But the beauty in not knowing created endless possibilities.

      One thing he was sure about though, was that he didn’t want to leave this odd little creature, nor this small slice of paradise she’d carved out for herself in the middle of the Scottish wildlands.

      For once, he was on the opposite side of a situation he found himself in constantly. Reliant and desperate for her. Hoping she never tired of him. The lack of control made him nervous, but even dependent on her decision, Rafael found himself to be… happy.

      This little witch.

      Clumsy. Charming. His.

      Sweeping the curtain of ginger curls that had fallen over her cheek as she slept behind her ear, his thumb returned to graze the arch of her cheekbone lightly. When she grizzled, burying herself deeper into the pillow, pretty hazel eyes reflecting amber in the sunlight met his.

      Dazed, but with a tired smile, he was helpless but to lean down and kiss her. Clumsy though Faye might be, he trusted her to hold this power over him. To own his weakness.

      “You showered.” Her voice was hoarse, dry from moaning his name and sucking his cock that it had him reaching for the water by her bedside. Taking a mouthful himself, he captured her lips again, grinning around her greedy gulps when the water passed into her mouth. “More…” she whispered, rolling onto her back so he could kneel between her legs.

      His eyes never left hers as water fell from the sides of the glass down his chin and chest. Her tongue was waiting when he leaned over her again, feeding her the water she needed until it was forgotten amidst languid kisses and hitched gasps when he shucked off his towel distractedly.

      He took her once more, rocking his cock into her sore pussy slowly and whispering all the while how well she was taking him.

      “You can do it, Faye…” he muttered into her cheek, another solid inch sliding into her wet core that was so much tighter after their night together. “I know how hungry this little cunt is.”

      Clenching around him, she was so swollen and tired but still drenched from the moment his fingers had stroked down between her legs to check if she was ready. It soaked her thighs from where she’d tried to close them to relieve some of the pressure, blushing and averting her eyes when he called her needy.

      He’d been right before.

      An innocent demeanor made it so much filthier when she moaned, so much more depraved when she trembled from the size of him inside her. Her legs opening wider belied her whines, her mouth opening for his tongue to curb her whimpers of, “Can’t… s’too big—”

      Her ankles digging into his ass said otherwise too, forcing him deeper.

      He showed her just how much she could take and when he bottomed out, she was convinced. Clawing at his back for more, she breathlessly demanded he fuck her harder, fuck her right now.

      How could he refuse that?

      Kneeling up, his hands surrounded her waist, scratching a primal part of his brain that so small a body could take him. She never did know when to give up. He pulled her down to meet his thrust, filling her to a choked moan when her hand flung back to grip an iron spindle of the headboard.

      “Rafael, Goddess yes—” Her blush traveled all the way down her neck and chest, his dried release still caked to her skin when she’d fallen asleep without washing, making him growl. He loved the sight of her covered in him.

      The headboard groaned and creaked, his hand planted on the wall above it so he could slam into her harder. Her cries directed him, her babbling string of, “More, please, harder…”, fueling his hips slapping into the back of her thighs.

      He moaned when her pussy tightened around him in a vise, forcing him to slow when she came around him, and her cries of his name drowned out the noisy bedframe that banged against the wall.

      Instinctively, he swallowed back her pleasure, absorbing the endorphins and the heat and all that rippling desire that coated them both like her slick covering his length. It filled him up, his eyes rolling closed in bliss and his hands tightening on her waist to hold her down fully on his cock when he came.

      “Look at you, taking me so well—” She was panting under him as he pumped her full of his seed. “I’m surprised there’s even any room left.” Her blush thrilled him, his smirk lazy when he leaned down to kiss her long and slow.

      “Y-You’re incorrigible.” Her walls spasmed around him, his solid length twitching where he remained balls deep inside her. He’d never seen her so relaxed, stretching her arms above her head with a satisfied groan and a content smile never leaving her lips.

      When he rolled onto his back, she crawled into his hold with another feline stretch that pressed her breasts into his side and the sticky evidence at her pussy hovered dangerously close to his cock that lay on his stomach.

      She was affectionate, heart-achingly so as he massaged the back of her neck and the habitual post-feed paranoia began to rear its ugly head in the back of his mind.

      Silently, he checked her over. She was covered in marks and bites, even his fingers had left marks on her hips from how hard he held her. Her emotions were placid, a residual buzz of alcohol lingering on his tongue from her enjoyment. The only change he sensed, was when she lifted her head and noticed the furrow between his brows.

      Stubbornness.

      “I’m okay.” Cupping his jaw, he looked down at her reluctantly, his eyes scanning her face for any confusion. Or worse still, a complete absence of her sense of self in pursuit of the pleasure she thought he could give her.

      Clear, if tired, hazel eyes met his, no different to what he’d seen every day for the last month. The relief caught in his throat when she pressed her lips to his, this miracle who would never know what she’d given him.

      Peace.

      Peace in his own existence, in himself.

      He stroked her cheek, unable to articulate his thanks. How could he? It was a universally isolating flaw, one he thought he’d never escape. Instead, he pulled her closer, a small mewl of affection vibrating against his lips when a spike of overstimulation struck her when her clit brushed his skin.

      His hand had made a beeline down her tailbone, tempted by the heat between her legs, when her head shot up to look at him. His stomach sank momentarily, waiting for the fallout.

      “Acolytes… there were so many—”

      He’d never been more relieved to hear someone mention acolytes before in his life, his chest caving on an exhale while his arm turned to iron when she tried to extract herself in a bluster of nerves.

      “Dead. You got the last one.” He knew she’d have questions; some he wanted the answers to himself.

      Her mind was catching up with what happened, the witch practically vibrating in his arms from tension.

      “The bodies!”

      “Taken care of, sweetheart.”

      “What?” Her hair was wild where it fell into her face in her hurry. “Those warlocks, they—”

      “Were sent by the Covenant, I know.”

      That silenced her. Her jaw clenched as his arm loosened for her to sit up on her knees, the curtain of her hair hiding her face from him. That same disconcerting hunch reminded him of the bloodstained letter in his coat pocket. He wondered if he should tell her or keep its contents to himself.

      By the looks of things, and the crackling anxiety filling his mouth, however, it was clear she wasn’t totally ignorant to what it might be about.

      “Let’s get you cleaned up first, little witch.” Her expression broke his heart when her face snapped up to look at him, uncertainty mingled with fear when he sat up, propping his elbow on his knee. “Then we can figure out what happened.”
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      If he called her a baby deer one more time, she was going to add a scotch bonnet to his tea when he wasn’t looking. Good looks and a gifted penis weren’t enough to let him get away with everything!

      Even as she thought it, she shivered in enjoyment when Raef ran the shower nozzle over her scalp while she sat in the tub after massaging her shampoo diligently through her tangled curls. He made good on his promise that she wouldn’t be able to stand, but surprisingly, he also took his hair-washer job seriously the moment she asked for help.

      The unanticipated bath was just what she needed for her aching body. Warm water lapped beneath her breasts when she leaned back, her eyes mapping the marks she could see all over her. One such bite to her inner thigh flushed her redder than the hot water. The memory of Raef’s expression between her legs when he gave it to her flashing across her mind as that same man silently rinsed her hair now.

      He stalled, tasting the effect a simple memory had.

      Her blush deepened even as his fingers grazed the bouquet of marks on her neck when he checked that all the shampoo had been rinsed out. “For a second there, I thought you disliked them.” He plucked the various loose wet strands wrapping around his fingers to put in the wastepaper basket. “I don’t usually leave any…”

      “I like them.” She cleared her throat at her immediacy, sitting up to face him more clearly. “They mean it wasn’t a dream, reminding me of…” Her cheeks heated when his expression melted into one dangerously close to her memories of last night.

      “Of?”

      He propped his elbow on the edge of the tub, grinning at her indignant splash of water that dripped down his face and turned him into the cover model every sports magazine wished they had.

      It wasn’t fair. Not at all.

      “I’m not saying it.” She huffed, refusing to give him the satisfaction, but when her eyes followed his hand to the various marks littering his own neck and bare chest, his gaze darkened.

      “This one reminds me of how you looked when you came.” He brushed against the small bite mark above his collarbone. “You bit me to muffle your scream. It felt fucking incredible.”

      Faye’s skin prickled with goosebumps as his influence thickened in the small bathroom, his words having an even greater effect with each memory they encouraged her to relive.

      “Or this one…” She followed his eyes down his left side, above the curve of his hip that sloped towards his navel. “Someone wanted to drive me wild while jerking me off… putting that tongue to use on this mark instead of on my cock.”

      Faye splashed him again to get him to stop, his easy dodge to the side only ensuring her floor was soaked instead. When she covered his mouth with both her hands, his whiskey eyes sparked with mischief, biting into her palm playfully.

      When a force propelled his mouth and her hand away from each other, Faye hissed, the sigil on her hand burning. Not from his light nibble, but from something twisting beneath the surface.

      “What on earth—” She stopped when she noticed Raef’s glower, directed solely on the hand that had been forced away from him with near magnetic resistance.

      “Fucking thing,” he growled under his breath, taking her hand in both of his.

      She sucked in a breath when his thumbs ran along the lines of the sigil, anticipating the same force to resist his touch, but nothing happened. Something indefinable passed across his expression, his discerning gaze flickering with understanding.

      “What?” Faye wasn’t sure she wanted to know what he just realized, her heart pounding in her chest when he stood. That didn’t help her nervousness, even when he offered her his hand to stand and step out of the tub. “Raef? What just happened?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Bullshit. Her face told him as much, suspicion rising alongside her irritation that he was brushing her off. Raef noticed, grabbing a large fluffy towel heating on the radiator to wrap her in distractedly.

      “I mean it. I’m not sure.” He amended his words, a bone thrown her way that soothed her irked emotions minutely. “Something pushed me away, but I couldn’t detect any magic as the cause.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That’s what I want to figure out, little one. But I’ll need time.”

      He wasn’t telling her everything, that was certain.

      She wanted to demand a better answer than that, but a quick glance at his face told her patience was needed. Faye wasn’t foolish enough to assume that just because they’d slept together, that their relationship had changed that drastically.

      He was still reticent, measured, and guarded his thoughts like a Cerberus. One good fuck wasn’t about to change an eternity of habit.

      The thought sobered her, snapping her out of an unwitting fantasy. He was engaging in bed, attuned to her needs, and more than willing to give her everything when it came to pleasure. Was it really that big of a leap for her to accidentally assume the same outside of sex?

      “Hey.” He pulled her attention back to him, running the towel behind her neck and down her spine to her ass. “I’ll tell you once I have a clearer idea of what’s going on, okay?”

      Don’t be swayed, her resolve coached her quickly melting frustration.

      His hands didn’t help, releasing her ass to move the towel up over her stomach and breasts where his thumbs brushed over her perked nipples. “I know what you’re doing…” she grumbled, his mouth dropping beneath her ear to kiss, his lips forming into a smirk against her.

      “Mm, I know you do…” he chuckled, fingers dipping between her ass cheeks dangerously, his lips parting with hers when the tips grazed her entrance, “but you also know you can trust me, don’t you?”

      She squeezed her lips together stubbornly.

      “Don’t you?” he pressed, arching a brow, and it was only when a hint of worry tainted his dark eyes yellow, that she nodded. Now, they were even.

      When her stomach growled like a foghorn, however, ricocheting around the small, tiled bathroom, there was a beat of silence before rich laughter filled the air, years falling from Raef’s face while she tried and failed to kick him in her embarrassment.

      “We should really put something other than cum in your stomach, huh?”

      Goddess, end her.
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      Maybe she wasn’t as mad as she thought she was. Maybe she was just hungry.

      Faye moaned around another bite of grilled cheese, her eyes closing in bliss as the melted goodness of sharp cheddar between the crunch of perfectly toasted bread sang on her tastebuds. But the best part was the drizzle of Worcestershire sauce that turned it from delicious to godly.

      Goddess, she could cry.

      “And here I thought only incubi moaned when eating.” She flashed him a sideways glare mid-chew to where he was leaning against the counter she was sat atop.

      “Nothing can compare to a perfect toastie, I’ll have you know.” Polishing off the last crispy piece of crust, she wiped her hands together.

      “Nothing?”

      “Nothing.” She eyed the pan on the stove, still on standby if she wanted another.

      “We’ll have to see about that.”

      Faye laughed, his influence brushing against her bare legs exposed by her knit dress riding up where she sat. “Maybe if you could make the perfect toastie… that’d change things.”

      Raef pushed off the counter to trap her against it, his hands on either side of her. “That sounds like a challenge.” The prospect of another grilled cheese sounded too good to pass up, the witch nodding in agreement.

      “Give it a try and I’ll let you know.”

      “Why do I feel like I’ve just been hoodwinked into making you food?”

      “It’s the least you can do after tiring me out last night.”

      “Point taken,” Raef grumbled, stepping out of her space to glare at the stove. He didn’t have a clue what he was doing.

      She shifted out of the way to give him space to work, ready to put out any accidental fires or explosions. She was a dab hand at it with her track record of temperamental potions and brews.

      “Uh… butter…” She heard him mumble to himself. He’d watched her make her own, so all the ingredients still littered the counter, his eyes scanning the intimidating array of items before finding the butter dish.

      There was something uniquely hilarious and adorable about so large a man timidly scraping butter onto a knife that looked shrunken in his hand. His frown told her he was concentrating, the bread his next adversary when too strong a swipe broke the fluffy freshness, resulting in a curse from the Daemon.

      Leaving him to it, she went to sit at the table this time, pulling out the chair that had his jacket tossed over the back of it.

      The corner of something red poked out from the pocket, catching her attention while she tried to keep her eye on Raef who was tentatively slicing the block of cheddar to pile onto the bread. She might’ve ignored it had the mottled color not looked so much like blood.

      “What’s this?” she asked mildly, pulling the parchment out.

      “Hm?” He didn’t hear her over the hiss of the pan when he added the haphazard sandwich, refusing to take his eyes of it lest it flee the pan and run, the spatula held ready to beat it back if need be.

      The distinct stamp of the Covenant chilled her the moment she saw it, the incubus looking over at her when her emotions spiked. Whatever appetite she had disappeared at her blood-stained name listed as the recipient.

      “That—” He put the plate of grilled cheese down on the table when he took a seat. “It was on one of the warlocks. I found it this morning.”

      “They really were here to take me…” Blood pumped wildly in her ears, her mind struggling to read while still picking out some key pieces of information that added fuel to an ever-growing fire she couldn’t contain.

      ‘Suspicious fluctuations in magic levels… only Covenant member (former) in the area… considerable violations of Forsaken status…’

      ‘Inspectors will determine the need for further action and the severity of any lawbreaking.’

      “You said that this morning.” Raef dragged the seat of his chair with one hand around the table until his knees framed hers. “What aren’t you telling me, little witch?”

      She already knew those warlocks had been here for her, but seeing it confirmed in black and white, in blood, cemented a probability into a certainty. Somehow, the difference was staggering as her heart hammered in her chest.

      “I’m…no longer part of the Covenant.”

      “You left?” He frowned, bracing his elbows on his knees.

      She shook her head reluctantly. There was no use hiding it anymore, she’d been found out. “When the Greater Daemons left, and the magic began to die out, the Covenant began looking for ways to preserve as much of what remained as possible… for those who deserved it.”

      His jaw ticked with a barely suppressed noise when she glanced up at him under her lashes. It soothed her, funnily enough, to see his anger. That someone other than herself might see the injustice.

      “Anyone deemed too weak by the Council was cast out as Forsaken, like me.”

      “Cast out…” His tone was difficult to read, a chilled response she hadn’t been expecting.

      “Banished. Exiled. Cut off like a diseased limb to stop an infection.” She was trying to make light of the situation unknowingly with her tone, the atmosphere suddenly too thick for her. Her weak laughter was met by stony silence, petering off into nothing. “I wasn’t supposed to continue practicing, but since magic is genetic regardless of how weak it is… I was expected to stop out of… I dunno.”

      She turned to glance out the cheery blue-paned window overlooking the garden in thought.

      “Love for my family? Respect for the elders who sentenced me? Understanding of the ‘greater good’?”

      She sighed, dropping her gaze back between them where her knees had slotted between both of his, the power brimming from where his skin touched hers holding her together. “Maybe it was selfish not to give up, but I—”

      “You’re a witch,” he finished for her, something choking her at his easy acceptance of that fact.

      She nodded, rubbing the heel of her palm over her eyes that suddenly blurred.

      “And summoning a familiar…” He was piecing everything together far quicker than she anticipated. Faye nodded mutely as she sniffled, letting the sudden melancholy pass her by.

      “I wanted to change the hand I’d been dealt, that’s all.” Exhaling, she lifted her head where she met somber, dark eyes. “The chance to be on the same level as other witches, to do things they could do easily or finally meet the expectations placed on me.”

      Something seemed to resonate in the Daemon when his fingers flexed on his knee, the only giveaway she managed to glean from his otherwise impassive exterior. But she was learning, and it was a nicer thing to think about than the elephant in the room.

      “Fuck their expectations.” He finally growled.

      “Huh?” That wasn’t what she was expecting.

      “You heard me.” He cupped the back of her neck comfortably, forcing her to look at him. “Fuck their expectations and fuck their letter. You’re not part of their circus anymore, right? They banished you.” She flinched but nodded regardless. “Then their laws are meaningless, little witch.”

      His voice softened a fraction, a soothing rasp that rumbled against her skin. He could probably say anything to her in that voice, and she’d believe him.

      “You owe them nothing.”

      Opaque glass seemed to shatter before her eyes, an instance of clarity that loosened the subconscious hold she still had on the barbed wire of her old life. He was right.

      Hands bloody, the realization was painful. But now free from the blades that ate into her flesh, they could begin healing. She caught his softened expression and Faye breathed in what felt like the first deep breath she’d taken in years.

      “That’s my witch.” He dragged the plate towards them. “Now, eat. You need to build your energy back up.”

      That was all to it. He dropped the subject of the Covenant like it was nothing. They were nothing to her anymore and Faye smiled, glancing at the plate that sat between them like an offering of freedom if she took a bite.

      The sandwich didn’t smell terrible, now that she thought about it, but the gleam in his gaze promised that he was getting as much out of it as she was.

      “It feels weird eating alone…” She huffed. “I feel rude.”

      “Is that so? Let’s eat together, then.” Her eyes widened when he dropped to his knees in front of her, large hands spreading her thighs slowly to open her up to him. Without any underwear, there was nothing in the way of his hot breath on her suddenly throbbing core.

      “Raef!” She made to close her legs, her knit dress riding up to her hips from his hands while she gripped the side of the table to keep her balance.

      “What? You said nothing could compare to a toastie… I’m putting that to the test.” As he spoke, he kissed the supple flesh of her inner thigh, her clit pulsing with need. A swipe of his fingers between her lips had him humming in approval when he popped them both in his mouth to lick her essence off.

      “Now be good and eat your dinner while I enjoy mine.”

      His carefully crafted sandwich sat forgotten on the plate with a single bite missing when he dove between her legs, his intention clear as he proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that there was definitely something more pleasurable than a perfectly cooked grilled cheese.
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      The following week passed in a blur with November making way for the long nights and frost-tipped mornings of December.

      Last year, December had been marked by loneliness for Faye. Her first Yule alone, the weather cold, and not even her beloved plants awake as they slumbered until spring. All she could do was read, engrossing herself in the stories of others to keep her company.

      She hadn’t read a thing since Raef told her there was no time limit on freeing him.

      Her days were filled instead with hot touches and wandering lips at the drop of a hat. Whether it was being woken up to his face between her legs, a heated quickie against a tree during one of their walks, or the drawn-out hours of foreplay in front of the fire, Faye’s days were filled. Along with a few other places too.

      She knew the problems that brought them together still existed. But for now, those problems were locked outside in the cold while they continued to indulge in each other in her cottage.

      It didn’t prevent her curiosity though, and in the moments they weren’t fucking like rabbits, they talked.

      Or, she talked, and he listened. Adding his two cents every so often or if she prompted him for his opinion.

      He never seemed to mind, his fingers running up and down her bare spine lazily as she chatted about anything and everything that crossed her mind. When she caught herself rambling, apologizing to him out of habit, he just hummed with a sleepy smile and told her to continue.

      It never failed to send her heart into a flutter.

      This was one such time.

      A blanket tossed haphazardly over her lower body to keep her somewhat warm, she propped herself up on her elbows with her glass of water to rehydrate and her notebook of personally adapted poultices she needed to start making if she wanted to be ready for spring.

      They’d spent the afternoon at the stream where Raef told her he’d killed several acolytes and voiced his concern about the contamination. Faye had been distressed, immediately looking for solutions while he declared her more than capable of cleaning the water with magic.

      She thought he was overestimating her powers, especially after discovering her Forsaken status.

      Spellcasting was the most complex form of magical practice. Unlike the potions and poultices she commonly used her magic for, spellcasting relied almost entirely on a witch’s connection to the magical pulse of the earth.

      He’d been silent for a time, Faye squirming with awkwardness until he finally suggested she use him as an anchor if she needed it. It was a tremendous offer; one she was sure she misheard. For a Daemon to expose the soft underbelly of his existence so she could use him as a conduit for her power was unheard of.

      Still, she jumped at the chance, and with her hand on his arm, miraculously purged the stream and connecting lake of tainted magic. It was exhilarating and new and left them both horny as his mouth worked on her neck while she cast.

      Hours later, and her skin was still buzzing from the adrenaline of completing such complex magic because of him. That extended to her mouth as she chatted his ear off mindlessly.

      “…and I can’t believe they could contaminate the water that much. Did you see how ashy it looked when we first got there?” Raef hummed in what she assumed was agreement from where he lay. “I hope it hasn’t affected the surrounding wildlife too much... do you think it’ll need to be cleansed again? I didn’t see any bodies and if they’re still there, they might—”

      “Their bodies are gone.” He exhaled long and slow, basking in his afterglow and the contentedness of a full stomach after painstakingly checking she hadn’t been completely overtaken by his pheromones. “If they didn’t completely disintegrate from my weapons, then they very soon did when age finally caught up with them.”

      “Daemon weapons are really that powerful, huh…” She eyed the last ring of silver surrounding his bicep, the other nowhere to be seen. “Where do they come from?”

      Raef grunted noncommittally. “From me.”

      Her attention well and truly off her list, she dropped her cheek into her hand. The image of him forging said weapons should not have looked nearly as sexualized as her imagination made it out to be. “Oh, so you make them?”

      His eyes slid to hers knowingly, the corner of his lips quirking. “In a way. Daemonic emblems are made using a droplet of the Daemon’s raw essence. We’re not very trusting creatures, so having weapons made as an extension of ourselves is for the best.”

      “I didn’t know you were able to…transfer power somewhere else.” Faye’s mind popped with the excitement of new knowledge, the incubus so much more pliable than before when it came to her curiosity. He almost seemed to enjoy her interest, indulging her wonder. “In the Covenant—” He growled under his breath at their mention. “For witches…” she amended. “If you don’t possess the power within yourself, then it doesn’t exist.”

      Raef snorted. “A very narrow view for so progressive a time.”

      She didn’t respond, intrigued instead by the possibilities of transferred power and what it could entail. Memories of the near sentience of his influence surrounded her and his magic when she cleansed the stream swam in her mind. It explained why she could always feel his power compared to even the strongest elders on the Council.

      Goddess, even the claws that appeared to protect her from the attacking acolyte held hints of his power. The golden color, the ache in her palm. Was it all just manifestations of his power concentrated in one area?

      But one thing still didn’t add up with what he said.

      “I didn’t disintegrate today.” It came out of left field, the incubus blinking at her.

      “Why would you?”

      “When I used your magic to cleanse the water, it touched me and felt… really fucking good, but nothing bad happened like when it touched those acolytes.” Elaborating quieted her tone, self-conscious now that his eyes were on her.

      “My magic?”

      Nodding, she turned back to her list to scribble down a few messy ingredients to their corresponding potion that she was running low on.

      “I think you’ve misunderstood something, little witch.” Glancing up at where he rolled to his side to face her, a faint frown marred his features.

      “I might’ve been a catalyst, but you did all the work.” He yawned, his hand finding her lower back to stroke absently. He was ridiculously tactile, she came to realize, touching her at any opportunity. It warmed her blood, and she couldn’t keep the smile off her face when he did it.

      This time though, her smile was tinged with confusion as he dropped a lazy kiss below her ear.

      “You underestimate yourself, love,” he rumbled quietly, docile in his post-sex lightness. “Just because a flower can’t flourish beneath thorny brambles, doesn’t mean it’s doomed to wilt if it’s planted somewhere else.”

      Goosebumps tightened on her skin when he followed the words with a kiss to her neck, sealing it into her skin with sincerity.

      “All you needed was a counterweight to balance you out, and with one… you thrived.”

      Turning her face so her nose bumped his, she sought any glimmer of jest in his expression. He was serious as ever, gaze unwavering beneath messy waves as he dared her to say he was lying. She couldn’t, kissing him instead when words evaded her.

      He groaned into her mouth, cupping the side of her face to hold her in place. Her tongue explored his mouth with the guiding strokes of his own, pine and musk clouding her mind when he chuckled lowly. “Careful now… or you’ll start something you can’t finish. Weren’t you the one begging for a break?”

      She shifted, pushing his shoulder so he fell back onto the mattress obediently for her to straddle his hips. Naked, his eyes traced her body appreciatively, lingering with a possessive heat she never tired of when his hands inevitably followed their path.

      “Can we do it again?”

      “Sex?” He grinned cheekily, gripping her hips.

      “Magic.” Folding over until her breasts brushed his chest, he met her halfway while pressing her lower to where his cock lay hard on his stomach. “I don’t believe it wasn’t you…”

      “You wound me.” His fingers dug into her ass hard, adjusting himself beneath her so the underside of his cock was wedged between his navel and her entrance.

      “Besides, we should do something… in case more acolytes show up.” It was becoming more and more difficult to focus as he slowly guided her pussy over his thick length, every movement nudging the fat head dangerously close to entering her.

      “Mm, like what?”

      Even she could tell he was indulging her without really listening, his eyes glued to the way her lips spread around his girth that became wetter with her arousal.

      “I-I dunno… trying to find ways to deter them? Lay traps? N-Not… this.”

      “Lay traps?” The humor in his tone was only matched by the lust that forced his hips to roll up into her, craving more friction as she tried to muffle the soft noises bubbling on her tongue.

      “I said I di-didn’t know…”

      His chuckle was sinful when he crunched his stomach up to kiss under her jaw, her arms wrapping loosely around his neck.

      “You’re really fucking cute…” He grinned against her skin when she whined, squirming in his lap only stimulating them both more when he reached down to line his cock up distractedly. “You can lay all the traps you want if you can stay awake after I’ve fucked you, how about that?”

      “That’s not fair—” His cock breached her entrance suddenly, the position filling her inch by inch while he groaned into her temple.

      “Did you forget already, love?” He pressed her hips down to fill her entirely. “Daemons don’t play fair.”
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      He couldn’t believe he was actually laying traps just because Faye had asked him so earnestly. The sex was just that good. And seeing her beam at his acquiescence kept replaying in his mind as he scouted the forest again for threats.

      If she thought he’d be laying bear traps or digging holes, she was sorely mistaken.

      Rafael’s traps were of a more… hellish variety. Something nothing in this world could ever anticipate when he empowered an unassuming fir, identical to the hundreds that surrounded it, with some of the tricks of his homeland’s hostile environment.

      An acolyte wouldn’t see it coming when the roots would seek to consume anything deemed a threat, or the various trapdoor trunks that would crush a creature before it knew what hit it.

      With Faye nourishing him several times a day, he was as strong as the chain would allow. It was enough for him, at least in this world, where even at a fraction of his former self, he stood unrivaled in power.

      This kind of ‘trap laying’ was child’s play, and completely redundant when he could dispatch any threat himself, but it put Faye's mind at ease, so he was powerless to refuse her.

      By some miracle, she hadn’t lost herself despite how often he had her. Day after day, he wondered when the other shoe would drop, when he would look into those bright hazel eyes and find a shell. Desperate for pleasure and lacking everything that made her Faye.

      It was clear she didn’t understand. Reassuring him every time she caught him staring for longer than usual, laughing at his behavior that must seem peculiar to her.

      He wasn’t ignorant to the role his sigil was playing in this, turning this possible miracle into an equally likely curse. It put him at a crossroads. He could leave the chain intact, and risk whatever foul legacy the Necromancer had left inside her ticking over, or he could continue to try to break it as she did, knowing the moment it was severed, she would become like all the others.

      A vicious snarl from the back of his mind had him recoiling from the thought.

      The forest surrounding the cottage was as prepared as it was ever going to be, but Rafael was reluctant to return just yet. Unable to shake the vestiges of revulsion at either option, he circled the cheery home with its warmly illuminated windows and smoking chimney to the garden.

      Now that the thought had registered with him, he couldn’t shake it. What was he going to do?

      Should he do anything at all?

      Turning his face skyward where dusk was making way for an early night, he closed his eyes and leaned back against the fencing he still needed to mend.

      Could he really leave that sigil to fester inside Faye when he knew the man who created it? It hadn’t caused her any harm that he knew of, and she was a terrible liar so that even if she was keeping something from him, he’d figure it out sooner or later.

      That being said… the force that had pushed his face away in the bathroom the night after they’d first slept together was concerning.

      He hadn’t been lying when he said he sensed nothing, but that was equally as suspicious as if he’d sensed Marek’s power emanating from Faye’s hand.

      He had tasted her worry and his lack of an explanation hadn’t assuaged it in the slightest. She wanted answers now, a folly of youth all humans possessed. But now, with the question of where they went from here looming, he was beginning to feel the need to find answers as well.

      If whatever was in that sigil was able to act independently of Faye, then it was a threat. It didn’t matter how rare an occurrence it was; one instance would be all it took for her to come to harm, and after all this time, he couldn’t bear the thought of something happening to her.

      The realization sobered him.

      Maybe Faye did mean something to him. More than he anticipated. More than he thought himself capable of.

      If that was the case, then his actions couldn’t be selfish. Even if it meant leaving the moment their chain was broken. Nausea crept up his throat that the fresh air valiantly tried to subdue when he inhaled long and slow.

      Even if it was from himself, he would protect his witch from harm.
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      Several hours later and Rafael was still awake.

      Faye had succumbed to much needed sleep after he buried his doubts inside her, fucking her until he couldn’t remember anything but the softness of her body trembling under him. Now, the steady beat of her heart against his side kept him company while he remained lost in thought.

      Running his fingers over his mouth where something in the sigil had pushed him away, he frowned. Her palm lay face up in front of her and his eyes slid to it suspiciously. No matter what benefits he derived from it buffering his effect on Faye, it was still bad news.

      If he’s dead, then something else must be sustaining the chain.

      Her observations from weeks before still rang true.

      She deserved far more credit than she gave herself with questions that stumped even an immortal. Questioning everything was the only real way to escape prejudice, he supposed, and Faye’s natural lack of bigotry gave her a perspective on things that most missed through their biased lens.

      The door to her subconscious glimmered in the corner of his eye. He wondered what she was dreaming about, a soft noise leaving her as she burrowed deeper under the blankets. What escapist fantasy would he find if he took a peek.

      It was a constant temptation he resolutely ignored, but its presence did give him another idea.

      His own subconscious, while dangerous, might offer some answers to the things they wanted to know.

      His stomach roiled at the thought of reliving those memories. He’d spent centuries burying them under festering anger and hatred while in that book. Having to dig through the pain and the guilt to get to them wasn’t going to be pretty.

      Closing his eyes, he took solace in the repetitive, slow thump of Faye’s heart to calm his own. It pounded with an instinctive push not to stare into that abyss of his past. Too old… it hissed at him belligerently. There’s too much.

      Focusing on the weight of Faye’s head on his arm and the tickle of her hair against his chest, he used her as an anchor to descend into that deep dark, slipping into unconsciousness until he awoke on a narrow straw bed in the corner of a small room lit by a raging hearth.

      Around him, the dream was building itself reluctantly with the golden threads of his power into a tapestry of woe. Sitting up, the bed creaked, the sound much too loud in his ears while the fire was silent before he remembered to give it its crackle.

      Already his muscles were humming with tension, his memory of this place as foul as the smell outside the door where the pigs kept as livestock foraged in the wet mud. A deadly plague was rife during those years, marked by painful sores, a high fever and near absolute mortality rate.

      Living as far away from people during this time was paramount if possible. It was a matter of personal safety, and Marek hated illness. Detested disease and despised death.

      Not all death, he scoffed to himself tiredly, a headache already beginning to throb behind his eyes. Marek only hated death that he couldn’t control. He was rather loose with dealing it out when someone disagreed with him.

      That wasn’t what was important right now, though.

      Casting his eyes around the uncanny abode, Rafael hated how his memory replicated everything to a fault. From the damp smell of the straw roof and the stuffiness from the lack of windows, to how the mortar between bricks was shaded with soot and age.

      It made it difficult to remember that this was a dream when everything about the scene suggested otherwise. His eyes landed on the newly smelted bronze coin sitting innocently on the mantle above the fire.

      Shackles. But he didn’t know it then.

      Back then, that coin held the promise of freedom. How naïve… he groused bitterly.

      It was inevitable that the characters belonging to this memory wouldn’t stay quiet for long. He managed to subdue any physical appearances, but the echoing voices of those scenes played out regardless.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t just kill yourself.”

      No response. He hadn’t given an answer to Marek’s cheerfully asked question, the warlock meticulous as he weighed out ingredients for another project he was always working on.

      “But of course…you can’t.”

      Rafael flinched; the stab of resentment he’d felt in that moment as sudden as it was intense.

      “When Daemons reach a certain age… their death spells calamity, isn’t that right?” His head nodded mechanically, a puppet string tug as he sank into his own role in the memory. “You’ve obviously reached that Prime status, Rafael. How many worlds have you seen before earth I wonder… It’s a testament to your power, but an unfortunate paradox that leaves you, one of the mightiest, powerless to your own existence. How does it feel?”

      Rafael swallowed, the dust from the thin straw mattress like ash coating his throat when he croaked, “Agonizing.”

      “Then tell me, friend, what would happen if you did die?”

      “What would happen if the wind stopped blowing? Or the oceans dried up?” The ventriloquist of his past forced him to speak. “It’s indefinable, but undoubtedly catastrophic.”

      He hardly knew at the time that Marek was gleaning valuable information from him on what Daemons he should and shouldn’t kill. Rafael had been so jaded with his life that he hardly remembered anything beyond a greyscale of stagnant waters. Only the waters he was treading then, were laced with poison.

      "But you need not die. No one should.”

      His stomach turned at the barely concealed glee hiding beneath his empathy. The knowledge of what followed, where his own powers were used through the book by the Necromancer to persuade, tempt, and later kill others a sin he would never be forgiven for.

      “All you need to do, dear Rafael… is lock away the problem, and then the pain will stop.”

      He’d been so desperate, he agreed without thought.

      He couldn’t stomach the feeding anymore. The humans who were both eager for his touch and halfway to the grave through pestilence was the final blow in a lifetime of swings that broke the incubus.

      How stupid he was, the faint voice of his present-self whispered, when he was sitting with the one who caused such devastation… all in a bid to shatter his will.

      “You speak too much, warlock.” He heard himself growl, impatience bubbling as the coin moved from its place above the fire to hover in front of him, the gloved palm that held it materializing in front of him. “What do I need to do to be free of this curse?”

      Marek grinned above him, the fire setting icy olive eyes aglow.

      “All you need to do, Rafael… is sign.”

      He awoke with a start when Marek straddled him, playing on his hunger to give him that one last push.

      A cold sweat was drying on his skin even as more pumped off him, Faye’s concerned face filling his vision in the dark. Behind her, the same olive eyes turned to look at the witch curiously, blond hair falling carelessly into his face when Marek’s intrigue fisted Rafael’s heart in dread.

      Her voice sounded far away when she spoke, and he couldn’t focus. All he could see was that same glove-covered hand lift to graze Faye’s thick hair. Something snapped in him, yanking the witch closer to him and out of reach of the specter.

      When Marek stood up from the end of the bed to disappear out the bedroom door, alarm bells blared in his head. Paranoia pushed him off the mattress, his power erratic as it shook through the cottage in pursuit of the man he was sure was lurking just out of sight.

      He had to find him. He had to put an end to this.
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      As conscious as he first appeared, Raef wasn’t awake.

      His eyes were unblinking, a bright amber that glowed in the dark to the point that even his pupils were tinged in that orange light. He felt feverish to the touch, and when he stood, he staggered. Afraid he might actually topple, Faye tied her robe hurriedly to follow him through the cottage.

      “Marek!”

      He snarled in that ancient language befitting his accent. His pheromones traveled through the cottage like bloodhounds, their master not far behind. Every creak and groan of the house at night triggered a snap of his head in that direction, piercing the culprit with tendrils of his influence that slashed through the air with barbed brutality.

      She had no idea how to bring him out of this. This hunt.

      He slammed the side of his fist into a stone wall suddenly, making her jump with a squeak. The sound drew his attention, his profile hard when she was pinned by his gaze.

      She froze. Powerless to do anything else, she suddenly empathized with prey animals who humans told to run while watching nature documentaries. In the face of certain predators, there was no fight or flight. There was only freeze.

      From the shadows, he looked every bit the Greater Daemon history still remembered him as.

      Illuminated eyes were obscured by waves she’d mussed only hours before while she clung to him in the heat of passion. Dark energy cloaked his hands and arms that had held her so possessively, her body still carrying their mark on her hips and ass.

      He was painfully familiar while feeling like a complete stranger.

      Her heart was still hammering in her chest and her limbs complained from how rigid she held them, but she didn’t move an inch. Eventually, his gaze left her to continue his pursuit.

      A shaky breath left her surprised. She wasn’t afraid of him. Was she? It never crossed her mind that he might hurt her, she knew he’d sooner hurt himself. But evolution demanded she stay wary, even if her heart asserted that she could trust him.

      He’d say the same, she reassured herself as she ducked back into the bedroom. He would tell her to stay vigilant no matter what. It wasn’t manners or thinking the best of others. It was gullible and borne of a stupidity he would say she was better than.

      And you’re not stupid… she told herself silently, pacing the foot of her bed.

      There had to be something she could do. But what? Wherever Raef was in his subconscious, he was too far away to hear her.

      You’re not supposed to wake someone who was sleepwalking, she remembered that tidbit from school during an information lecture on modules she could choose for her final year. Sleep magic never appealed to her then, but maybe she should’ve picked it.

      Besides, she was pretty sure they didn’t have Daemons in mind when they said that.

      But by the quakes of his power shaking the earth and high voltage ripples charging the air, Faye didn’t think it was safe to leave him as he was. For anyone.

      Coming to a stop by her curtains, she peeked outside to true darkness of rural Scotland. There was no one for miles. Just like she wanted. That also meant she was on her own in dealing with this.

      “Focus,” she muttered to try to calm her erratic heartbeat. Rather than the actual Daemon stalking through her cottage, it had picked up pace at the habitual fear of failure.

      Putting anything into practice terrified her, forcing her to sit on the edge of the bed so that she didn’t pace herself into a panic attack. The waxed canvas of his jacket that had been tossed to the ground in her bid to strip him earlier touched her bare toes.

      She grabbed it, the material as expensive as it was comforting when she buried her nose in the collar. A few stabilizing inhales soothed her, tickling a subconscious sense of safety he inspired with just his scent.

      That’s it.

      Subconsciousness.

      Her eyes flew open, nose still buried in his jacket. He woke her up time and again in her dreams in order to better control them. If she could find him in his subconscious, maybe she could wake him up.

      He’d been adamant that she stayed out of his dreams, to the point of making a deal with her over it. But she didn’t see any other choice when it felt like the entire cottage was wobbling under the force of his unstable power.

      If that was her only problem, it would’ve been too easy.

      How do you even enter someone else’s dream? Her confidence deflating slightly at the immediate roadblock before she'd even started, she tightened her fingers in his jacket.

      She tried to remember everything he told her about dreams. About the way the incubi used desire to enter and control them.

      “Desire…”

      Find the desire I’m fulfilling and cut it off.

      Her desire left a doorway to her subconscious open to an incubus. But this chain, this connection between them, allowed her to seek that fulfilment in his dreams as well.

      Her desire was the link, and instead of cutting it off… she needed to nurture it. Build a bridge instead of the wall she constructed every night before sleeping.

      Initially, she thought the desire he’d been fulfilling was comfort. Company. But perhaps it went deeper than that. She was lonely when she was surrounded by others back in the Covenant. She was certain that she was made from clay while everyone else was made from stone and she was so scared of being discovered as a phony, that even amongst swaths of her peers… she was completely isolated.

      Maybe you finally feel safe enough to let yourself cry.

      Curling up on her side, Faye pulled his jacket over her instead of her blankets, enveloping herself in him. He was brutish and cranky, flawed despite being put on a pedestal in this world. It gave her room to think that perfection was a ridiculous goal, especially when it was only in service of others.

      He accepted her. Maybe that was what she desired. Not comfort nor company. But someone who looked at her and saw a complete picture, not a work in progress.

      Yeah… that was it.

      Clinging to that feeling, Faye closed her eyes. Instead of laying bricks, she snuggled deeper into his jacket. The occasional creak and growl that filtered from the other side of the bedroom door didn’t faze her as her muscles grew heavy with lethargy.

      Find the door… coasted across her mind as sleep eventually took her.

      Find his door.
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      Something was scratching at the back of Faye’s neck. Her nose tickled with the sudden urge to sneeze, dragging her to consciousness.

      Opening her eyes, hazy light dispersed under thick clouds forced them shut again. Too bright. Squirming, prickly strands of hay had made their way down the back of her dress, forcing her to sit up to shake away the burning touch.

      Around her, smoke was rising from the burnt-out shells of stone houses, their walls blackened by fire and thatch roofs nonexistent apart from the occasional patch that was still smoldering.

      She was in a village. Or what was once a village, Faye noted, observing the toppled wagons, tattered flags, and decimated fencing that once defined this little hamlet in a rural sea of rolling hills and dense forestry.

      Once she’d gotten rid of all the hay touching her, she staggered out of the narrow shelter attached to one such burnt-out house that, mercifully, hadn’t caught fire while she was in it.

      An unsettling stillness hovered over the village. An eerie silence turned sinister when everything around her suggested there should be sound. Of people and animals. Chatter or, perhaps, shouting in the aftermath of the fires.

      There was nothing, only an overwhelming stench of death that told her of the inhabitants’ fate long before she stumbled across the first pile of bodies.

      That was where she came across the first signs of life since she got here. A boy, standing with his back to her, observed the effigy of horror. His thin shoulders hardly moved with his breathing and dirty, matted blond hair hung limply when she rushed closer to block him from the gruesome sight.

      But like water among the desert sands, life was a mirage in this place.

      Her hand passed through nothing when she reached for him, the child disappearing in the breeze and forcing Faye to lose her balance. She fell with an ‘oomph’, coming face to face with hell when she lifted her head.

      The image of boil-riddled skin and emaciated terror seared itself in her memory. She wasn’t sure time, magic, or alcohol would ever be able to scrub them from her mind as she scrambled as far away as possible to the other side of the hamlet in the hopes of finding Raef or, at least, cleaner air.

      No such luck.

      Smoke and death dueled for dominance in her lungs, and she tried to cough them both out.

      What happened here?

      There was no sign of the incubus. His dreamscape spanned wider than she imagined possible when she reached the cusp of a hill just outside the village. Far as the eye could see, pastures and thickets of trees covered the basin before her. Similar ribbons of smoke coiled from other pockets of settlements that seemed to have suffered the same fate as this one.

      No wonder the smell was everywhere. Faye was wading through fields of corpses.

      No matter how daunting the dream, though, Raef had to be around here somewhere.

      She covered her mouth and nose with the wide, linen sleeve of the dress she awoke in. It dulled the smells, but the sights remained horrific when she made her way back through the village. A small cloud of dust kicked up with her every step down the dirt road, leading her with poised intention towards the woods.

      Please let it lead to him, she manifested with a silent prayer. Let it lead her to Raef and not whatever evil had laid waste to the land.

      One step past the tree line was all it took for the dreamscape to shift, her stomach left behind like a rollercoaster when she suddenly found herself far deeper in the forest than before. There was no path here, there was hardly any footing that wasn’t a ruptured root or steep decline made dangerous by the sudden downpour of rain that soaked Faye to the bone.

      She struggled for a time, carefully traversing the roots until she came upon a muddy trail and where the first sound that wasn’t her own registered with the squeal of a pig.

      She held her breath instinctively. That sounded far too similar to the acolytes.

      But no, when she rounded the corner, regular pigs greeted her. Foraging around the base of trees and rolling around in the muck surrounding them, they paid her no mind from their dilapidated enclosure attached to an equally run down cottage.

      At least this one still had a roof, and the only smoke coming from it was from the chimney.

      Somebody was home.

      It had to be Raef, surely.

      She hardly gave it a second thought before she raced towards it, her soft-soled shoes slapping in the mud and eager to get out of this ominous vacuum of eerie silence and dead bodies.

      Just shy of throwing the door open, though, she caught herself. She needed to do this gently, with patience as he always did when he was in her dreams.

      Taking a more respectable step back, Faye exhaled and knocked on the rough, misaligned door with a confident tap tap tap, holding her breath as soon as she heard something moving inside.

      She expected rich, warm eyes and someone tall enough to need to bend in order to get through the door.

      What she was greeted by was someone blond and beautiful. But that wasn’t what shocked her. It was the fact that she’d seen this man before. Watching her breakdown with open curiosity while he sat cross-legged in front of her in the rain.

      He looked different here.

      Younger. The majority of his hair was pulled back in a messy tail behind his head and his alabaster skin was pinched with malnutrition that immediately called to Faye’s need to nurture.

      Suspicion hardened angled, olive eyes and he immediately tried to close the door.

      “Take your illness elsewhere, woman. I have no cure of this pestilence.”

      He turned back into the cottage, closing the door as he did. It was a split-second decision for Faye to grab the edge of the door to stop him, their hands grazing. His was so chilled to the touch, as icy as the sculpture he looked like.

      “Wait, I’m not sick. I’m looking for someone.”

      “Tch.” Something nasty glinted in the man’s eye when he glanced back. It was gone before he blinked, leaving her uncertain if she even saw it. “No one but I live here. Be gone.”

      “Please—” His shoulders tensed beneath the baggy black tunic when she pleaded. She took advantage of his hesitation. “You’re the only person I’ve met so far. Everyone else is…”

      “Dead?”

      Faye dropped her hand from the door with a muted nod, the man not immediately slamming the door in her face. His jaw clenched, conflict waging war on his sharp features and mellow, green eyes.

      “You say you’re not sick? Even in this pestilential atmosphere?”

      Faye nodded eagerly. She had an extensive number of vaccines under her belt, human and Covenant alike. Not like it made a lick of difference here, she reminded herself. The land she was in was positively medieval.

      “No fever or swellings? Under the armpit or near your—”

      Chivalry stopped him, his eyes flicking down to her groin before darting away with an awkward clearing of his throat.

      “None. Promise.” Flashing him what she hoped was a convincing smile, the man remained stoic, but left the door open with a sigh and retreated deeper into the cottage.

      It was dark, she noticed after stepping inside, with a low ceiling and stone walls painted orange by the glow of the fire. But it was quaint, cozy even, after what she witnessed outside.

      “I fear your journey has been wasted, lady. I have seen no one pass through in many weeks. This person you seek.” He began tidying pages of loose parchment away from the crudely crafted table in front of them. “Were they ill? If so, I fear plague will already have consumed them. This newer malady takes so very little time…”

      “He’s healthy,” she offered. This required tact. More tact than when she spewed off about magical plants.

      “You sound very certain when half the world is in the ground and the other half is on their way to it.” He scoffed, seeming to dismiss her pursuit as a failure already.

      “Trust me, plague… will not touch him.”

      “How fortunate for him…” His tone dropped to a sudden chill that Faye didn’t know how to take. He appeared both intrigued and vexed. Strands of flaxen gold hair escaped the tie that held it, making him look younger. His eyes though. They were hard as steel.

      Rubbing her arms free of the damp chill clinging to them, she watched how the man bent to throw another log onto the fire.

      Facing her again, she fidgeted a little at his unrelenting stare, the one-roomed cottage far too stifling. Maybe she should’ve stayed by the door, instead of being tempted by the fire to get closer to absorb some of its heat.

      Above the mantle, bundles of freshly picked herbs were hanging to dry and a jar of writhing black leeches caught in the fire’s light.

      “You’re a physician?”

      He paused, pouring her a wooden cup of hot water hanging to boil over the fire when he noticed her shiver. Maybe his prickliness was nothing more than a defense to the harsh environment of his upbringing.

      “In a sense. Though, I offer more… unorthodox treatments some might consider…unsavory.”

      “Oh,” she blinked, her eyes immediately drawn to the pale blue petals sitting in a mortar waiting to be crushed, “Atropos Tears, I’ve never seen them in person before.”

      The man stiffened out of the corner of her eye.

      “Did you grow them yourself?” she asked excitedly, forgetting this was a dream when faced with one of her own. “They’re so rare that I’ve heard of single seeds selling for hundreds of thousands, and even then, you need to grow it and cultivate it at just the right time for it to—”

      The man smirked, Faye catching herself as color burned her face.

      “Not many know it by that name,” he hummed, some of the initial tension bleeding from his shoulders, “and even less know what it’s used for. Do you?”

      Wringing her fingers together to avoid temptation in touching the petals, she nodded. “If the stories are to be believed, they can be used to challenge fate.”

      He arched a brow, evidently not expecting her answer.

      “According to the stories…” he echoed.

      She screwed up. Not only had she called the plant by its magical name, but she’d reverted to its magical properties as opposed to how it could be used medicinally. There was no bigger declaration of her status as a witch than that, and from the knowing glint in the man’s eyes, he knew it too.

      “It’s not often I see other witches travelling alone far from the bosom of the Covenant.”

      “It’s not often I hear the Covenant condoning ‘unorthodox’ practices…” Since they were laying it all out on the table… she mentally cheered herself.

      “Desperate times...” He was becoming a greater mystery the longer she stayed in his presence, a web of entangled secrets that caught her in a snare the harder she tried to make sense of it.

      “So, when you told me you had no cure at the door, that was a lie?”

      Her eyes fell to a pile of runic parchment as he gathered them to place them out of sight, unwittingly exposing something that made Faye’s stomach sink. It was brand new, the carving on the coin barely cooled where it sat in the center of the book.

      “Oh no, I was being quite honest, little witch. I don’t have any cure… while you’re still alive.”

      She was slammed into the mantle before she had a chance to register the shift in his tone. He was in front of her before she could blink, using an unnatural strength to lift her by the throat, the book behind him illuminating in a golden glow that broke Faye’s heart.

      “How pathetic.”

      Clawing at his hand, Marek chuckled coldly at just how weak she was against him. How anyone would be against him when he had a Daemon’s power at his disposal. She wanted to grab the book and run; save Raef from the future she knew he was going to be subjected to for centuries.

      But all of this had already happened, a memory trapped in a dream.

      Grabbing his wrist once more, even as her vision blurred, Faye felt the same tell-tale burn of her palm rupture against Marek. In the same way it shoved Raef away from her in the bath, the Necromancer was propelled back across the table and into the wall at the other side of the cottage.

      Using the chance, Faye coughed, scrambling to her feet to make a break for the door.

      Behind her, all she could hear was the spine grating laugh as Marek stood tall, watching her leave without trying to stop her, his words following her as she grappled with the handle.

      “You better find him quick, Faye… find him before I do.”
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      Bursting through the door of the Necromancer’s abode, Faye stumbled into a clearing.

      The dreamscape had changed again. A glance behind her solidified her escape from Marek. All that greeted her were tall, off-kilter iron torches impaled in the ground before a large witch’s circle.

      Robed bodies lay lifeless around the many branches that constructed it. Faye swallowed, cautiously approaching the macabre stage. Blood dampened the earth around the bodies, all of them cold to the touch, all of them identically dressed.

      This was a message.

      Something flickered out of the corner of her eye. Faye had mere moments to fall back on her ass as a wicked glaive laced with pulsing red light planted itself in the ground where she’d been. A bandaged hand wrapped around the handle, the weapon looking featherlight as its owner pulled it from the ground with ease as Faye scrambled to her feet.

      “Looks like I missed one.”

      Taking in her assailant, the color drained from Faye’s face at the sight of another Daemon.

      There was nothing else he could be. Inhumanly large, his lower face was concealed in a mask of the same dark energy that coated Raef’s arms. Piercing silver eyes bored into hers from beneath a hood that shrouded the rest of his face in shadows and Faye had no doubt that was the last thing many saw before they met their end.

      “Wait, wait—” Faye shrieked when he twisted the glaive in hand, primed for attack. “I’m not your enemy, I promise! I’m only here to find Rafael—”

      Violence clamored in a clash of metal and iron as his influence surrounded her, bringing every grievance caused against her to the forefront of her mind. A thick retribution stalled up her windpipe, the Daemon’s glowing eyes twitching with recognition. She thought she might crumble under his influence, so different as it was from Raef’s.

      Vengeance.

      She’d read about Daemons like him. A vindictus.

      Some called them angels, exacting final judgement on humans and Covenant alike for their transgressions. They fed on revenge, if the stories were to be believed, and it appeared this one had just indulged in a hearty meal of acolytes.

      “How do you know that name?”

      His tone changed, curiously hostile as she eyed the cruel edge of his blade, the red energy pulsing within it reflected in the ruby glow growing in his silver gaze. One flick of the wrist and he could probably decapitate her.

      “This is his dre—” Stalling, she didn’t miss the way his eyes narrowed. She cleared her throat instead. “He’s around here somewhere, I need to find him.”

      “You don’t believe he’s dead?”

      “Why would I?” She blinked, ignoring how her heart tightened in fear.

      “How could you not when that loathsome traitor is using his power to wage this war?”

      The Daemon rounded her slowly to kick a corpse over onto its back, soulless eyes staring unseeing at the sky as the cloudiness of death darkened to an opaque veil.

      “Villainous cretins biting the hand that fed them… using necromancy to strengthen their power and sickness to poison the food source of their opponents…”

      His anger charged the air around them, the Daemon turning his attention back to her with a glance over his shoulder.

      “Anyone found to be a follower of the traitor will receive the same fate.” It was a threat, not a warning.

      “I’m no follower of Marek.”

      A feral growl emanated from beneath the hood, a single step forward forcing Faye back against the closest tree for the Daemon to bend at eye-level to her.

      “And why should I believe you, witch?” Mistrust shone in silver eyes—she didn’t have time for this, but she didn’t drop her gaze, her jaw setting.

      “Because… because if you thought I was, I’d already be dead.”

      “Hmm.” He pulled his face away, returning to his full, intimidating height. “Vengeance means nothing if the innocent suffers. You don’t smell like those forsaken creatures. You smell…”

      He paused, leaning down so his nose barely glanced her neck.

      “You smell like Rafael.” He inhaled long and slow, her body tensing as he balanced her life on his scales of judgement. “His pheromones are all over you…” His head snapped up to meet her eyes. “His mate?”

      Mate?

      “Does that mean you believe me?” She tried to keep the shake out of her voice, the possibility of dying in a dream only hitting her then. She wouldn’t die for real, right? She’d wake up.

      The Daemon grunted noncommittally, and Faye dared to hope before his bandaged hand found her mouth as he shoved her further into the woods out of sight. Her surprise squeak was hushed as he kept his eyes fixed ahead where a familiar silhouette emerged from the shadows.

      Marek looked different to how he appeared mere minutes ago when she was in his cottage.

      He looked strong as he crouched by his fallen followers, his grin ecstatic and muttering unintelligible.

      At the same time, though, a familiar throb of power filled the clearing, liquid pleasure that instantly had Faye’s heart stuttering as she sought any sight of Raef.

      “It’s not him,” the vindictus whispered when her fingers curled into his leather-clad arms hopefully. “That power is coming from the traitor.”

      That made no sense. Faye knew Raef’s influence intimately, crisscrossing between her legs when she walked and constantly clinging to her no matter where she was in the cottage. But when her eyes slid over to Marek, those same pulses of power exuded from him as he reanimated the corpses that groaned and groveled before his hooded figure in prostration.

      And in Marek’s hand, as he stroked the heads of his pets, was Raef’s book. The same one she’d spent night after night reading through, excited to use it to make herself stronger for appearances sake. Seeing now what it had been used for, what Raef had been used for.

      “It’s not his fault…” The Daemon dropped his hand slowly for her to speak, something shifting in the dreamscape once more and causing a tectonic shift beneath their feet. “Marek—"

      He took an unsteady step back, out into the open as a groan of pain left him suddenly, clutching at his side where blood stained his bandaged hands scarlet.

      “…killed us…” he finished for her, falling to his knees.

      Faye rushed to him, his breathing burdened when she tried to soften his fall.

      Clear the airways, that was what first aid taught her, her fingers immediately pulling down his hood over a mop of black hair.

      “So much death,” he strained, “it was impossible… impossible to withstand Rafael’s power. I—I failed.”

      He was babbling now, his words slurring as he wobbled on his knees, forcing Faye to steady him before she could reach for his mask.

      “You didn’t fail, you did your best…” She soothed him as best she could, coaxing the energy covering his lower face to dissipate so he could breathe better. It didn’t help. Ragged scars tore down the left side of his handsome face and neck. They were vicious and painful, opening by themselves to spill blood down his sallow skin.

      These were injuries he hadn’t healed from.

      “I… don’t remember anything.” Blood was painting his teeth and lips, his once sharp eyes unfocused. “Not after this job. I-It’s all black.”

      “You’re panicking, just breathe for me, okay? I’m here.”

      Even if this was a dream, and the Daemon beside her long dead, the thought of leaving him alone as he choked on the immortal life leaving him was unbearable. No wonder the Daemons abandoned this world. How many had fallen to Marek’s greed to acquire that life for himself?

      The acolytes had disappeared from the clearing, as had Marek, leaving the two of them alone. Side by side, the Daemon who had once sought to kill her, now leaned against her shoulder heavily as his life drained from him. She squeezed his hand in both of hers.

      “What’s your name?” She smiled as brightly as she could around the glaze in her eyes. She needed to keep him awake. “I’m Faye, it’s nice to meet you.”

      “Why… d-do you want to know?” he exhaled, his shoulders sagging as more of his strength left him. “I’m already dead.”

      “I’d rather remember you by a name than that one Daemon who tried to cut me in two.” She chuckled watery, the sound petering off when he lifted dazed grey eyes to hers.

      “The latter is more honest.” He coughed.

      “Indulge me, then.” He didn’t say anything as he grew heavier against her.

      “I always wondered what kind of person… it’d take to heal Rafael’s heart,” he grunted, a gush of blood from his many injuries making her close her eyes, tears beading on her lashes. “When you find him, little witch… tell him that I, that Erik—”

      She lowered her head to hear him better, his hand going limp in hers as she learned his name.

      Erik.

      He faded from existence in the next current of wind, like dandelion seeds carrying the wishes of children on them. And just as she’d woken up in that burnt-out village, Faye was alone, her determination to bring Raef out of this hellhole the only strength that pushed her to her feet again.
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      Just how big was this dream?

      It felt like she’d been walking for hours after stumbling out of the clearing where Erik died. A lot of that time had been spent sniffling and swiping at her eyes, an ache filling her heart with grief.

      He wasn’t even real, and yet Raef’s memory of him was so clear, so poignant that it was like he really died beside her and not centuries in the past.

      The forest had thinned the farther she walked, turning into fields of grass separated by slapdash fencing dented by flat entry points for her to step over.

      At least it was pretty, she comforted herself, the grass tickling her ankles and softening her footfalls. The resounding peace of her surroundings gave her room to breathe. To recover and leave both Erik and the Necromancer where she found them.

      Eventually, even the fields grew sparce, the sun setting on this memory to reveal a starlit walkway.

      Paper mâché trees grew from the shiny black glass that clinked underfoot, reflecting an endless sky of stars. Only those bone-white trees of plaster and paper broke the unending blend of land and sky.

      Her breathing was loud in her ears, alone in a room so large she felt miniscule. It emphasized the silence weighing down on this unsettling peace, an ominous sense of foreboding chasing uneasiness up her spine.

      “H-Hello?”

      Her voice echoed back to her, the uncertainty in her voice tenfold when she listened back to it.

      “Raef?”

      The eerie ring of his name vibrated against the trees, fragile in their hollowness, awakening them. A shockwave emanated from them, passing through her with an anguish so potent, it doubled her over.

      Forcing herself to straighten, a shaky breath entered her with the sputtering of a dead car engine, the air working upstream to fill her lungs.

      It was as if every moment of grief, every uncontrollable pain and loss she experienced filled her anew. All at once and relentlessly, tears dripped down her cheeks, her soul splitting under the callous claws of heartache.

      What was contained in this part of his subconscious that could cause such agony?

      It transported her back to the pit of despair she routinely found herself trapped in before she moved to Scotland. That helplessness. No matter how much dirt was under her nails from trying to climb out, or how close the way out appeared to be, nothing worked.

      “That’s not your life anymore,” she warbled quietly in a bid to remind herself.

      Her life was humble and quiet now. With her books and armchair, Rowan and her lovely plants. With Raef who fit so seamlessly into that life with her as opposed to against her.

      It softened the blow of every step past the first of those cold trees, their limbs distorted like gnarled fingers beckoning her closer.

      It drew her eyes to what she initially thought were leaves that covered them. But they weren’t leaves at all. They were pieces of paper. Uniform, rectangular scraps that fluttered in an absent breeze that revealed red writing on their backs.

      “Talismans?”

      Wondering aloud, she came to a stop in front of one. Her hesitation was fleeting, a deep breath steeling her resolve, and she turned one of the low-hanging talismans over.

      Immediately, her vision was filled with a woman, wailing into a familiar, muscular arm. Recognizing that same silver emblem surrounding his upper bicep, Faye didn’t need to see his face to know it was Raef.

      He untangled the stola-clad beauty from him, dreamy sunlight shining onto mosaic tiles through fluted white columns at odds with the conflict happening. His familiar rumble in an ancient language sent the woman into an outrage.

      Her face was a mess of tears. Waist-length, shiny black hair uncombed, her poised posture hunched. It was obvious she cared about her appearance, making her negligence all the more drastic because of it.

      Whatever he said turned her cries to bitter accusations while lust still filled her gaze. A silver dagger slid into her palm, Faye’s breath hitching to warn him when crimson sprayed from where she plunged the blade into her own neck.

      “Selene!”

      The memory disappeared, the bloody ink barely dried on the talisman. Her hands shook, dropping the leaf that dangled grimly on its gallows.

      Another memory.

      Another death.

      She cast her eyes around the path, all the trees that lined it covered in similar leaves. They couldn’t all be…

      No. She had to be sure.

      Even as she decided it, her hand trembled when she reached for another on a tree several paces up the path.

      This time, she witnessed Raef throwing open a heavy wooden door. His hair was longer, and he was clothed in furs and leather that belonged in a time of Nordic raids and Celtic kingdoms. The dread on his handsome features turned desperate, Faye reluctantly turning around to witness what he saw.

      Bodies littered every surface of a mead hall. The fire still crackling cast shadows upon their stillness, cheating the eye into thinking they might be alive.

      Many were men, some looking no older than fourteen with patchy beards and wiry frames they’d never grow into. Some were women. Serving girls drenched in blood where they lay close to the exit, their escape foiled by the man kneeling in wait amidst the carnage.

      His eyes were flat. Empty of anything but their obsessed awareness of Raef’s presence, which caused a dark light to ignite in them.

      “Arvid…”

      Raef sounded so hopeless, looking around the monstrosity that had taken place at the hands of the man in front of him.

      A hurried string of twisting vowels and foreign lyricism left the incubus in a horrified accusation to which Arvid merely nodded enthusiastically. His mind was totally gone.

      When Raef pinched the bridge of his nose, a heavy sigh escaped him in a whoosh, his shoulders sagging. When he opened his eyes again, her heart clenched painfully at their dullness. A trapped sadness screamed silently behind them.

      She forgot how lackluster his eyes had been in the beginning. They’d gradually become brighter, shining with that rich whiskey and occasional gleam of gold since he’d been with her.

      Arvid’s voice was desperate when he spoke, blood flattening the fur of his cowl and flecked across his face when the light caught it as he reached for Raef.

      He recoiled from the touch, sending the man into a frenzy of jealous hunger as he spat threats at the Daemon. It was only when Raef’s hand found its way around his throat that he quietened, a single squeeze crushing his windpipe.

      The sound brought her back to the tree with a gasp, her fingers curling into the flaky bark to steady herself. This time, the ink scratched with that same nauseating crunch along the paper, searing Arvid’s name into Raef’s memory.

      That’s what they were.

      Names.

      Every leaf was a person, and there were thousands. Possibly more as they clothed these bare trees completely. Each one another chink in Raef’s beaten armor.

      “This is why I ended up in that book…”

      His words from weeks before rose in her mind. No wonder he had been so reluctant to feed, so paranoid that she would suffer the same fate if they crossed that line. With such a bloodstained past, she couldn’t fault him for worrying.

      But they had crossed that line. The thought had only passed when a sapling at the end of the path caught her attention. Bare, all but one piece of paper hung from a young, skinny branch.

      Approaching it, she didn’t need to turn it over to know what it said. Four letters in Raef’s slanted penmanship, the beginning of their entire relationship.

      Faye.

      Another piece of paper materialized on the branch beside the first.

      Faye.

      And another.

      Faye.

      Each time she read her name; another leaf grew on the sapling until the entire tree was coated in her name. No horrific memory was attached to each piece, only a flash of her smile or a glimpse of him kissing the top of her spine.

      Sweet memories waiting to turn sour.

      He was afraid. So, so afraid.

      Her palm throbbed, drawing her attention down to it.

      She never did figure out how it was possible for Marek to entrap a Daemon like Raef. No matter how powerful he was, Marek was a mortal warlock, confined to the same limits of powers all those who practiced magic were.

      But seeing Raef’s weariness through just two leaves of a countless number, some of that mystery began to make sense.

      Only something as powerful as a Greater Daemon could create a cage strong enough to hold one.

      A ripple of water distorted her reflection in the glass ground, turning her taller and broader until she was no longer herself. Glowing gold eyes met hers upside down where Raef stood on the other side of the glass.

      It wasn’t really him. Was this another memory?

      He lifted his hand, her own following and drawing her gaze to the sigil branded there now.

      Something nudged her to keep going. Think harder. She swallowed, picking up another piece of the pictureless puzzle in her mind.

      Marek used Raef’s own powers as a weapon while he was trapped in the book to devastate both human and Daemonic populations. Scratching her head, Faye sat on the ground, crossing her legs, and the Raef in her reflection mirrored her.

      But how could he use the power that the sigil itself suppressed, her mind challenged.

      Unless he wasn’t using it directly from the source. The memory of golden claws erupting from her palm that protected her against the acolytes registered finally. Power transference. Didn’t he do the exact same thing with his emblems?

      He did. He told her so when they were lazing together in bed.

      With Marek dead… something else must be maintaining the chain. She said it on a whim, but the truth was closer than she thought.

      The Raef in her reflection smirked, disappearing back into her wide-eyed self as she planted her hands on the glass in front of her. A bizarre sense of pride wafted over her amidst the suffocating pain of his past.

      “That’s my girl.”

      She was certain she heard it, but a glance up and around her confirmed she was still alone. Swallowing, she buried her face in her hands to focus her breathing. She spent weeks looking for an answer that had been staring her in the face every single day. First with suspicion, then curiosity, and now… with affection.

      Raef’s magic was in the sigil.

      His was the power that kept this chain intact.
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      Did he even know?

      It had been a few long minutes since the truth struck her, Faye sitting cross-legged and playing with a leaf of her name absentmindedly. The memory attached to this one comforted her. A cozy sensation of fuzzy socks and tight hugs as Raef watched her working on her hands and knees, digging a new home for a droopy little plant.

      She twirled the paper into a flute, letting it fall back open in her palm.

      If he didn’t know, how on earth was she supposed to tell him?

      Her chin fell into her palm when she propped it on her knee, frowning in contemplation.

      “This is too complicated.” She groaned, rubbing her eyes tiredly.

      When her eyes fluttered open, it was to a new scene. The sapling she was sitting in front of no longer made of paper mâché, but tough, strong bark of a real tree, the ground beneath her soil and pine needles instead of glass.

      Something within Raef’s subconscious was leading her through his mind. Every answer opened another door deeper into his psyche, but just what was it that wanted to be found?

      Her chest caved on a huffed exhale; this was harder than she thought it was going to be.

      Serves you right for underestimating a Daemon. Her nose wrinkled at the call out. She needed to use her own intuition, her own mind to untangle the knots in his memory and find the keys to those invisible doors.

      She’d never been taught to trust her own mind. Too fanciful and confounding it was. Just stick to books and lessons by those more trustworthy. That’s what she’d always been told. Stick to the round holes and carve away the parts of her square peg that didn’t fit.

      Not this time.

      “Don’t think like anybody else, just think like… Faye.” She sent the words up to the clear night sky, the stars bountiful like spilled glitter.

      The ground was silent beneath her, so as familiar as this forest appeared to be, she knew it was still a dream. She only needed to take a step forward, which carried her several feet deeper into the dense woods, to confirm it.

      Whatever was hiding, lurked where no one chose to venture willingly, but Faye found it comforting. The forest’s maw, where sunlight failed to enter and the ground refused to yield, making it disorienting and difficult to navigate through.

      Faye was used to hiccups and blunders, anticipating and adapting to the twisting roots and lopsided terrain was second nature to her. Much easier to understand than the sharp turns and fast-paced noise of most cities.

      Uninterrupted nature would always make more sense to her than straight roads.

      After several long minutes, something began to itch at the back of her mind, alerting her to an unknown danger. Instead of panicking, Faye’s heart picked up pace in anticipation. She cast a quick glance around, catching a flicker of disembodied golden eyes before they disappeared.

      “Raef?” she called out warily.

      The hairs on the back of her neck stood on ends, instinct screaming at her that something was wrong. Something was different.

      Wolf, or dog?

      Raef had always struck her as in between. But the glimpse of him, or the fragment of him, she caught leaned far more into wolf than dog. And wolf, as she always told herself, meant danger.

      Still, with no other choice, she took off in the same direction, hoping to catch him.

      “Raef!” There was no response, not a sound. The forest seemed to be taking a collective deep breath as something even more ancient prowled through it.

      “Rafael?” she tried instead, figuring that if this was a past memory of him, perhaps only his real name would catch his attention.

      There was a crack of twigs behind her, Faye spinning to see nothing but trees, trees, and more trees. The lair she’d stumbled into turned the tides on her pursuit. She was no longer the one seeking him.

      He was hunting her.

      No. She swallowed thickly, her heart in her throat. Not hunting.

      The incubus she knew was too cunning to make a mistake as sloppy as alerting her to his location if he was being serious. He was toying with her. That alone told her that the Raef she was with now wasn’t the one she went to bed with last night.

      That was when her heart exploded with trepidation, goosebumps prickling her skin and the overwhelming sense of being chased zapped through her blood as she broke into a run.

      A small break in the claustrophobic trees tempted her to slow, her lungs on fire. From the shadows, a familiar presence slithered towards her. It crept up her legs and between her thighs, licking over every sensitive spot Raef had learned intimately.

      She recognized this presence.

      His influence.

      That soothed the worst of her apprehension when she released a shaky exhale. She dropped a hand to where it tightened around her middle possessively, a great snake intent on devouring her in one swallow.

      Maybe she should be frightened of it, but it was as well-known to her as Raef was. She trusted it.

      A phantom tail formed around her neck, something licking into her mouth when she belatedly realized it had kissed her. Incorporeal and barbed with feral hunger, it touched every inch of her, saturating her breath with a sudden “ah” of pleasure.

      It bristled at the noise, spines sharpening into needlepoints of overstimulation all over her skin, tearing a whimper out of her. Just when she thought she couldn’t take it anymore, it withdrew from her, dark energy laced with gold suddenly materializing as it moved back towards the shadows.

      She watched the concentrated mass drag across the forest floor, her features freezing when it stood up, straightening into an identical version of Raef.

      What else would it turn into? Her brain rebooted with the question. They were one in the same, even if this one looked more monster than man.

      Entirely naked, dark energy coated his limbs and lower body where that same golden light pulsed in veins across the second skin. His hair was longer than she remembered, his eyes wilder. He flexed a gauntlet of shadowed claws in front of him. She recognized them, as big as a person, and bright gold as they clamped around the pouncing acolyte.

      He stretched those same claws now, getting used to this form as his eyes fell on hers.

      They were illuminated with an arrogance that only someone who spent eternity sitting at the top of the food chain could. If the humanity she often saw in Raef in the real world was one side of the coin, this was the other.

      The beast he sought to chain.

      The incubus. Rafael.

      “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” The trunk met her back when she spoke, face to face with the part of himself he’d grown to despise. Rafael gripped a branch in his way, the limb snapping and falling to the ground as he stalked towards her.

      She cursed herself for being turned on by it. But his effect was thick in the air, unrestrained and defiant as her nipples chafed under the material of her dress. He wanted her desperate, she could see it in his eyes.

      Something about the feral power rolling off him made her wonder if she had a kink for it, wetness already betraying her between her legs.

      When that clawed gauntlet formed around her neck to bend her head back roughly, her jaw relaxed, lips forming around a gasp that he immediately pressed his thumb into.

      “I knew you’d be pretty,” he all but growled, forcing his thumb deeper, her tongue flicking experimentally over the dangerous blade of the attached claw. “Too bad I only had you the once when he lost his grip. You felt so good wrapped around me…”

      His knee pressed between her legs, pinning her dress. The heat that rolled off him was violent, dunking her in lava when he leaned down to her ear. “Is your lover not satisfying you, little one? That you had to find his monster to fuck you properly?”

      Something ran up her spine with surprising sensuality before another presence diluted the incubus’ influence with something equally as potent.

      “Let her go.”
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      Raef’s voice came out of nowhere, a tremor of territorial fury shaking the dreamscape with the arrival of its master.

      Usually, Faye would pity the one on the receiving end of Raef’s ire, knowing it was as good as a death sentence. But this time, all that anger was directed at himself.

      His influence, who she unintentionally dubbed ‘Rafael’ in her mind, grinned above her, his savagely handsome features relaxing. Turning his head to look at Raef, the others’ acknowledgement felt momentous as prickling mistrust and age-old resentment crackled like live wires between them.

      “And that’s all it took…” Rafael purred thoughtfully, his thumb massaging over a pressure-point high on her neck. “After an eternity of avoiding me, all I needed… was her.”

      Raef stepped closer, his mirror growling when he turned them both. Her back met his front, finally giving her an uninterrupted view of the Daemon she’d been looking for this entire time. His jaw ticked when their eyes met, hardened with frustration but ultimately relieved when she appeared unharmed.

      “I won’t ask again.”

      He lifted his attention to Rafael slowly, eyeing the grip he had on her throat. His fingers twitched, drawing a whimper from between her lips as a surge of anticipation swelled inside her.

      The erection pressed into her back compelled her ass to move subconsciously. Left to right, unconsciously seeking relief before she caught herself, forcing her hips to stop.

      “I dunno about you, but I don’t think she wants to leave.” Reaching up to lift the swell of a heavy breast, Rafael smirked into her temple when she moaned. “It’d be cruel to leave her like this…”

      Her eyes fluttered shut at the rumble, his voice triggering a Pavlovian response in her that had wetness pooling between her thighs. She was powerless to him, but not for the reason Raef feared.

      His influence washed over her like water and oil. Meeting. Mingling. But never merging.

      It was because they were the same person that she reacted so strongly. She was attracted to him wholly, not just the parts he wanted her to see.

      Raef had yet to realize that. A vicious crack of power thundered in the air with his anger when his influence tipped her chin back to trace her lips with his own.

      “Don’t you dare touch her!”

      Her heart ached at the choke of emotion in Raef’s tone, absent of the cool monotony she was accustomed to from him. Something vulnerable and raw had made its way to the surface, a wounded animal lashing out in pain.

      “You… you give them no choice,” he pleaded, “don’t make her one of them.”

      She wanted to go to him. To crowd his face into her chest and finally remove the festering thorn somewhere inside him so that he might once again walk without this painful limp. But only he knew where that thorn was. Only he could remove it.

      Rafael’s hold on her tightened, sensing her wobble.

      “You’ve always treated me like a monster.” His glare was icy over her shoulder, pinning Raef while he filled his hands with her breasts. “But she… she doesn’t.”

      Faye sucked in a breath when he finally released her throat, her lungs expanding after the tempting pressure that had been put on them. That clawed gauntlet found her hair instead, yanking her head back forcefully so that her soft body arched back against his hard one.

      She kept her eyes on Raef the entire time, digging for shame inside her but finding none.

      “And that’s what’s got you so riled up, isn’t it?” Power quaked beneath their feet; he’d struck a nerve. “The possibility that by this little creature falling for me too…” His fingers spread up her neck, two of them pressing into her mouth easily as she looked up at him. “Your hatred for me might just lessen and that terrifies you.”

      Faye groaned around his digits that wagged lazily in her open mouth, her tongue instinctively wetting them.

      “Stop antagonizing him.” She found her voice when he withdrew his fingers, the dreamscape glitching dangerously with the volatility of Raef’s emotions when Rafael hiked her skirt up over her ass, leading his wet fingers to tease her entrance lightly. “You’re just trying to make him mad. What’s wrong with you?”

      Rafael was deceptively hostile, his words wounding when they should be encouraging. As much as she empathized with his isolation, honey attracted more bees than vinegar. For both of them.

      “Oh, he’s not angry, little one…” Rafael grinned while Raef paced closer, unable to attack but eyeing his reflection like an enemy that needed putting down. “He’s horny.”

      A moan trembled from her lips when he bent her over, the rough bark abrasive on her elbows and forearm. It hardly registered when something big and mean prodded her entrance slowly. His cock. Rock hard and leaking as he smeared her wetness around her lips with it.

      “What’ll it be, Raef?” He hissed the name, throwing the challenge onto the ground between them. “You gonna stand there and watch? Or will you finally get off your high horse and join in?”

      He filled her as he spoke, the unyielding girth of him stretching her wide. Faye’s jaw slacked, her arms shaking against the tree when Rafael lifted her leg and sank even deeper inside her.

      With no time to adjust, she cried his name, the sound reverberating around the woods while her eyes remained glued to Raef’s conflict-torn features. The tent in his pants told her enough, he was barely holding himself back.

      That wouldn’t do. Not when she wanted all of him.

      She reached out a hand towards him, a panted “please” lost in the wet thrusts as Rafael picked up a hard pace fucking her. He heard her regardless, closing the distance between them. Her hand found his abs, trailing up to his hammering heart.

      “Raef…” Smiling in relief, his palm cushioned her cheek when the arm supporting her buckled under the pleasure of his influence fucking her.

      Her lips parted to say more, but only moan after moan was punched from her lungs with each pound of Rafael’s hips into her. His cock was so familiar, so perfect, but even high on the pleasure, she turned her lips into Raef’s palm.

      A devastating crack echoed in her mind, or around her, she couldn’t be sure. It sagged Raef’s shoulders with a short exhale, the last of his walls crumbling when he leaned down to capture her lips hard.

      Rafael groaned into her back when her walls tightened, the bliss in Raef’s tongue exploring her mouth incomparable. Burying his frustration and fear in her mouth as he plundered it, he left her lightheaded and delirious, chasing his lips when he broke the kiss to drop his forehead to hers, his eyes wet.

      “I never wanted to steal your free will, Faye… I—”

      “You didn’t—” She choked on a moan when Rafael angled his hips, striking that one devastating spot inside her and pounding into it ruthlessly. “When… when will you learn that I want all of you?”

      “That includes me,” Rafael interjected with a long lick up her shoulder blade, a bite following when Raef pierced him with a glare, still mistrustful.

      “He—He’s right.” She led his lips down to hers once more, her tongue meeting his as she sought to convince him, his hand dropping to the front of her dress to pull the neckline down for her tits to hang out.

      “How do you know? How do you know this isn’t just the sweet-smelling nectar of a flytrap, luring you in?” Even as he said it, he filled one hand with her breasts, Rafael claiming the other roughly. “I make you want me, Faye. That is an incubus’ venom.”

      “You’re so…fucking annoying sometimes.”

      The surprise on his face might’ve been funny if his willful pig-headedness wasn’t so frustrating.

      She reached back to hold her ass cheek open wider, Rafael grunting in approval when he stood back tall to watch his cock disappear inside her repeatedly. Picking her head up was a challenge, frowning at him easier as exertion flushed her expression and lust clouded her eyes.

      “I know my mind now. If you were controlling it, it’d b-be quieter in here.” Her breathing was labored and her climax cresting. It felt too good, and she was pissed that he was holding back from her. “Y-you need more proof?”

      He had no chance to respond, her hand pressing on Rafael’s stomach to stop him mid-thrust. He complied, golden eyes darting to her face where she took a half-step forward, his cock falling out of her. She needed her full attention for this.

      “My name is Faye Kyteler.” She couldn’t believe she was giving one of those dreaded team building introductions just to prove a point. “I’m a Forsaken witch, who accidentally summoned an incubus instead of a familiar.”

      Okay. This sounded more like an AA meeting now. One that involved dicks out apparently.

      Realization softened the conflict in Raef’s features at her words, making it worth the pause even as Rafael knelt behind her to continue working on her pussy with his mouth from behind. She opened her legs wider to encourage him.

      “He’s pretty… pretty cranky, to be honest.” Raef arched a brow at that, his fingers pinching her nipple in warning when a glimmer of amusement shone through the lust. “He once tried to make grilled cheese but forgot to wait for the cheese to melt. And he… he adds milk before the teabag, who does that?”

      Clicking his tongue, she flashed him a cheeky smile when her hand fell to the front of his pants distractedly. He didn’t stop her, the heft of his cock filling her small hand that she immediately started stroking in time to the dexterous flicks of Rafael’s tongue over her pussy.

      “But I guess… I can forgive him for that.”

      “Very magnanimous of you.” He snorted, the tension bleeding from him in rivulets even as Rafael’s laughter was muffled by her thighs, adding a delicious vibration to his wet licks.

      “Well, I’ve given him a lot of headaches since we met.” She sighed, swiping her thumb across his leaking slit to his muted groan. “He can taste emotions, you see. And I… have a lot of them.”

      When he kissed the corner of her mouth gratefully, she almost stuttered with the trip of her heart, his hand falling to her clit to take over from his influence who stood.

      “He’s had to experience all my sides… ever since I chained him to me. The good and the bad… it’s really unfair, now that I think about it.”

      “Then why are you smiling right now?” His teeth caught her bottom lip to prove it, eyes swirling with an emotion she didn’t want to label, Rafael lining his cock back up with her dripping entrance, waiting for her permission.

      “Because now, I get to know all sides of him too.” Candid honesty wasn’t her forte, but the awe it inspired in this immortal made it all worth it when she kissed him slowly. “Now, we’re even.”

      Something clicked in his eyes in that moment, a silent truth slotting into place and around them. Peace soaked the parched soil beneath them, serenity settling over this small corner of Raef’s mind. Hope bloomed in her chest, and she knew that if nurtured, that feeling could grow and spread throughout his entire subconscious.

      He just needed help doing it.

      Who’d have thought, a Forsaken witch, the only one who could help a Daemon.

      Pushing her hips back against Rafael, he filled her again, her moan lost in Raef’s mouth. Their kiss was short-lived, Raef dropping his mouth to her neck hotly when she turned her head. Another mouth met hers almost immediately, hungrily ravaging her as two sets of hands worked her closer to the edge.

      Her knees buckled when she came, both sides of him so attuned to her that when she collapsed to her knees, they softened the fall with strong arms. The orgasm worked its way through her, draining her and squeezing Rafael in a vise until he was filling her with his seed.

      There was so much of it, his ragged moans mirrored in Raef who coaxed her through it with rumbles of, “That’s it… good girl… take it all.”

      He watched the bliss turn her boneless, Rafael’s cum pushing out of her around his heavy length that popped out to rest between her ass cheeks. His body shook above hers, worn out pleasure turning his kisses drunk on his way up her spine, his hand splayed between her breasts to keep her up.

      It was enough to make Raef’s cock twitch in front of her eyes when he sat back against the trunk.

      “Come up here, sweetheart.”

      Dominance had returned to his tone, an easy slip back into routine that both she and his influence responded to.

      Her legs were still weak when she climbed into his lap, copious amounts of release leaking from where her legs stayed spread over his cock.

      “Fuck, look at her dripping. So fucking sexy.” Rafael groaned, both sets of eyes glued between her legs where she stroked through her folds, fingers sticky with cum when she found the head of Raef’s cock to lead into her. “What a filthy girl you are.”

      “Filthy and all mine.” Raef bit her jaw when her head fell back.

      Her walls expanded around him easily after already being fucked so thoroughly, Faye turning to wrap her fingers around the base of Rafael’s cock by her face. Below her, Raef groaned into her chest, painting her skin with wet ecstasy as she led the tip of Rafael’s length into her mouth.

      When Raef bottomed out, her sore clit brushed his navel, sending a shockwave of overstimulation through her and forcing another few inches of Rafael’s length down her throat. She gagged, Rafael holding the back of her head in place as he groaned at the tightness.

      Swallowing, her throat spasmed while Raef snarled at him to be careful.

      “She can take it, can’t you, love?” The pride she saw in his face when he looked down at her had her nodding around his cock, fisting the rest as tears clung to her lashes. “We all know how greedy she is.”

      Raef wasn’t doing much better, lifting her ass up off him to slam her back down on him. Wet squelches filled her ears from how used her hole already was, full of cock and cum that was already being pushed out of her with every thrust.

      Her dress pooled around her waist, obsolete and in the way when Raef finally ripped it down the middle, baring her pleasure to the entire forest, his influence clothing her in an inferno she wanted to burn in forever.

      “That’s better,” he muttered against her neck, adding to the blotches of marks already there with his teeth and lips. Spreading her cheeks, she rode him harder, her thighs aching from rocking over him.

      “Such a special human we found…” Rafael growled from above, a flutter in her stomach at the praise causing both men to smirk. “C’mon love, take the rest of it. You said you wanted all of us.”

      Those shadowed claws pulled her head down harder on his cock until her nose brushed his navel, pleasure bursting in her stomach when Raef snapped his hips hard up into her, striking her deep and sending her over the edge with a choked cry suppressed by Rafael’s cock down her throat.

      Her breasts were sore, nipples taut as Raef sucked at them, grinding her down on him to ride out her orgasm that soaked his thighs and left her quaking.

      “Maker, these tears…” He lifted his head, catching one with his tongue before kissing her cheek affectionately. “Makes me wanna bully you …”

      Rafael laughed, allowing her to pull off his cock with a cough, drool wetting her chin and mingling with the tears when she began lapping at his shaft, side-eyeing Raef. “You already bully me all the time.”

      “Mm… poor thing…”

      Their mock sympathy was as irritating as it was a turn on. Especially when she lifted Rafael’s cock to lick at his balls, still heavy and full when she rolled one around in her mouth gently.

      “You’re obviously not full enough if you can talk back.”

      Raef’s hand found her ass with a sharp slap, a whimper vibrating through Rafael’s cock when her cheek planted against his massive thigh, exhausted. His claws toyed with her hair, snorting at her defiance while Raef chased his own orgasm.

      Skin slapping against skin, she tongued at the shaft, unable to help herself when he tasted so good. She wanted to be filled entirely by them. Completely stuffed. When Raef came inside her, filling her with his own load, it bloated her with ecstasy.

      “Fuck, you look so good… how do you like having two cocks, little one?”

      “I love it, love… love it. I want more—” She panted, bouncing on him deliriously to ride out his orgasm.

      Rafael gripped her jaw so he could lean down to kiss her, leading his cock back into her mouth that hung open for him once he stood back up.

      “More?” Raef panted into her chest, his skin flushed with exertion and their sweat mingling as she rubbed herself over him. Spreading herself, claiming him. Both incubi responded, their cocks swelling in her mouth and deep in her pussy.

      “Lean forward, Faye.”

      Rafael pulled out of her mouth for her to obey.

      Her breasts pressed flush against Raef’s chest while she sought his lips in a hungry kiss, her surprised squeak stolen by his tongue when two thick fingers pressed into her pussy while Raef’s cock remained buried inside.

      “Easy, little witch…” Raef rumbled when he felt her tense. “Tell me if it’s too much. You’re in control here, love.”

      Rafael grunted his agreement, his lips finding her neck lightly. “Agreed.”

      She was so focused on being stretched further, that she almost missed the look that passed between the two mirror images of each other.

      Rafael smirked, pushing both fingers to the knuckle inside her while she keened, her back arching in response. “You’re not the only one who wants her and her alone,” he rasped, the gravity of his words lost on her as she pushed her ass back for more, stretching her beyond what she thought possible.

      This is a dream, she reminded herself, she should take advantage of every opportunity.

      Raef pulled her cheek down onto his shoulder, silent to Rafael’s words as he focused on muttering encouragement and crooning praise as they worked her open. It was only when she was dripping down Rafael’s wrist and grinding her clit into Raef’s navel with need, that he withdrew his fingers to nudge the fat head of his cock against her entrance instead.

      Faye clenched involuntarily, both men kissing her skin to relax her over several minutes until she was fully loose.

      “Fuck me.” The words were buried in Raef’s broad shoulder, the witch only lifting her head to send Rafael a nod while he homed in on her every reaction, his golden eyes serious before they dropped them to her pussy and pressed forward.

      A wall of pressure resisted him for a single second, yielding to his cock as the head entered her.

      A scream lodged in her esophagus, blocked by the pulse of both cocks that she felt in her throat. She was so full, so unbelievably stretched. But obviously, there was still room left inside her, because Rafael pushed deeper and deeper, inch by toe-curling inch until both sides of him were balls deep inside her.

      If they agreed on one thing, at least it was her.

      “What a good little witch…” She heard Raef rumble, his voice strained from staying so still inside her warm heat. “Taking us both so deep, you’re fucking incredible.”

      His words had a spacey smile curving her lips as her eyes fell shut to bask in just how full she was. They hadn’t even moved yet, and she could stay like this forever. On the precipice of too much, tethering on euphoric torture.

      Neither of them moved until she did. Both sets of eyes watched her in awe, from behind and in front as she pushed her palms up on Raef’s wide chest. The movement jostled their cocks inside her, all of them moaning at the friction and the tension she felt in their muscles had her blood singing in arousal.

      They were no longer just devouring her. They were worshipping her, their salvation buried deep inside her that only pleasure would make unfurl for them.

      A tentative rock of her hips, rubbing both of them against her stretched walls, was her response to their devotion. A series of kisses from both followed, along with a synchronized rhythm of thrusting that made sure she was never empty.

      When they both thrust into her at the same time was the best, emptying her mind with slack jawed bliss when they repeatedly struck her sensitive spots, pounding her with pleasure.

      Raef grabbed her face to kiss her, mumbling the filthiest praise against her mouth that she could only nod to in earnest. She’d agree to anything they said if it meant they never stopped fucking her.

      The weight of her breasts was cupped by Rafael, feral possessiveness turning his thrusts aggressive as the sound of their balls slapping together against her swollen lips filled her ears. She didn’t think it could feel any more intense, but they proved her wrong, their sweat-slicked skin slipping against each other as a carnal energy settled over them all.

      It had her clawing at Raef’s shoulders, biting Rafael’s lip when he kissed her. It turned their thrusting frantic as Faye’s hips rocked wildly to meet them. Mussed, red hair framed her face when she dropped her eyes to Raef’s, watching him watch her like he was seeing her for the first time.

      She fell forward to meet his lips as she came, both sides of him following suit not long after with short, hurried snaps of their cocks into her. She panted into Raef’s neck as he growled something in that ancient, unknown language.

      It left him in a mantra, a breathless prayer that sank into her skin as the golden threads constructing the sky snapped above them. It was only when she looked up at the wonderment of it, that she realized Rafael was gone, his presence inside her still throbbing.

      Golden eyes met hers when she looked down at Raef, hints of that dark energy coating his limbs while looking every inch the man she’d fallen for in his entirety.

      As the dreamscape shattered, her quest complete, he remained inside her, kissing her with what could only be described as pure, unadulterated love.
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      Faye was under him when he blinked awake.

      Rubbing her eyes groggily, he had mere moments to cup a hand over them so she couldn’t see him try to piece himself back together. In the drizzly blue dawn that lit up the bedroom in a watery light, his heart was still attempting to hammer its way through his ribs.

      He collapsed to his elbow by her head, his forehead resting on the hand the covered her eyes.

      The leash – that he’d held onto so tight that he lost all feeling in himself – dropped. Now, sensation came rushing back, a dizzying riptide that had him wondering which way was the surface when two slender arms wrapped around his neck, pulling him out.

      His nose was filled with the scent of her hair when she hugged him. Tight. As if he might disappear if she let him go. Part of him thought he already would have, if she wasn’t here.

      He turned his face into curly red hair, burying himself in her warmth, his arm hooking under her back to press her closer. Every inch of her against him settled his influence that sat on his skin as opposed to violently thrashing around him.

      It sank into him with her touch, filling the cracks of his previous attempts to hack and saw and rip himself apart. Blind, she held him through it, her lashes fluttering against his palm as he struggled to take in a full breath.

      “Raef… Rafael—” Her voice was muffled by his neck, the arch of her robe-covered back delicate when he tightened his hold and slowly pulled his hand away from her eyes.

      “I’m here.”

      He needed some water. His voice was so fucking strangled and raw. But he couldn’t let her go. He feared he’d never be able to.

      He dropped a kiss to her hair, anywhere he could reach as both their hearts pounded against each other. She lifted her head, demanding, seeking his mouth that readily indulged her every desire. Her mouth tasted sweeter, or maybe his feelings for her did.

      Either way, he didn’t stop. Riding through this reorientation of his psyche by mapping her lips as he had a thousand times. When she finally broke for air, pretty eyes flickered with naked concern between his.

      “Are you alright?”

      The breathless worry had nostalgia scratching at his memory.

      She’d asked him the very same thing once before, afraid in the woods after her first encounter with an acolyte. That tangled little mind immediately more concerned for others than herself. He thought her foolish back then when she was clearly more shaken than him. But it wasn’t foolishness, he came to realize, but perseverance. An innate tenacity that boasted more strength than he would ever know.

      “I’m okay, sweetheart…” His features relaxed. Yeah. She was a lot stronger than him, this skittish little bird with caged, underdeveloped wings who still wanted to fly.

      His answer had tears welling in her eyes, a normal reaction for the witch when the brimming pot of her emotions bubbled over, spilling over to make room. She tried to swipe at them furiously with her forearm before he stopped her.

      “I’m okay.” He kissed the corner of her eye, smeared in salty tears that coated his lips. “You’re okay.” He moved to the other eye, that indefinable emotion he’d once tasted in the forest singing on his tongue. "We’re going to be okay.”

      Her pert nose slotted alongside his, her eyelashes dewy with residual moisture that caught like the rapidly disappearing stars in the dawn light. She was fucking gorgeous.

      When his hand trailed up between her shoulder blades, a surge of possessive attraction rippled out from his influence. It followed his lead, surprisingly. Both of them, all of him, on the same page in wanting this woman.

      This little witch.

      His.

      She’d survived the worst parts of his mind, seen the most horrific scenes from his past and witnessed the foul relationship he had with himself. And still, she looked at him with red, trusting eyes that told him there’d never be anything he could do to be worthy of her.

      “Ah.” Her lips parted into a soft circle, grazing the tips of her fingers under his eyes that dropped to her hand with the faintest glow as gold faded to brown. “I think you’re right.”

      Whatever she saw in his face splashed on his tongue with gratification. It soothed her worries and Rafael wondered if she’d always been this astute to recognize that something was different about him. His influence was quieter, his entire being tentatively exploring this newfound relief.

      Acceptance. Was that really all it took? No. He dismissed the thought. It was her. It was always her.

      But now that they were on the other side of that dream, Rafael was at a loss of what to do or say. Faye, though, ever pressured to fill the silence, came to the rescue.

      “Sorry for entering your dream without permission.”

      Her watery smile tempted him to kiss it. Once. Twice. A third time for luck and a fourth time for greed until she was sniffling around a bright laugh.

      “Sorry for the double penetration.”

      He laughed openly himself when she whacked his chest, her face bright red and burning when she tried to roll over on her side with a squawk. She didn’t get far. He followed her, spooning around her back to kiss her neck apologetically. It wasn’t much of an apology, though; laughter still laced his kisses and rumbled through his chest.

      Maker… did he ever feel so free?

      “Your dick wasn’t even the least bit smaller either!” She grumbled; cheeks puffed under his lips, not fooling him as residual enjoyment popped on his tongue playfully. “You know, most guys dream about having a bigger dick, not two identically large ones.”

      “My dreams tend to reflect reality, little witch. Dick size included.” His grin turned lopsided, reaching a hand around her stomach to pull her back into his body flush. “You didn’t enjoy it?”

      The blush on her face extended to her ears, much to his delight. His teeth folded over the shell of one to nibble on it.

      “T-That’s not what I said.”

      She was too fun to tease, her stuttering disobedience one of his favorite flavors.

      “Maybe you’re worried one dick won’t be enough anymore.” He fell on his back beside her with a chuckle to avoid her elbow. Adorable. He couldn’t help thinking it when she pinned him with a flustered glare, the blush really bringing out the green in her eyes.

      “Yours is… more than enough.” Shyness pulled her gaze down, affection clattering in his chest when he tipped her chin up.

      “Good to hear.” Of all the things to talk about, his dick was probably the safest. He adjusted his arm to support her head, keeping her within reach at all times. “Though, if you ever want it to feel like two again…” His grin against her lips was filthy when she gasped at him, scandalized.

      “I don’t know what you think I’m capable of, but I’m not sure I could actually fit two that size in real life.”

      She squirmed, wriggling a hand down her body to check between her legs where she hissed lightly, his arousal sparking at the memory. “Mm, it still feels so stretched.”

      Rafael snorted, reaching down to brush her hand away to fondle her pussy. “I told you; my dreams usually reflect reality. If you could take it there, I’m sure you can here too.”

      She was definitely swollen, but her walls were soft and pliant when he pushed two fingers in to check her over. She shivered in his hold, burying her face in his chest bashfully when his fingers came out glistening.

      It made him smile, to think she could still get so embarrassed after everything they’d done.

      “You’ll be fine, but let’s give this little hole a break for a while, yeah?”

      Despite her complaints, Faye didn’t seem all that eager to agree. Grumbling defiantly into his chest, contentment lulled his eyes to close just so he could bask in the present moment.

      “What you said about your dreams and reality…” He was getting distracted by her fingers absently running over his stomach, a pitter-patter of raindrop caresses that mesmerized him as she spoke. “Does that include, um… past events?”

      His eyes cracked open, hers already on him expectantly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Those memories I saw…” He tensed unwittingly, swallowing around the sudden urge to shut her down. If she followed his route through his subconscious… he shuddered to think. “All of those were real too?”

      He nodded stiffly; she’d seen so much he wished he could bury.

      He’d been lost in a never-ending pursuit of the Necromancer. Locked in a loop that promised to end if he caught him. It was only when his influence found Faye that he realized she was in the dreamscape with him, breaking the cycle.

      “And… and things that I learned in your dream. Information and such… I can believe it as truth?”

      Here it was, the other shoe. A more pessimistic side of him stung him miserably.

      “Mostly,” he admitted reluctantly. “Though memory can’t be fully trusted, not even mine. It’ll exaggerate and fill in the blanks a lot of the time.” He caught her frowning, lost in thought. “But bottom line? Yeah. The essence of them is rooted in truth.”

      “I see…” she muttered diplomatically, stressing him with her vagueness.

      “Why?”

      He wasn’t sure he wanted an answer even as he asked it.

      “I… I think I know what power is sustaining the chain now that Marek is dead. It’s…”

      She trailed off. She knew.

      His stomach sank, a flash of memory of when he carved his name into the coin that was now emulated in a scar on her palm flickering in his mind. It had been so obvious but had taken going back to that cursed moment to realize.

      “It’s me.”

      A small sheen of panic glazed her eyes when they snapped up to his, a teardrop of salty guilt falling on his tongue. She was worried about him. Ashamed by how she’d found out behind his back.

      “You should be proud.” He grazed his thumb across her cheek to dissuade those feelings from taking root. “You found the answer by yourself. Anyone with as curious a mind as yours would be jumping for joy.”

      “I-I am, but…”

      “You’re wondering how. Or why.”

      She nodded mutely, the Daemon sighing as he wondered which truth would be the proverbial straw that would break her.

      “They’re one in the same, really.” Wetting his bottom lip with his tongue, he tried to find the right words knowing full well no flowery language could conceal how fucked up everything had been to bring him here.

      “I don’t pretend to be a good person, Faye.” She looked like she wanted to interject, pressing her lips together instead to stop herself. He smirked, how lovely a creature she was to be offended on his behalf.

      “I’ve got more blood on my hands than I’ll ever make peace with, but for Daemons… that shouldn’t be a problem. Shouldn’t even be a passing thought. Empathizing with prey… tch, that was never supposed to happen.

      "I was never meant to have a conscience, Faye. The person you… the me that you want, is a malady. And I tried to treat it as such. I tried to cut it out. First the empathy, and then the Daemon.”

      “Raef—” Her hand fell atop his, squeezing it as tears shone in her eyes that she was refusing to let fall. For him. How curious, he mused. It made him feel better somehow.

      “For Daemons like me who reach an age to be considered a Prime, death… isn’t an option. Too much hangs on our existence. But Marek offered me another one.” He turned her palm back up to trace the lines of his name slowly. “One that would take this wretched power I have over humans away. I knew it was impossible, I am my power. As much as I tried to separate myself from it, I can’t tell where I end, and it begins.”

      “So… why trust him?” she blurted. He had to give it to her, she held out as long as she could.

      “Desperation? Repentance? Or maybe it was just a desire to die.” The admission felt cloying on his tongue, the truth sobering. “If it didn’t work, then maybe it’d kill me, and whatever fallout occurred… I wouldn’t be alive to feel guilt for it.”

      The bedroom was silent apart from their breathing. She must think him the most selfish being in existence knowing what would happen if he died and wanting it anyway. Selfish fucking bastard.

      His thumb pressed into the middle of her palm, already knowing what would happen when his hand was eventually pushed away by the magnetic resistance of identical poles.

      “Signing my name on this coin… imbued it with some of my power, and Marek used it to decimate my kind for more. Even now, most of my power is locked behind this seal and it was only possible because I did it to myself.”

      Bitter self-loathing resurfaced; the things that happened after he became trapped. The countless Daemons he’d sensed fall by his power at Marek’s hands. It sickened him, the Necromancer’s transgressions his own by default.

      Faye didn’t say anything immediately, chewing on the information he’d just bombarded her with. A fist held his heart in its grip while it tried to beat normally. Insecurity. He was too damn old to feel insecure about anything.

      “And now?”

      “Now?” He blinked, confused.

      “Do you still wish you could die? If it wasn’t for being a Prime?” She tried her best to hide the pain the knowledge had burdened her with. Yet, it blindsided him that this was the one thing she focused on. The only thing she seemed to care about.

      He shook his head silently, wrapping his arms around her to pull her onto his chest and hugging her. Her hair smushed into his face, soft curls tickling his nose and neck and her relief flooded his dry throat with fresh water.

      “No, love. Not anymore.”

      “Then that’s all that matters to me.” Her lips found his jaw, her words gentle but non-negotiable as she accepted his darkest thoughts easily.

      “And the rest?”

      “You said you don’t pretend to be a good person, well, I don’t pretend to be a perfect one.” Her fingers scratched down his cheek with aching familiarity, smiling lightly when she met his shocked expression. “You made a mistake, a big one, yes. But it’s past now, and you’ve suffered enough because of it.”

      His head was spinning at her words. This scatterbrained doe he assumed would stutter and stumble her way through the month he agreed to give her, was able to articulate the most difficult parts of his past without flinching. The sincerity on his tongue the only proof he needed to know she believed that completely.

      “Besides, sometimes bad things happen to make way for the good.”’

      “Oh?” His hands slid down to her waist, a strict reminder to himself that he promised to let her rest when he hooked her leg over his lap.

      “Your mistake locked you in a book. My mistake freed you. Maybe both of those mistakes simply put us on the road we were always meant to be on together.”

      Her words resonated inside him, a tectonic shift that slotted everything into place as she dropped her face with an embarrassed, “Ah, that sounded less cheesy in my head.”

      She hardly finished her sentence before his lips crashed to hers.

      All those years, all that immeasurable pain suddenly ceased to be pointless. This little creature somehow gave it all a purpose that colored his beige-hued existence with haphazard signposts and markers that all led to this moment.

      It didn’t even surprise him then, to realize he was completely, painfully in love with her.
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      She had to do this quietly.

      Faye held her tongue between her teeth as the tower of books atop the one piece of paper she needed wobbled dangerously. A wiggle left, a jiggle right and more of the page came loose.

      Almost there, she cheered herself on, eyes darting to the door to check if the coast was still clear.

      The millisecond of distraction was all it took for her pace to quicken in pulling out the sheet, tipping the precarious pile that tumbled to the ground around her in a flurry of paper and leather.

      “Dammit.” She huffed, clutching the page to her chest and glancing around the mess.

      Hopscotching over the various tomes and textbooks, she poked her head into the bedroom, expecting the racket to have woken Raef. Surprisingly, she was met by the image of him still sleeping. Half across her side of the bed, his face was buried in his arm that disappeared under her pillow. Deep inhales lifted the mountain of his shoulder, his hair messy over his forehead.

      She hadn’t been the only one exhausted from their trip into his subconscious the day before.

      If she hadn’t needed to pee, she probably would’ve stayed in bed with him. But a hyperactive side of her mind demanded productivity while she sat on the toilet. The bathroom could do with a clean, as could the rest of her cottage. She’d been neglecting it recently.

      Her usual chores tended to outdoors, it was only inside that she needed to be careful about noise.

      It was rare for her to see Raef so peaceful, and she didn’t want to cut that short.

      Ducking back out of the bedroom, she closed the door silently on her way to the kitchen, quarry in hand. The neat handwriting was offset by hastily crossed out words and measurements, additional notes signposted by red arrows to replace them.

      She’d made this feed a thousand times before adding a potion to it to magically alter the properties of soil that never seemed to work. Spring would be here in no time, and she needed to have all her tools ready. It was the perfect, repetitive activity to help her think.

      And she had a lot on her mind.

      At the table, she mindlessly began shelling soybeans to make into a meal that would go into the feed. She’d gathered a basketful of the fuzzy green pods that morning, popping each bean into a shallow bowl for cleaning.

      Her hands worked while her mind wandered.

      Hearing Raef confirm that she’d been right, and that he was the power that sustained the chain, left her conflicted. She was ecstatic to have figured it out, but it didn’t change the fact that he was still chained to her. A chain that required something as powerful as him to break it.

      When she thought it was Marek, she’d been intimidated. But at least she thought there’d be a chance. Now, she wasn't so sure.

      Her palm pulsed with all her attention on it. To think, she had a Daemon’s power inside her all this time. The same power that had caused such wanton destruction. Any thought of keeping it was spoiled by her inability to stomach the knowledge of what it was used for.

      She couldn’t. If not for that, then for him.

      No love should be enforced by chains.

      Did she love him? The thought struck her suddenly. It was fast, and tumultuous, things Faye usually shied away from. But the idea encased her heart in warmth even though he was nowhere near her. It settled the erratic movement of her mind with a firm but gentle hand.

      Yeah.

      She supposed she did, or was well on her way to it, at least. For once, she didn’t feel the need to rush. She was happy to meander there over time, experience every sight and sound along the way.

      That only solidified her desire to free him.

      Wiping her hands on the front of her apron when the last pod was shelled, she brought the bowl of soybeans to fill it with water and a spoon of baking soda. Leaving them to soak, she pulled out a small, handheld notepad from the large pocket of her apron. The pen in her messy bun was a lifesaver.

      Circling ‘Project Prime’ in a cloud in the middle of the page, she began jotting down details she’d need to consider. She was so engrossed in her notepad, that the arms sliding around her waist from behind made her jump.

      “Easy…” Raef’s voice was raspy from sleep, his mouth falling to the crease between her shoulder and neck. “What’s with the beans and books all over the place?”

      “I thought you were still sleeping.”

      His lips formed a smirk against her skin, her heart somersaulting when she caught their reflection in the window above the sink where she was still standing. He was already looking at her, large arms tightening around her body as one reached up to tilt her head to the side and kissed her slowly.

      “You weren’t there, how could I sleep?”

      For a man who was stoic by nature, he sure had a knack for coming out with things that had her blushing from head to toe. What’s worse, he could taste the effect he had on her immediately. It was the only reason that smirk turned lazy and open, his eyes dark coals smoldering under drooped lids.

      “Don’t exaggerate.” Embarrassed, she turned back to her beans, changing the water to rinse them off. “How did you sleep before you met me, hm?”

      “Badly.” His answer was instantaneous and candid, dropping his head to her shoulder so he could watch her work.

      “No wonder you’re always so cranky.”

      She squealed when he pinched her side, instantly bending with ticklish instinct. He nipped at her shoulder, her wet hands folding over his to stop them from possibly doing it again. “No, no, tickles are forbidden.” Her smaller fingers interlocked with his. “Tickles are grounds for murder.”

      “You’d murder me?” He didn’t believe her, his fingers suspiciously active over her sides.

      “Do you really wanna find out?”

      “Mm, nah.” He lifted his hands under hers to hold the edge of the counter and effectively trap her against it while his tone dropped into something more dangerous. “If you’re gonna kill me, I’d rather it be with your thighs around my head.”

      His arms folded back around her when she yelped, squirming with a cry of, “You can’t just say that!”

      “Why not? You like it.” His chuckle vibrated from his bare chest into her, soothing her mortification only to eclipse it with the knowledge that they both knew she liked when he talked dirty. There was no hiding it.

      Grumbling, his mirth didn’t subside while she furiously scrubbed at the beans. It only disappeared when he plucked the notepad sitting on the counter beside them.

      “Project Prime?” he asked, scanning the page and scribbled bullet points.

      “Ah, that’s a work in progress.”

      “You’ve underlined ‘Ask Raef to…’ and the rest is illegible.” She toweled her hands dry on her apron while he spoke, tipping her head to the side to decipher her own rushed handwriting for him.

      “Hm? Oh yeah, I couldn’t figure out if there was a power in this world that could match yours.” Stepping out of his hold easily, his attention was more focused on the notepad, his frown deepening with every word.

      “I doubt there’s any other Greater Daemons on earth, let alone Prime ones.”

      Her shoulders sagged. She’d been expecting that answer, but hearing it confirmed didn’t stop the twinge of disappointment from pricking her like the thorn of a rose she’d carelessly plucked. On to phase two, now that she knew there was no one else.

      “Then, can’t you do it?”

      “No.”

      His expression was closed when she glanced back at him, at odds with the playful affection they’d been in the middle of not a few seconds prior.

      “You haven’t even heard what I—”

      “I said no, Faye.” He shut her down, her immediate reaction to submit to someone else’s wishes an unwelcome visitor.

      “You can’t say no without giving me an explanation, Rafael.”

      He stiffened at his name, her arms folded across her chest even though color darkened her cheeks and she couldn’t meet his gaze. She’d lose her nerve if she did.

      “If you won’t listen to what I have to say, then do me the courtesy of explaining why.”

      The legs of a chair scraped across the ground for him to take a seat, his hand wrapping around her wrist to tug her over onto his lap silently. She followed reluctantly, fearing giving into anything he did would collapse her house of cards.

      “You’re asking me to use my power to destroy the sigil inside you, correct?”

      She nodded, determination setting her brow into a frown when she caught his eyes that softened.

      “Can’t you see why I would never do that, little witch?”

      Still peeved at his initial reaction, she shook her head slowly. It made no sense to her. He wanted to be free so badly, had waited for so long and now he was refusing to consider a path that might solve their problem?

      Impatience was plain on his face when he tasted her stubbornness.

      “What if I hurt you, Faye? What if the power I use to try to destroy the sigil, kills you instead?”

      “You don’t know that it—”

      “I’m not willing to take that chance.” His words were sharp, even if his meaning was kind. “Besides… it wouldn’t work anyway.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because of this—” Turning her hand over in his larger one, she knew what he was doing the instant he pressed his thumb into the sigil, an invisible wall shoving their hands apart. It only happened when he put pressure on it, the sigil stinging as she shook it out. “You felt that too.”

      “Some sort of resistance?” She frowned, a new layer of complexity she hadn’t been expecting when he nodded.

      “My power probably would work, but the same way I couldn’t escape the book by myself, I can’t destroy this sigil. The harder I push, the greater the resistance.” He dropped his head back with a sigh. “It was a genius move on Marek’s part to fuel the thing I need destroyed with the same power it would take to destroy it.”

      He sounded more resigned than annoyed, which only led the dejection in Faye’s heart to grow.

      Whiskey eyes fell to her face when he inevitably tasted the change. She kept her eyes averted, on the sigil that only seemed to become a more permanent fixture the more she learned about it.

      It seemed in the end, she still failed.

      “Hey.”

      Shifting her on his lap to straddle him, she had nowhere to look but at him when he brushed several curly strands of hair out of her face.

      “What’s the rush, love?” The back of his hand found her hair when she dropped her cheek onto his shoulder silently, his easy comfort at odds with the unsettling expectation she had of herself to be worthy of it. “I waited centuries in that book and lived a half-life for millennia before that. What’s a few months?”

      “What if it’s longer than that.” Her words were muffled by his shoulder.

      “So, what if it is?” The clock ticked menacingly above the stove hood; she always hated that sound. It used silence like a bullhorn, turning it into the crack of a whip that told her to work faster.

      “You’ll stay trapped and end up hating me. Isn’t that what happens when people can’t escape those around them?”

      She didn’t want to think about how her parents would’ve been better off divorced instead of nurturing an environment where a void of warmth and love was filled with a demand for success and prestige. Sometimes, before she left for Scotland, she wondered if she hated them too. She didn’t know. She hadn’t learned how to define feelings when there were none around her.

      He didn’t respond immediately, she liked that about him.

      In the beginning, his silence unnerved her because it was the anthesis of her own actions to have the right answer ready before someone would finish speaking. But he was considering her words and the thought that went into them.

      “Do you know you’re the only person to calm my influence down since my creation?”

      The question blindsided her as did the revelation.

      Now that he mentioned it, his influence had been more pliant than usual. Its radius seemed smaller, the magic sticking much closer to Raef.

      “How could I hate the one who freed me in the only way that matters?” He kissed the top of her head lightly, sealing the words as truth into her. “Whatever happens, you’ll always be that person, Faye. So, trust me, yeah?”

      Trust. She never thought she had a problem with it. But maybe her deep-rooted endeavors to please was just veiled mistrust for those she didn’t think would accept her. Maybe she did find it difficult to trust people.

      But… not him. She wanted to trust him and nodded to his lopsided smile.

      “Now with your words, love.”

      “Yes,” she muttered into his clavicle, Raef wrapping her cold fingers in his hand to kiss them and then moved his lips lower, to the sigil. “Do you… really not care about being free anymore?”

      She didn’t know why she asked, but given their current situation, now seemed as good a time as ever to actually figure it out.

      He grunted, a typical masculine response, and his shoulder lifted nonchalantly.

      “Of course, I care.” He led her hand to hook around his neck loosely, avoiding her gaze. “But there are things I’m reluctant to give up because of it too.”

      “You mean the buffer?”

      She couldn’t imagine how priceless that was to him. The peace in knowing she was entirely lucid no matter how close he got. She didn’t think she’d be able to give that up either. It only brought up a conflicted guilt in how enthusiastic she’d been about freeing him only moments before.

      “Among other things…”

      A light flush dusted across his cheeks and the bridge of his nose, her curiosity well and truly piqued as she sat up straighter in his lap.

      “Like what?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. But she was like a dog with a bone, and Raef’s was too juicy to let go.

      “What do you know about immortality, little witch?”
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      “Immortality?”

      Was that a trick question?

      His expression said it wasn’t. Features hard as ever, only the resolute clench of his jaw told her he felt any kind of nervousness in asking her.

      “Eternal life?” She couldn’t help but feel a little dumb, his easy question no doubt requiring a complex answer if experience had taught her anything. It forced her to dig deeper when he nodded.

      “It’s a Daemonic trait.” An encouraging squeeze of his large hand atop her thigh told her she was on the right track, his throat bobbing. “And… I don’t know where you’re going with this.”

      He chuckled with a press of his lips into her temple when her shoulders sagged.

      “That was a bit broad on my part,” he relented, leaning back when she suddenly jumped off his lap, remembering her beans that needed frying.

      “What has it got to do with the chain?” She flashed him a glance as she lit the gas ring to a low heat. Shoving the soybeans around the pan distractedly with a wooden spoon, she heard him sigh.

      “Because it’s everything Marek wanted.”

      She stopped at the Necromancer’s name, an unwitting image of the beautiful man she met in his dream resurfacing. Now that she’d met him, history, no matter how long ago it was, felt so much more real. That he wasn’t just a boogeyman out to get her if she didn’t follow the Covenant’s rules verbatim.

      “I thought he wanted power?” That was what she always grew up believing. Passively, as accepted a truth as the sun setting in the west and therefore, never challenged and never looked into further.

      “What greater power is there than freedom from death? From time?”

      He had her there. She herself was a slave to a clock of lies. Whether it was meeting deadlines for ephemeral milestones or being weighed down by the pressure to constantly be doing something. Time was the enemy of all humans.

      “I know you saw him in my subconscious.” Her shoulders tensed at his words. There was no accusation or anger in his tone, but the acknowledgement had her heart racing. She stayed in front of the pan for that reason. “He was born into a world where everyone was dying and grew up with corpses for a community.”

      That mug of water still hung fresh in her mind, as reluctant as Faye was to accept it. It was a wary kindness; one she hadn’t been expecting now knowing what she did. He was as much of a product of his environment as she was, and she didn’t know how to feel about that.

      “He hated death because of it, more so than most humans. Hated the Covenant for doing nothing about it. Hated Daemons for their immunity to it. Everything he did was driven by his desire to escape it. And for a time, he did.”

      “How?” She didn’t want to feel sorry for a man who’d caused such willful devastation. Who had irrevocably destroyed the continuity of magic on earth. Yet, her heart still twinged with empathy.

      Didn’t she also try to do everything in her power to change her future after being branded as Forsaken?

      “The same way he used my power in the sigil, Faye.” Behind her, Raef’s hand fisted on the table, the only outlet for his anger. “Even a drop of it contains every facet of my being. My power, my influence, my immortality. It allowed him to keep killing Daemons, siphoning their magic before it disappeared to be used as his own. It was only when he was separated from my sigil, that he was ultimately killed.”

      Turning to look at him, his question was beginning to make sense the longer he spoke.

      “So, your sigil…”

      “I said there were things I didn’t want to give up by breaking this chain, sweetheart.” Her mind was buzzing, unable to settle on any one thing when he stood in front of her, his expression open and eyes honest when he cupped her cheeks. “Old age is one of them, even if humans do live to be a hundred like you said. It’s still too short a time… not after an eternity, little one. I… I want you to stay with me. By my side.”

      “You mean… forever?”

      Youth made her unacquainted with death beyond the passing of distant, unknown relatives and a beloved, elderly dog. Only the latter really had any impact on her. She’d only started pondering her own when she thought her life was forfeit when their month was up.

      Raef tensed, a nervous prickle running along her arms from his influence unintentionally.

      “You don’t like the idea?”

      “It’s not that…” She shook her head, the realization leaving her lightheaded. “But you’re weaker because of this chain. You said it yourself; the majority of your power is locked behind the sigil and I—”

      He interrupted her with a kiss, slow and sensual, his tongue dragging along the seam on her mouth for entry. When she finally relented, his tongue subdued her assumptions firmly. Raef only broke away when she was pliant and soft in his arms.

      “I don’t need it. I’d give it up in a heartbeat if it meant I could be with you, love.” He dropped a peck to her nose, his own nuzzling with aching affection into her cheek afterwards. “Easily.”

      When had someone chosen to give up anything for her? She couldn’t recall a time. She was so used to being the one to sacrifice, to service… that when it was offered back, she drew a blank.

      “Say something…” he rasped into her ear lowly. “You’re making me sweat over here.”

      Her hand on his chest proved it, his heart hammering beneath her destroyed the collected image he presented.

      “You won’t regret it? Somewhere down the line when you’ve grown sick of stumbles and tasting the same swing of emotions?” She had to make sure. Even when his stubble rasped along her jaw when he kissed below her ear. When his hands held her waist as possessively as it was tender. Faye needed to know he wasn’t going to wake up one morning, disillusioned to the dream he thought he was living.

      “How can you grow sick of sunshine and rainwater?”

      She squeaked when he lifted under her ass to sit on the counter, turning off the gas in a clear sign that she wasn’t going to be able to keep an eye on it. “Hm?” He nipped her skin, big hands greedy when he pressed her thighs open to stand within. “You’re the expert on nature… tell me. How would I ever survive without those two crucial things?”

      “I-If you were a plant, you wouldn’t—” she relented, caving into his sweet attempt to talk botany. “But you’re not.”

      “But it doesn’t change the fact that I need you, Faye. I always will.”

      He was dismantling her every argument. Every side she could attack from to convince him otherwise. He remained as stubborn as he always did, and when he pressed his lips to hers, she was sure she tasted the sincerity.

      “Promise? Because if I let myself need you back… I don’t think I’ll get over it if you change your mind.”

      Protecting herself was usually the last thing on her mind, but she’d lost too many people too soon to lose another. She wasn’t sure she could handle it, if she was even ready to accept anyone else into that battered home of her heart.

      But she couldn’t resist him. She never could. Not when he smiled at her so beautifully, so freely that it had her pulling him closer to her if possible.

      “Better than that.” He dragged his thumb across her bottom lip, his own brushing hers as he spoke. “It’s a deal.”
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      The questions never stopped.

      While she tended to Rowan: “So, the way I am now is how I’ll stay forever? Wow. Dodged a bullet there. I peaked at this age but if I was just a few years younger? Oof, no thank you.”

      In the middle of cooking: “I won’t need to drink blood, will I? Or consume any… body parts in order to stay alive?”

      When she was naked in bed with him, too excitable to fall asleep: “Do you think if I plant an eastern hemlock sapling today, I’ll be able to see it fully grown in the future? I’ve always believed that plants you raise yourself give more potent ingredients for potion-making, can you imagine if I raised a whole tree one day?”

      She had an endless supply of questions he tried to answer as best he could.

      He couldn’t blame her, not when it affected her life and future so drastically.

      Not even in the shower did they let up.

      The hot water hit him first, flattening his hair to his forehead before falling to hers in front of him where he was raking his fingers through her soaked curls. It was then that her cascade of questions simmered down to a content hum, her naked back meeting his front unconsciously.

      “What were you saying?” He dropped his mouth to her shoulder after pulling her hair over it to a shiver of sensitivity. “You didn’t finish your question.”

      He might’ve been looking a gift horse in the mouth by encouraging her questions, but the pops of pleasure he swallowed whenever he indulged her were too addicting to ignore.

      “Hm? Oh.”

      With her hair clean and untangled, it freed his hands to soap her skin, starting at her waist all the way up to her generous tits that filled both his hands perfectly. Her quiet whimper was all he got in the end, her ass flush against his erection sitting between her cheeks.

      “Go on, love…”

      His teeth worried the top of her ear lightly, frothing the soap over her breasts, his thumbs grazing her hard nipples with every thorough massage. Maker, he loved her tits. The weight of them in his hands, how sensitive they were. He wondered if he could make her come just by playing with them.

      If he could control himself, which was looking more unlikely by the second.

      Since their dream two days ago, he hadn’t fucked her. Whatever grey area between dream and reality they’d ended up in, he was overly cautious that she strained herself too much. Both by being in his subconscious for too long and being fucked by two cocks at once.

      Add to that the emotional strain of finding out an incubus had made you immortal and the vulnerability that always accompanies love of any kind… sex wasn’t what she needed right now, as much as she might desire it.

      Her questions answered, his support given. Comfort when she crawled onto his lap and kisses when she lifted those pouty lips up expectantly.

      That didn’t mean it wasn’t difficult, for both of them.

      Her ass rubbing across his cock for one. The brat. His teeth clenched as he buried his nose in her neck to inhale deeply, hands falling to her hips to stop her.

      “S…Something about any… h-hard limits.”

      Something was hard, his hand pressing into the tiles in front of her face when a wave of endorphins escaped her to settle in his stomach, his cock twitching with aggravating neglect. His groan shuddered into her skin, his teeth worrying a mark over a fading one.

      “Maybe it’s just all the blood in my brain is in my cock right now, but I’m not sure I understand.”

      “I mean… immortality doesn’t mean unkillable.” She panted, the sound doubling as it hit the tiles when his hand released her soapy breast to drop between her legs and press her harder into his crotch.

      Rafael hummed in agreement, her smaller body jolting when he grazed her clit.

      “Clever girl…” He chuckled breathlessly, the water streaming down her body mixing with the arousal slicking her lips. A measured swipe was her reward, his witch arching with a trembling moan.

      So receptive… she’d been this way since the moment they met, and it never failed to turn him on.

      “Your immortality is tied to mine, little one.” The thought of them tangled like this for the eternity of their lives had him growling, pulling her back harder when he cupped her mound. “Just as the magic in the book died with Marek, mine would eventually fade from the sigil if I was killed.”

      “I… die, if you die?” She reached a hand back around his head, leading his mouth to hers, the sudden gush of pleasure telling him she didn’t mind. He met her lips desperately, tongue plundering and invading as he dominated the kiss, grinding against her ass and stroking her pussy until they were both panting.

      “And vice versa, love.”

      She froze at his admission, surprise entering her lustful gaze.

      “But you’re a Prime, Rafael, and I’m so much more… squishy. If I was killed—”

      “Then I’d rather this world burn than live without you in it.” He cut across her hard, pressing his cock between her thighs.

      “Y-You can’t say that…” Even as she said it, pleasure burst on his tongue with the taste of how turned on it made her. She didn’t reveal it, hiding her face in her forearm when the ridge of his cock rubbed against her entrance and clit. “One person isn’t… isn’t worth the world.”

      “Then you obviously underestimate how I feel about you.” She cried out when he yanked her head back by her recently untangled hair. “Your lover is no hero, sweetheart. The only greater good I care about is you.”

      A glance at her face was enough to know she was beyond this conversation, lust slacking her jaw and making her tongue messy when she tried to return his brutal kiss.

      “Squeeze your thighs shut, that’s a good girl…” He was drunk when he pulled back a hairsbreadth, letting go of her hair to press the side of her thigh and groaned at the tightness over his cock.

      It would never compare to her pussy, but it was as much as he was willing to take when she dropped a hand to fondle the head of his cock with every thrust.

      “See what you do to me? You have me dry humping you just to… just to feel you close.”

      Her back arched in an offering to old gods, her tits glistening and raw from the water and his attention on them. There were no gods here, though. Only Rafael. But if rapture in the scripture of human religions looked anything like Faye did in that moment, naked and trembling with pleasure, who wouldn’t want to burn for eternity?

      “R-Raef, it’s… chafing—” she whined, her thigh muscles clenching harder belying her words when she looked down her body to the engorged girth of him between her thighs. “Just fuck me, please—”

      He wanted to. Fuck, he wanted nothing more.

      Despite her whines, it wasn’t long before she was coming all over him, drenching his cock in molten pleasure. Her legs wobbled, his arms wrapping around her middle just in case. Holding her close, he buried his face back into her neck, several hard thrusts between her thighs until his cum was splattered against the wall, shaky moans muffled by her skin.

      “S…So mean.”

      Maker. He loved when she got pouty. It just made him want to tease her more, until tears shone in those big doe-eyes.

      “Mm, you’ll forgive me.” He snorted at her immediate refusal, a lethargic shake of her head that convinced him the next stop would be bed. He wasn’t particularly tired, quite the opposite, but he’d never say no to a napping witch curled up on his chest.

      Slowly, he stood them out of the shower and toweled her dry.

      “I’m not made of glass, you know,” she grumbled when he led her by the hand towards the bedroom, coming to a stop when he noticed her sleepy frown. Fatigue always made her more honest, his resolve softening at the sight of her small form.

      “No. You’re not.”

      She weighed nothing when he hooked under her knees and back, her dissatisfaction only skin deep when she nuzzled closer to his bare chest.

      “But sex will never be as important as making sure you’re safe and well.” Noticing her frown deepen, he set her down on the bed to kneel in front of her. “And after I… made amends with that side of myself… I don’t want to be too rough with you.”

      “But I like—”

      Catching herself with a blush, he arched a brow at her outburst, his stomach clenching.

      “I like it rough. I like it when you’re rough,” she clarified, picking at the hem of her rose camisole. “Unless you don’t like it, then… I don’t want you to hold back. Please.”

      Rafael’s heart melted at her words, leaning up to cup her face and kissing her soundly.

      “I like everything with you,” he whispered against her mouth.

      “But you still won’t fuck me.”

      She was pouting again, that petulance making the citrus on his tongue stronger.

      “When you’ve recovered, little one,” he reaffirmed to her displeasure. “We—I did a number on you during that dream.”

      She looked like she might argue further, the blush on her cheeks deepening to cover her entire face and make the freckles dusting her nose impossible to see.

      “And it’s not because you’re bored already?” A cyanic pop of insecurity diluted her flavor, Rafael shaking his head immediately as he knelt up to press his forehead into hers, fingers tangling in the short hairs behind her neck.

      So that was the root of her concern. It wasn’t sex, though there was no doubt they both wanted it, but she was trying to force herself even when she was sore thinking it was the only way.

      “Honestly, all I wanna do right now is turn you over and fuck you until you’re begging me to stop…” Exhaling the words against her lips, he gulped back her desire instinctively. “But I don’t need to be fucking you to want to be with you, love. Me being here isn’t transactional. You understand that, right?”

      With what he knew of her past, her life within the bowels of the Covenant, Rafael shouldn’t have been surprised by her assumption that his presence in her life was based on what she could do for him.

      It made him want to commit murder against any and all of them who had this precious, little creature looking at him so surprised at words that should be an ingrained truth.

      It culminated in a smile so sweet, his heart ached and his influence purred.

      “You’re such a romantic.” She pulled her knees up on the edge of the bed between them to hide behind. “You don’t need incubus pheromones to make people fall in love with you.”

      “So long as you’re the one falling, I couldn’t care less about the others.”

      Falling back onto the duvet, Faye released an embarrassed squeal, turning to escape him under the covers. He didn’t let her get far, his witch shrieking when he yanked her back against the wall of his chest to kiss her neck over and over.

      “Fall in love with me, Faye,” he rumbled into her neck, her giggles petering off when his hand found her lower stomach, intimacy shuddering through the both of them suddenly. “Fall in love with me so that my heart might finally stop racing all the time.”

      The afternoon light was bright behind the gauzy curtains, catching the kaleidoscope of shades in Faye’s hazel eyes when she turned her head back to look at him. His mouth found the corner of her lips, humor dissipating when she realized he meant it.

      “What if I don’t want your heart to ever stop racing?”

      Rafael groaned, an irreverent noise that had her flavor turning smokey in his mouth. Maker, just knowing his voice could do that to her. He willed his cock down from stirring.

      “Then… fall in love with me so the knowledge keeps my heart pounding with excitement forever.”

      “Mm, I like the sound of that…” He caught her smile in a kiss, her eyes half-lidded and gorgeous as they stayed on him, his own rolling shut when she scratched her nails down his scalp.

      “Then do it.”

      Rafael didn’t beg. But in that moment, he probably would have if she told him to. A neediness threaded his tone, his teeth tugging at her bottom lip in protest for making him this way.

      Her laughter, husky and quiet with fatigue, erased any qualms about being in this situation.

      Rather, he enjoyed the fact that she didn’t immediately offer up what he wanted even when he could see it shining in her eyes. He liked the challenge of a human, his human, making him work for something he wanted. Genuinely wanted.

      “Ask me again when I’ve had a nap.” She turned in his hold, their noses brushing before she burrowed deeper under the blankets to snuggle into his chest. Dropping his hand to the back of her head, a light yawn laced her words. “And when I tell you that I love you… ask me again until you’re sick of hearing it.”
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      She thought she’d dream of Raef.

      That’s what it first felt like as she floated on her back down a lazily meandering river. Water lapping around her ears and the distinct warmth of sunlight on her face, refracting shapes and stars behind her eyelids that remained closed.

      Everything was so peaceful. Until something brushed her hand.

      Cold and fleshy, it startled her into opening her eyes, only to meet the opaque cloudiness of a corpses’ dead stare.

      Shrieking, she pushed away from it and into another when she couldn’t take her eyes off the bloated body floating on the water. The tell-tale red hair clung to her face, the swollen discoloration making her sister unrecognizable at first.

      Freya. Her heart howled, agonizing loss winding her as she splashed and staggered to the bank.

      More and more bodies surrounded her as she waded away from her sister. Every one of them recognizable from her parents and Farah to classmates she hadn’t seen in years. They congested the river until she wasn’t sure there was any water left, wracked sobs escaping on her every breath.

      The bank was too slippery when she reached it, fingers curling into soft mud that gave way the instant she tried to pull herself up. Her foot found a limb to push herself up, but the boost did nothing but leave her nauseous and helpless.

      She kept trying, clawing the increasingly steep bank.

      Panic clouded her rationality, unable to think beyond the klaxon of instinct to get out, get out, get out.

      When a hand wrapped around her wrist, Faye wept. A cry of desperation when she thought her fate sealed. She gripped the toned arm of her savior with her other hand, tears blurring her vision as she kicked and crawled to get away from that river.

      A film of death and decay covered her, making her cough as she trembled on muddy knees, her fingers in a frozen lock in the stranger’s shirt.

      “Ah, so that’s what he sees in you…” Faye stilled, ice hardening her blood and stopping her heart when she looked up into sharp, olive eyes. “You are a vision on your knees.”

      Marek stood above her, a merciless figure where thinly veiled contempt was offset by the mild interest one might show an insect they’d never seen before. Faye released his arm as if scalded, falling back on her behind, and kicked back a few useless inches.

      A smile cracked his lips in amusement, the Necromancer straightening the arm of the crisp black shirt he was wearing after she crumpled it. The glint of a cufflink caught her eye, his long fingers fiddling with it fastidiously.

      “We meet again, Faye Kyteler.”

      Her eyes darted around her, looking for an escape. Her dream had become a confined tank. Every direction closed off by an endless wall of convulsing darkness that instinct told her would devour her if she got too close.

      “Raef!” she called instead, ignoring the figment of his imagination.

      She hadn’t been trying to enter his dream, but if she was here, then he was too.

      One of Marek’s deceptively strong hands folded over her mouth, slamming her into the closest, writhing wall. Her cry was muffled by his palm, the Necromancer leaning down with a condescending laugh.

      “Now, now…” He tutted, tightening his grip over her lower face to the point she feared he might break her jaw. “He can’t hear you. We’re too deep in your mind for anyone to notice. Perfect since we don’t want to be disturbed.”

      “M-My…?” Speaking was a struggle under his grip, his strength inhuman even as she fought to free herself from him.

      Her mind?

      They weren’t in Raef’s subconscious this time?

      Marek’s eyes gleamed when it dawned on her, his hand dropping to experience the dread on her face entirely. She didn’t even attempt to run.

      “What—what are you…”

      “Doing in your dream instead of Rafael’s?” he finished for her, Faye’s lips pressing together while the hairs on the back of her neck stood on ends against the disgusting, sentient wall behind her.

      “It’s quite the bit of magic, if I do say so myself… highly risky, but just as rewarding when successful.”

      His voice hurt her ears. Butter soft but containing infected blades that compelled her to cover her ears had the wall behind her not pinned her arms back, leaving her open and helpless to his theatrics.

      “You’re just a dream.” Saying it grounded her, the witch regulating her breathing the way Raef always told her to better control what she was seeing. “It’s all in my imagination.”

      A tranquil drop of lucidity fell onto the still waters of this dream, but what would usually result in her ability to wake up, instead sat atop it flaccidly. A barrier of thick, murky water that was usually crystal clear stopped her little drop of control from entering, her dream out of her hands.

      “He taught you well…” Marek muttered, offering a dismissive glance of pity when he cocked his head at her. He looked so like he did in the forest, watching her cry in the rain. “But I’m no figment of your imagination, Faye. And I think you know that already.”

      “It’s not possible.”

      Raef’s dream then, wasn’t the first time she had encountered Marek. But in the real world, for a split second before Rafael showed up to bring her home.

      She shook her head, a futile yank against her restraints doing nothing but adding to the Necromancer’s entertainment as he watched her work it all out. “You’re dead.” His humor fell at that, a dangerous iciness entering his gaze. “You’ve been dead for centuries!”

      He didn’t like that, a decisive slap snapping her head to the side, her cheek aflame.

      “Stupid girl,” he hissed, a flash of anger cracking the nonchalant shell of his exterior.

      Raef had been right. Marek despised death.

      “Your magic is so terribly weak; I’m not surprised you can’t wrap that silly little head around such things.” He almost sounded offended at her dismissiveness, her inferiority grating on his patience when he had the wall drag her back down onto her knees.

      Tugging on the legs of his slacks, he crouched in front of her pitilessly.

      “But shall I toss you a bone? Even worthless creatures deserve a little indulgence every now and then.”

      Swallowing, she forced her eyes to remain on his. This was one person she refused to submit to. Marek took it as a challenge, but unlike Raef who only wished for her to submit to her own desires, she knew Marek’s form of breaking would destroy her entirely.

      “Let’s see… how to put it simply,” Marek mused aloud, Faye bristling at his patronizing disdain. “You like flowers, correct? A humble interest, very fitting.”

      In his hand, a dandelion appeared, its golden flower rapidly dying to be replaced with the fluffy seed head. A weed, just like him.

      “What happens when I…” He turned the dandelion to blow the seeds, small propellors of white fluff dispersing in the wind until they disappeared out of sight.

      Her jaw clenched, refusing to answer.

      Obviously, before he died and many years after the man she encountered in the cottage offered her water, he was accustomed to people doing as he said.

      That was when he clicked his finger, something from within the wall grabbing her hair to slam her head back against it hard. Pain burst behind her eyes, a pained “ah” leaving her to his delight.

      “What happens, Faye?” He held her jaw up, basking in the pained fear she couldn’t hide quick enough.

      “T-The seeds spread.”

      “Not so stupid, then…” he crooned, Faye’s stomach roiling when he dragged the back of his hand down her cheek in faux affection. “All I needed was someone like you to meet my memory and poof… the seed spreads to another mind.”

      “You… you lived on through memory?” She’d never heard anything like that before. She didn’t even know such a thing was possible, but by his arrogant glee, it was clear he had found a way.

      The pale blue petals of the Atropos Tears in his lair registered finally. His death… fate, he changed it.

      “I wouldn’t be much of a Necromancer if I couldn’t bring myself back from the dead, would I?”

      “Then why wait? Why now, after all this time?” she argued, the possible disaster unfolding before her eyes too terrifying to consider.

      “Should I tell you? What a secret to learn for so unremarkable a witch…” He speared his fingers back into her hair, a sting of pain resulting in his bloodstained fingers when he withdrew his hand again. “But in your forgettable existence, I suppose I can safely tell you.”

      He leaned closer, until the rancid smell of death clinging to him choked her airways, his voice like venom dripping into her ear. “Because until now… the only ones with living memory of me, were all trapped in books. Until you opened my favorite.”

      Faye’s head snapped back to put some distance between them, the gravity of his words not sinking in even as their resulting panic had her chest exploding with uncertainty.

      Marek laughed, entertained by her reaction.

      “Genius, isn’t it? The only downside was that this kind of necromancy required a host who knew me in life, not in death.”

      The warlock sighed, as if centuries hadn’t passed and it was only a mild inconvenience. “It never crossed my mind that Daemons would abandon earth, by which point the humans who knew me had already perished before I could return.”

      “Then, Raef…” Her stomach sank in realization.

      “Why else would I keep him alive when I could just as easily absorb his power through death?” She gulped back the nausea, knowing what such knowledge would do to Raef who already held so much guilt on the topic. “He was, how do you call it nowadays? An insurance policy. One I can finally collect on.”

      Faye’s mind was racing a mile a second, her breathing labored from pain and the possibility of Marek returning to the real world again. She couldn’t think. There were no solutions, no options available to her when he held even her subconscious hostage from her.

      The helplessness didn’t scare her like it might have. It angered her.

      It made her want to bury the man in front of her, take revenge on him for all he’d put Raef through. What he put her through by destroying magic on earth.

      That was when it clicked. He wasn’t the only one whose living memory she encountered in Raef’s dream.

      That split second of clarity allowed her to retake control while Marek boasted. All it took was a moment, for a glaive to pierce the Necromancer’s stomach before Erik yanked it back in a bloody ribbon of flesh, placing himself in front of her.

      Blindsided, the Necromancer had but a second to stumble back before the large Daemon lifted the glaive, putting some distance between them. Growls permeated the air as he reached a hand back and the wall disintegrated in a scarlet glow.

      “Go now, Faye. Wake up.”

      Marek roared in anger, gripping his side as he stumbled back to his feet, a bloody smile chilling Faye to the bone as she turned towards the hole Erik created and pushed her way through.

      “I killed you once before, angel. Don’t think I won’t do it again!”

      She had just reached back for Erik when Marek attacked him before the wall of Raef’s chest moving under her met her eyes. Panting, the incubus jostled her to consciousness, his glowing gaze tinged with relief when she finally roused.

      “Wake up, love. Something just triggered one of the traps.”
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      He knew something was wrong the moment the door to Faye’s subconscious locked shut.

      It might have passed his notice, had he not been awake while she napped, and the reverberant click pulled his eyes over to the door that no longer looked familiar. The margins were welded shut, turning the once pleasant door into a hermetic seal that kept everyone out and Faye locked inside.

      When she whimpered, a torrid heat burned his tongue, the witch flinching as a burst of pain traveled through their link to the back of his head, disorienting him momentarily. He shook the dizziness away, all his attention fixed on her when he realized it wasn’t his own pain, but hers.

      She trembled, curling tighter into herself when he tried to wake her.

      “Faye, sweetheart… can you hear me?”

      A familiar presence grazed the top of his spine, the hint of decay propelling his heart into his mouth and his actions turned urgent. Shaking her shoulders, Faye’s eyes moved rapidly beneath her lids, unresponsive.

      He was ready to throw his weight against that fortress door to get to her when another sensation radiated up his spine in a bolt.

      Something had triggered one of his traps; the ones Faye begged him to lay hoping it would alert them if more acolytes appeared.

      “Fuck!” Rafael sat back on his heels, caught between sleeping in order to save his witch from whatever was attacking her dream, and protecting her from the very real danger of something that possessed the qualities to trip his trap. Magic.

      He couldn’t just leave her. Not like this.

      Trying again, he leaned over her small form, brushing the sweat off her brow. “C’mon, sweetheart, run. Whatever it is, you can outrun it. Follow my voice.”

      A spike of pain coursed through him when part of his trap was destroyed, whatever was caught in its snare putting up a fight. He should’ve put more effort into them. More power. But he’d been letting his dick guide him, impatient to get back to the cottage as soon as possible that he rushed them.

      He should’ve taken her concern more seriously.

      No time for reproach. He shook his head, Faye’s face turning into his hand the only positive reaction he’d had so far, so he kept talking, the rest of his senses purely on the battle going on somewhere in the forest between his trap and its prey.

      “Good girl, follow me now,” he rumbled in her ear, hoping the vibration could better direct her. “Don’t look at anything else, only me… I’m here.”

      Moments later, Faye’s eyes burst open, her lungs starved as a gasp rattled through her body. A faint scent accompanied her consciousness, disappearing in the next instance as a whoosh of relief left Rafael in an exhaled, “Thank the Maker.”

      That relief was short-lived when her eyes caught his, his stomach clenching at the naked fear he saw there. All he wanted to do was bundle her against his chest the way she obviously needed. But all he could afford to give her right now was a hard kiss to the forehead, his instinct torn when he stood.

      “Faye, listen to me…” He folded his hand over hers when she bunched a hand in his shoulder, kneeling back on the bed to cup her face. “There’s something in the traps, I need to check it out.”

      When he pulled her hand down from his shoulder to move around the bed, she followed, that same little bird imprinted on a predator as her pace quickened to catch up to his longer strides.

      He said nothing until she tried to follow him out the front door.

      “No, love. You stay here.”

      She was only in what she wore to bed, a matching camisole and shorts. Definitely not the right clothes for winter in Scotland. Something had scared her. Enough to make her forget the way she was dressed as she protested hotly.

      “No, I—”

      Cutting her off with a click of his tongue, the incubus walled her in against the open door. He needed to make sure she was safe, no matter if it meant being the bad guy in her eyes for a time.

      “Stay. Here.” He growled, his influence wrapping its way around her body apologetically for his tone. There was no time to convince her kindly, his resolve steeling even when it looked like she might cry or curse him out. “I can’t do my job if I’m constantly worrying about you out in the woods.”

      Her small hand had wound tight into the hem of his shirt, a death grip she didn’t even know she held. Her lips parted, the taste on his tongue urgent but before she could say anything, she lost her nerve, dropping her gaze and her hand.

      It left a disgusted ache in his stomach when she already struggled with opening up.

      Later. He’d make it up to her later. For now, he had to leave her.

      Letting his wings unfurl in a compression of dark energy, he didn’t look back as he sped above the treetops, the intruder not even half a mile away when he dropped to his feet in front of it.

      “Stupid fucking plant! Let go of me!”

      A woman’s voice caught him off-guard, but not as much as the vibrant red hair splayed out from the thick tail at the top of her head across the forest floor where she lay struggling with the roots that had erupted from the ground and were currently trying to drag her into an earthen grave.

      The similarities between her and Faye stalled him, his immediate instinct to save her only halting when she opened her mouth to curse out the plant to the point even Rafael’s head was spinning. She had a way with threatening things, that was for sure.

      “Ugh!” She struggled, a booted leg escaping the roots’ grasp to plant on the trunk for leverage, her anger suddenly shifting to something colder. With seasoned focus, he watched her reach for her boot, a wicked blade suddenly in hand that she plunged into the largest root currently crushing her other leg.

      She barely missed her own flesh when she let go of the handle, using the roots’ moment of recoil to roll free.

      When she grinned, the subtle hint of reckless enjoyment he tasted intrigued him. Especially when she backed up into him, unaware and arrogantly assuming her freedom was won. He wondered if all Faye’s family was like this.

      Faye would never be this stupid, but then… she was also never one to resort to violence either.

      She hobbled back, one of her legs evidently busted by the pain radiating on his tongue. Her eyes were fixed solely on the roots that slithered cautiously in pursuit of her, and when her back hit his chest, striking green eyes were shocked enough to tell him this was a woman who wasn’t used to being beaten.

      “You’re a—”

      Her words were interrupted when the roots lunged, in more numbers and greater strength while he watched. They grabbed her back into them, her yelp useless and weapons obsolete as they pinned her arms to her sides.

      But where most humans would balk and beg, her glare turned foul when she looked up at him defiantly.

      “What the fuck did you do with my sister?” she spat, a hissing feline taking on way more than she could chew if she thought she could still make demands in her current state.

      “What do you care?” He crouched in front of her, the witch groaning in pain when one of the roots squeezed too tight and pulled her several damning inches closer to the base of the tree. “She told me your family wanted nothing more to do with her.”

      Bristling, he pressed a hand to the ground to halt the trap from dragging her underground. She was no use to him dead.

      Around him, his influence pulsed, awaiting his direction as the woman swallowed thickly.

      “I-I want to see my sister. I need to make sure she’s okay.”

      Obstinance ran in the family, obviously. Her jaw clenched, eyes scanning everything around them in a not-so-subtle attempt to find a weapon or way to escape.

      “Okay?” He scoffed. “Which one are you then, hm? The perfect puppet who never put a toe out of place, or the one who helped the Covenant find her by contacting her?”

      Furious denial overpowered every other taste he could glean from the witch, her gaze ablaze with green fire. “I didn’t call her! Fuck, that’s why I’m here.”

      He remembered how much Faye wept when she told him about why she thought those warlocks found her. The heartbreak that it was probably her sister’s doing. It made him furious as the roots tightened around her already injured leg, her unaffected façade finally breaking as she released a pained cry.

      “You know, Daemons are bloodthirsty, vicious creatures.” A cold anger dripped from his tone when she gritted her teeth. “And yet, even we can understand what it means to be loyal. Humans always speak of blood and family but are the first to betray each other. And your family betrayed the one I am loyal to. You betrayed her.”

      “No… no, please, listen.” She struggled to speak; the roots were too tight. “I didn’t contact her. It wasn’t me.”

      Dropping her head forward, the witch struggled to find an inch of space to inhale properly while her emotions swam in his mouth. Amidst the fear and lust of coming face to face with an incubus, the panic of possible death, he detected something he wasn’t expecting.

      Honesty.

      She was telling the truth.

      The roots loosened, holding her up as she sucked in a ragged breath. Coughing, the witch curled her freed hand into the ground, her surprise palpable.

      “I came to help, to do… something.”

      “Why?” His voice remained hard, his glare golden while both his emblem and influence pricked him to think of Faye and what she wanted. Not him.

      “Because I lost my sister once before and did nothing. I’m not gonna lose her again.”
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      The cottage was clear.

      She’d busied herself with checking every nook and cranny. As if Marek was going to be in her underwear drawer waiting to strike when she opened it. But it calmed her heart down given that Raef wasn’t around.

      After dressing, nervousness refused to let her sit still. Her dream kept replaying in her mind and filled her with dread that there was a fragment of the Necromancer lurking somewhere in her subconscious. It terrified her.

      At least Erik was there, she tried to reassure herself for the hundredth time. The vindictus had been a welcome sight and she could only hope that the wrath he emanated could eradicate the Necromancer’s memory seed.

      The door handle jiggling startled her in the kitchen where she kept flicking the kettle on to boil out of habit.

      What she wasn’t expecting was for Raef to be supporting someone limping in through the front door and for that person to be Freya.

      Devastatingly beautiful, dangerous, and standing quite a bit taller than her younger sister, even she looked small beside Raef. It only made the dirt caking her clothes and obvious injury all the more drastic.

      Faye didn’t even think twice, rushing to her sister’s side when Raef helped her over to sit on the sofa.

      “Freya? What are you—”

      The last time they spoke rose in her mind, wariness and residual hurt surfacing immediately. Freya noticed, reaching out her hand to Faye’s who withdrew it instinctively out of reach.

      Raef cleared his throat, his dark eyes tracking her movement as he cupped the back of her neck to steal her attention.

      “I’m going back out. You two need some time alone, I think.”

      She wanted to grab his hand and demand he stay; she didn’t want to deal with this. Not this. Not Freya. Especially not after the dream that left her paranoid about what malicious entity was camping out in both their subconsciouses now.

      Without a word, Raef dropped a kiss to the top of her head where she sat, Freya not hiding the surprise on her face at the intimacy when he leaned down to her ear.

      “I’ll be back in a while, wait up for me.”

      The reassurance that he’d be back soothed her anxiety more than she expected it to. He was still leaving her to deal with a can of worms she’d been too scared to open for years now. But knowing he’d be on the far side of that exhaustion, made the journey a little more bearable.

      He left without another word, Faye clinging to the influence that refused to leave her until it too was dragged away from her.

      “We always joked about Farah being the one to marry well, but a Daemon takes the—”

      “What’re you doing here, Freya?”

      Faye wasn’t in the mood for jokes. Not least of all about their past as if things weren’t irrevocably different now. Freya’s cautious smile fell, her attempts at breaking the ice failing miserably when she shifted awkwardly, a groan of pain reminding both of them of her injuries.

      “Never mind that, let’s… let’s get you cleaned up first.”

      “Faye—”

      The witch had already stood, Freya trapped on the sofa with her leg, and disappeared back into the safety of her apothecary where she could breathe a little easier. Collecting her first aid kit and various healing draughts, she tried not to drag her feet when she returned to the living room.

      Freya didn’t say a word this time, only acknowledging her presence with a pressed, closed-lipped smile. It didn’t reach her eyes. Faye missed that. Whenever Freya laughed, it was full-bodied and loud, infectious in its unrestrained enjoyment. She hadn’t heard that sound in a long time.

      She helped her sister out of her jacket, the tight black tank top underneath revealing a plethora of small cuts and bruises from whatever Raef’s trap entailed. But it was that leg she was worried about, Freya not making a peep despite the obvious pain.

      Silence hung over them as she daubed the cuts along Freya’s exposed arms, face, and chest to clean them. The cleaning followed with a bright yellow poultice of faerie moss, St. John’s wort, and comfrey had Freya huffing lightly.

      “Not many people have the patience to brew Sprite Salve from scratch anymore. It’s quicker to buy a premade potion or talisman these days.”

      Faye kept her eyes fixed on the next bruise, brushing her salve covered fingers over it until it was coated nicely. “Faerie moss works best if you collect it yourself. Premade Sprite Salve is mass produced… not as effective.”

      “That so.” Freya hummed politely. Of all the sisters, she was the one least likely to play nice for appearances sake, so it struck Faye as odd.

      “I’ll give you some before you go. If you’re still working in those dig sites, you’re bound to get a few bruises now and then.”

      Faye wasn’t sure why she said it, it wasn’t like they were anything to each other anymore. At least, not on paper, and not in practice for the last two years. Longer, if she was being honest.

      Freya’s eyes burned the top of her head when she turned her attention to her leg that’d likely require far more healing draught than she had. Strains and sprains she could handle, maybe even a few torn ligaments. But breaks or anything remotely complex would require someone with more experience and magic to heal.

      “You were always the best at caring for things,” Freya surprised her by saying. “Didn’t seem to matter to you if they were hostile or half-dead. You’d leave out food for strays and nurse dying plants to bloom regardless of what people said.” She grunted when Faye helped her straighten her leg. “Funny. I think that was the only time you ever did what you wanted, instead of—”

      “I’m going to roll your pants up, it might hurt.”

      She nodded to the dirtied leather pants. Even concealed it was clear her ankle was badly swollen compared to the right.

      Caught, Freya tugged at her ponytail, tightening it. The thick, silken length was just as enviable as the day she left home despite the various strands loosened by her struggle in the forest.

      “Sure. Okay.” Irritation flared in the other’s tone, neither of them particularly good at addressing problems when it was easier to sweep things under the rug. It seemed Freya, though, had reached her limit as Faye pulled the leg of her pants up to the knee. “It wasn’t me, Faye. I promise you.”

      “Stop lying.” Faye surprised herself, taking a moment to breathe before touching the swelling.

      Freya froze. She couldn’t blame her. Faye never spoke that loudly usually, and never to her family. But Freya kept pushing, and once the gates opened, there was no stopping what came out.

      “It was your voice, Freya.” Latent pain from a neglected wound thickened her voice and stung her eyes, blurring them to the task at hand. “I wondered why… why you’d want to contact me after all this time. I was happy but… but it was all for them. For the people who threw me away like garbage!”

      Freya didn’t say a word even as Faye’s hands shook while applying the healing draught to the source of the swelling. The silence only gave her hurt feelings more room to embarrass herself, Freya’s face stricken when she looked up.

      “Why? Why has it always been so easy to give me up for something better?”

      Firm but soft hands wrapped around her wrists to pull her back up on the sofa, Faye unable to hide the tear-stained blotchiness with her hair or her position on the floor. When Freya wrapped her in a hug, Faye suddenly felt five years old again, hugging her sister back with a sob.

      Being cast out, being betrayed… ultimately none of those pains compared to the hollowness of how much she missed her sister. The image of her dead in the water flashed in her mind, her grip tightening as a result. But instead of pushing her away like she always feared, Freya reciprocated it, hugging her harder.

      “I promise, little sister… please believe me. I didn’t call you, but shit, I should’ve. If I kept in contact instead of following their rules blindly, then you’d probably have known it wasn’t me when Mum…”

      Mum.

      Oh.

      Now, that made sense. Somehow, it hurt less than the thought that it was Freya as she sniffled, the smell of Sprite Salve and soil from her sister’s skin comforting her.

      “It sounded just like you, though…” She wanted to believe Freya, desperately. But fearing the risk of being wrong, she was hesitant.

      “You know as well as I do that her talent lies in imitations.” Faye nodded mutely to her words, sitting back to rub at her blocked nose as if at any moment, their mother would actually walk in and scold her for crying. “Remember when we were small? And she’d trick us into telling on each other with her hexed dolls?”

      How could Faye forget.

      She’d learned to be paranoid about sharing anything with anyone when they could all just be a guise for her mother’s puppets. Illusion magic was one of the most complex forms, and their mother was a master at it.

      Freya understood, squeezing her arms when she returned to tending her leg.

      “I used to think it was you I was talking to, or Farah. I’d get so mad at you when Mum would know the things I told you, thinking you’d ratted me out.” She leaned back to look at the ceiling. “I guess that’s why none of us ever had the chance to be close. Secrets are like sisterly rites of passage or something. They weren’t meant to drive us apart.”

      Faye nodded mutely, struggling to keep the lid on memories she’d rather never recall again.

      The swelling wasn’t going down, the sprain more severe than she once thought. Luckily the feverfew in the healing draught numbed the pain, Freya’s features less pinched than before.

      “You got some gauze?” Freya asked, noticing the panic rising in her gaze when she didn’t respond. She smiled when Faye nodded. “Good, go grab it. I’ll show you how to wrap it properly.”

      Twenty minutes later, and Faye tied the last piece of cloth tight above Freya’s ankle, the wrap messy but usable. During that time, following Freya’s instruction, Faye considered her words, and whether foolish or not, chose to believe her.

      “I didn’t consider Mum…” she admitted, gingerly placing a cushion under her ankle. “Things… didn’t get better when I left then, huh?”

      Freya snorted, withdrawing a slim, silver case. Popping it open, she pulled out a cigarette before hesitating. “Can I smoke in here?” When Faye shook her head, a giddiness ran through her when Freya shrugged and listened, pocketing the case.

      “But to answer your question, no. A Forsaken Kyteler brought a lot of scandal, a lot of questions over the hierarchy of certain families and mistrust in the system as a whole. Mum couldn’t just sweep it under the rug with a few appearances and charity donations, unfortunately.”

      “Oh… sorry.”

      “Stop apologizing.” Freya’s green eyes sharpened when they slid to her, Faye’s mouth immediately opening to apologize again before she caught herself.

      “It’s about time anyway. What did they think would happen? Sacrificing people for a dying resource none of us actually need.”

      “You wouldn’t say that if you weren’t as strong as you are,” Faye contended mildly. How could any of them really know?

      Freya shrugged. “Maybe. Either way, spending so much time at isolated dig sites made me realize that…I don’t like what the Covenant has become. But naturally, Mum dug her heels in. Offered the Elders anything to secure our place at the top.”

      “And that was me?” Why?

      The reality didn’t hurt her as much as she thought it would. Rather, she was bizarrely vindicated. Perhaps being Forsaken was the best thing that had happened to her.

      “Mhm. Farah kept asking why they were looking for you. You know what a fucking stickler she is for the rules, kept harping on about how we were supposed to cut contact with you entirely. Apparently, the Council Elder who visited the house said there were certain exceptions.”

      “Exceptions being…”

      “Magic, Faye. This place is steeped in it.” Freya offered her an apologetic smile. “I didn’t know their reason until I got here and felt it.”

      “They know about Raef?” Heat burst on her cheeks when Freya cast her a cheeky smile at the mention of the incubus.

      “I don’t think they know what’s causing it. If they knew a Daemon was here, the red carpet would’ve already been rolled out.”

      “So, when they were looking for me…”

      “They keep tabs on the general location of Forsaken witches, and I guess you’re the only one in Scotland for them to narrow in on you so confidently.”

      Freya cleared her throat awkwardly, the atmosphere souring at the mention of the ever-looming presence of the Covenant whose shadow spread far enough to still touch her. One thing was certain though, that neither of them wanted to address, was that the Covenant wasn’t going to stand idly by if a well of power had been discovered in desperate times.

      “If they knew a Daemon was here…” Freya shook her head before piercing her with a hard stare. “How did you do it Faye? No one’s seen a Daemon in centuries.”

      Faye laughed; she’d been asking herself that same question for weeks now. “Would you believe me if I said it was an accident?”

      Freya was silent for a beat before her laughter joined Faye’s quiet chuckle.

      “If it’s you? Without question. It would explain why the three envoys they sent never returned. I knew you couldn’t have had anything to do with it but, man… Daemons are territorial as fuck, right? Looks like that one is just as territorial, but over you.”

      Faye hardly heard what her sister said, her mind fixating on a single word that repeated over and over in her head. Freya only noticed moments later.

      “What?”

      “How many envoys did you say were sent?”

      She needed to be sure. Maybe she just misheard.

      “Three…?” Freya dragged out the answer, looking for the trick.

      There was none, as much as she wished there was. “But we only found two.”

      Freya’s face paled just as the window shattered under the force of a bolt of magic. Suddenly, she was pushed onto the sofa, Freya shielding her from the worst of the spray even as she groaned with the movement of her injured leg.

      She didn’t have time to wonder as the door was next. A groaning crack ricocheting through the cottage before it too was blown into the living room to splinter against the opposing wall, leaving the cottage open and its occupants vulnerable.

      And when glass crunched under several sets of feet, Faye hardly had a moment to duck onto the ground when another bolt was sent her way, the voices ringing in her ears as one pointed.

      “She’s the one. She’s the reason they’re dead.”
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      When Faye was small, she often dreamt of a great fire ravaging the city around her while she watched from her window. It grew from a kindling on the horizon to a raging inferno as it consumed trees, buildings, and people.

      She wondered if she was the only one who saw it coming, for no one in her dream noticed until it was upon them. Still, instead of warning them, instead of doing something, all Faye could do was watch the horror unfold.

      Some things, she learned, were too powerful, too tyrannical to oppose. And when she did, she was burned by the oppressive strength of something she never should’ve caught the attention of.

      That was how she felt, her cheek to the hardwood floor and the world on its side as an escort of four fierce-looking warlocks accompanied a refined witch who entered her home as if it was her own.

      Even with her head dazed and ears ringing, Faye recognized her immediately.

      Abigail Svensson, a Council Elder and one of Faye’s most outspoken critics during her sentencing. Salt and pepper hair twisted in a tight knot atop her head, it had the dual effect of smoothing out the various lines carved by a faithful practice of being utterly displeased with everything and everyone around her at all times.

      Tepid blue eyes hardly spared her a glance as her ears were filled with the water-muffled shouts of her sister. Her eyes moved slowly to the side where Freya had pulled herself up faster than she could despite her ankle.

      A warlock prevented her from getting any closer to the Elder, her pursed lips souring in distaste when Freya planted herself in front of where Faye was struggling to push herself up. It only took pulling her head up for a rush of sounds to finally return to her, clarity making her head spin.

      “Step aside, Freya. Your mother would be appalled at how you’re treating a family friend.”

      “I think she’d be pretty ticked off if you entered her house this way too,” Freya snarled, fiery temper revealing itself in an irreverently sharp tongue. “Get the fuck out.”

      Elder Svensson lifted her hand, a prickle of elemental magic lifting goosebumps on Faye’s skin before her sister was shoved into the mantel with a gust of weaponized air.

      “Freya!” Faye croaked when her sister crumbled with a groan, clearing the way for Svensson to approach her.

      “Don’t think a good family and reputation award you any clemency for disrespect.” She crouched by Freya’s unconscious form, a concerning patch of blood staining her temple. Svensson dragged the tips of two fingers through the blood, rubbing it between them with an unsettling inquisitiveness that made Faye queasy.

      “But since you did such a good job of clearing out those vexing traps, I suppose we can let it slide just this once…”

      Faye’s heart sank. She tried to fight against the immediate sense of betrayal, knowing the way Freya’s confusion and anger at the Covenant’s presence suggested she was taken off guard just as much as Faye had been.

      But it was difficult, especially when the Elder’s shadow fell over her. She looked down her nose at her like she’d just noticed something mildly disgusting clinging to her shoes and the risk of damaging the material by scraping her off was a greater loss than her.

      “You’ve been busy, Forsaken.”

      Snapping her fingers, Faye was yanked unceremoniously to sit by one of the warlocks. Excessive in force and contact, he kept his hold on her bicep, the unyielding floor hard on her knees.

      “But now it’s time to put things back in order. Tell me what you did.”

      Thick curls fell in front of her face, her only shield before they too were used as a tool to pull her head back to see Svensson examining her superciliously.

      Look somewhere else if you’re so revolted, she wanted to tell her.

      Svensson, however, proved to be as astute as she was vindictive, her mask of altruistic superiority falling for a brief moment to reveal the cruelty beneath it. A slight jerk of her chin resulted in a punch to her side, the dull pain wracking her insides where another of the warlocks’ fists had struck her ribs.

      “I’ll only ask nicely once, Forsaken.” Svensson took a seat on her beloved armchair, sitting prim on the edge while she flicked her fingers outwards, a harsh slap of wind striking Faye’s cheek. “Tell me where the magic source is.”

      So, Freya had been right. The Covenant didn’t know the details.

      She was distracted by the thought and didn’t answer in time, when another tunnel of wind barreled into her stomach, punching the breath right out of her. Tears stung the corner of her eyes as she struggled to suck in a breath.

      “You don’t know what I put on the line for your kind, do you?” The light above them flickered under the density of magic filling the room, the shadows growing outside as a winter sun made way for an early night. “No one saw a use for the Forsaken but me, and you will show me the proper respect for it!”

      There it was. Both her crutch and the cause of her limp; her constant need to be surrounded by sycophants.

      Faye supposed her inability to anticipate or pick up on certain cues worked against her in Svensson’s eyes. But this time, Faye knew exactly how she wanted her to respond, and her jaw clenched.

      “Wasn’t it you who said the Forsaken were like parasites? Parasites who stole and sucked up magic that didn’t belong to them?” Festering wounds were opened to the air with her words, stinging from neglect as Faye remembered every single word spoken against her in the Council chambers.

      “What use could we possibly have…”

      She squeezed her eyes shut when Svensson adjusted herself, anticipating another strike, but a grating chuckle was a response she hadn’t expected. Nor was the sparkle of pride in her pale blue eyes when Faye cracked an eye open to look at her.

      “Why, it is precisely that belief that made you so valuable.” Svensson chuckled once more, thoroughly delighted with herself as she sat back more comfortably in her seat while its normal occupant knelt restrained on the ground.

      Faye frowned, her lips pressing tighter together when the warlocks manning various spots around the room joined in her amusement and Faye once again found herself standing on the opposite side of understanding, the rope bridge sliced by those laughing to prevent her from crossing.

      “Dear me, magic hasn’t made you brighter, has it?”

      Swallowing back her immediate wince, Faye dropped her eyes, unwilling to be part of the act. Svensson didn’t need her to be, she was fond of the sound of her own voice.

      “Only someone with nothing to lose is willing to risk everything.” Faye’s heart plummeted at her words, a snicker of conceit making the older woman giddy. “Only one that is cornered, alone and in danger, can chew through their own flesh to escape.” She tipped Faye’s chin up with a finger. “And you chewed… and chewed… and chewed until you struck magic.”

      Blood pumped wildly in Faye’s ears, her words not making any sense and yet, she understood their meaning regardless.

      She was a tool. A pawn. A way to discover more magical reserves through… what? Her desperation? Her pain? The Forsaken status was nothing to do with preserving what magic was left at all.

      “It was all just an experiment?” she muttered under her breath.

      More than that, it was all just a means of devaluing certain people to less than witches. For what? So that it might be more palatable for them to die or be injured in pursuit of a way to retain their identity as witches?

      That’s what she did, in the end. Isolated and vulnerable, she sought anything, even a Necromancer’s spell book to become worthy enough. But it was a farce. She was never going to be welcomed back with open arms. No. Those arms would instead bundle all her efforts and success to enjoy for themselves.

      And she would be left abandoned once more. Something escaped her in a quiet mumble.

      “Come now, speak up, Forsaken. You were taught better than that.” Svensson sighed lightly, as if scolding a playfully irritating dog.

      “I said…” Faye lifted her head. “It’s not yours to take. A-Anything I discovered is mine.”

      Raef.

      She wasn’t confident in much, not with how Svensson’s humor bled to a cold glare at her words, but one thing she knew beyond a doubt. That Daemon was hers.

      “Yours?” She laughed brusquely, the warlock behind shocking her with a taser-like stab of magic at her insolence. Through the tears at the sudden pain, Svensson gripped her chin hard. “You can’t even control it, and you’re arrogant enough to try and withhold it from the Covenant?”

      Faye’s ears barely caught the sound of the electrical current before she was shocked again. The warlocks Svensson had brought were evidently elemental practitioners too. Her body twitched once, twice, scarily out of control as the current spread out from her back.

      “It’s…. mine,” she reiterated, stubbornly protective even as a hidden force grew with oppressive fury. The others hadn’t noticed it yet, too caught up in punishing her. It was the change in the wind that warned of a storm, the mass migration of birds forewarning an earthquake.

      And still, no one seemed to notice but her.

      Another shock hit her, coupled with a slap of wind from the Elder above her at her continued resistance. The slap was enough to force tears down her cheeks, a misconstrued surrender as Svensson held up her hand for the warlock to stop.

      “Tell me where it is.”

      Faye gritted her teeth, her muscles aching and knees numb but shook her head regardless.

      “I want something… in return if I do.” She heard herself saying. Svensson’s thin brows lifted in surprise, but she didn’t immediately punish her like she expected.

      “Go on?” Faye knew she was lying. She had no intention of giving her anything, the demotion to Forsaken removing all sense of honor or dignity from how she was treated by those who were once her community.

      “I want to be allowed to practice magic, without interference, in my own way. If… if what you say is true, then there won’t be a shortage and all I want to do is live peacefully here, as I have been for years.”

      The air crackled with tension. She obviously didn’t like those terms regardless of how humble they were, but Faye pretended she noticed nothing. And when Svensson plastered on a polite smile that looked like it might crack her face, she knew the older woman thought she had her fooled.

      “Deal. Now, the source.” Her eyes steeled, the gravity of the discovery demanding seriousness.

      “I… I can’t tell you.” She flinched away from the sudden movement of an arm beside her. “It’s hidden, deep in the forest, you’ll never find it.” Panicking, she lied, her only goal was getting them as far away from her cottage and unconscious sister as possible. “But I can show you… I know these woods; it’ll be quicker if you follow me.”

      Svensson looked like she might argue, or beat the location out of her, but under the pretense of a deal well met, she nodded stiffly, her smile less convincing than it was before.

      She bound Faye’s wrists with wind, forcing them together, and not even using her entire strength could breach the binds. The warlock, clammy and red from exertion, pulled her to stand roughly, Svensson following suit.

      “Well then… after you, Forsaken.”
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      They left the cottage in a rush. Faye hardly had time to glance back at Freya before the biting cold pinched her cheeks and the warm glow coming from the windows disappeared behind the trees.

      “We didn’t find anything on our way here.” One of the warlocks grumbled to his companion, throwing her a suspicious look over his shoulder while they walked. “Why’re we going in the same direction now?”

      “Must be really well hidden.” Another shrugged.

      “You can feel it too, though, right?” Faye noticed the man’s shoulders shiver beneath his shirt. “I’m half hard just from feeling it in the air.”

      “Fuck, man, too much information.”

      A collective chuckle resulted in a hissed hush from the Elder, silencing them dutifully.

      Faye wrinkled her nose, her feet bare and already turning to blocks of ice atop the hard ground. If only they knew how on the ball that warlock was. She scanned the tree line on either side of the path, an ominous fog gripping the ground as it spilled in wispy waves over the embankment.

      “Which way?” Svensson demanded, frowning when Faye came to a stop.

      A fork in the road, each path identical to anyone but a local. One direction led towards the more familiar route to Craigmara, and the other, deeper into the woods to a dead end of craggy hills.

      “This w—”

      A jab of instinct to the soles of her feet stalled her.

      She planned to lead them away from Craigmara to buy time, but at what risk? If those true crime documentaries she binged taught her anything, it was that isolation was a death sentence. Her captors noticed her hesitation, the warlock holding her bound wrists shaking her once.

      “She’s leading us on a wild goose chase,” he growled to Svensson over her shoulder, his wet breath setting her mind on hyperdrive with a desire to get away from him. “We can find it by ourselves… let’s just be done with this wretch. I can already feel my magic being sucked away by her.”

      Svensson observed her discomfort passively, uncaring when she met her eye. Faye didn’t know what she expected. Swallowing, she nodded towards Craigmara. She deserved a chance at least.

      “That way. It’s down there.”

      “Left… right, they’re easy directions,” Svensson quipped, the suspicion turning her gaze hostile. “Yet you seem indecisive.”

      Shit.

      Her mind scrambling, she hoped her face didn’t reveal how panicked she really was.

      “It moves,” she lied, the group exchanging silent looks as she spoke. “I needed to… feel where it was this time.”

      “It’s not fixed to a location?” Faye didn’t like the way Svensson’s eyes brightened in the moonlight at that piece of knowledge, but she’d dug this hole for herself, so all she could do was shake her head mutely.

      “We need to hurry before it moves again.”

      Her insistence overrode any of their suspicions with the possibility of missing the source and with a rough yank, she stumbled to steady herself as they walked quicker down the elm path.

      “A moving source? That’s not like anything they found in the tombs…”

      “What’re you on about? The magic in the tombs was only residue, this is an actual source.” Another clicked his tongue at the other’s supposed stupidity.

      “Yeah, but you can’t deny the tombs were way more convenient when it came to disposing of…”

      “Quiet,” Svensson snapped back at the chattering warlocks.

      A word from her was enough to silence them and they continued down the path for several minutes. Every step was another closer to the gallows in Faye’s mind before it finally caught up to the warlocks’ words.

      Their destination would be her final one.

      All of a sudden, thugs became executioners in her eyes, and she came to a halt, refusing to walk another step.

      “Keep moving,” the warlock growled, shoving her forward by force.

      “You should leave.” She heard herself saying, Svensson coming to a stop several paces ahead when she turned around.

      “What?”

      “The power that resides here… it won’t respond to you. So, just leave this place.”

      Faye’s heart pounded in her chest, the sigil on her palm ached while the magic binding her wrists melted under its heat. Keeping her wrists suspended behind her back, she stood her ground when Svensson approached her.

      “Or what, Forsaken?”

      Icy blue eyes stabbed hers with a challenge to oppose her and where Faye would usually submit, drop her gaze and her dignity in the name of pleasing others, this time she refused and swallowed around a lump of nervousness.

      “Or die.”

      There was a beat before all four of the warlocks around her burst out laughing, the noise startling Faye with the sudden volume. Her skittishness pulled a laugh from Svensson, the wind sharpening to needle points as they blew through her painfully, forcing the witch back a step.

      “Now, how did you escape those binds?”

      Faye’s face paled when she realized she’d used her arms to steady herself, destroying the illusion that she was still bound. Taking her chance, she bolted left towards the trees.

      An uproar of shouts and movement erupted behind her.

      Don’t look back, she told herself repeatedly before a skipping rope of wind brushed her legs out from under her. She fell on her face with a dull thud, immediately trying to scramble back to her feet when something heavy and sweaty pinned her down.

      “Oh no you don’t.” The same warlock who’d been way too close for comfort this entire time spat through his teeth messily, her lips parting on a pained cry when he crushed her with both his weight on her hips and the tasers on his fingers wherever he touched her.

      She wanted to cry, her arms and legs pinned and utterly helpless to do anything but allow herself to be yanked back up to face Svensson who looked even more irked than before.

      “We thank you for your service to the continuity of the Covenant, Forsaken,” she began through gritted teeth, “but you have just about worn out your use. We’ll take it from here.”

      “You’re making a mistake!” she interrupted. “You… you don’t know how it works, how to use it properly. It’s too dangerous.”

      That’s it, her mind coached, make yourself invaluable.

      Svensson scoffed.

      “No offense, but there was a reason you were the perfect candidate. Eager to belong, but wholly incompetent in the only ways that would allow you to.”

      The warlock forced her back to her knees, something crackling and electric buzzing behind her. They were going to kill her. Just like that? Without reason or cause, all because she didn’t fit?

      “You come from a powerful family; I grant you,” Svensson continued; her sentencing statement Faye had already heard once before. “A pedigree anyone would be enviable of. But power… true power, presents itself only to the worthy. Magic responds only to those who deserve to wield it.”

      Her heart hammered in her ears, but when a familiar tendril of power grazed her cheek with the flutter of butterfly kisses, it settled. She looked back up at Svensson who, in the middle of her monologue of greatness, was ignorant to her impending doom that Faye didn’t feel remotely guilty for.

      She didn’t want blood on her hands. It was in complete discord to her very existence that was rooted in nurturing life. But in a matter of life and death, when it occurred to her that her life weighed just as much as theirs, she chose herself.

      “And knowing all that, Forsaken.” Svensson tipped her head in faux pity. “What kind of power would look at you and consider you worthier than the rest?”

      A wet gurgle from behind stopped her from responding, her neck and back suddenly wet and warm as blood trickled down it, both warlocks crumbling in the blink of an eye as a wicked shadow stretched beyond her and painted the Elder’s face in terror when Raef took his place behind her, his hand folding over her eyes so she didn’t see the carnage.

      “Mine.”
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      “M-My lord—”

      Faye heard Raef growling, cutting Svensson off as power rattled the earth beneath her feet. Pulling his hand down to look back at him, her heart seized.

      He’d obviously been in a fight. Or several. Dirt and dried blood caked various parts of his skin and clothes, transforming him into the picture of a Greater Daemon. Dark energy swirled around his hands and forearms, coating them in obsidian, golden-veined skin. Fresh blood from the warlocks splattered across his face and his golden eyes were rife with hatred to the point she couldn’t distinguish the whites from his irises.

      His brow twitched when he caught sight of her, his hand cupping the side of her face where she knew bruises were already forming. Nostrils flaring, his influence brought the remaining three to their knees with barbed aggression as he rounded her silently.

      “Lord Daemon… had we known you returned, we would never—”

      “Save it,” Raef scoffed, their immediate piety aggravating him while his influence was suffocating even her because of her proximity to its true target.

      It forced her back a few steps and Faye had to wonder if it was intentional on his part. To keep her away from what was about to happen.

      “I never put much stock in the loyalty of witches…” His voice rumbled on a growl, static electrifying the air with his ire. “But I always thought you’d have more self-preservation than this.”

      “We only came… when the magic called, to preserve the Covenant—” Svensson explained.

      Liar. Faye wanted to yell at her, the incubus turning his head marginally at the spike in her emotions. He responded in kind, a feral rumble in his throat when he looked back at the Elder.

      “What did you plan to do to her?” He crouched in front of the closest warlock, a flaxen-haired brute with a wide face and broad nose. In the face of a Daemon though, he looked nothing short of a suckling pig ready for slaughter.

      When he didn’t respond immediately, Raef’s hand closed around his throat to give him a real reason to be mute as he stood, the human in tow as the energy coating his hand burned away at the man’s skin.

      “I said… what did you plan on doing to my witch?”

      “Nothing, my lord… nothing—” Svensson answered from the ground when her henchman couldn’t.

      “I can taste your lies.” He cut across her dangerously, eyes still entirely on the man he held. “More than that… I can taste your desires.”

      His voice had lowered to a dangerous gravel, the forest around them growing darker, more oppressive under the bend of Raef’s will. Faye considered stepping in, to stop him from doing anything he might regret, but he looked beyond reasoning as the man yowled under the burn of touching a Daemon’s energy.

      “If hurting her wasn’t enough to warrant killing you…” Raef’s grip tightened as he brought his face down lower to the man’s, “your desire for her is.”

      A sickening crack followed, the man going limp and his head falling back at an unnatural angle from his broken neck. But where it all went wrong, was when Raef tossed the body aside to roll across the path in a morbid caricature of childish hill rolling.

      For when the body stopped several feet away, the ground beneath it began to shake.

      All their attention, even Raef’s who had been dead set on the next warlock in his path, snapped to it. The leaves and weeks of sodden detritus had concealed it over time, but it soon illuminated with a charge of magic that made the hairs on her arms stand on ends.

      Burning away all that covered it, a familiar, bloody sigil revealed itself. The same sigil they’d found the acolyte drawing weeks ago. She thought it had all washed away after so many days of rain, but evidently the acolyte’s continued presence in the forest hadn’t just been because of the power Raef exuded.

      It pulsed with a sentient throb, the ground within the sigil falling inward along with the body that activated it.

      “What by the Goddess…?” She heard Svensson mutter in awe as the body seemed to fall endlessly, no bang or crash to indicate a bottom to the pit that had just opened up. Instead, a nauseating series of wet crunches filled the air until they too stopped, and the ground filled itself back in.

      But the sigil continued to fade and glow anew, a heartbeat in waiting. Dread settled over her at the frown marring Raef’s brow.

      She’d never seen him break the impassive surety he always exuded, especially in a fight. That furrow told her he had no idea what was going on either, and that alone terrified Faye more than whatever was happening with the mark.

      That was until her palm sizzled, the burn catching her breath as she sank to her haunches with a pained cry. It distracted Raef long enough to forget about the Covenant and the seal, rushing to her side where tears glistened in her eyes when they met his.

      “Don’t… don’t worry about me.” She panted, a feverish flush heating her skin despite the cold weather. “Focus on—"

      Over his shoulder, she saw Svensson gesture to her remaining lackey, the two making a break for it. Gripping his forearm, he looked around just in time to see them stumble past the seal in their bid to escape the wrath of a Daemon.

      But the seal, unfortunately, was still hungry.

      And when both Svenson and the warlock fell under the sudden pull of the seal, Raef’s forearm shot out in front of her lunging body that had reacted instinctively to save them.

      It was no use. With the same wind that Svensson had used so offensively against her, both of them were sucked into the seal, disappearing down that same pit in the ground where their screams were eventually silenced with the same sickening crunch.

      Faye stood after Raef, her legs weak, and the silence that suddenly hung over the forest disquieting. Only their breath, condensing into plumes with every exhale, rang in their ears before the seal finally opened to release its product.

      A coagulated mass of blood and shadows formed within the seal, Faye’s hand bursting with agony that made the previous aches pale in comparison.

      This time, it was the rune on the flip side that harmed her.

      “Faye?” Raef kept her standing when the pain would’ve knocked her down, her breathing labored as her attention remained fixed on the entity as it developed limbs and a featureless head.

      Incomplete, but vaguely sentient, its every move resulted in a shot of pain up her arm like an injection of malice, every nerve it touched feeling like it was being eaten away by a thousand tiny ants. Where the magic on Raef’s side of the coin felt virile and healthy, this magic was different.

      It was starving. Dying cells consuming anything and everything they could to survive just one more day. It was necromancy, and it was torture.

      Marek.

      This was his magic… and that thing, somehow, was using it to form itself.

      A body, she realized in a daze, her vision blurring and vaguely aware of Raef speaking to her. Marek needed a body. Now, he had one.

      Faye watched as the entity stood, the fluid mass formed into the general shape of a human if not for the bloody flesh suit that made it more monster than man. It noticed her at the same time, cocking its head, the action spearing her with poison that sped up her veins in an infected inferno that had her whimpering.

      “Touch it…” she heard Marek whisper in her head. “Touch it and let me out…”

      She’d rather die.

      Clarity returned to her sluggishly, Raef split between checking on her and eyeing the entity that walked inside the confinement of the seal, a pacing predator waiting until it had fully absorbed every drop of power from the mark.

      They had no time, it was fading quickly and the barrier holding it inside along with it.

      “Marek.” She panted, Raef’s face hardening at his mention. “If it touches me… he’ll come back.”

      “What are you talking—”

      The creature roared, a spiritless puppet seeking its owner as the barrier dissipated. It dove towards them, Raef pushing her out of the way by instinct to grab his emblem and stab it through the middle, his fist exiting its back as it writhed on his arm.

      “Run, Faye,” he yelled at her, the desperation in his eyes chilling. “Run!”
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      He heard her take off, unwilling to take his eyes off the humanoid figure shrieking despite having no discernable features as Rafael pulled his hand from the cavity he created in its chest.

      The flesh had caved much too easily, bones swimming in search of their proper location. It stumbled back with a wet squelch, the incubus circling it cautiously as before his eyes, the hole in its body closed.

      Bloody strings of yarn knitted across the crater, the entity keeping its nonexistent eyes on his movements. The tail of his whip crackled, coiled and ready to attack.

      It should be dead.

      Nothing that was once human could’ve withstood such a devastating injury.

      No, he corrected himself. Nothing living could’ve survived it, let alone recover from it in seconds.

      But the creature before him wasn’t alive, he realized through gritted teeth. Whatever it was, it was neither living nor dead, but waiting. A dormant vessel with a built-in defense mechanism.

      “Pretty offensive defense system,” he muttered under his breath, intercepting the creature’s sudden dive in the direction Faye escaped down.

      A chatter of insectoid clicks rose from beneath the tight mask of red flesh covering its face. Rafael ducked out of the way of a clumsy swipe only to be struck in the side of the head when it suddenly turned, using the full momentum of its charge to blindside the incubus.

      His head ringing, Rafael had mere moments to flick his wrist out when he rolled to a crouch, releasing his whip that struck forward to grab the entity’s ankle and drag it back to earth.

      “Gotcha.” He smirked, the entity twisting under the golden tail, exposed flesh sizzling at the contact of pure Daemonic energy.

      But it was tougher than its susceptible softness would suggest.

      It repaired itself even as his power ate away at it, fully healed by the time his emblem had morphed into the handle of a dagger that he plunged into its chest once more. The solid earth melted like butter around the blade, pinning it to the ground.

      Rafael marveled at its durability, but whether it was sustained by magic or a heartbeat, everything had a weak point.

      It was as strong as it was resilient though, and when its claws dug deep into his bicep to throw him off it, Rafael truly felt the limitation the chain had on his powers for the first time. What was once a bottomless ocean was now only shallow waters, and he was forced to make do with the minimum.

      The dirt skidded under his knee when he rolled to his feet, teeth bared and eyes aflame before a lightning bolt of instinct had him turning just in time to duck out of the way of an acolyte.

      There’d been too fucking many. It was the only reason he was distracted from the witches who trespassed onto his territory to harm Faye. He’d obviously missed a few, this one perishing the moment the energy coating his arm connected with it.

      Behind it, the entity had taken the chance the acolyte provided.

      It withdrew his emblem and tossed it aside, uninterested in the power it contained. It had only one mission, one goal.

      And it took after it the second it saw an opening.

      Faye.

      Fisting his hand in the soil beneath him, he sacrificed some of that precious power to find her. The network of roots and leys were faster and when he felt her stumble, he growled at them to be careful while he caught up.

      He grabbed his discarded emblem, wishing he still had two, and raced to find her before the entity did. Wings would be faster still, but knowing the challenge the entity posed, he couldn’t risk wasting more power when he was restricted to so little.

      So, he ran as the crow flies through disturbed brambles and the tell-tale signs of someone’s presence.

      Snail trails of blood across the trunks and ground told him the entity had been here. But there were marks of its presence everywhere. It might be strong and near impossible to kill, but it didn’t possess the senses needed to track Faye down the way he feared it might.

      It ambled through the forest, taking off in a sprint at every noise, without any clear path or direction.

      Finally, some good news. He exhaled as its clicking grew fainter when it doubled back in the wrong direction once more.

      He’d be a fool if he thought he could relax, however. All it would take would be for it to hear her, or for her to stumble into its path, and it would be game over.

      He couldn’t let that happen.

      She’d made it some distance while he kept the creature distracted and when he caught sight of free-flowing red hair amongst the backdrop of green and brown, he didn’t hesitate to pick up pace to scoop her up.

      He covered her mouth to quell her shriek, the stab of fear on his tongue painful as he dragged her up a tree to keep them out of sight and, hopefully, out of range of the entity’s limited senses. He kept his hand over her mouth when he sat her against the trunk on a wide limb, her eyes frantic as she thrashed in his hold until it registered who he was.

      Blood coated his free hand when he held up a finger to demand silence, releasing her mouth when she nodded.

      She was shaken but, apart from the bruise darkening her cheek from where the witch had struck her, relatively unharmed. That didn’t stop his fury from rising when she winced as his fingers trailed the tender skin before tipping her head to the side to examine it better.

      He’d have slaughtered them himself if the creature hadn’t gotten to them first…

      “Is it gone?” Her voice shook when she whispered, the rest of her joining as he shook his head.

      “I can’t kill it,” he admitted, her eyes widening and causing his stomach to sink with guilt. “Not with how weak my powers are now.”

      A cocktail of despair turned potent in his mouth at his words, all those emotions clamoring to take the wheel inside her. It was too much. He planted a hand on the trunk by her head, grabbing her own to place on his heart.

      It always calmed her, he learned. The repetitive beat, the warmth. Even as she panicked now, the sour spike subdued somewhat, allowing him to swallow and her to breathe.

      “What about Freya… she’s still at the cottage.” Her eyes flickered between his. “She was hurt, if that thing is still out there, it might—”

      “Shh.” He hissed when panic gradually increased her volume unknowingly, his hand folding back over her mouth while hers bunched in his chest, as if trying to grab his heart from inside him.

      He scanned the ground below them. Nothing. No sign of anything, no disturbances or that horrible clicking. Only then did he turn his gaze back to Faye.

      “Forget anyone else, Faye. You’re the one in danger,” he whispered into the small area between their faces, any farther away risking themselves being heard. “Focus. It’s looking for you. Why?”

      She swallowed under his hand, the incubus struggling to ignore all the emotions ping-ponging on his palate. He wasn’t even sure he could get through to her in this state, as much as she was listening, he didn’t think she heard a word.

      “C’mon, sweetheart, eyes on me.” He gripped under her jaw, impatience turning him rougher.

      He didn’t blink, keeping his eyes on her frantic hazel ones until he felt her breathing regulate under the relaxing presence of his influence around her. Hesitation forced silence out of her parted lips, a lingering insecurity that they really didn’t have time for.

      “It’s Marek.”

      His blood ran cold. She said that before and it still didn’t make sense, but the decided lack of past tense in how she talked about him set his heart in stone. She looked pale, clutching her hand to her chest.

      “I… I met him in your dream. And he followed me to mine.”

      Tears welled as she spoke, but he couldn’t comfort her. He was frozen in dread. All he could do was listen as she told him about the dream she’d woken up from earlier, the one he couldn’t access.

      It was an illogical spew of fear he wished wouldn’t make sense, but it did. And he hated it.

      “It was a spell, one he started when he was alive. Goddess, I should’ve known when I saw the Atropos Tears, and now…”

      Faye trailed off, opening her hand between them where his sigil was blistering and sore. Welts of fresh burns and painful, glossy red skin just waiting to lesion. That wasn’t the worst of it, he found. Horrified, he lifted her sleeve, thin capillaries of black gradually fading as they travelled up her arm.

      He sensed the signature of Marek’s magic instantly. It had reactivated and it was hurting her.

      “But how?” he said aloud in a whisper.

      “He needed someone who knew him in life to hold a… a seed of his consciousness,” she explained, hissing when his calloused thumb proved too rough as it grazed the side of the enflamed sigil accidentally.

      She shook away his apology, his heart breaking when he finally noticed all the signs that she wasn’t well. Not in the slightest.

      “The snag in his plan w-was needing someone in the present to connect him to the real world as it is now. That’s… that’s where I came in when I entered your subconscious and I—” her eyes shone when they met his, “I’m so sorry, Raef. I didn’t know and… and you warned me not to but—”

      “Stop it.” He cupped her face, catching the tear that managed to escape. “What else.”

      “A body, I didn’t understand what he was waiting for… what—what else he needed until it was too late.”

      This was all his fault…

      He’d been carrying a piece of the Necromancer inside him all this time. The knowledge churned like cement in his stomach, sickening him. He tried to swallow it back. He knew it was too good to be true. Even with the chain still in place, Rafael thought… hoped he’d found peace.

      But Daemons and happy endings never went hand-in-hand. Rafael was always too stubborn, too delusional, to accept it.

      “Raef?” Faye pulled him from his thoughts, the incubus sighing in defeat.

      “That’s why it’s looking for you,” he said, tone gruff and raw, “you’re the link.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 70

          

        

      

    

    
      As much as he tried to hide it, Raef looked devastated.

      Gaze faraway, he looked like a shellshocked soldier who just realized he’d brought the war back home with him. Forced to confront the reality that he might never escape it.

      Only it wasn’t a war, it was a person.

      A person they all thought dead. Who was dead. But as the name suggested, they never should’ve written off a Necromancer when even the permanence of death became trivial.

      “If you realize that… then give up.” Marek startled her with his voice in her head, the incubus thankfully lost in his own thoughts while she tried to school her features.

      His voice was distant and weak, but from the back of her mind, she heard it. He was waiting for his moment to strike, to transfer into the entity and return to the world he left.

      “It’s only a matter of time…” he purred, holding on to every thread of doubt that passed through her mind, refusing to let it go as it grew into a tangled knot of anxiety. “Either you die now by my vessel’s hand, or you die a little later by my magic.”

      Closing her eyes, Faye forcefully tried to erect a wall between their dual consciousness, building blocks the Necromancer took joy in kicking down.

      If he can hear…

      Her eyes darted to Raef’s. She couldn’t let him say anything, reveal anything that Marek might use or exploit to get the upper hand. Unless she destroyed their chances at beating him altogether.

      “He can’t be allowed back, Raef.” She heard herself saying. “We need to…” Her hesitation narrowed his gaze suspiciously. “We need to cut off his route entirely.”

      The Necromancer bristled in the back of her mind. Ah, so that would work. Somehow, the knowledge was bittersweet.

      “What’re you saying?” Raef asked cautiously. He couldn’t fool her, his influence had tightened to a death grip on her, as if at any minute, he’d lose her.

      She smiled, finding it harder to draw in a full breath without it hurting as Marek’s magic continued to travel deeper into her body.

      “He can’t cross if there’s no bridge, right? And we have the way to destroy it right here.” She ran her fingers up his bicep to his emblem, the only tangible object of his power she could touch.

      His fingers wrapped around hers, pulling her hand down harshly.

      “No.”

      She knew he’d be like this, but it didn’t stop her irritation from spiking. Part of her understood, was guilty knowing she’d react the exact same if their positions were reversed.

      “And if he gets out? What then? What about the rest of the world?”

      “Fuck the rest of the world,” he hissed viciously, squeezing her wrist. “It can burn for all I care if you’re not in it.”

      Faye was appalled at the butterflies that hijacked her stomach. Now was not the time to be getting swept off her feet by romantic gestures of tearing worlds apart.

      This was real life and she had learned, however reluctantly, that there were no main characters on its stage. Only nameless actors and their willingness to do whatever it took to keep the play going in the hopes they might one day stand under the spotlight of life.

      She had to play her part too, however scary.

      “It’s okay for some bridges to fall down, Raef…” she tried to explain.

      “Not you.”

      It was her turn to cover his mouth when his voice rose, emotion thickening the rasp to a near-shout. Both of them stiffened, listening to any errant movement below while Marek needled the back of her mind painfully to try and distract her.

      Raef’s eyes stayed fixed on hers when she lowered her hand, the weight of their conversation hanging thick in the air between them and a stalemate blocking either one of them from folding.

      “I should’ve stayed locked up.”

      His words breaking the silence dismissed everything else in her mind. He sat back on the wide limb, one leg dangling off the edge easily as he looked out over the forest, a forlorn resignation moving her hand to cover his.

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Why?” He glanced at her sideways, the energy coating his hand prickling with the spike in his emotions but with the pain radiating up her arm, she hardly felt it. “If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t be in danger right now. If it weren’t for me, none of this would’ve ever happened.”

      “Sir, there’s only room for one melodramatic person in this relationship and I’ve already claimed that title.” She jibed, a weak attempt to lighten the mood before she sobered. “As unconventional as our situation was, I’ve never felt more at home in my own skin than the time I was with you. Goddess, it’s selfish to think but… please don’t regret it. That would just—”

      His mouth on hers silenced her.

      Capturing the surprised “ah” that left her, Faye soon lost herself in the movement of his tongue across hers. He kissed her like the world was going to end by the end of it and surely it might have, so she dropped any qualms of survival as her arms hooked around his neck, forfeiting to the eternity of a moment.

      When they broke, he gripped her head as if he could force the idea out of it, the furrow between his brows harrowing.

      “I’d never regret you, Faye. Never.” He panted against her mouth. “So, give me time. Please. I’ll find a way to kill it.” Desperate golden eyes lifted to hers imploringly. “If there’s no body, there’s no way for him to return.”

      It didn’t escape her that he’d never begged before. That he likely never had to beg for anything in his long life. But here he was, begging her for time to keep her alive.

      At the same time, Marek’s amusement echoed in her mind and Faye struggled to squash her disappointment that Raef would be successful. Instead, she placed herself in a fantasy life. One where she and Raef could live in peace together. Waking up entangled with the scent of cotton sheets and sex in the air, where they could explore the world together before ultimately returning to their own slice of heaven right here in Scotland.

      It tricked her just enough for a glimmer of hope to settle inside her and on his tongue. The relief she saw in his face called her disgusting, and the kiss to her forehead as he exhaled shakily shook her hold on the fake emotion.

      “It’ll be okay, love… I’ll handle it. I’ll keep you safe.” His voice rasped along her skin, soothing the feverish heat brought on by the poison in Marek’s magic. “Besides, I still need to make you fall in love with me.”

      She held onto that façade for as long as she could when she nodded, the incubus dropping back down to the ground with the instruction to stay put. She held onto it until it hurt her more than the poison, the venom of fictitious hope finally breaking her as Marek’s laughter drowned out anything else in her head but the possibility that she’d never see Raef again.
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      She stayed put only as long as it took for most of the lightheadedness brought on by the poison to ebb momentarily.

      Her arm felt like a sandbag, the disparity in how she was able to lift it normally boggling her addled mind. The burning infection persisted, but as Faye breathed, she got used to it. The fever and headache were giving her the most trouble as she peered down at the fog shrouded ground.

      Too high.

      Trust Raef to leave her up here.

      She knew he wanted her to stay out of sight and out of danger, but that wasn’t an option. The only option she had now, was to find a way to break this chain once and for all. Either it returned Raef’s imprisoned power for him to destroy the vessel, or it killed her with Marek’s consciousness still inside her.

      “It’s pathetic… like watching a rodent running in place,” Marek purred in her mind. “Faster, faster… and getting nowhere.”

      Faye closed her eyes, she thought she’d have a little bit of peace when he stopped laughing.

      “You really think you’ll find a solution now? You?”

      She ignored him as she shuffled on her bottom to dangle her legs over the edge of the limb. It wasn’t like she wasn’t used to hearing skepticism, Marek simply gave it a different voice than usual. She couldn’t give it any power, not like she had once upon a time. Her voice needed to be louder.

      Marek wasn’t expecting her resistance, his fur bristling like a cat in dissatisfaction.

      “You tried for months, didn’t you? To destroy a sigil I crafted in a day. This isn’t perseverance, girl. It’s delusion.”

      “Says the voice in my head,” she grumbled, rubbing her temples to try and alleviate her headache so she could concentrate.

      Raef really chose the tallest tree he could find. Thank the Goddess this was an ancient tree, with limbs broad and thick all the way up its trunk. But even still, they weren’t created to hold something as heavy as a human this high up.

      The limbs below here were in a disjointed staircase; some close together, others too far apart. All of them running the risk of snapping if she miscalculated. Not the best odds for someone who couldn’t go a day without tripping over something.

      “If you even make it…” Marek snickered, providing her with the morbid image of her plummeting past them behind her eyelids.

      Deciding on the closest, safest limb right beneath her, Faye turned hesitantly onto her hands and knees before she could think better of it. She wobbled with a squeak, gripping the trunk for dear life until the shaking settled and she could try again. The bark was rough under her infected palm, the skin weeping almost immediately, but she ignored the sting.

      Once she had the limb gripped under her armpits and the rest of her body dangled, her toes searched blindly for the next branch. There was no going back, she hardly boasted enough upper body strength to pull herself back up, so when her foot hit the sturdy wood, she looked down.

      If I can just… She shuffled a little closer to the trunk, using her tiptoes to remain on the lower limb. She dropped one arm to swing into the trunk, steadying herself, and with a final inhale, released the hold she had on the branch entirely to throw both arms as far around the trunk as possible.

      The bark scratched her cheek and chest, but she felt none of it as she exhaled on a nervous chuckle. She was still alive. Cracking one eye open, she hugged the tree happily in thanks. Not because she was frozen stiff from fear.

      “That… was pathetic.” Marek tried to dampen her confidence with a barrage of criticism. “I’ve seen tortoises move quicker than you.”

      “Slow and steady wins the race,” she jabbed back, “you hares are all the same.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      Faye didn’t respond, letting him stew on that as she wriggled down to sitting on this branch too. Quickly spotting her next perch, she moved steadily from branch to branch until she was halfway down.

      At least I won’t die from this height, she calmed herself while Marek continued to fill her head with images of such possibilities. The more grotesque injuries he came up with, the better she was able to ignore him. She told herself it was a B-rated horror movie, it wasn’t real.

      But the pain in her arm was, and after using it so often, it was on fire. She couldn’t afford to take a break, though. Getting herself back into the right position, she once again felt around for the branch she chose.

      A knobby piece of bark underhand stung the seal on her hand, making her cling to the branch tighter and close her eyes until the moment of nausea passed. But when a crack sounded above her, her heart plummeted with the sudden fear that her body would follow suit.

      Another sound joined it, a snuffling chatter that had her eyes snapping open to meet the opaque cloudiness of an acolyte crawling down the trunk slowly towards her. Long fingers outstretched, its claws had barely sliced her forearm when she screeched, letting go without thinking, and fell.

      Her back hit the ground before she could regret it, winding the witch completely as she wheezed and tried to turn over. No wonder Raef looked like he’d been in a fight, if there were more acolytes still infesting the woods.

      The one above her pounced, the weight of it pinning her down. She threw out her forearm, connecting with its neck to keep its disease-riddled fangs away from her jugular as it snapped rabidly.

      “C’mon…” She practically sobbed, her strength already giving in under its onslaught while she splayed her other hand on its bony chest, begging Raef’s side of the sigil to help. “Rafael, wake up.”

      The command, softly spoken and desperate, activated the sigil. Around her hand, a wispy golden light encased her arm in the shape of a golden gauntlet, lethal claws directing her hand to drive them into the acolytes’ chest, his power crushing its sternum and ribcage like they were nothing more than a squashed bag of chips.

      The ghostly arm withdrew from her, drawing her eyes over her shoulder to where Raef’s distinct silhouette faded in the wind, the golden particles carried back to sink into her hand.

      “Whoa…” she muttered under her breath.

      “Tsk.” Marek’s displeasure echoed along with the sound of shuffling as he paced in her mind.

      She could’ve died twice in the last few minutes had Raef’s power not reactivated or if she landed on a root when she fell. That might’ve broken her back.

      Looking left and right, though, it was clear she would have. In a wide circle around her, disturbed earth showed where the roots had buried underneath, leaving the ground soft to cushion her fall.

      Panting, Faye struggled to regain her breath.

      She should’ve expected acolytes with Marek’s power revived. So many had come at a mere whiff of the Necromancer since summoning Raef, but for now, the forest was silent bar the breeze rustling through evergreen spines.

      No sign of Marek’s vessel or any other acolytes for the time being.

      “Are you sure?” Marek whispered insidiously.

      He was trying to spook her, but when the underbrush jostled several feet away and her limited vision turned every movement fiendish, she wondered if she’d ever catch a break when she shook her hand in a bid to wake Raef’s power up once again.
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      Red hair like hers, in color if not in texture, had Faye exhaling in relief when it was Freya and not another monster who stumbled through the thick undergrowth towards her.

      “Goddess, Freya…” she whisper-shouted, ushering the witch over to her. “What are you doing out here?”

      “I could ask you the same, what the hell happened after I was knocked out? What is that thing roaming the woods?” Freya responded in kind, questions flying with every limp towards her. “Why are we whispering?”

      “Precisely because there are monsters in the woods.”

      Dried blood caked at her temple, disappearing into her hairline that had Faye hoping head injuries did actually look worse than they were.

      “And Svensson?” Faye’s features cooled at the mention of the Elder.

      “Why? Need to report back to your boss?”

      It was harsh, but Faye had enough of being strung along. Of giving the benefit of the doubt to every person on the assumption of good faith. They didn’t have time to figure it out either, the leys beneath her feet incessantly jabbing her to move.

      “Faye, I didn’t—”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore.” Freya’s face fell at her words, Faye’s edges dulling slightly when on the surface, her sister looked sincere. “They’re dead now, and if you’re really on my side, you’ll help me now.”

      Freya looked like she might protest but, thinking better of it, nodded to her terms.

      “Good.”

      Without another word, Faye started left. She could only hope that wherever the leys were directing her was a shortcut to where she needed to be, wherever that was.

      The sound of footsteps behind her as Freya struggled to keep up with an injured ankle twisted Faye’s conscience and she slowed, ignoring the leys annoyed prods at the change in pace.

      “We need to break a seal. An old one.”

      Freya cast her a surprised look sideways. Some might call her an adventurer, a pro in latent magical signatures that made the middle Kyteler sister a pioneer in the field of archeological witchcraft. Faye had no doubt she’d come across seals in the past, but never something like this.

      She could almost hear the moment Freya’s brain switched to puzzle-solving.

      “How old?”

      “Pre-Cataclysm.” Faye came to a stop, looking left and right until the leys focused on poking her left foot before taking off again.

      “You’re looking at a powerful seal if that’s the case,” Freya explained to a snort from Faye.

      “You’re telling me.”

      “This have anything to do with the Daemon?” she asked before they both froze, a crash from the distance spooking them both enough to hide in a spacious dip between the roots of a large tree.

      The crashing continued, fading as it drew farther away from the sisters. Faye only hoped they stayed that far as she left their hiding spot cautiously after a few minutes.

      Helping Freya up, she didn’t miss the way her face winced at the weight on her injured ankle. Freya was proud though and wouldn’t appreciate her mentioning it. Instead, she decided to put her trust in her sister one last time.

      “Raef… he’s trapped by the seal,” she explained in hushed tones. “He’s been trapped for centuries.”

      “Here?” Freya brushed a low hanging branch of spines out of her face that Faye walked under with ease. “How did no one else know a Daemon was here? What the hell could’ve—”

      “The Necromancer.”

      That silenced her, any mention of their kind’s most wretched defector was a topic they were always encouraged to steer clear of. She came to a stop, Faye looking back at her in frustration, the poison from Marek’s magic shortening her patience.

      “I don’t like this, Faye.”

      “You think I do?” She frowned; they were running out of time.

      “I just mean… necromancy? Forgetting the fact that there’s a Daemon involved, that alone should send us packing.”

      Faye bit her tongue on a thoughtless retort, considering how Freya must see it from the outside. This was beyond them; beyond anything mortals could be expected to contend with. But she’d been in the center of it from the moment she opened that book, she didn’t have a choice.

      “Running away has always been my first instinct, and I’ve run so often and so far that for the longest time, I was lost without anyone even realizing it.” Looking up at the moon that was barely piercing the tops of the thick foliage, she sighed. “I only found my way when I stopped. I can’t run away this time.”

      Freya didn’t say anything, the midnight damp curling the ends of their hair that made Faye smile as she shrugged nonchalantly.

      “I don’t want to run away anymore.”

      Something clicked in her sisters’ green eyes, and she released a drawn-out exhale.

      “Well, when you put it like that…” Freya sighed, looping her arm through Faye’s when the younger witch continued walking. “I guess we’re freeing a Daemon tonight.”

      Something about the way Freya spoke, the mild acceptance to something so continental a shift in her psyche was encouraging. If Freya could accept it, then Faye could achieve it.

      “Or should I say we’re freeing my brother-in-law-to-be?”

      Heat burst on Faye’s face when she dropped her head to push forward faster, Freya’s hold on her arm preventing her from going far as she chuckled as quietly as possible.

      “So… where are we going?”

      “I dunno,” Faye mumbled, cheeks still burning, “the ground hasn’t told me yet.”

      “The ground—” Groaning, Freya pinched the bridge of her nose. “You know what? I don’t even wanna know. I’ll just follow your lead.”

      She didn’t miss the faint smile on her sister’s lips and as shit as the situation they were in was, she was happy that she wasn’t dealing with it alone. Freya’s smile faded eventually, her hand pressing to her forehead that she knew was clammy and damp.

      Faye knew she looked terrible. The difference between how she looked tending to Freya’s wounds to now was stark, and when she looked away, in the direction the leys led them, she hoped her sister remembered the former if things went awry.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      She continued on before the lie had a chance to settle, the occasional twinge of her chain to Raef pulling taut, highlighting the distance between them at that moment.

      Eventually, the air changed. A dreamy haze wafted through the atmosphere like heat ripples and for a second, Faye thought the poison was making her hallucinate. But the magic sinking into her skin told her otherwise, the stream the leys had led them to gurgling happily with life.

      Untangling her arm from Freya’s, Faye made her way to the edge of the stream, her toe colliding with something hard and metal from the sound it made as it rolled away from her.

      The moonlight refracting off the stream caught its reflection before her hand darted into the water to stop it from being swept away.

      It was only half of what she recalled made the whole, but there was no mistaking the otherworldly metal that she had seen wrapped around both of Raef’s biceps since the moment he arrived. Until he was wearing only one, the other lost.

      “Daemonic emblems are made using a droplet of the Daemon’s raw essence...”

      She remembered Raef’s words instantly, her eyes rapidly scanning the area surrounding the piece of the emblem she’d found. That was it, that was why this one area felt different to the rest. The reason the leys insisted on here.

      There was a shard of Daemonic power somewhere in this area. Power that could break this chain once and for all.
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      “Do you feel that?”

      Nodding mutely to Freya’s question, Faye scanned the area surrounding Raef’s broken emblem. It had drifted downstream until part of the metal band caught in a detritus laden corner as it rounded a bend.

      All around it, magic permeated the small area, an epicenter of raw power that transformed the air around them into liquid gold. It ebbed and flowed, drenching the magical receptors on their skin with nourishment.

      A raindrop of power, that’s what Raef said the emblem contained.

      This… this is what a single drop could do?

      Faye stared in awe at the effect such a miniscule amount had on the land. From the crystalline clear water that sparkled in the moonlight, to the faint golden bioluminescence veining through fallen leaves and within the clusters of toadstools and fungi gathered at the base of trees. Those trees stretched taller, their groaning a song of nature Faye couldn’t be sure was real or just a product of her fever.

      It didn’t feel like Scotland. It didn’t even feel like earth.

      But still, it felt familiar, and Faye was satisfied that she could experience something like this in her lifetime. However long, however short.

      Beside her, Freya hobbled down to sit at the riverside beside her and removed her boot to lower her swollen ankle into the water on a whim.

      Faye watched in hushed suspense as Freya shook out her hand, magic crackling between her fingertips at the static friction before she muttered an incantation under her breath when she touched the swelling.

      The water glowed, or her hand did, Faye couldn’t tell. Freya’s initial hiss melted into a sigh of relief along with her features as she healed herself easily.

      “Whoa…” Freya exhaled, lifting her foot out to wiggle black-painted toes experimentally.

      “Yeah. Whoa.” Faye’s nose wrinkled when Freya placed her hand, wet with power, to her forehead. The water was cooling to her feverish skin even if it stubbornly persisted.

      “We’ve really been existing on fumes, huh?”

      Dropping her head back, Faye watched Freya’s eyes roll closed. She couldn’t blame her. All Faye wanted to do was bask in the repetitive, comforting beat of magic coursing through and around them.

      A wave of dizziness reminded her that time was against them. She waited as long as it took for it to pass, standing unsteadily until the water came halfway up her calves. If metal from his emblem had washed up from the stream, the shard of his power must be somewhere in it too.

      She was working on a hunch, but if the power Raef placed in his emblems preceded the seal, then it might be viable.

      “Look for something small and gold,” she explained to Freya as she moved to the far side of the stream, the water freezing but useful in keeping her alert. “If you find it, don’t touch it. It’s dangerous.”

      She heard Freya stand, the older witch taking the banks as she stepped out of the stream.

      “Say no more. I’ve come across my fair share of cursed items.”

      “Not like this, you haven’t.” Faye turned to face her sister.

      Freya liked skirting the rules, she enjoyed pushing boundaries to see what she could get away with ever since they were children. But this was one instruction Faye needed to ensure Freya wouldn’t disobey.

      “I mean it, Freya. Do not touch it.”

      Freya’s brows lifted in surprise, not expecting the demand regardless of how softly it had been spoken. Faye knew her first instinct would be to resist, to talk back or do the exact opposite out of spite, but a second later, the obstruction passed, and Freya nodded once.

      “Got it. Don’t touch anything gold and shiny.”

      Faye’s shoulders sagged in relief where they’d been tense, anticipating a confrontation. But as she crouched by a particularly active group of toadstools, she realized people would listen to her. As weird as that sounded in her mind.

      It bolstered her courage in getting someone else to do what she needed them to do… should her plan succeed.

      “Such sweet sisterly bonding…”

      Marek interrupted in the back of her head, needling her for a weak point he could exploit. His level of activity was evidently exhaustive, his voice disappearing for a period of time before returning as it had now.

      He fell silent, however, when he sensed the magic around them.

      A beat of terror stole her breath, forcing her to sit with an intense fright that took her several seconds to realize wasn’t her own. Marek was able to abuse and leverage her own emotions against her, but he hadn’t noticed that she’d just experienced his.

      Something here terrified the Necromancer, and she didn’t need a prize to guess what.

      Power. Power strong enough to destroy him. That was something he hadn’t anticipated.

      Faye tried to remain unfazed so as not to give him any hint of what she learned from him. Fisting her hand, she pressed her fingers into the blistering welts on her palm so that the surge of pain distracted her from everything with a gasp as tears blurred her vision when she finally opened her hand again.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Suddenly, her vision was filled with the concerned face of her sister. Freya took her hand in hers, Faye unable to feel regret for the sudden fear in her sister’s eyes when the pain had distracted Marek and given her some breathing room.

      “This… this is the seal? Faye, this is bad—” Freya turned to cup some of the water from the stream and poured it over her hand to try to clean it. “You never said it was on you.” She sounded angry, but she often did when she cared about something. “This infection… it looks septic. It needs to be treated right away--”

      “N-No…” She retracted her hand, the discolored infection marbling through her blood that escaped the sores. “Just keep looking.”

      If Marek’s fear was to be believed, this was exactly where she needed to be to stop him.

      “Wasting time you don’t have…” He began hissing in her ear, a jeering lightness that attempted to call her bluff when she wobbled as she stood. “Once my vessel catches you, it’ll rip that bleeding heart from your chest while you’re still breathing and feed it to you.”

      An assault of images attacked her vision once more; every twisted, vile thing he fantasized about doing to her if he was free. It was getting harder to ignore them, especially when they crossed into hallucinations.

      Marek was pulling out every stop to prevent her from finding that power.

      “You don’t like death, do you? Neither do I… we’re alike in that. Of all the things you saw in Rafael’s head, it was the bodies that really got to you… I can see the memory of them here—so vivid compared to the rest.”

      Freya was dead on the bank when she looked around, throat ripped out and bloody, matted hair stretching like choking vines across her fear-stricken face. Her cloudy, dead eyes followed Faye, mouthing two words at her over and over before she looked away.

      Your fault. Your fault. Your fault.

      She rubbed at her eyes insistently, the stars that blotted her vision a better alternative to Marek’s tricks. When they finally faded to show Freya, alive and still crouched in front of her where she sat, Faye exhaled shakily.

      She couldn’t believe anything she saw, or anything she did at this point. She was sure she stood up, but that was all part of Marek’s hallucination too.

      “Y-You need to find it, I… I can’t.” She averted her eyes as Freya’s face decayed in front of her, her sister still talking normally even as dead, brown blood escaped her mouth with every word.

      “No. We’re going to a hospital, Faye. There has to be a GP or clinic or something in that town nearby.” She grabbed her arm as she stood, Faye staying seated even when she pulled. “Dammit, Faye! This isn’t worth dying over!”

      “That’s not for you to decide.”

      Freya froze at her words even though she didn’t have the energy to shout back. She looked like she wanted to kill Faye herself, but the frustrated tears glazing her sister’s wide eyes told her otherwise.

      Stubborn, so bloody stubborn…

      “If you’re not going to help, then go… I’ll do it myself. Raef can’t keep that thing distracted forever.”

      “Fuck…” Freya dropped her head back, a treacherous sniffle making Faye wonder if that was an illusion as well. That’d be the cruelest of them all. But she decided to believe it was real, especially when Freya looked back down at her, tears tracking down her cheeks as she nodded.

      Relief flooded Faye, and because of it, the hold she held on the curtain keeping Marek at bay slipped, allowing him to see her plan. A plan that would likely result in destroying the link he had to the present day.

      Her.

      “No,” he roared, a stab of pain in the back of her brain expanding to the point she thought her head was about to explode. “You think you’ll succeed? That a pathetic little outcast can stop me? Let me show you how wrong you are…”

      Dizziness doubled Freya’s concerned expression as she slumped back heavily against the bank, unconsciousness dragging her down to the dark depths of Marek’s influence.

      Whispering to Freya with a desperate squeeze to her hands, she could only hope her words made sense amidst the delirium and that when she shut her eyes on the real world, it wouldn’t be for the last time.
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      He rarely broke a sweat in combat, but right now, Rafael was panting.

      It wasn’t a case of the entity putting up a difficult fight. It was entirely because it remained unscathed. Every time he dealt it a fatal injury, it just stood back up. The fluid elasticity of its body allowed it to absorb any injury into itself.

      That’s what it did now, after he’d ripped its head off.

      Another merely grew atop the ragged neck, the messy clot of its former head slithering back to rejoin the source once he dropped it.

      Sweat dripped into his eyes from his hair, landing on a partially snapped branch that he grabbed to throw at the entity while it recovered. The branch, thrown with such force, impaled the creature into the closest tree.

      Rafael needed to eradicate it, to obliterate every atom of its grotesque form.

      Then, there’d be nothing left for it to regenerate. If he was at full power, smiting the entity would be child’s play. But limited by the chain, something as insignificant as an immortal puppet was becoming a challenge.

      If only it would stay put.

      It writhed and clicked incessantly as it tried to wriggle its way off the branch he’d thrown.

      It had only one mission to fulfil in its short existence, which made fighting it even more difficult. Find Faye. Any interaction it had with Rafael was in a bid to get him out of its way.

      Twisting the handle of his emblem, he walked closer to the impaled beast, intent on severing its head once more. That slowed it down better than anything else he’d tried so far.

      A string of clicks left the entity before it suddenly froze, cocking its head to a sound Rafael couldn’t detect, his guard rising and muscles tensing in anticipation. Whatever it heard changed its behavior and with a lunge, it pulled itself off the branch, leaving strips of watery flesh and blood on it.

      It ducked with greater awareness when Rafael swung his blade, the golden edge burying in the trunk while it raced off behind him.

      “Shit,” Rafael spat, pulling his blade out to take off after it.

      It ran like it was possessed, limbs limp but unnervingly controlled. Unlike before, it ran in a single direction instead of running aimlessly. It knew where it was going, which spelt trouble for him.

      Something flickered in the corner of his eye as he chased it, something that made his blood run cold.

      A door.

      His eyes widened. Not just any door. Faye’s. That meant she was unconscious somewhere, and that somewhere was exactly where the entity was leading him as that same reinforced steel began to grow around its edges.

      Marek was trying to trap her inside and keep him out at the same time.

      Once again, Rafael found himself torn.

      He needed to be in two places at once, each one as critical as the other. In a lifetime of perpetually growing power, duplication remained something that only occurred in his dreams it would seem.

      It was almost tragic.

      With no obvious solution at hand, he pressed forward, the entity breaking left and forcing him to skid in that direction too.

      That was when his influence breezed through his hair and down his spine, alerting him to its presence. Since their dream together, it had begun working more in tandem with him, its behavior now at odds with that change.

      Instinctively, he knew what it wanted.

      It’s too dangerous. His mistrust forced the idea out of his head.

      The taste of fear on his tongue brought him out of that dangerous meeting of minds. It wasn’t Faye’s, but it tasted similar, with sharper edges that he disliked. When he saw the two redheads by the stream, he just managed to throw himself forward, tackling the vessel into the bank on the far side before it could strike.

      Throwing it deeper into the woods, he heard Freya trying to wake Faye up where she lay unresponsive on the bank of the stream.

      Her dagger in hand, she caught his eye through the trees and the desperation in them had him looking to that door once more, the rusted steel nearly coating it entirely.

      “Do something, help her,” Freya yelled at him, his jaw setting when his influence twisted around his throat to demand his attention once more.

      She needs you, it seemed to say.

      She needed him in both worlds, but could he really take that last step in trusting his influence the way Faye did so easily?

      Letting his influence take over while he retreated into his mind could spell disaster. It had no morals, no loyalty to anything but survival. It was instinct incarnate, and he didn’t know if it would protect two humans the way he needed it to.

      Said influence stung him now in retaliation, the entity already standing once more and searching for a way around him now that it had caught sight of its target.

      Rafael managed to catch it around the throat and threw it farther upstream, the vessel shrieking in the water as the gentle course disturbed its barely formed body. He held it under when a dagger was driven down into its body in front of him.

      His eyes snapped up to where Freya had plunged the blade, her eyes swollen and focused entirely on where the entity was melting into the water, dyeing it red as it ran downstream once more and giving them all a chance to breathe momentarily.

      Forgetting everything else, Rafael pushed out of the water to where Faye was still lying.

      “Faye? Wake up, love—”

      “She can’t hear us,” Freya interrupted him, searching for something among the fallen leaves and beneath pebbles and stones instead of returning to her sister’s side.

      She was deathly pale, a cold sweat burning under her fever. She’d always been small, but he’d never thought her frail until that moment. His lips found her forehead, her labored breathing ending on a troubling wheeze with every exhale.

      “Come back,” he whispered into her skin, his influence abandoning him to nuzzle against her.

      He watched it, struck by his own error in judgement.

      Ah.

      His influence was loyal to one thing beyond survival. It was completely devoted to the little witch in his arms. Swallowing, he looked for her door in the dew coating the magically infused leaves by her head.

      Up ahead, that familiar clicking had returned as the entity pulled itself out of the stream, slowly reforming as it gathered every drop of itself lost in the water.

      “Aha!” he heard Freya exclaim near a series of mismatched rocks that formed a stepped waterfall the stream flowed down.

      “Freya,” he called out, already preparing to hand over the reins to his influence in order to follow Faye into her dream.

      “What?” Her response was distracted, Rafael laying Faye back down gently on the soft earth.

      “Keep her safe.”

      “Where are you going?” He finally had her full attention at his words, the incubus shaking his head as he took a step back mentally for his mirror, the incubus, to take over.

      “Nowhere.”

      Golden eyes opened with a near blinding glow, their target the entity that sought to harm his mate and leaving Rafael time to rush through the door before it could seal behind him entirely as his body lunged back into battle with the vessel.
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      Fever dreams were much different to regular ones, Faye discovered.

      Sitting up in a dark room, she could only hope that same feverish deliriousness could keep Marek from finding where she was hiding once he pulled her into the dream. Cotton wool expanded in her head, a fuzzy weight she struggled to see past when she tried to take in her surroundings.

      This memory was hardly pleasant, and one she shied away from for a reason. Erecting a barrier around herself mentally, she had to focus on keeping hidden even as she was pulled into the memory.

      The seminary hallway was wine red, foreboding and way more detailed than she was comfortable reliving.

      She’d been so stressed at the time that she assumed everything would be a blur in her memory as it had been in real life. The pointed, cream-lined archways interspersed the red walls down the hall, the imposing portraits lining them judgmental.

      Her hands bunched in the same outfit she wore that day. Tailored and stiff, the pencil dress was as difficult to sit in as it was to walk in with the rigid hem caging her to a placid shuffle that looked more awkward than the graceful fluidity her mother was expecting.

      “Focus…” she whispered to herself, her breathing too loud against the high ceiling of the hallway. It demanded silence, but the hush was brittle, leaving every person to walk its length feeling guilty for disturbing it and eager to escape it.

      A heavy wooden door creaked open a few paces away, the sound jarring in the silence. A middle-aged man poked his head around, his eyes landing on her with a polite smile.

      “Faye Kyteler?”

      She nodded, anxious and jittery as she lost herself in the memory briefly.

      “They’re running late this morning; can I get you something to drink?”

      False kindness.

      She only recognized disingenuous behavior after the fact. It was just another blow when she saw that exact man, a Covenant official, whispering about her hearing afterwards, spreading the news before she’d even left the Council chambers. Not even bad news was hers to share.

      She shook her head, close to vomiting at the mere thought of consuming anything.

      “No, thank you.”

      Offering him a polite smile, he took the hint and left her to her thoughts with a resounding click of the door closing. Now that she was alone, she could make some headway in looking for—

      “I’m curious, what did he do to earn your anger?”

      A gruff, monotonous voice had her head spinning around. She didn’t have to look herself if he found her first, the silver-eyed Daemon staring curiously at the door where the gossipmonger had disappeared behind.

      “Erik.” She sighed in relief.

      The vindictus caught her off guard in his guise. Simple black robes worn by Covenant devotees were interrupted by the crimson banded collar around his neck. He didn’t try to hide his distaste at the get up, tugging on the collar irritably.

      “Sorry, you stick out too much otherwise.” She smiled sheepishly, Erik grunting tersely.

      “You saying I look like a witch now?”

      His offense was amusing, even at a time when everything else was falling down around her.

      “Not in the slightest.”

      Goddess, was she relieved to see him. He’d fended off Marek the last time she was trapped in a dream and part of her assumed the worst.

      But he was fine, half his raven hair pulled back in a tie and the scars down his jaw and neck stark against his skin. Mercurial eyes swirling and his profile hard as he took in his surroundings, he looked every inch the angel he was often mistaken for in human mythos.

      She always did wonder how humans misinterpreted vengeance Daemons for avenging angels, but she supposed she could see it now in the otherworldly beauty of their appearance.

      Said avenging angel turned his eyes to hers, his frown deepening. It felt like he was seeing under her skin, beyond her appearance which, in the dream, hid her condition.

      “You’re ill.”

      Erik didn’t move an inch, his matter-of-fact speech only softened by the scar that nicked the corner of his lips twitching with his disgruntlement. “Which means that wretch is still alive somewhere.”

      His voice lowered to a growl, fisting his hands as a riptide of wrath pulled through the hallway like a wind tunnel.

      Ah, she shivered. Raef’s was the only power she was truly accustomed to. This level of fury, righteous or not, would never be something she could get used to in the real world.

      “He’s trying to return,” she explained, already feeling the pressure of Marek’s power trying to break the mental barrier she’d been maintaining on this small corner of her mind to discover where she was. “He has everything he needs to do it too.”

      Erik didn’t look affected, but his influence was more honest as it grew exponentially around them. It made up for the lack of expression on his handsome face.

      “That’s impossible.”

      He didn’t believe her, or didn’t want to believe her, and Faye had no time to convince him. Standing, she wobbled, lightheaded from the action before he steadied her with a hand to her elbow.

      A dull bang from down the hallway drew their attention that way, the large doors holding back something sinister that shook with every repetitive strike of a battering ram against the wood. Marek had found them.

      “Come on.”

      Erik’s hand found her wrist, the vindictus dragging her down the hallway and out into what should’ve been the courtyard but was actually a different memory entirely to escape the Necromancer. A dog barked playfully, Faye instantly recognizing herself as a child, giggling and chasing the spritely retriever while she hid behind the overgrown iron gates making up the secret garden at the end of her family home.

      “Suppose I believe you…” Erik drew her attention back to where he was standing over her. “Marek is dead. So am I for that matter. We’re not real. What you’re talking to now is—”

      “The living memory of you that Rafael held onto.”

      Erik fell silent, processing her words and allowing her to continue.

      “When I met you and Marek in his subconscious, that seed of memory spread to me. Now, Marek wants to jump from my mind into the vessel to return to the real world.” It sounded insane, even to her ears, but Erik hadn’t dismissed her yet. “You know better than anyone that we can’t let that happen.”

      His jaw set, his ire shifting to contemplation.

      “Why the fuck isn’t Rafael the one dealing with this, then?”

      “He is!” she cut in, jumping to Raef’s defense immediately, a blush creeping up her face. “It’s not so simple—”

      All of a sudden, Erik leaned down closer to her, inhaling deeply while Faye froze in confusion. Whatever he smelled caused him to scoff in amusement.

      “His scent is still covering you.” She flushed further when he leaned back. “Of course, you’d defend your mate blindly.”

      There was that word again. Mate. How… primal.

      She dismissed the distraction, tucking it away for later; they were already pressed for time and Erik was as readable as a stone wall.

      “He’s trying to destroy the vessel,” she implored him, the vindictus grunting noncommittally, “but with most of his power still locked behind this seal, it’s not possible. He has to stay awake, but I can’t stop Marek by myself.”

      Showing him the seal for himself, Erik’s silver stare lifted to hers.

      “I thought I could destroy it to free that power, but—”

      “But?”

      “Marek pulled me in here before I could find the thing that would break it.”

      “So, you were on the right track.” He hummed, cupping his chin. “He dragged you in here to stop you.”

      “Possibly,” she sighed, “or he just wanted to stop me from running to make it easier for the vessel to catch me.”

      Erik’s eyes narrowed, swallowing in a manner so similar to Raef that she wondered what he tasted, if anything.

      “You’re not angry for having your plan foiled though, and I can’t sense any regret in you for failing…”

      He took in one more deep breath, whatever gauge a vindictus used to measure emotions far more complex than how an incubus did.

      “You… wanted this to happen?” He leaned back, surprise finally breaking the impassivity of his expression. “Getting pulled into a dream was your plan all along?”

      Faye smiled nervously, casting her eyes around the secret garden while her childhood self continued to play on the other side of the hedging.

      “How else was I going to find you?”

      There was a beat, the vindictus gaping incredulously at her.

      “You are very odd,” Erik said suspiciously, as if only now realizing something about her. “Most would consider a living Daemon to be more helpful than a dead one.”

      “Maybe, but in this case, it’s not a dead Daemon, nor a living one that’ll help me. But the memory of one.”

      “And here I thought only faeries spoke in riddles,” he grumbled.

      “If we can’t destroy the vessel, then maybe we can make it unusable.” She scratched the side of her nose distractedly. “It would give us more time to figure out how to get rid of him entirely at least, and… even if we can’t, it’s safer to keep him in a subconscious realm than the real one, right?”

      “And that’s where I come in?”

      Nodding, Faye smiled.

      “If… someone else from Rafael’s memory was to make the jump instead… then logically speaking, that should cut off his exit.”

      It was the only plan she had left. The only option that might end in success if the vessel truly was unkillable. Naturally, it took a delirious mindset and off-kilter thought process to come up with, but as Svensson said, when cornered… a person is willing to try anything.

      Faye dared to hope when he crossed his arms thoughtfully. His expression pensive, she wondered if he was balancing what she was offering with the weight of her soul, the sum of Raef’s transgressions, and if that scale tipped in their favor when it came to a Daemon who wrought vengeance on the guilty.

      She hated the silence, eager to fill it as she spread her arms.

      “Here… he’s limited.” She looked around the garden that was rapidly starting to decay as Marek grew closer. “Here, he’s chained the same way he imprisoned Raef. Here… he can’t hurt anyone else.”

      “No one else but you,” Erik interjected, catching onto her plan. “And if you’re suggesting what I think you are… I won’t be here to stop him. You’ll be alone.”

      Her smile faltered, his frown deepening when he sensed her objective.

      All of this, talking of imprisoning Marek, was nothing more than a fallacy. Faye wasn’t stupid enough to think a mortal could survive in a battle of eternity, but if she could take down a monster in the process, well… wouldn’t that be a fine thing.

      But Erik was far more astute than that, and when his features fell, she knew he’d clocked her plan.

      “You won’t—”

      The iron gate separating the secret garden from the rest of the lawn creaked as it opened, Faye’s heart accelerating and her breath hitching at the thought of being caught.

      But it wasn’t Marek who stormed through the gate. Beaten and bloody, with eyes of gold illuminating the shaded area, they remained focused on her and her alone as Raef swept her up in a hug while her mind reeled at how he could be here.

      If he was here, who was out there?
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      At first, Rafael didn’t notice Erik.

      He didn’t notice anything as he clung to Faye. His nose filled with the scent of her hair, he basked in the way her small hands bunched against his back, where before her body had been so limp and unresponsive. Her heart, even in a dream, pounded against his, the incubus never wanting to let her go lest that rhythmic thump cease while they were parted.

      “How are you here? The vessel… Freya—”

      Already her questions filled the silence, one ending for another to begin without a moment to pause.

      “Easy, little one.” He cupped her neck, chasing her heartbeat to her pulse, his relief palpable when wide, hazel eyes met his.

      She was vibrating like a hive, nervousness buzzing under her skin. He dropped his nose to her temple compulsively, filling his lungs with her scent and lower, behind her ear where his body demand he taste her, to reinforce her presence here with him.

      “Raef—”

      “You told me once to accept all sides of myself,” he explained quietly. “Consider this a test run to see if we’re really in sync.”

      “Test run? Raef, who—"

      He knew the moment it clicked, her flavor deepening along with the blush darkening her cheeks. His influence, the part of himself he’d ostracized so thoroughly until they found mutual ground inside her, was in control on the outside.

      “Finally learned to trust yourself, hm? About damn time.”

      The familiar cadence froze Rafael, his vision finally expanding to their surroundings and the Daemon observing them a few paces away.

      “Erik?”

      This wasn’t possible.

      The vindictus had been dead for centuries. He’d felt Erik’s lifeforce drain under the force of his own magic when Marek went on his rampage. His death had been a devastating blow, the first of many when Rafael had known him since his creation.

      He remembered a quiet, unusually calm youngling, unaffected by the raucous destruction common of most wrathful Daemons. War, pain, vengeance… Erik had caught Rafael’s eye immediately with his calculated intelligence, and throughout time, whenever their paths would cross, it was with mutual respect and an unspoken trust rare of their kind.

      Yeah, his guilt whispered. Being responsible for Erik’s death cut deep, deeper than he realized as mercurial eyes never strayed from his.

      What is he doing here? He wouldn’t have been surprised to see the vindictus in his own mind, but they were in Faye’s, and the memory he was witnessing was a perfect clone of the original, from his speech to his mannerisms.

      His eyes darted down to Faye’s, her words from the real world… about seeds and transferred consciousness, flashed in his mind.

      Could it be?

      Was he looking at a memory, or the last living piece of someone he thought lost?

      Whichever it was, it didn’t stop him from stepping up to him. Dropping a hand to his shoulder, it had been centuries since he’d seen, let alone greeted, one of his own.

      “Erik, I… fuck.” Rafael lowered his head, the words lodging in his throat. “Sorry isn’t enough for what I did to you.”

      Stoic as ever, Erik didn’t respond immediately, and Rafael distinctly felt Faye slip out from his hold in a bid to give them privacy. Bizarrely, he wished she’d stay. Neither Daemon was good with words, and Faye always had too many of them. They could use that right now.

      “What’s done is done,” Erik settled on, a twitch of his eyebrow exposing his discomfort. But when he dropped his own bandaged hand on Rafael’s shoulder to reciprocate the greeting, it was as much forgiveness as he could expect when, in his own heart, he knew he didn’t deserve it.

      “Besides,” Erik jerked his chin in Faye’s direction, “if your mate’s plan works, mine won’t be a death you have to feel guilty for anymore.”

      “Huh?”

      Rafael glanced sideways over his shoulder at her, the witch averting her gaze. He didn’t know what was weirder, the fact that he was the one in the dark, or the fact that somehow, Faye had managed to befriend one of the most dangerous Daemons in existence.

      He turned back to Erik, slipping into their native language without a thought.

      “What plan?”

      Erik arched a brow, folding his arms across his chest.

      “Something about a vessel that needs filling.”

      Her plan registered suddenly, and he wanted to kiss the stubborn little menace for not listening to him and following her instincts instead. When she was allowed do what she wanted, Faye Kyteler could solve paradoxes.

      He’d never been so fucking proud of her.

      “You followed her the same way Marek did?” To Erik’s nod, Rafael squeezed his shoulder. “Thank you, brother.”

      The vindictus dismissed his thanks with a grunt, eager to move on from the heart-to-heart neither of them was comfortable with, but Rafael needed to say it. Erik had protected Faye when he couldn’t and that, in a Daemon’s eyes, went beyond a display of trust into loyalty he could never hope to repay.

      He didn’t notice how quiet Faye was being until it was too late, her trepidation growing to a distracting, rubbery balloon on his tongue. When it burst, his mouth was flooded with fear that had both Daemons looking in the direction Faye couldn’t tear her eyes off.

      Beyond the wrought-iron gate separating them from her memory, there was no lawn nor playful golden retriever anymore. Only a virulent darkness, sentient and malicious, that crept closer to the witch.

      Rafael was in front of her the second echoed footsteps filled the silent garden, every step crystalizing their surroundings in black onyx. He heard Faye cry, brought to her knees as the dreamscape glitched, exposing the poison from the Necromancers’ magic that tainted everything it touched and encased it like the onyx did to her dream.

      “What a reunion…”

      Marek applauded as the abyssal shadows followed behind him, in wait and menacing.

      And after centuries of imagining what he’d do different, what he’d do if he ever got his hands on the Necromancer again, all Rafael ended up doing was freezing. It triggered something in his mind and the gut-wrenching agony that led the incubus into his lair in the first place made him want to vomit.

      Endless days of countless millennia spent in conflict with his nature. It felt like he’d been transported back to when he was still suspended in that constant fall, plummeting faster and faster into a bottomless pit that grew darker the longer nothing changed.

      And nothing changed for a very, very long time.

      Slender fingers wrapping in his shirt tentatively brought him back, Marek watching him with unveiled amusement while Faye calling his name sounded like water in his ears. Fury replaced it when he shot the Necromancer a foul glare, all his senses sharpening on the warlock.

      “Marek,” he snarled.

      Erik circled him on the other side, silent as the grave and looking like at any moment, he’d kill Marek before any of them could blink. But this was his area of expertise, and the vindictus’ patience demanded Rafael follow suit.

      “Long time no see, Rafael,” Marek’s response was cordial, friendly even. It hammered up every bone of his spine, coercing his anger to rise. “Seems I have to thank you again for keeping me alive and well all this time.”

      “Shut up,” he spat, black blurring his periphery.

      Simmering ire turned his usually unwavering countenance into a glass cannon, one that he was powerless to stop from firing.

      “Though, shouldn’t you be thanking me, as well? I’m not the only one who got something out of our arrangement, after all.” Marek cocked his head, blond strands falling from his hair tie when he looked around him to try to catch a glimpse of his witch. “Your deepest desire was always for someone not to be affected by you… pity it wasn’t a better specimen.”

      Rafael growled, a warning sound that left little to misunderstand that Faye was now a weak spot, one Marek wished to exploit.

      “Better than a traitor,” Erik rumbled, silver eyes swirling with gradually deepening red. He was locking onto a target.

      His voice drew Marek’s eye over his shoulder to the vindictus where he scowled, recognizing him.

      “Speaking of a better specimen…”

      Erik’s expression remained stoic, but the whip of his power cracking between them with the violent clamor of battle said otherwise, Faye flinching behind him when she was forced to experience its effects.

      “If only you hadn’t been so stubborn, I would’ve kept you alive…” he continued, examining Erik from head to toe like some prized stallion he’d been outbid on. “That trait obviously followed you to the grave if you’re here now. Again.”

      With the Necromancer distracted, Rafael’s mind tried to race through a bog that forced him to wade. Around him, carcasses of memory threatened to drag him under, but he ignored it all to ensure just one thing.

      Faye’s safety.

      Turning to face her, he gripped her shoulders hard.

      “You need to get out of here, Faye… away from him.” His eyes lifted over her shoulder, the witch following his line of sight to the rapidly materializing wooden gate that usually sat outside her cottage, now looking out of place against the dreamscape of polished onyx.

      A way out. Back to the real world.

      “But—”

      “But nothing,” he snapped at her in a hiss. “Look around, Faye, look at what his magic is doing to you. It’s only getting worse the closer you are to him and I will not fucking lose you, understand?”

      She looked like she wanted to argue, the telling dimple between her brows that only showed when she frowned making him shake his head before she could speak.

      “This isn’t a negotiation, sweetheart. There’s no deal this time.” He cupped the back of her neck roughly, the rapid tattoo of her pulse beneath his thumb weaker than it should be. “Go. Now.”

      He’d never seen her hazel eyes so fiery when her frown deepened, an unyielding stubbornness that had him snarling at her to submit. But the outcome of their battle of obstinance would forever remain unknown because a sudden shift in the atmosphere around them drew their attention over his shoulder.

      Rafael barely caught the change in Erik’s expression. He knew that switch, his stomach plummeting in dread when the vindictus attacked.

      He didn’t get far; he didn’t even move. Looking down, the onyx crystals crawling up Erik’s calves hardened, holding him in place.

      No.

      Dread broke like a dam inside him, drowning out everything else around him as he witnessed, for not the first time, Erik brought to his knees.

      “You might be a master of vengeance, Erik,” Marek hissed, “but I’ve had years in the mind of a master of dreams. One who, unlike you, is still alive. And here, I have the upper hand.”

      Marek slashed his arm down, blood bursting from the massive gash down Erik’s chest in an echo of the past that stained the dream in scarlet. Rafael faltered, paralyzed as the same fatal howl from the earth’s magical core screamed from the gaping wound at him as it had when Erik first died.

      Marek was still using his powers against others.

      Not again.

      Something screamed in his ears, incomprehensible garble that he couldn’t understand. A paralyzing powerlessness refused to let him look away as the vindictus crumpled to his knees, confusion warring with pain on his face.

      Why couldn’t he move? Why couldn’t he do something? Why were these chains so tight and shackles so thick that he couldn’t break free to stop the carnage?

      He watched as Marek approached the wounded Daemon who glared up at him defiantly despite the pain. Marek gripped the back of his head to better see the blood splattered across his face, the look in his eyes before he killed him.

      Erik groaned, his lifeforce flickering with instability in the back of Rafael’s mind. It was all happening again.

      Not another one.

      Urgency had nowhere to go inside his frozen form, the noise getting louder in his ears until he couldn’t see either of them. His vision was filled with a redheaded little witch whose tears always distracted him to ruin. Or, in this case, salvation.

      “Wake up!” she cried, cupping his face to keep his eyes on her and only her. “You can do something this time, Rafael.”

      This time…

      Those two words reverberated in his mind continuously, tears still tracking down her cheeks that he forced his stone stiff hand to lift and brush away. That single moment turned stone to glass, cracks veining across his body to reveal the molten magma beneath.

      “Wake up and stop him.”

      The mirage that memory had placed him in dissipated, his vision clear when he saw Marek raise his hand to finish Erik off exactly as he had centuries before.

      Only this time, Rafael could move.

      This time, he grabbed the Necromancers arm before he could swing, the crunch satisfying as bones broke. This time, he relished in his movement as he flung Marek away from Erik and Faye, placing himself between them before he lunged at his crumpled form, colliding with him into another part of Faye’s mind.

      This time, Rafael had something to fight for.
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      Both Raef and Marek disappeared in the shadows surrounding them, leaving Faye to rush to Erik’s side.

      Raef’ll be fine, she told herself in a panic, the amount of blood surrounding Erik shocking her. In her heart, she knew something had changed in him, some great obstacle that had prevented him from moving on had shattered, leaving the road clear.

      He could take care of himself. What Faye needed to do was work on what she was good at, messing up plans.

      “Are you okay?” She fretted when Erik groaned, her hands bloody and uncertain of what to do.

      “I’m fine,” he grumbled, a twinge of pain lacing his voice.

      “But that injury—”

      It looked so bad, so fatal that when Raef held her arm and wouldn’t let go, she nearly cursed him out until she saw his glazed expression. She’d seen trauma induced paralysis before, she knew only he could be the one to break out of it.

      “Same injury that killed me, yeah,” Erik admitted gruffly. “Seems the memory of it was as sore as I remember it. What a cheap fucking blow.”

      “So, you’re not dying?”

      “You don’t seem to get the ‘already dead’ thing, do you?”

      While it was said with some disgruntlement, Faye couldn’t help but laugh. A surprising, if shaky sound borne of anxiety battling relief at everything that had just happened and the fact that he was okay.

      He stood faster than she anticipated with his wound still knitting itself back together, but then, she needed to remember no matter how human he looked, he wasn’t. Turning, he looked contemplative, as if listening to a sound only he could hear.

      “Find them for me.”

      “What?”

      His question came out of nowhere, the vindictus crouching in front of her, his silver eyes so pale, she might’ve thought him blind if they didn’t focus on her so sharply.

      “If Rafael is weak because of the chain, he’ll need my help.”

      “How can I find him, though?”

      Put on the spot, her heart hammered while her head pounded, the exertion catching up on her as the adrenaline subsided. Around them, the onyx shells didn’t budge, remaining in place like the poison inside her body.

      “It’s your mind, Faye.” He shrugged, rolling his shoulder in its socket to release some of the tension there, prepping for a fight.

      “Right, my mind…” Her exhale was sharp as she tried to focus, shaking out her hands out of habit. “What’ll we do when we get there?”

      “Not we, me.”

      Erik stared down at her hard, a brick wall she had no hope of convincing otherwise. Despite that, her mouth still gaped, the vindictus holding up a hand to stop her before she could even think to argue. The pause gave her brain time to catch up on what instinct would have her do.

      After a thought, it was clear she had no place in a battle of immortals. She’d only get in the way. Her fight lay on the outside, her task here complete.

      “If I’m going to wake up, I’ll need your help again. Like last time.”

      Erik nodded after a beat, his hand dropping to hers gripping his forearm. Immediately, the aches and pains her dream concealed returned to her limbs, her headache growing exponentially and making it difficult to focus on sending Erik to where she hoped Raef was.

      “I don’t know how it’s going to show up here, but the moment you see the chance to escape, you take it, okay?” She tried to convey the seriousness needlessly, the vindictus never looking anything but serious as he cocked his head. “Escape, or Marek will.”

      That hardened his gaze, his nod brisk. Part of her wished he said something, the end was upon her, and she still had no idea what kind of end it would be. If he said something, maybe it’d give her false hope, but alas, Erik remained impassive.

      “Bye,” she finished lamely, the tunnel of shadows coming to an end behind her.

      Erik smirked, his own door forming behind him from her efforts.

      “Until next we meet,” he indulged her before everything turned dark and the night sky greeted her to the sounds of fighting all around her.
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      They were in a freefall when Rafael launched himself and Marek deeper into Faye’s mind.

      Spinning and clashing as wind howled around them, every dream or latent memory Marek tried to cling to on the way down, Rafael ripped him from to keep them tumbling. And when the incubus had to resist the tug of instinct that told him that the mind he was in was waking, he could at least reassure himself that Faye was away from this chaos.

      She was waking up to an equally dangerous world with the vessel still an issue, but with his influence there to protect her, Rafael could focus on destroying Marek once and for all.

      The dreamscapes shattered as they fell through them until finally, they dropped into a wide clearing of wildflowers that rustled gently in a pseudo-breeze. Most people held an empty void in the back of their mind. He should’ve known Faye’s would be filled with flowers.

      He landed on his feet, crouching to break the fall while Marek scrambled to cushion his fall with magic. The sorcery tugged with familiar discomfort low in his stomach, the Necromancer a parasite that continued to use his powers as a battery for his magic.

      When another thud drew his attention left, Rafael was both shocked and relieved to see Erik. The blood had dried on his skin and clothes, but other than the cold fury illuminating his eyes with scarlet, he had recovered quickly.

      “Hope you weren’t planning on starting without me,” he said now, tightening the emblem chains at his wrist and fingers while Rafael snorted.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, brother.”

      Both sets of glowing eyes fell to Marek who, clutching his crushed arm to his chest, backed away slowly to put as much distance as possible between them. Even on the defense though, a Necromancer was still dangerous, and they’d deserve death if they underestimated him.

      “It’s over, Marek,” Rafael called out instead, rolling his shoulders back. “You’ve outrun death long enough.”

      “Over?” Marek’s eyes were wild, frenzied as he realized how cornered he was. “It will never be over!”

      “Rafael,” Erik growled from beside him, “enough waiting around.”

      He was right. Withdrawing his emblem, the red glow of Erik engaging his own glowed in his periphery, gold and red the only light illuminating the Necromancer where he stood amongst Faye’s field of flowers.

      “You never should have chosen my domain to take your final stand, Necromancer,” his whip crackled, vibrant with his emotions and centuries of hatred waiting to finally lay waste on its cause, “that was your one fuck-up, and it’ll be your last.”

      Rafael never expected Marek to beg for his life, but he certainly didn’t expect him to laugh.

      The sound echoed cruelly, carrying on the breeze and raising both Daemons’ hackles as Erik snarled, the ground practically vibrating with his barely restrained ire.

      “Are you sure about that?” Marek tossed his head back, laughter revealing the insanity in what were once intelligent olive eyes. “You forget, I’ve had hundreds of years in your head. I think I’ve mastered the subconscious even better than you have.”

      The ground shook, disturbed by the inhabitants of an earthen grave that broke through the surface in a shower of dirt and stone.

      Rafael spat a curse, Erik stoic beside him as they scanned the surrounding acolytes that stretched far as the eye could see, more and more standing between them and Marek.

      Marek yelled for attack at the same time Erik disappeared and Rafael shot forward.

      As he rushed, he swung a powerful left hook into the first jaw he found, sending the acolyte into those clamoring to reach him with gnashing teeth and lifeless eyes. Behind him, shrill squeals filled the clearing as Erik proved why he was the best at what he did.

      Already, a pile of bodies surrounded the Daemon, hardly visible as he darted in and out of the crowd and left a red fog of his power that gradually thickened with the spray of guilty blood.

      He didn’t need help, Rafael decided, driving his emblem through the neck of a pouncing acolyte. His real target was the head of the snake. Said head closed his eyes slowly, lips moving quickly as the endless ocean of acolytes pressed a frenzied attack on the two immortals.

      Palming his emblem, the metal shifted, and with a crack of thunder illuminating the clearing in a strike of lightning, he brought the whip down onto the horde in front of him. A sizzling path of writhing bodies disintegrating before him presented itself, the ground an electrified terrain that targeted any acolyte who tried to jump on the path between him and Marek.

      “Careful, lord Daemon,” Marek called patronizingly. “Who knows what damage you’re doing to your dear witch’s mind.”

      Rafael didn’t respond, prowling down the path towards him silently.

      Honestly, he’d never used his powers inside another’s mind. He’d never needed to. The only solace he could take was that the essence of him that existed inside the sigil would shield Faye from any fallout as he struck.

      In the time it took to reach the Necromancer, he’d finished his incantation, victory turning his expression smug when a deep, muffled growl sounded from behind the incubus.

      Rafael hardly spun when a brawler twice his size hurled him into the ground with such force that his brain rattled. Rolling to his side, quicker than his opponent, he finally got a look at it as he avoided a crude knife to the gut.

      A belliferi.

      Marek was getting creative.

      War Daemons were some of the most terrifying, particularly to any humans that were exposed to them. Marek had been one such human and his memory of their massive forms and bloodthirsty gaze glowing from the eye slits of his helmet deceived even Rafael into thinking it was a real Daemon momentarily.

      It wasn’t, luckily for him, and deflecting its brutal blow was far easier than it ever should’ve been.

      In avoiding the belliferi though, his back was exposed to two acolytes who took their chance to tackle him, their claws and teeth finding any purchase in him that they could.

      Rafael roared, startling his attackers with the sudden realization that it wasn’t prey they’d just sank their teeth into. It was a monster far scarier than what was reflected in the mirror.

      A quake of power zapped in a current under his skin, their bodies bony when he reached back to pull them both over his shoulder and slam into the charging belliferi with a wet crack of broken spines and unyielding armor.

      The obstacle slowed the belliferi and a second was all Rafael needed to snap his wrist out towards it. Cold fury thundered from his weapon, an explosion of power piercing the Daemon’s armor where it erupted, destroying the memory.

      Carnage surrounded him, Erik taking care of everything behind him for him to take the shot at Marek.

      The Necromancer looked mildly surprised at how swiftly his belliferi had fallen, but a memory would always pale in comparison to a real, living Daemon. That’s what Marek never realized as he cut down and siphoned off the magic of slain Daemons.

      He could wear their power as his own like a fragrance, but it would only ever be skin deep. His constant pursuit of the unattainable had created the very future the Necromancer wished to avoid.

      He only seemed to recognize that now, faced with his own weapon as Rafael’s eyes glowed with preternatural danger and Marek, no matter how far removed from humanity he was, still felt the terror of being under an enraged Daemon’s glare.

      A glare that spoke of fiery pits and eternal torment no human could withstand. And Marek was human.

      That moment of realization was all it took for Rafael to make his move, feinting right to break around the man until he stood behind him. His emblem shifting, he plunged the dagger into the side of Marek’s exposed neck.

      But instead of flesh, Rafael’s eyes widened when it passed clean through the illusion that evaporated once touched, the real Marek using the opening to drive his own knife into his side. A quick jab of his elbow back into the man’s face had him stumbling back while pain seared through Rafael’s side.

      “Your ego is impressive,” he panted, grunting as he withdrew the sizeable blade from his side, “to think you can go against a Daemon and win.”

      Spitting blood, Marek glared up at him from the ground.

      “I’ve not just won…” Marek shuffled back even as he provoked Rafael further, “I’ve languished in how easy it was to slaughter your kind.”

      He swiped at his mouth to catch the blood; his own for once, more trickling into his eyes from his hairline.

      “Daemons… always so lazy. Engorged on an eternity of superiority that killing them was no different to slaughtering pigs.”

      Growling, Rafael delivered a hard kick to his middle, the smaller man caving in on himself. He grabbed his collar, hoisting him up, and pressed the edge of his emblem to his neck, taking some pleasure from the way the skin burned and blistered at the contact.

      “And all it took to kill them was a Daemon several times their age. You were nothing without my power.” He grinned at the fury his words inspired; his hold unyielding even as the Necromancer shot bolt after bolt of his own magic into him. Rafael laughed coldly. “And without me, you’re as good as dead anyways.”

      “Nothing?” Marek spat, furious. “Nothing? I’ll show you what nothing can do.”

      Behind them, more belliferi crawled out of the deep gorges scarring the land, all of them surrounding Erik. They attacked instantly, the clatter of flesh on hard armor as vengeance was forced to do battle with war.

      But unlike Rafael, Erik was a memory like them.

      He might as well have been facing down those very Daemons, their unmitigated strength and bloodlust unparalleled as Erik was put on the back foot.

      No, Rafael’s blood chilled.

      He needed to live. Erik had to survive if they were to prevent Marek from escaping.

      It only took that moment of distraction for Marek to disappear, his grip fading to nothing while his laughter sounded from a distance. Far enough away not to be caught, but close enough to enjoy the show. Rafael had a split second to decide who to go after.

      With a roar, he dove back into the fray with Erik, catching a belliferi around the throat with his whip and yanking it, the mountainous beast crumbling to its knees. Snapping the tail back, the sentient armor collapsed, its occupant destroyed before he turned his back to Erik’s.

      “What’re you doing?” Erik shouted back at him, safe for now as a curved blade of glowing ruby bursting from the end of his own emblem for the Daemon to run through the brawler in front of him, the armor caving under the force. “You should’ve gone after him!”

      Rafael snorted, sweat dripping into his eyes from his hair.

      “I’m not gonna let you die because of me, brother. Not again.”

      “You always were a sentimental fool, Rafael. Let’s just hope it doesn’t get us both killed.”
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      The once peaceful oasis she and Freya had found was ruined when Faye opened her eyes.

      Deep claw marks scored the ground around her, tree limbs lying scattered from the conflict and blood. Goddess it was everywhere.

      On her side, she saw the backs of Freya’s legs. Her sister was standing over her, guarding her while she was unconscious, a wicked knife in hand that she swiped with measured, skillful slashes if the vessel ever managed to get too close to them.

      Not that Raef ever let it.

      He looked different. Silent and calculated as he dragged the entity by the scruff to slam into a nearby trunk, the wood snapping with a resounding crack, bending under his force. Muffled shrieks left the entity from beneath the film of flesh covering its face.

      Her head was fuzzy, a stab of pain tearing a whimper from her when she tried to lift it. The sound drew Freya’s attention, her focused frown softening with relief.

      “Faye!” She exhaled, dropping to her knee beside her while keeping her dagger ready and eyes vigilant.

      “Did you find it?” she croaked.

      Freya blinked, urgency making Faye impatient as the reality of what would happen if she failed loomed ever closer. “Did you find it, Freya?”

      Her sister nodded once, jerking her head to a shaded bend in the stream, stepped stones a gentle slope for the water to run down. In the corner of one such step, Freya’s jacket lay bunched, covering something.

      Finally, Faye exhaled mentally, one thing that worked out.

      Now, all she needed to do was get to it.

      “Help me up,” she bade, reaching up for Freya’s hand, her sister hesitating.

      She understood why. The faded black veins of the poison seeping out from Marek’s rune had grown more pronounced, crawling up her arm and disappearing under her clothes. She didn’t want to think how far they stretched, but with each painful inhale, she knew it was spreading fast.

      “This is so fucked up,” Freya mumbled under her breath, wrapping her hands around Faye’s wrists to pull her up.

      Her legs were weaker than a newborn fawn when she stood, leaning heavily on Freya the moment she was upright. A bout of nauseous dizziness slowed her movement, clutching at her sister’s shirt for stability.

      C’mon, she pushed herself, there was no time to waste. She couldn’t expect Raef’s influence to do all the work.

      He paced in front of the sisters after tossing the vessel further downstream, silently guarding them and only sparing her a glance when she wobbled in a bid to stand by herself.

      Everything sped up the second those topaz eyes landed on hers, then everything slowed.

      The vessel slipped right, feet pounding against the soft earth at greater speed when Raef’s head snapped back around to pinpoint it. By the time he had taken off after it, it burst from between the trees behind the sisters.

      Every thought left her mind when sharp claws found her back. They dragged down, cutting through her dress and skin like butter. White hot agony ran like water down her spine, but it wasn’t water at all. It was blood.

      A roar sent the entity crashing down beside them into the water, its claws dripping with her blood.

      Maybe it was shock, but the first thing that registered in Faye’s mind as Freya’s chest met her cheek when she collapsed forward wasn’t the pain. It was the fact that the vessel had tried to kill her.

      She hadn’t thought about how Marek’s consciousness would jump from her into the vessel, but she was sure she just discovered it.

      Freya was moving her, shouting something she couldn’t distinguish.

      “We don’t… don’t have time—” she flailed weakly when Freya tried to sit her back down to tend to her wound, “g-get me over there!”

      Freya’s jaw set, but Faye couldn’t waste time feeling sorry for what she was putting her sister through. Her mind was fully taken up with why she’d assumed touching her was all it needed to do.

      “All magic requires balance…” she mumbled to herself, staggering forward while Freya supported most of her weight.

      If Marek planned to live once more, then surely a life must be taken as a counterweight. Hers.

      And if she died… so would Raef.

      Fear replaced pain, replaced everything inside her at the thought. Not just for her, but for everyone. For her family, for the people in Craigmara, for anyone Marek might come into contact with if revived. Without Daemons to oppose him, the world would slip into the turmoil of Marek’s domination.

      She couldn’t let that happen, not even if it meant giving up everything.

      Golden eyes snapped up to hers the moment he sensed the surge of her emotions, the animalistic coldness abating momentarily as his influence recognized her. Whether by her taste or its memory of her from their dream, he knew her instantly.

      “Rafael?” she tried, hoping he understood as his attention was drawn back with a growl to the entity he held down by the throat. It shredded at his forearm with brutal claws in a bid to get free, blood lacing the ribbon cuts and catapulting Faye’s heart into her throat at the pain he showed no sign of feeling.

      “Rafael,” she insisted, his back stiffening in acknowledgement. “Keep it busy until I give the word.”

      She wasn’t confident she could convince the purely Daemonic instinct that controlled Raef’s body to obey her, but for what she planned, she still had a better chance than if Raef was here completely. He’d never listen to her if he knew… so she could only hope this side would.

      When he nodded, she sighed in gratitude.

      Blood pooled down the back of her dress when they finally waded to the step stones within the stream. It stained the cream scarlet before dispersing in the shallow water when she sat down heavily, numb to the cold.

      At any other time, this would be a place she thought of when she spoke of the wonders of the forest, the reasons she preferred it over cities and towns. Even as the water turned red with her blood, she still felt that way.

      It’d be a fitting resting place in the end, she supposed.

      “Faye, let me do it, whatever it is…” Freya crouched in front of her, holding both of her hands in hers, grasping them so tight she couldn’t move. “You’re too ill. If I do it, then maybe…”

      Giving what she hoped was an encouraging smile, she squeezed Freya’s hands lightly before withdrawing them.

      “For once, t-this is something only I can do. And I… I have to do it alone.”

      She’d realized it as they hobbled through the stream towards the shard of Raef’s power. It might’ve required looking at the puzzle pieces upside down, but the freezing water helped clear her mind to the truth.

      If she planned to free Erik and save Raef, the only commonality was her death. If she severed the chain, it would mean Raef’s fate would no longer be tied to hers and free… even if Marek did somehow escape into the vessel, he wouldn’t stand a chance against a Prime at full strength.

      If only her sister would stop being so stubborn about trying to save her.

      Freya didn’t look like she was going to budge. Sucking in a shuddering breath, she glanced up at her sister pleadingly.

      “I saw, I saw some horsetail…” Freya frowned at her words. “It can help stop the bleeding. You can… can use the magic in the air here to heal me.”

      She was disgusted with herself at the hope that entered her green eyes, her sister nodding enthusiastically. Freya… didn’t want to lose her. It almost broke Faye’s resolve in sending her away.

      “Where did you see it?”

      Nodding to the top of the far bank at random, she knew neither of her sisters had any interest in botany. It would take time for her to realize that particular shoot was nowhere in sight. And in that time…

      “I’ll grab some now, just… hang in there, yeah?”

      Faye nodded, not trusting herself to keep the lie going if she spoke before Freya took off, thinking there was no time to spare. She was right, it just wasn’t for horsetail or staunching her wounds.

      When she leaned over to pull the jacket off the glowing golden droplet, the gashes on her back opened and wept, screaming at her movement. The shard became three as her vision blurred, and looking back towards where Raef was subduing the vessel, she swallowed.

      This needed to be timed perfectly.

      “Rafael.”

      His head lifted to look at her obediently. She smiled faintly, affection warming her against the chill of blood loss taking over her body.

      “Let it go.”

      He didn’t do what she said willingly this time. A frown furrowed his brows, confusion breaking the unwavering stoicism in his gaze. The vessel struggled beneath him, shrieking when the Daemon crushed it further, doing the exact opposite of what she needed.

      That wouldn’t do.

      Erik wouldn’t be able to jump into the vessel if it didn’t come into contact with her. And unless they filled the vessel, it would continue to be a problem.

      “Let it go and don’t move, Rafael.” She spoke softly, so as not to alert Freya, her eyes never straying from his. “Please.”

      “Faye…” he croaked, her heart seizing.

      “Do it. Now!”

      She wished she’d told him she loved him while they were in bed earlier. Goddess, it felt like a lifetime ago. When he was playfully kissing her all over, demanding she fall in love with him like a petulant child.

      But as his hold loosened on the entity, the creature springing up without hesitation, she knew he saw it in her eyes. Even controlled entirely by instinct where love had no place, he knew and loved her back.

      What a thing, she thought as the entity filled her vision, what a thing it was to be loved…
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      Alarm bells rang as soon as the clearing in Faye’s mind grew dimmer.

      It was as though an unseen sun was setting, casting a purple dusk across the blood-soaked meadow and the two Daemons at the center of it.

      This shift gave him pause, distracting him long enough for a belliferi to hit him square in the chest with the butt of its massive sword. Forced back a step as he absorbed the blow, all of his attention remained on the only thing that could cause such a dramatic change to an otherwise immutable scene.

      Her mind was dying.

      “Faye…”

      An all-consuming dread eclipsed his fixation on killing Marek, the threads attaching him to reality pumping him full of the most profound heartbreak his influence was experiencing in the real world.

      She was dying.

      Around them, Marek’s creations collapsed back into the soil they came from, leaving only the three individuals not a part of her mind panting in the sudden, oppressive silence.

      Until it was broken by a chuckle.

      “Finally.”

      Rafael bristled at the Necromancer’s rejoice. Fucker, he snarled, pain turning to white-hot anger.

      Erik, blood streaking across his face, felt the shift in Rafael’s emotions instantly. He couldn’t control it. His woman, his mate, was dying. And he wasn’t just watching it from the outside as his influence was; he was seeing everything, every petal and sunny breeze that made her Faye wither before his eyes.

      No.

      “Brother—”

      Erik had hardly uttered a word when Rafael roared, something snapping in his psyche as the clearing shook under the gradual fall of night.

      Heartbreak. Pain. Loss.

      It was the antithesis of pleasure. The enemy of desire, and it filled him now with an anger that consumed him. For only in experiencing the pinnacle of pleasure, could he feel its polar opposite. Only in loving someone, could Rafael know this agony.

      Festering hate assailed his senses, crimson tainting the topaz of his gaze when it landed on Marek.

      It was all because of him.

      The handle of his emblem clattered where he dropped it. He’d kill him with his bare hands. He wanted to feel the life drain from him under his fingers, watch the light in his eyes die the way his witch’s sun was setting. He wanted Marek to suffer. For them both to.

      Marek whirled when he struck, feline and nimble in the face of a foe whose skill and strategy had vanished.

      Rafael missed. Again and again, seething anger blinding him and an incessant pain fueling strike after strike in a bid to expel it. It didn’t work and the pain grew.

      “Oh, Rafael…” Marek cooed in a singsong, Erik finally managing to grab him around the chest. “You always wear your weakness like armor and still you’re surprised whenever it’s struck. Leave naivety to the mortals, old friend.”

      Dropping his head forward, Erik’s arm tensed to support him as Marek’s taunt fueled the clash of denial and anger waging war in his mind. It was the warlock’s chuckle, however, that finally drew his eyes back up to the man whose attention was no longer on the Daemons anymore.

      Following his line of sight, a transparent hand emerged from the shadows that gradually encroached on the meadow. He recognized the skinless red muscle immediately. The vessel’s hand. It hung suspended in wait, growing opaquer as the clearing grew darker.

      The pain in his chest deepened and a muffled klaxon blared in his ears.

      It touched her. That was why Faye was dying; the vessel was killing her.

      Marek noticed his shock, Erik’s hold on him loosening as he braced himself for attack. Rafael couldn’t look away, his entire body like cement as a conversation he had with Faye rose in his mind.

      So, if you die, I die?

      And vice versa…

      He never thought it’d come to pass so soon. He exhaled, and part of him was grateful the chain tied his life to hers.

      “Bit of a nuisance having to wait for her to die, but I can’t say the view isn’t worth it,” Marek continued casually. “A Prime on his knees… what a sight.”

      Strength left him in waves, like his blood from the knife wound at his side that wasn’t healing. But that wasn’t what was killing him. It was his link to Faye and Marek wanted a closer look.

      Erik had made to intercept, ever the righteous one, but faltered when Rafael gripped his wrist.

      “Don’t hesitate. Don’t look back.” His command was given quietly in their native language before he pushed Erik’s arm away so there was nothing between them when Marek stepped up to where Rafael knelt.

      His vision was soon filled with the delicate features of a beautiful disease, Marek brushing away some of the damp hair falling into his face to get a better look. Ripping his head away from the touch, Rafael grabbed the front of his crisp black shirt weakly, Erik backing away in his periphery.

      Good…

      “You—” he began.

      A surge of blood choked his windpipe from Faye’s wound, the incubus coughing up a spray that had the warlock stumbling back several steps with a hiss of disgust. Even after all these centuries, his paranoia of illness overrode every other instinct inside him as he furiously wiped the blood from his face, his actions turning frantic when it transferred to his hands.

      Not even the oceans of blood Marek spilled could have the same effect as those few, measly droplets. Rafael wanted to laugh. Neither of them ever escaped who they truly were in the end.

      “You’ll never survive in that world,” he panted, using the last of his strength to push back to his feet with Marek distracted.

      Every inhale agonizing, pseudo-blood filled his lungs from whatever had pierced Faye’s.

      “There are no Daemons for you to live off anymore.” He took another step closer. “There is no magic.”

      Though Marek’s eyes were hard, there was an irrational need lurking just behind them. A compulsive urge to scrub himself clean of the disease he feared was in the blood staining his face. It was a desire Rafael’s presence exacerbated, giving him enough time to corner the warlock, Marek’s body on autopilot as he backed away.

      “The only thing waiting for you there, is death.”

      Rafael grinned through bloody teeth when Marek’s back hit the limits of the clearing, finally registering how far away they’d moved from the vessel’s hand. He masked the trepidation Rafael tasted the only way he could, with violent overkill.

      “Good thing I have this then, isn’t it?” Rafael barely saw the flash of gold between them before something agonizing and familiar drove into his stomach. “You really shouldn’t throw things when you’re having a tantrum.”

      Marek’s breath hit his ear as the golden blade of his emblem protruded from his back. Slumping forward, Marek’s hand found the back of his head comfortingly while Rafael’s body struggled to keep him upright. He wondered if Faye could feel it too, his heart clenching in guilt at the prospect.

      “I’ll use it well, old friend.”

      He couldn’t move. His entire body was shutting down alongside Faye’s and there was nothing left in him to combat the fatal wound his own weapon caused as Marek withdrew the blade cruelly.

      “Rafael!”

      He heard Erik yell, the warlock’s head snapping up as he was reminded of the vindictus’ presence. Even dying, Rafael sensed the atmosphere become charged with tension, his knees hitting the ground when Marek left him to pursue the real threat that had escaped his notice until then.

      Panting, his vision blurred when he looked around. He couldn’t distinguish one fuzzy shape from the other amidst their final clash, his consciousness fading in and out as Faye teetered on death’s door.

      A muffled yell roused him minutes later where he’d blacked out. Or died. He couldn’t be sure. But when Rafael found the strength to lift his head lethargically, only one of the two remained.
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      She needed to do something, but it kept slipping her mind.

      Tch, this is why you’re supposed to write things down, she mentally scolded herself.

      Everything hurt and yet, she couldn’t feel a thing as her mind drifted ever closer to silence. It was so inviting. So warm and peaceful. So familiar, but something was preventing her from going to it.

      Something important. Yes. The thing she should’ve written down.

      For once, this is something only I can do, her own voice echoed around her, making her look away from that tempting silence and back to where she’d come from.

      Her stomach was left behind as life rushed back at her. All the pain and choking fear of being unable to breathe under the vessel’s claws plunging deep into her chest returned in one great wave. Those claws were missing when her concrete lids cracked open, a blurry figure laying unmoving beside her.

      Who was it?

      An earthquake shook her world when someone spoke to her, the sound a painful drill in her mind compounded by the gargantuan effort it took to turn her head.

      Her limbs refused to move. Like porcelain, or the stiff plastic of a broken doll, her arm remained limp in the shallow water.

      Please, she channeled everything into lifting a finger first, but nothing. All her strength had left her in the rivulets of scarlet currently flowing downstream.

      The shard was so close. She could just about make out its faint golden glow. If she could just grab it, she could go back to that quiet, peaceful place without any regrets. It was her ticket, but it would only be hers if she succeeded.

      Her body still refused to respond, entombing her as it shut down. All she managed was a few frustrated tears that blurred her vision further when it still didn’t listen. Useless things she didn’t need as her lips parted on a wheeze.

      Beneath her, the leys prodded once, twice… until they breached the ground once more to enter her lifeless arm with enough energy for Faye to flex her fingers closer to the shard.

      A disembodied hand came into view, folding over her lifeless one to stop her.

      No! Her eyes fell to them, her vision blurring. Their fiery crown was enthralling, their words indistinguishable and their tears heart wrenching. She tried to speak but the metallic rust of blood filled her mouth, leaving Faye in a panic with the sudden realization that she couldn’t breathe.

      Please, she tried to convey to them, please stop…

      The person hesitated, Faye wishing she could scream but was limited to the gargle of blood that escaped her lips. Maybe she did speak, or maybe they saw something in her broken body that convinced them.

      Whatever it was, they let go of her hand reluctantly, a bolt of agony disturbing her numbness when the leys replaced the electrical current her body was no longer producing itself, to move those last few inches and close her fingers around the golden shard.

      Everything else ceased to exist after that as a supernova of power exploded in her hand. It felt like every atom in her body was being torn apart over and over in an infinite stack of pain she couldn’t comprehend.

      Instinct screamed at her to let it go, even as it too died with her, clawing for that last hope for survival.

      Faye gritted her teeth, the shard burning away the sigil on her hand, burning away everything. She couldn’t scream, her windpipe flooded, and the hand that once helped her, now seemed determined to hinder her as it grappled at her fist to open it.

      Please… don’t.

      She’d be powerless to stop it. She had no strength in her to resist if they separated her from the shard before the sigil was destroyed. She was so close.

      But they failed as another, bandaged hand pulled their wrist away sharply. Noise of broken heartache wailed in her ears, Faye’s own resolve wobbling as the coin that had made its home inside her evaporated under the pure Daemonic essence that created it.

      It was too much, too powerful, and she was scared.

      An aftershock of power rippled out from her hand, a sonic boom that froze the world for split second while simultaneously spinning it faster as Raef’s magic swirled and sought its master.

      It was free.

      He was free.

      And now Faye could sleep.

      Instinct finally began to gain an edge on her determination, her grip loosening when that same gauze-covered hand returned to hers. Significantly larger than hers, it encircled her fist to tighten her hold on the shard, the pain redoubling.

      It sent tendrils of fire through her arm to erupt in mini explosions all throughout her body, destroying the very foundation of her being. If they didn’t let go, there’d be nothing left of her as if she never existed.

      Don’t forget about me…

      Opening her eyes to the starry night sky above, she knew it was the end when her dying mind created the delusion of a fiery comet passing overhead. It was too close to earth to be real, too majestic with its sunset tail that bathed the land in light.

      A struggle broke out, of frantic hands clawing at the bandaged arm that kept the shard in her hand as the golden light within her fist steadily dimmed. It hardly made a difference, defeated cries the symphony of her end, and amidst them all, she heard a strangely familiar voice she was only now experiencing in the real world for the first time.

      “Don’t resist it,” it whispered into her ear, “let him in.”

      None of it made sense as she exhaled, her lungs refusing to lift again, her last thought wishing she knew if it had all been enough.
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      The metallic waterfall of chains filled Rafael’s ears, a floodgate of power clearing his vision and closing his wounds for him to push himself up onto his knee.

      Cosmos of energy sank into his cells, filling every nook of space with a primordial force older than time itself. And through it all, Rafael bunched his fingers into the withered wildflowers around him.

      “What did you do…” he panted, looking up as the sky was illuminated by a fiery comet passing overhead where the stars were extinguishing one by one, heralding his release and Faye’s demise.

      “No… no, no. No!”

      Lowering his gaze, Marek’s pitiful figure looked eons away from the untouchable master of death he once personified.

      His hands rapidly ran over the wall of shadows where Erik had disappeared after grabbing the vessel’s hand. There was no other exit, Marek’s nails clawing at it as if he might just dig his way out through sheer force of will.

      But they both knew that wasn’t going to happen. Now, Marek’s life would end the moment Faye’s did, a death he’d once been so gleefully anticipating. They had succeeded. Faye did it.

      Rafael stood with a grunt, his muscles singing with power, just waiting to be unleashed on their former captor. Marek hadn’t noticed him, too blinded by fear or unwilling to accept that he’d lost.

      At what cost, he wondered.

      He’d been prepared to die with her. He still was, knowing that the Necromancer would no longer be a threat. Rafael had never been inside a dying mind at the moment of death, though. He couldn’t be sure if he would die too, or if he’d merely wake back up in his own body.

      Whatever the outcome, he didn’t plan on leaving her now. Not even when his power finally stabilized and the door to leave her mind presented itself to him. Absent of the cruel steel Marek had tainted it with, Rafael could only muster a faint smile at the cheerful blue front door of the cottage.

      He turned his back on it.

      A saltiness dampened his lips, his tongue catching it instinctively. It was only then he felt the wet on his cheeks, catching him off-guard by their presence. He couldn’t recall a time he’d ever cried. Every death on his hands left him empty. Angry, even.

      But this… her death, it painted his face with the invisible brushstroke of tears, the artist’s demise turning him into a masterpiece of pain as he stood amongst those dead flowers.

      Above him, the tail of the comet had barely passed an invisible horizon when its color deepened. Brightened to a golden hue that grew more and more intense until it lit up the entire sky for a brief moment.

      That light was all it took for Rafael to notice it.

      Crouching, he pulled a mess of dried, brown petals and stems out of his way in case he’d been mistaken. And there, a single flower bloomed.

      A snowdrop. The delicate bell of white petals drooped weakly as it struggled to open itself to a non-existent sun, mistaking the comet for its salvation. But still, it persevered, and Rafael’s eyes widened.

      Another snowdrop caught his attention under more of the dead plants, then another, and another. A small cluster where Rafael sat that had his head snapping up and mind racing with what it meant.

      His heart pounded in his throat.

      If there was a chance…

      A plan formulated quickly in his mind, adrenaline pushing him to his feet and towards the Necromancer he now needed to extract from her mind for good. It was a risk, especially if she still ended up dying without Marek in her mind, but it was one he was willing to take.

      Marek glared up at him foully when he saw him approach.

      His long, blond hair in tangles from his hands fell into his face, his skin pallid at the knowledge that he was trapped here. It served him right, Rafael thought, to experience even a fraction of the powerlessness he felt being imprisoned for centuries.

      “I told you, Marek,” he began, standing tall and primed with power, “you were a fool to think you could best a Daemon in his own domain.”

      “Hah.” He scoffed, hands fisting by his sides and the emblem he’d hoped to use on the world now obsolete. “The girl actually did it. Stupid thing. She was smart enough to destroy my seal, only to give up her life for a Daemon. And look,” he opened his arm out to Rafael scornfully, “once again, you endure.”

      “And you are dying.” Rafael observed him, Marek no more a threat than a gnat now he had his powers back. “In a few seconds, you’ll cease to exist, and I’ll return to my body whole.”

      Marek gritted his teeth, hostility borne of desperation suffocating the air around them.

      “I was wrong about you.” He snorted, tightening his fist around the silver handle. “Here I thought you were sentimental, but look at you… moving on from your witch so soon? If that’s the case, maybe her body can still be of use to me.” He turned Rafael’s emblem in his hand. “This should be enough to keep her alive…”

      He stood, facing off against the Daemon who, at one point, represented the pinnacle of his power and now, his ultimate destruction.

      “Do you really think that emblem will be enough?” He nodded to it casually, refusing to show how his gut twisted at the thought of Marek occupying Faye’s body as his vessel instead. “It’s been sustaining me for centuries now. Without a Daemon to charge it, it too will disappear eventually.”

      Marek growled; a nerve struck.

      “So…” he continued, “You keep her alive for, what? A week? A year? A century? Eventually you will die when you already possessed immortality in my mind while I was none-the-wiser.” Rafael leaned down, putting them at eye level where he smirked. “In the end, you killed yourself.”

      C’mon, he chanted internally, take the bait.

      “Oh well,” he shrugged, playing his last card finally as he turned his back with an errant wave as he walked towards the door out of Faye’s subconscious, “I guess someone had to lose.”

      It went against his instinct to expose his back to an enemy, but his ears sharpened with anticipation as he heard Marek mutter something under his breath. In any other situation, he’d assume Marek was too intelligent, too sneaky to fall for it, but unwilling to take another risk and be burned, Marek was conned.

      He heard a rush of movement as Marek bolted towards him.

      The incubus spun on his heels just in time for Marek to latch onto his consciousness, clawing tooth and nail to escape what he assumed was a sinking ship. At Rafael’s smirk, however, victory soon bled into panic when he tried to break the connection once more.

      Rafael drove his fist into Marek’s face just as a soul shattering scream began to bubble in the back of his throat. His head snapped back, his form crumbling in front of the incubus.

      “You should’ve accepted death when it came, Marek,” he sighed, grabbing the scruff of the unconscious warlock’s shirt to drag him through the door back to Rafael’s body. “Soon, you’ll be begging for it.”

      The door slammed behind him and with that, purged Faye’s mind of a deadly parasite.
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      The bathtub she was sitting in was gilded.

      A beautiful clawfoot tub that belonged in the townhouses and country manors she grew up in. Somewhere the extent of its beauty could be truly appreciated as it sat in the center of a lavish, airy bathroom.

      The water was the perfect temperature, but the chest at her back was burning. A defined forearm draped over the edge, the color bringing much needed warmth to an otherwise chilly room of porcelain and stainless steel.

      Peace, quiet, comfort.

      A door sat some distance away, out of place in the scene with its opulent wood and dark judgement.

      But she didn’t need to go through it, right? She contemplated absently, leaning her head back against that pillowy chest. She could just stay here, in the bath with Raef. That sounded infinitely more appealing than whatever was through that door.

      Nothing else existed as the water gently lapped against her soaked skin when he dropped his arm back into the water to wind around her middle. Smiling contentedly, she hummed in approval when the rasp of his facial hair against her neck was softened by his lips leaving languid open-mouth kisses.

      She lost herself in the sensation. She could lose herself here entirely if she wanted to.

      And why wouldn’t she?

      She couldn’t think of a single reason not to stay. But as she unconsciously tried to find his influence out of habit, its absence forced her heavy lids open once more.

      A dream?

      Disappointment crashed into her even as she turned her face into his wet, shaggy waves to shy away from the fact that this Raef was merely a figment of her imagination.

      He wasn’t really here.

      Why? she asked herself mindlessly, hardly expecting an answer as she became distracted by his slow kisses and warm groans.

      Something happened. Something that made it impossible for him to enter her dreams…

      Poppycock, she giggled. As if anything could stop an incubus from entering any dream he desired. Then why wasn’t he here with her? Unless this wasn’t a dream at all.

      A clatter of chains resounded in her mind, awareness returning to her with the violent snap of an elastic band against her wrist. Rubbing the sting out of her skin, the Raef in her dream smirked against her neck, tightening his hold around her while she tried to figure out where she was.

      If she was even alive.

      It was fuzzy, but she knew she’d been in a bad way when she grabbed that emblem shard. The pain had been excruciating and now, on the precipice of death, she dreamt of him again.

      “Stay…” he whispered, his breath hot on her ear, making her dizzy when it combined with the steam rising from the bath. “Stay with me.”

      There was something broken in his tone, a fragility that made her want to turn around and hold him. For as powerful a being as he was, she’d never wanted to protect someone more.

      She’d been willing to give up everything to do so. Had given up everything in the end.

      “I think I have to go…” she heard herself say, voice reverberating back to her against the tiles. If Raef wasn’t here, then he must be somewhere else.

      His hold tightened, the incubus biting into her shoulder hard, marking her while she gasped at the sting. It felt desperate, as if he knew this was the end. Of her, or him, she couldn’t be sure. It compelled her to drop her hands to his forearms underwater, unable to tear her gaze from the door that grew closer the longer she looked at it.

      “But you can come with me.”

      It might’ve been selfish to say, but she didn’t want to enter that door alone. She knew what was waiting, and it terrified her.

      “Can’t.” Her heart sank at his words, gripping his forearm tighter where an ethereal glow began to form. “Only one person is allowed through.”

      “But I don’t want to leave you…” She shook her head, wallowing in the unfairness of it when he lifted his hand out of the water, a bright golden silhouette of what had once been flesh and bone.

      He cupped her chin from behind, the clawed gauntlet familiar in itself from how often it had saved her through the sigil. This time, though, it wasn’t used to attack. It tipped her chin around to him, his face and body blindingly bright like his hand.

      Still, she knew it was him intimately. A part of him that had existed within her since the moment she touched that coin.

      It didn’t hurt like she expected it to when she reached back to cup his cheek, the fragment turning his mouth into her palm with aching adoration.

      “Then don’t,” he muttered, his grip on her chin tightening to tip her head back further so he could lean down and kiss her.

      Sucking in a breath, he quelled her groan with his tongue. And from his tongue, she swallowed something sweet. She craved more as soon as the flavor registered, mewling for it against undistinguishable lips that quirked with a shuddering inhale before folding over hers again.

      Was this what he could taste whenever he kissed her? Goddess, no wonder he was addicted to it. She’d never be able to stop either.

      She was so wrapped up in him, in his taste, that she didn’t notice the brightness of his silhouette dimming with every instinctive swallow of the nectar he fed her. Only when her back hit the porcelain tub did her eyes slowly open, barely catching his silhouette as it dissipated into a rain of golden condensation that sank into her skin, warming her from within.

      She was alone again, but the pang of loss never returned.

      Turning her arm, she rubbed the glistening dew inquisitively. A heartbeat of connection pumped steadily in every nerve of her body, electrifying it with the strength to stand.

      Her legs wobbled unceremoniously when she did, an unusual displacement of magic running through her body to support those unsteady limbs.

      How curious, she thought placidly, tentatively stepping out of the bathtub.

      The bathroom felt too large now that she was alone, too exposed to the chill Raef had kept at bay. A shiver wracked her at the thought, prompting her to grab a robe to pull on as that ominous door’s presence grew, sucking the light out of the room with every passing second.

      She couldn’t stay here forever, but she knew that in order to get where she wanted to go, she had to go through that door.

      Her stomach was worry-churned and queasy with apprehension. She knew what, who, waited beyond and, even in a dream, the thought terrified her. As much as she’d grown as a person, she feared a single step into her past would force her back there in real life.

      She was frightened until that same, swimming essence that warmed her from within focused this time on her heart. On steadying it, stroking it out of its erratic thump with a steadying hand. She closed her eyes, focusing on it instead.

      It’ll be okay, she told herself, clinging to her newfound determination lest it flee her again as she approached the door, the bronze handle stiff and icy when she pulled it down.

      She could handle whatever was on the other side of this door, so long as home lay beyond it.
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      As soon as she opened the door, she was sitting at the long, walnut dining table where her parents usually entertained guests.

      Old portraits of long deceased ancestors and the museum-like displays of family heirlooms turned what was supposed to be a home into an exhibition. But the cold here wasn’t to preserve any artifacts, it was to keep its inhabitants from slipping into anything that might be considered comfort.

      ‘Sloppiness’, as her mother would call it.

      Mannequins with painted faces sat around her, their wooden limbs rigid and expressions even stiffer where their features were carved with precision to mimic her mother and both of her sisters. Her father’s mannequin, however, was rather vague in comparison where he sat at the head of the table.

      It made sense, she rarely saw him. Her father treated his youngest daughter the same way he did progressive ideologies. With complete disinterest and mild displeasure whenever the topic was brought up. It figured he was nothing more than a shadow occupying his chair at was likely to be the end of her life.

      Faye’s was the only breath that disturbed the unnerving silence, her eyes darting from one mannequin to the next. They didn’t move, eyes frozen and lifeless on the table in front of them.

      No talking before the entrée, she recalled. Conversation was for between courses only. Never before, never after.

      Dropping her own gaze to her place setting of excessive cutlery and plates of varying sizes, all Faye saw was a dangerous obstacle course. Where one small ding of her knife hitting the base of her glass or the scrape of one plate atop the other was another mark against her.

      Sparing a wary glance at the mannequins, she exhaled as she picked up her silver soup spoon. Once again, nothing happened. Irritated with the lack of… anything, she dragged the antique spoon through her serving of cauliflower velouté unenthusiastically.

      Only then did a sharp click of the tongue drag her eyes up to where the mannequin of her mother sat to the left of her father.

      “Eat properly.” Her wooden lips never moved, her voice a disembodied hiss as she lifted a perfectly measured spoon of the colorless soup to them.

      Faye watched in shock as she tipped the spoon delicately, the soup falling down her unmoving mouth and chin to drip onto the pristine tablecloth. The anemic soup was already unappetizing to begin with, but watching her statuesque mother pretend to eat it like she wasn’t making a mess of herself and the table, turned her stomach completely.

      Even with the curtains pulled wide open, the farce continued.

      Why had her mind chosen here of all places? If this was to be her end, why couldn’t it have been back in the bathtub with Raef? Why was she forced to watch this?

      She felt cheated, robbed of her own ending and without a thought, she dropped the spoon with a loud clatter.

      “I don’t want it.” Her voice wavered even knowing this was all in her head.

      The soup, the memory, she didn’t want any of it.

      Her mother’s wooden arm creaked and cracked as it lowered the spoon on the plate beneath her soup bowl. From Finola Kyteler, that might as well have been a slap across the face. Faye flinched unintentionally.

      “Eat it,” she bade with a deceptively quiet voice.

      Faye hesitated, everything in her telling her to just shut up and swallow the soup that was rapidly rotting in her bowl, the heart of her family exposed. She shook her head, her whispered “no” loud as a gavel in the near silent room.

      She couldn’t put that stuff inside her, it’d kill her the second it touched her lips.

      “Stop making a scene, Faye. You’re much too old to still be throwing tantrums.”

      That struck a chord somewhere inside her, so tight that a single pluck snapped it clean in half.

      “Still?”

      Even if it earned her a withering look, Faye scoffed at the absurdity of her mother’s words, all of them, past and present, now sounding so sanctimoniously stupid. She looked at the mannequin disbelievingly.

      “When have I ever—”

      “Such a troublesome child. You always have been,” the mannequin cut across her vacantly, “blathering and weeping over every little thing. Wanting attention for anything and praise for nothing.”

      Had her mother always been so openly hostile? Or had she merely been away from them long enough to realize it had always been wrong?

      “You call a child crying for their mother a tantrum?” Faye stammered, forgetting that the mannequins were of her minds’ design. “Or… or trying to express when something was wrong in the only way they could? Something you, both of you,” she glared at the flat face of her father, “had a duty to listen to, regardless of whether it was out of love or not.”

      Her heart pounded in her throat as heartbreak for the child that had grown up in such an environment choked her voice. It wasn’t her fault. How she was born, what she became, it should never have been on her to change in order to fit into a world that didn’t want her.

      “That was not a tantrum,” she bunched her hands on her thighs, “it was a frightened child struggling. Just like how this is not a tantrum. I’m just disagreeing with you.”

      Pressing the edge of her bowl, she pushed it away from her, the dull scrape of the crockery across the tablecloth the slide of a latch lock, separating her from them forever.

      Beside her, the wooden shell surrounding the mannequin of Freya splintered when she turned to look at her. Farah, on the other hand, remained unchanged in front of her, mechanically lifting her spoon of sludge to pour down the front of herself.

      “If you don’t eat…” her mother began, frigid warning undercutting her words like a blade.

      “Then what?” Faye interrupted, refusing to back down now that she’d escaped the rotten core of an environment that poisoned her worse than Marek’s magic. “What do I have to lose now? Everything I wanted from you… was never going to be mine no matter how hard I tried.”

      She surprised herself with the turn her words took, nothing shifting in her mother’s flat gaze at the accusation. No fiery denial or surprise.

      It was a fact everyone at the table knew, but her. She’d finally realized it now, though, and she wanted nothing more to do with them.

      Pushing her chair back, the legs squealing over the old wooden floors pierced her ears while her mother’s first show of frustration revealed itself at her break in decorum.

      A hand fisting in her napkin.

      But Faye had faced so much worse since she was expelled from the Covenant. Acolytes. Plagues. Necromancers.

      “Sit down now, Faye, and eat.”

      “Like I said, Mum,” she paused on her way past the mannequins locked in their wooden prisons, “I don’t want it anymore. I don’t want your approval, and I don’t want your conditional love.”

      She was the only one hanging on, her nails chipped and bloody from how hard she dug them into people who didn’t care whether she lived or died. She didn’t even realize what a weight they’d been, until she let them go.

      Another door materialized in front of her at the thought. A drained exhale left her, and she prayed to her Goddess that whatever lay beyond this one was more pleasant than what she’d experienced.

      “Faye Kyteler, if you walk out that door!” Another chair finally pushed back, Faye’s heart seizing when she looked back, expecting her mother to force her to stay only to see Freya’s mannequin leaning across the table to grab their mother’s arm and keep her seated.

      “Go, Faye… go out and live.”

      Flashing her a grateful smile, Faye didn’t look back when she pulled the door open, eager to embrace whatever was on the other side now that she’d let go of her past entirely.

      Whether it be life or death, anything was better than here.
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      She was still unconscious.

      Rafael sat silently by her bedside nearly a week after he awoke in his own body, his powers freed and his witch on death’s door. Miraculously, she was still alive even if it was hit and miss the first few days.

      Now, she just lay there, stable but motionless, and he wanted nothing more than to find her inside her mind. But even a Prime incubus couldn’t force a door to appear if one didn’t exist.

      He looked everywhere for one, belligerent and still re-adjusting to the full scope of his power in the days where it seemed Faye might slip away if he took his eyes off her for even a second.

      It made the cottage completely uninhabitable, his influence coating every surface in shattered glass, a painful acupressure mat that stimulated anyone within its snare to a breaking point.

      Because of that, Freya, who he knew wanted to be by her side as much as he did, could only stand to visit when Erik managed to coerce the incubus away from her.

      He could sense him approaching now, the tripwire of instinct alerting him to another Daemon passing through his land. Uninterested, he sent a current of grudging resistance to barrel into the vindictus pettily.

      He could fucking try to pull him from her side again. The last time, he’d nearly wiped out a portion of the forest with his restlessness. Several of the trees were still warped, pressure forcing them to bend unnaturally until he abandoned Erik after only thirty minutes to return to his mate.

      She was too vulnerable like this, no matter how much Freya and Erik promised that no harm would come to her.

      The chair creaked when he leaned over to brush some of the limp strands of hair out of her face. The bruises that had tarnished her skin were yellowed and fading, the multiple injuries from the vessel’s claws already closed.

      “Wake up, love,” he whispered.

      With all the power of eons behind him, Rafael had never felt so powerless. It was a cruel, vindictive limitation that angered him even more than the starburst scar on her palm where his sigil once was. Where his emblem shard had all but killed her when she touched it.

      His head hung forward; her hand so small in his when he picked it up to press his mouth into her fingers. No matter which way he looked at it, she was in this position because of him.

      “Rafael,” Erik interrupted him from the doorway, the incubus immediately bristling at the proximity of another Greater to his mate, “don’t start this again.”

      “Start what?” he growled, barely turning his head to keep the vindictus in his periphery.

      “Blaming yourself. The taste is fucking overwhelming.”

      Rafael snorted. “At least it keeps you well fed.”

      Erik didn’t respond, but Rafael saw his jaw ticking from where he sat. He was in just as bad a mood as Rafael was. That was to be expected. The toil of a new body adjusting to the presence of a Daemon inside it was no walk in the park.

      “The hellcat said Faye needs to bathe, and, in her words, she’d be damned if she let some man do it for her.”

      He had only opened his mouth to refuse, when the stubborn redhead in question pushed past Erik’s imposing frame to barge in, looking more than ready to square up to him as she pointed at his chest.

      “Precisely, now fuck off and touch some grass before I make you eat it.”

      Even as she spoke, her cheeks darkened with the intensity of his presence around them. Still, she wasn’t falling into a fog of rabid lust even if she was turned on. His influence only cared about Faye and any effect it had on others was purely down to proximity, not intent.

      He noticed Erik’s eyes slide to the redhead, silver eyes swirling with mild consternation when it was clear he had his hands full with trying to wrangle her.

      Rafael considered his options, an irrational overprotectiveness insisting he should just squash the irritating witch and be done with it. Daemonic energy darkened up his arms before Erik’s hand found his shoulder and squeezed.

      “Come,” he bade, like he was encouraging a sulking child. “I need a break from that harpy, and she won’t leave me alone until I bring you with me.”

      Glancing back at Faye, it took another hard squeeze from Erik’s hand to finally make the incubus relent. Jotting down a quick note for her on the pad by her bedside, he scratched out the one above.

      He stood, making way for her meddlesome sister to take his place by her side, an irritable growl escaping him before he was dragged out the front door and into the forest.

      “Ten minutes and that’s it,” he grumbled, the fresh air welcoming on his lungs.

      Rafael could already feel the tug to go back. Ironically, since their chain was broken, he’d never been away from her. There was plenty he needed to do, whether it was dealing with the Covenant or helping Erik adjust, all of it became white noise as he was forced to play the waiting game.

      “I’ll take it,” Erik rumbled, shoving his hands in the pockets of new jeans Freya had dressed him in after he returned to the real world naked as the day he was created.

      His silver stare dropped sideways to him as they walked, the vindictus never one for meaningless conversation and it wasn’t until several minutes later that he opened his mouth again.

      “Still no change since last time?” he asked, Rafael coming to a stop by the lake.

      He shook his head, jaw clenched as he looked out over the undisturbed water, winter leaving a blanket of haze atop its surface.

      “I thought, given she didn’t succumb to your powers immediately, that her body would accept the shard…”

      Rafael looked over at the vindictus who was frowning, gaze miles away.

      When he’d awoken slumped by a tree, it had been to a scene of chaos as Freya clawed and screamed at a nude Erik who kept Faye’s fist tight around his emblem shard. Unbeknownst to her sister at the time, he was trying to save her the only way he could think of.

      Forcing the shard into the witch’s body in place of the sigil.

      At first, it looked like it had worked. Fatal injuries closed and her heart, while weak, still beat mercifully under his hand. But nothing changed after that. She was the first human who hadn’t immediately perished under a Daemon’s pure energy, and they were navigating these uncharted waters blind.

      “You did more than I could,” Rafael rasped, latent guilt resurfacing.

      Erik shook his head, dismissing the sentiment.

      “You were saving her mind, brother.”

      The Necromancer was holed up safe and suffering in his mind now, the return of his power leaving Marek at his mercy for as long as Rafael chose to let him live. Not even when he was broken, disillusioned by life and craving death, would he end him. The price was too great.

      “Still,” Rafael turned to clap Erik on the shoulder, “you saved her. I’m in your debt eternally, Erik.”

      “It’s no more than I owed her.” He shrugged, rolling his shoulders under the tight fabric of his new shirt. “I’m only alive because she sought me out.”

      He nodded, the pride welling in his chest bittersweet.

      “That leaves you and her even,” Rafael crouched, noticing a cluster of sprouting buds, making him curious as to what species would flower, “but we’re a different story. Our debt remains outstanding, and I don’t like owing anyone anything.”

      “Your mate brought me back to life, what else could I ask for?” A neutral answer. Typical of a vindictus.

      “What else do you want?” He shoved his hands into his pockets, relaxing his stance. “It’s a rare thing to receive a blank cheque from a Prime, wouldn’t you say?”

      Erik snorted, pulling in a deep breath before whatever came to mind softened his frown. “Anything, huh?”

      “You thought of something?” Rafael arched a brow; Erik was usually much more pensive. It wouldn’t be out of character for him to consider his answer for decades.

      “Honestly?” Erik exhaled a dry laugh. “I want to go home. Back to Illyra.”

      Rafael didn’t know what he was expecting, but he shouldn’t have been surprised by the younger Daemon’s wish. It’d been a long time for both of them.

      “You want me to open a Gate...”

      It wasn’t a question, there was no other way to enter the Daemon realm and Primes, as the pinnacle of the Daemonic hierarchy, were the only ones capable of exerting that kind of power.

      “See?” Erik didn’t look at him as he closed his eyes, letting the northern air nip his skin. “Careful what you offer, brother.”

      “Did you hear me refuse?”

      Erik really did look at him then, his usually unreadable expression caught by surprise. Rafael shrugged casually, wondering why he never considered it before.

      “I can’t promise it’ll be soon. If a Gate is opened it’ll take a lot to close it again, and I’m not sure this world is ready for magic again. Not with the way the Covenant is right now.”

      Pushing himself back up, he dropped a hand to Erik’s shoulder familiarly. Giving it a squeeze, he was reminded just how much a home could mean. For Erik, it was Illyra. For Faye, it was her cottage. Home looked different to Rafael, with chaotic red hair and freckled smiles, but he finally understood the appeal, and it softened his resolve.

      “Can you wait? Until things are settled here?”

      The vindictus froze before nodding, first in a daze and then with more enthusiasm.

      “Fuck, I waited centuries, what’s a few more decades?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 86

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything hurt, but nothing so bad as her bladder that was fit to burst.

      Sunlight stung behind her eyelids as something warm and damp glided over her arm. It felt nice, reminding her of the bath she’d been in with Raef during her dream. Maybe she could go back if she didn’t have to pee first.

      Cloudy softness smelling of cotton flower dried her before the water could cool on her skin, stalling when she groaned. Opening her eyes was more exhaustive than lifting bags of Rowan’s feed, but she managed weakly.

      “Faye?”

      Her eyes fell to the side, sleepily recognizing the sleek red hair and puffy green eyes widening with shocked hope.

      Before she even uttered a word, Freya had dropped the towel onto the ground and hugged her. Forgetting herself, it was only when an achy hiss left Faye that she loosened her hold with a teary-eyed apology.

      “Hey,” Faye chuckled hoarsely, her throat raw from disuse.

      She’d never seen Freya look so disheveled, her sister taking her hand in both of hers instead.

      “Thank the Goddess, thank you, thank you…” she muttered tearfully into her hands, sniffling and making Faye wonder if she’d taken a wrong turn in her mind and stumbled upon an alternate universe.

      At a loss for what to say, she could only fall back on reassurance. Freya was never one she recalled needing comfort for anything, completely self-contained and detached from any form of dependency, emotional or otherwise.

      “I’m okay, Freya—”

      “Barely.” Green fire lit Freya’s watery eyes when she looked back at her, the edge of her impulsive outrage dulled by the tears tracking down her cheeks and Faye was hit with the sudden realization that her sister loved her. “There was so much blood, and that fucking Daemon kept me away from you and I…”

      This time, it was Faye who tossed her arms around Freya, ignoring her complaining muscles as tears of her own welled and spilled at seeing such a woman weep. For her.

      “I’m sorry,” she warbled into her shoulder, clutching at her back.

      “I don’t want your apology, Faye,” Freya sniffled, squeezing her as tight as she dared. “I want you to value your life the same way you do everyone else’s.” She hiccupped and Faye squeezed her eyes shut, burying her nose in the scent of her sister’s soap. “Stop measuring its worth by how much of it you can sacrifice for others.”

      It went against everything in Faye to not disagree with her. To dismiss the fact that until now, that was exactly what she’d been doing. She’d spent the majority of her life struggling to reconcile who she was with who she was expected to be that it just became easier to give in to the whims of others.

      No more.

      “I’ll try,” she settled on pragmatically, smiling when she leaned back to rub the heel of her hand under her eyes.

      “You better,” Freya blinked rapidly, looking upwards to stop the flow of tears she definitely wasn’t used to shedding, “or I’ll constantly be worrying as soon as I leave Scotland.”

      A smile tugged at her lips when Freya sighed, her rough edges complicated to navigate but worthwhile when the sweetness of her words were deciphered.

      “You can always visit,” Faye offered, suddenly shy. “If it’ll help alleviate your worries, I mean.”

      Freya looked just as surprised by the offer as Faye was for voicing it, but what was more surprising was the fact she meant it.

      “Yeah. I, uh… you know I work abroad a lot, but whenever I’m in these parts…?”

      “Feel free to stop by,” Faye chuckled, the awkwardness more akin to acquaintances than siblings, but outside the shadow of their family, she was hopeful that their stunted relationship might finally grow in the sunlight.

      “Deal.”

      Not sure where to look, her attention was drawn to the notepad by her bedside. Slanted script reminiscent of a certain centerfold filled the page. Some lines were crossed out, but with every line she read, her heart tightened in her chest even as relief flooded her body.

      Stepping out for five to feed Rowan.

      Showering. I’ll hurry.

      Freya’s taking over against my will, I’ll be back soon.

      Going out to feed the devil again. Why does she eat so much?

      I’ll be right back, don’t be afraid if you wake up alone.

      The notes went on. Each one of them a snippet of Raef’s determination not to leave her side. Trust her to wake up during one of the rare moments he wasn’t.

      “I-I’m gonna use the bathroom,” she filled the silence, her voice thick with emotion. Freya was on her feet instantly to help her up.

      Struck with the lightheadedness of laying down for so long, her legs trembled until she got used to standing on them again. She refused to be escorted to the bathroom, making the small journey across the cottage herself slowly. Once there with the door locked, she released a shaky breath when she sat down on the toilet.

      With all the tears and emotions, she’d lost her nerve in asking Freya what exactly happened after she’d lost consciousness. She wanted to see Raef, but at the same time, was fearful of whether she’d be able to face him.

      He was alive, that’s all that mattered. Which meant… the chain was no more.

      Smiling with bittersweet melancholy, she had to accept that their connection had been severed, and happiness for his release had never felt so heavy-hearted.

      And she was happy. Of course, she was happy to know that he was free.

      But knowing she’d be no different to any other human in his presence anymore was a bitter pill to swallow and Faye felt entitled to mourn that loss. Would he even stay? Knowing him, he wouldn’t. If only so her mind would be spared.

      Muffled voices on the other side of the door drew her out of her mind, a familiar presence slithering beneath the door to latch onto her as she washed her hands and examined the fading injuries all over her.

      His influence was so strong now, but after a heartbeat, the plunge never came, and her mind remained clear.

      What? She frowned. Had she been wrong about the chain? Goddess, she could’ve killed him.

      The fogginess she expected to cloud her mind without the buffer never came and, heart hammering, she rushed to throw the bathroom door open where a group had amassed in her living room.

      Raef was the only one she saw, though.

      His impressive form filled the space that had become as much a home to him as it was to her over the last few months. He looked ready to kill Freya when she caught the tail end of a snarl twisting his lips before his eyes landed on her.

      His name had barely left her lips when she was suddenly in his arms, the incubus slipping into that growling language he muttered into her hair and neck, the reality that they were both here, unscathed on the other side of ruination overriding every other sense as his name was all she could say.

      Over and over in a prayer that solidified his presence with every utterance.

      He was a god that answered, dropping his mouth to hers to curb her mewl. His pheromones thickened in the air, rubbing against her possessively while his taste and scent tempted her to seek more, a whine leaving her when he pulled back.

      “The chain,” she panted against his mouth, his hand firm under her jaw to keep her close to him, “it didn’t work, I—you could’ve died, I’m so sorry—”

      “What conversation are you having by yourself right now?” He exhaled on a short chuckle, catching her bottom lip with his thumb. “You did more than just break the chain, love.”

      “But the buffer is still—”

      He cut her off with another kiss, unwilling to resist temptation as his fingers speared up into her hair.

      “Maker, the girl isn’t awake five minutes and you’re already jumping her?”

      Faye remembered their audience as soon as Raef lifted his head to growl something over his shoulder in that unknown language. Only this time, that same language was spoken back. Peeking around Raef, a recognizable, scarred face nodded to her from beside Freya in greeting, his mercurial eyes alight with muted curiosity.

      “Erik?”

      Her heart somersaulted. He made it. Erik actually made it, which meant…

      Her attention snapped back up to Raef’s whiskey gaze that hadn’t strayed from her face.

      “You did it, Faye.”

      Awestruck, the words buzzed in her head, struggling to settle so she could register them. She could only blink owlishly as Raef’s eyes slid sideways with a warning noise echoing deep in his chest when Erik approached.

      “Relax, there’s enough pheromones on her to repel even Daemons with a death wish.” Erik held up a hand in placation.

      It felt so surreal to see him in the real world. Clothed in a muscle shirt and jeans, he was both a stranger and someone she knew all wrapped up in one. But when he bowed his head politely as their eyes met, her countenance shattered, and she hugged the reticent Daemon tight.

      “It’s nice to finally meet you, Erik.”

      The vindictus stiffened, Faye belatedly realizing the pheromones he mentioned were probably uncomfortable for him, but when he patted her lower back politely, she decided to show him some mercy and let him go.

      “Nice to meet you too, Faye Kyteler,” he cleared his throat, his prowess evidently in hunting rather than socially, “and I have you to thank for making that possible.”

      Shaking her head to the thanks, she was almost grateful when Raef distracted her with his tongue lapping once behind her ear, drenching her in his influence that she rode out until Erik clicked his tongue with a scrunch of his nose as he stood back.

      “Ugh. Just imprint and be done with it, brother. I’m not risking my life every time I want to talk to the person who saved it.”

      She could feel Raef’s glare over her shoulder, but a sudden yawn interrupted what she felt was going to be a useless pissing contest.

      She’d hardly been awake twenty minutes and was already ready to sleep again.

      “That’s it,” Freya pushed herself past Erik carelessly, the vindictus’ feathers ruffled comically at her sister’s nonchalant attitude, “back to bed. If they want to fight, they can do it outside.”

      Extracting her from Raef was an impossible task, however, and when she saw Freya’s face become redder and more flustered the longer she stayed in Raef’s presence, Faye took the initiative and grabbed his hand.

      “We’ll see you later, make yourselves at home.”

      Though polite, it gave no one any misunderstanding that she was going to bed and Raef was coming with her. She didn’t wait for a response and apart from flashing both Erik and Freya a brief smile, pulled Raef into the bedroom with her.

      His back hit the door when she kissed him, his surprise bleeding into a groan of pleasure when she pressed herself up against his hard body.

      Just one more, just to be sure. She told herself as she watched a simple kiss nearly unmake him.

      “Your sister will murder me if she sees you’re not resting.” He nipped at her bottom lip, filling his hands with her ass while she kissed beneath his jaw.

      Still, no matter how strong his influence grew, her mind stayed clear as it was when they were chained.

      But how? she wanted to ask, but all she could do was squeak in surprise when he picked her up effortlessly to set her back down on the fresh sheets Freya had changed.

      “Are you sure the chain is broken?” she asked, her mind running a mile a minute even as her body felt sapped of energy. “And what about Marek? If Erik is out, that means he’s still—”

      “Gone, Faye,” Raef interrupted, his gaze unfathomable at the mention of the Necromancer. “There’s nothing left of him in your mind, I made sure of it. Now, come here.”

      He lay down himself to make the instruction more inviting when it looked like she might resist. She couldn’t. Not when her shoulders sagged despite having a million other questions that needed answering. But in that moment, none of them mattered more than the beat of his heart when she planted her cheek to his chest.

      For now, everything that mattered… everything important to her was within these four walls and knowing that allowed her to rest properly for the first time in years.
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      Hunger was what woke her several hours later.

      The cottage was silent, Erik and Freya absent while Raef remained awake. Propped up against the headboard, he was steeped in the orange glow of her bedside lamp that fended off early-hour darkness.

      One of her books in hand, the other stroked her hair lazily where her cheek remained pressed into his toned stomach.

      A growl alerted them both to her stomach, the Daemon barely catching her blush when she dropped her face in embarrassment and the distinct sound of his book closing rustled up her spine pleasantly.

      “Hungry?” he rasped, fingers gliding down the back of her neck to the top of her spine. “Freya left soup that can be heated up whenever you want it.”

      Faye hummed noncommittally, nuzzling her cheek further into his addictive heat.

      I should probably eat something, she supposed.

      Her appetite, however, was suppressed by a nauseating nervousness of everything that happened both before and after she passed out at the stream. As indefinable and large as a blackhole, that anxiety sucked everything into it, making her worry grow and logic shrink.

      Blessedly, she didn’t need to speak for Raef to taste it.

      Setting the book aside, he shifted down the bed so he could lay on the pillow next to her. She struggled to meet his eye, hers drawn constantly to the starburst shaped scar on her palm laying open on the mattress between them.

      “He can’t hurt you anymore, sweetheart.” Raef’s hand was achingly gentle when he cupped the side of her face where the bruises were almost fully healed. “I made sure of that.”

      “By killing him?”

      Just thinking about the Necromancer set her on edge. Of what he had done, what he planned to do if they failed. Violence was never Faye’s first solution, but for that warlock, she couldn’t see how anything other than death could guarantee he wouldn’t reappear.

      She barely made it the first time. She wasn’t naïve to think herself lucky enough to survive such an ordeal again.

      When he didn’t respond immediately, her suspicion rose as his jaw ticked.

      “Rafael?” she pushed, his full name demanding honesty.

      The edges of his pupils flickered with gold. A tell, she learned, when his own emotions spiked to extremes. Anger, arousal, anxiousness… they all resulted in that topaz hue that set him apart from other Daemons.

      “He’s contained,” was the answer he came up with, evasive in how diplomatic it was.

      It didn’t help with calming her apprehension. In fact, it did the exact opposite.

      “What does that mean?”

      Pushing herself up onto her elbow, she frowned down at the incubus who rolled onto his back under her.

      Running his tongue over his teeth, he looked like he might shut the conversation down. That’s what he would’ve done in the past, the remnants of those habits still lingering even as his hand massaged her hip with a casual intimacy that only came with shared trust.

      “Death… was too light a punishment for his crimes, Faye.”

      His voice was frigid, reminding her that while her lover, he was also a being whose kind were famed for cruelty. It shouldn’t have been a surprise then, that Raef would imprison Marek in a sadistic reimagine of the shackles he had been kept in.

      “But…” she frowned, “isn’t that dangerous?”

      If this was just some one-upmanship of male pride, she sighed in exasperation.

      “What if he gets into another mind like mine? Finds another vessel—”

      “He’d have to be in one piece for that, little one.” He lifted her hand to kiss her palm lightly, her resolve wavering under all that easy confidence that tempted her to fold.

      Still, she wasn’t convinced, and he could tell.

      His stare was unwavering over her palm that he kept his mouth pressed to until he had formulated a response that turned his eyes from the darkest umber to an ombre of bright gold.

      Her stomach clenched, instinctively knowing she wasn’t going to like what he said next.

      “Killing him…” he began reluctantly, “would require me to eradicate all memory I have of him. That seed can survive through even a passing thought, and unless I purge my mind of everything related to him, there’s no guarantee it’d work.” He swallowed, looking away from her guiltily. “It was different in your mind, sweetheart… you only had a few memories of him but I…”

      Something swampy and bulbous lodged in her throat.

      Every memory?

      That would leave his mind fractured. In ruins when he’d only now pieced himself back together.

      How much would he need to carve away? How deep did a memory extend and cross into others that would also need to be destroyed by proxy? How much of the last two months would be lost to that end?

      All of it, she realized.

      He’d forget all of it.

      From start to finish, the Necromancer had always been in the background, whether she was aware of it or not.

      He’d forget her.

      Raef’s features softened when it was clear she’d reached the obvious conclusion, her devastation plain.

      “He wanted immortality,” he muttered, pulling her over to straddle him and crunching his stomach up to tangle his hand in her hair, “he can have it. For what he did to you, he can suffer every day of that eternity until he’s begging for death.”

      Faye was torn, knowing Marek was still alive albeit under Raef’s control. But the thought of him forgetting her entirely to ensure his death was too hard for her to bear.

      She couldn’t do it. Raef was one thing she couldn’t sacrifice, no matter how selfish it made her.

      “You said you’d remember me…” her voice shook, fingers curling hard into his chest to leave imprints of her blunt nails there, “you promised.”

      Their noses brushed when he nodded, his lips parting when he pulled her closer with a press of his hand into her lower back.

      “Then you understand, little witch…” he rasped, voice reverberating across her skin possessively, “you understand why I can’t do it.”

      Contradictory to his words, the thought of losing him after everything they’d been through made her skin feel too tight. Overheated and shivering from the flood of cold sweat that threatened to burst from every pore.

      There was nothing lonelier than being the only one to remember. Her eyes stung when she closed the distance between their lips, hiding her hitched cry in his mouth when he kissed her back.

      Raef groaned, the desperation she tasted in every tangle of their tongues, in every brutal grip of his fingers into her hair and ass telling her she wasn’t the only one who saw the emptiness of that future.

      When she ground her hips into his, already slick and needy for him, his erection did little to dissuade her the way his hands tried to when they held her still. He was too damn strong, the witch whining against his lips at her inability to move.

      “Wait, baby… wait—” he panted, her teeth finding the sensitive point under the hinge of his jaw that had him pulling her down harder onto his concealed cock with a drawn-out moan.

      She couldn’t wait. The last few days had been hellish and now, on the cusp of normalcy, the fright of almost losing him left her hollow and desperate to be filled with something to make her forget it.

      “There’s no other way to get rid of him?” she whispered against his skin, unwilling to part from his addictive musk as she kissed and sucked her own mark into his dark skin. “No other way without forgetting this? Forgetting me?”

      “T-there…” his words were stilted, cut off by a moan when she sank her teeth into the tendons on his neck, “there might be one… one other option—”

      Releasing his marked neck, his delirious gaze of lust-addled adoration met hers when she dropped her forehead to his, grinding steadily against his crotch, her sleep shorts providing no resistance to the massive, hard length she wanted buried inside her.

      “Tell me…” she commanded, the gold in his gaze glowing from beneath thick lashes, his lips parted.

      His mind struggled to catch up, chasing her retreating mouth instinctively as his influence slipped under her top to glide between her breasts.

      “Illyra—” he blurted, eyeing her lips with undisguised desire before they lifted to hers. “In Illyra, even if he escaped by some miracle… he’s human. He’d be dead in seconds with the number of Daemons there.”

      Illyra…

      “I thought the Daemons destroyed all the Gates when they left…” she muttered, sitting back on his lap so she could focus on his words, not his body and the lust he inspired.

      “You’re right—” His throat bobbed, reining in his desires as much as possible, “and only a Prime can open one again.”

      Faye blinked, the revelation blindsiding her.

      “You… you could open one?”

      “Mm…” Raef hummed, “Erik… wants to go home. When he asked me, shit… I couldn’t refuse.” He dropped his head back with a sharp exhale. “Maker knows I owe him more than that.”

      He was right. After what Erik went through, he did deserve to go home if that was what he wanted.

      Raef nosed up her temple, arousal gravelling his voice to a growl, nipping her earlobe. “Come with me…”

      “To Illyra?” Her stomach flipped when he nodded, pressing on her lower back to bring her closer.

      “I’ll show you forests older than your earth, little witch,” he whispered, “with luminescent lakes and glass mountains.”

      His words were romantic, but his tone was depraved. Faye’s knees weakened, her chest flush to his where she could feel his heart pounding against her.

      “I’ll fuck you under an infernal sunset for eternity if you’ll have me.”

      “For eternity…” A needle pricked the cloud of lust in her mind, raining reality on her emotions that left Raef looking dazed at the change.

      “Faye?”

      His seduction dropped, all his attention on the way her eyes watered suddenly. Cupping her face, he tried to meet her gaze that dropped shamefully.

      “There’s no eternity without the sigil—” It was painful to speak it aloud, as if acknowledging it solidified it as reality. “I’ll die eventually and then, you’ll be alone again and if you’re alone you won’t eat and you need to eat, but you—”

      She didn’t realize she was crying until she tasted salt on her lips, the hitch in her breath finally breaking the incubus as he pulled her into his arms. Indistinguishable croons were lost as the tears refused to abate. For them, for herself, for everything that had happened that she still hadn’t come to terms with.

      “What’ll I do with you…” he mumbled into her hair when he turned his mouth into her temple, “always crying over situations that haven’t happened yet.”

      She whacked his chest weakly in retaliation, a faint rumble in his chest relieved that she could still fight back. She knew what he was doing, but comfort meant nothing when her heart was being ripped apart.

      “I hate this…” She wept with choked sobs, fat tears staining his neck and shoulder. “I hate that part of me regrets destroying it. W-What kind of fucked up person thinks that?”

      “It’s not fucked up,” he massaged her neck under his coarse hand, so close that she could feel his next breath shudder, “it’s being in love.”

      She hardly lifted her head, that his lips grazed hers, his golden gaze indefinable as he saw something in her tear-streaked face, an answer he’d been searching for.

      “No wonder my emblem shard didn’t kill you when your body absorbed it,” he whispered in awe, rugged fingers grazing the line of her jaw, “it’s as in love with you as I am.”

      “Huh?”

      Her mind spluttered like an old engine, unable to keep up after his easy confession.

      Emblem shard?

      “I can still feel it inside you, you know. Mixing with your magic… becoming yours,” he groaned, “it feels so fucking good…”

      She tried to concentrate on his words, but all that entered her mind as his lips folded over hers once more was the golden silhouette in her dream. The one who kissed her, feeding her the most delicious nectar off his tongue that Raef now emulated in conquering swipes into her mouth.

      When he parted from her, his eyes aglow and a brutal affection pulsing around the room, he bit down on her bottom lip hard once more, the bead of blood he lapped up tasting like that same nectar she recalled as he spread the blood across her lip messily.

      “W-what does that mean?” Her eyes flickered between his, not daring to hope.

      She had to be sure.

      “Meaning…” His hand splayed down over her ass, her body instantly responding to the call of his, “as long as I live… my power will sustain you, just as your pleasure feeds me.”

      Faye pulled back to look at him in shock.

      “Like a symbiont?”

      Raef considered it momentarily before nodding. “If you want to call it that, yeah.”

      “You… and me—”

      “Don’t tell me you’re getting cold feet now,” he chuckled huskily, nudging his nose into her cheek, “or this could get a bit awkward.”

      A symbiotic relationship… they were as common in nature as leaves on a tree. She saw them everywhere, from lichens to pollinators to crocodiles and plovers. A never-ending cycle of mutual benefit.

      And now she was part of one.

      It would explain why her mind stayed clear despite the sigil being destroyed, and the thrum of power she could begin to feel soaking her cells in magic.

      She didn’t dare think she could be so lucky. But looking at Raef, who watched her like she hung the moon, she couldn’t help but smile. The details could wait. Right now, as a smile of his own stretched beneath his stubble in relief, all Faye cared about was the fact that he was free and she was alive.

      They both were.
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      “I’ll help you wash up.”

      His offer came after she’d dutifully eaten the food Freya left for her, a satisfied stretch ending with her nose wrinkling when her fingers snagged in greasy curls.

      Ew.

      And she was going to sleep with him like this?

      It didn’t bother Raef. Quite the opposite, in fact. His possessive caresses and low, content growls into her shoulder while she ate made it more than clear he wanted her whether she showered or not. Romantic in theory, but definitely not in practice, so when a searching hand spread high atop her thigh, she was forced to stop him.

      “I haven’t showered properly in days, and my hair feels nasty. You don’t need to—”

      “I want to,” he rumbled, her fingers intertwining over his that coaxed her thigh open where she sat against his chest, “need to get the smell of another Daemon off you.”

      “Another Daemon?” She craned her neck back to look at him quizzically. “You mean Erik?”

      His jaw ticked when he clenched it, the passiveness of his influence igniting possessively where it traced up her stomach. He was jealous and it was ridiculously cute.

      “Is that why you’ve been rubbing yourself all over me for the last hour?”

      Raef growled, noticing her teasing, and scraped his teeth down her exposed jugular in warning. The fascinating energy that darkened his limbs in a gradient of shadows and golden veins stole her breath when he spread one hand up her throat to keep her still.

      “And if it is?” His tongue flicked over her racing pulse, her eyes rolling shut at the knead of his voice on her breasts.

      Right, she recalled belatedly. He was already powerful before, but with the full strength of a Prime released, it’d take some getting used to.

      “Then… what are you waiting for?”

      He didn’t need any other invitation. Faye shrieked on a surprised laugh when he scooped her up to cover the short distance to the bathroom despite her protestations that she was more than capable of walking herself.

      “You don’t mind that I burn these, right?” He growled into her cheek, fingering the spaghetti strap of her camisole before letting it fall off her shoulders.

      “That bad?”

      “It’s been driving me fucking insane ever since this afternoon.”

      And yet he’d dealt with it silently while she slept, blubbered like a baby, and ate. It made her want to indulge him, but not if he planned on destroying anything she wore simply because it came into contact with another Daemon.

      She hardly had funds to keep replacing things and was often too sentimental about the things she did own.

      “You could always imprint, like Erik said…” She felt him stiffen, but there was no point in backtracking when he lifted his golden gaze to stare down at her. “He made it sound like it’d help… especially around other Daemons. And, and if we do go to Illyra in the future…”

      His throat bobbed and around them, his pheromones thickened exponentially until she coughed.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about, sweetheart. An imprint is permanent, unbreakable…” He dragged a hand through his hair, exasperated. “It’s also extremely dangerous to mention with another Daemon’s scent on you. I’m already barely holding myself back from fucking you silly as we speak.”

      Her stomach flipped at the revelation, his hands encircling her waist easily to lead her back.

      “When I imprint on you,” he growled into her jaw, “it won’t be to make things easier for other Daemons.”

      His mouth found hers distractedly as he turned on the shower behind her, lazily exploring her mouth while his hands stripped her down. She gasped when he lifted her in, uncaring when he followed her fully clothed just so he could keep his mouth on hers, the topic dropped for now.

      Goddess, but the hot water felt divine.

      They parted just so she could tip her head back, the weight of her hair drenched under the spray washing away days of stress and anxiety. Raef, on the other hand, contented himself with a long lick beneath her ear before he busied himself with bathing her.

      He did so silently. Reverently. His hands gliding over areas she’d been injured that his emblem shard had mercifully healed. It was almost ritualistic, Faye enthralled with watching him follow the sponge with a kiss until he reached her hand, her palm still scarred.

      Grazing his teeth down it, her breath hitched as she anticipated the magic that would usually force him away. It didn’t and he smirked down at her, licking between her fingers slowly and causing the flush on her face to deepen to an inferno at the depravity.

      He had no idea how good he looked. But he knew exactly what it did to her.

      “Hair,” he commanded behind her fingers, her stomach flipping treacherously before she spun in place at the deepening smirk that told her he tasted exactly how horny it made her.

      Her only solace was that he was no better.

      His erection, though concealed by wet clothes, brushed her lower back as he reached for the shampoo and scrubbed her scalp clean. Even edging her to the point of insanity, his expert hands still had her shoulders sagging with pleasure until all the lavender suds had rinsed down her body.

      She followed him in a content daze when he helped her step out of the bath, her fingers finding the hem of his soaked shirt with a wrinkled nose.

      “My turn.”

      His chuckle was warm when she peeled the wet fabric off his toned stomach and broad chest, the incubus taking over when her height prevented her from pulling the shirt off him entirely. It fell with a wet squelch behind him, his grunt endearing when her lips found the swell of his pec.

      “That eager to get me naked, little one?” He arched a brow when she looked up, flicking her tongue inquisitively over a flat nipple.

      His nostrils flared, her ‘mhm’ muffled by his chest when she bit around the sensitive peak.

      Satisfied with the mark she left, she toyed with the front of his pants distractedly.

      “I want to see what’s mine. May I?”

      His grin faded with the sultry drag of his tongue across his lip. Nodding, he replaced her hands, shucking off his soaked pants quickly for her to admire him.

      And admire she did.

      Stepping around him, her fingers dragged across his taut stomach that clenched under her hand, his chest lifting on a sharp inhale when her hand lowered. They grazed narrow hips and the curve of his toned ass appreciatively.

      All hers. From everything she could see, to everything she couldn’t as his influence swam obediently around her. And from the way his eyes followed her, relinquishing control for her to do with what she willed, she knew he always would be.

      Catching sight of herself in the mirror when she completed her circle around him, she stalled, examining herself.

      Since when did she look so… confident? So comfortable in her own skin. Nothing about her had changed that drastically. Her mind still walked out of step with the rest, but now, she was no longer trying to walk to a beat she couldn’t hear.

      Was that it?

      Raef noticed, moving to stand behind her, his frame stretching far beyond what the mirror allowed as he braced his hands on either side of the sink. When his teeth folded over her shoulder and his hips slotted against her ass to grind shallowly, she watched that same self-assurance reflect in coal-smoked eyes.

      She wasn’t the only one who found peace in the other.

      “What do you see, Faye Kyteler?” he whispered against her skin, his eyes melting hers with their heat.

      She watched the pink of his tongue drag up for him to worry her earlobe teasingly. She saw Raef, rough-hewn and beautiful. She saw herself, smiling without realizing…

      Raef turned his own smile into her temple, his eyes dropping closed in what she could only describe as bliss as his influence surrounded them, unrestrained and free. And when her lips parted on an answer, his eyes finally opened again to meet hers.

      “I see… forever.”

      He inhaled deeply behind her, his exhale shuddering, something ancient igniting in his gaze. Something primal.

      “I take it back…” he rumbled, her stomach clenching for just a moment in uncertainty before he turned her to prop her on the edge of the sink, “do you still want my imprint, sweetheart?”

      The intoxicating heat of honey wine spread through her veins when she opened her knees for him to stand between.

      “Our lives are already intertwined, right?” She hooked her arms around his neck loosely, the implication not lost on her when he swallowed thickly, blind to everything but her. “Why not seal the deal completely?”

      “I need to hear you say it, love…” He strained, his cock solid and throbbing against her thigh, but waiting for her say so.

      Hooking her leg around his hips, he dipped two fingers between her folds hurriedly. He groaned when he found her already soaked, panting into her mouth, resisting his desire to kiss long enough to hear her answer.

      He swallowed her mewl of ‘yes’ at the same time he sank his cock inside her. She threw her arm back to the mirror, crying out at the sudden intrusion and how much she missed the feeling of him stretching her around him.

      He fucked her until she couldn’t breathe, his thrusts measured and slow and different to their usual dynamic. Each one tore a groan deep within his chest that he buried in her skin. It painted her in his breath and essence that made the shard of his power within her resonate with a near euphoric buzz that drove him wild.

      “This’ll hurt,” he strained mid-thrust, an apologetic kiss to her jaw lost on her when he bit down at the crease between her shoulder and neck hard.

      The skin broke, liquid fire spreading from the point of contact and filling her mouth with a midnight petrichor. Every drop felt encased in moonlight, the nectar of Raef’s flavor trickling down her throat when he finally kissed her again.

      Whimpering, Faye couldn’t decide if she was in pain or ecstasy, his hips never tiring as he fucked her. It felt like his influence was sinking into her pores, hardening into an impenetrable armor only he could unlock.

      His hands pressed on the backs of her thighs desperately, trying to get closer, fuck her deeper until the faucet was digging into her back.

      She felt none of it, lost in a primal mating that undressed her of every thought and experience until there was nothing left of either of them but that which bound them together for eternity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 89

          

        

      

    

    
      They spent the next few days like that.

      Exploring each other, relearning bodies they already knew blind but were somehow irrevocably changed after the events with the Necromancer and Rafael’s imprint.

      Their lives were interwoven, his heartbeat hers. That fact alone removed any qualms Rafael had about feeding again and that meant slaking that hunger on her at the drop of a hat.

      Faye learned the hard way what it meant to be mated to a Prime. Rest was a bygone luxury when all his attention and desire were both emotionally and now biologically fixated on her alone.

      He couldn’t help it. He’d never imprinted on anyone before. It required him and his nature to be on the same page and until Faye, that had never occurred.

      And Maker, she tasted even better than before, if it were possible. Their imprint highlighted the iceberg of flavors he’d ignorantly assumed were only what he could see floating on the surface. Every inch of her left him wild with attraction, the witch not helping dissuade his hunger when she matched his desire time and again.

      It was as though someone had cut the brake lines on their self-control.

      They fucked when their eyes met.

      They fucked when they ate.

      They even fucked when they had company, a fact that never ceased to disturb Freya and caused Erik to roll his eyes whenever either came calling and Faye managed to put him to heel long enough to answer the door.

      This was the first time in months that they were actually apart, the incubus hundreds of miles away from his witch in the middle of the Baltic Sea.

      It left him in a foul mood as he stepped up to the lone stone pedestal sitting at the center of a cavernous antechamber that belied the size of the island it was located under. A great ceiling, domed with cracked amber gave the impression of a huge beast’s eye, looking down into the cavern itself and at any moment, Rafael half expected it to blink with rocky eyelids.

      A constant reminder that everything the Covenant had was by the will of beings who could just as easily take it away. The amber caught the glint of gold in Rafael’s gaze. He was here to do just that.

      Upon the pedestal sat an ancient tome, untouched by mortals since its signing at the dawn of Daemon’s arrival on earth.

      Well, he thought, untouched by living mortals…

      Brownish stains tainted the old parchment in the blood of its greatest defector. A deal broken.

      The ancient magic surrounding the tome parted around his hand when he grazed the blood-soaked page.

      The contact slammed him with a memory, of an eerily dark chuckle carrying on the wind that gave speed to a pack of black dogs. Of Marek’s lifeless eyes staring up at that amber ceiling while a cloaked figure held his book in hand as they watched the Covenant and the pedestal alike become drenched in the blood of a Necromancer. That same hand sealed his book away in stone until, when chance came, it fell from its’ slumber with a crash in front of Faye.

      A Daemon.

      It was a Daemon who hid his book for centuries. Why?

      “They’ll be here any minute.” Erik dragged him back from the vision, coming to stand beside him. “The Council don’t allow anyone near the Covenant, and we were hardly inconspicuous when we landed.”

      “Good.” Rafael inhaled deeply, turning the pages within the tome until he found one the blood hadn’t reached. “Saves us the hassle of finding them ourselves.”

      It was about time Daemons took back control of the chaos.

      The taste was what alerted him to their arrival moments before Erik growled at the imbalanced scales unique to a vindictus’ instincts.

      Guilty.

      That sentiment rattled through the antechamber when several witches and warlocks appeared, their call for attack intercepted by the collision of power that erupted from Erik to slam them all into the opposing wall brutally.

      The vindictus growled beside him, teeth bared at such corruption that could feed him for months.

      Rafael would’ve let him exact the retribution he knew they deserved, had the promise he made Faye not caught him around the throat with his influence’s reminder. There’s been enough killing. No more.

      He gripped Erik’s shoulder with a squeeze. “You promised her too.” There was a beat, and then he nodded curtly.

      Around them, groans of pain filled the antechamber, his footsteps interspersing them as he approached the heap of humans.

      “Just who do you think—” One began incredulously before their presence registered.

      A whiplash of change took place in his mouth, from undisputed domination to crumbling submission when they caught his eye. It made him laugh, the sound echoing and sending the humans to their knees. He didn’t think those pressed pants and perfect skirts ever touched the ground before.

      “By the Goddess…” A middle-aged man started, greedy blue eyes and foul-tasting emotions immediately telling Rafael all he needed to know about the state the Council was in. “You have returned… we’re saved.”

      He bristled.

      “You’ve been busy in our absence.” Rafael turned his back on them, his influence prowling like hounds around the group, keeping them herded.

      “Maintaining the gift bestowed upon us by their lordships…” he continued breathlessly. “I am actually the seventh to be named after my ancestor Yorick who was present at the signing. What a fortuitous name it is indeed.”

      Erik’s snort drew a barrage of nervous whispers, relief bleeding to apprehension when it dawned on them that the Daemons may not have come as allies.

      “Maintaining it?” The group shuddered collectively at his voice. “More like hoarding it all for yourselves.”

      “H-Hoarding it?” Yorick exclaimed hotly, forgetting who he was talking to momentarily and exposing his true self at the same time.

      Rafael was in front of him before he could blink, grabbing the front of perfectly pressed robes until his toes barely grazed the stone flooring. His influence, pleasure turned painful, immobilized those around him as he struggled not to gag on their taste.

      “What else would you call the Forsaken?” he growled, his grip tightening.

      There was a lull, deceit scurrying across his tongue irritably as several attempts at ignorance fell flat with a glare from him.

      “My lord,” Yorick strained, evidently the spokesperson of the party, “you must understand… without Daemons, our resources began to run out, we needed to… prioritize.”

      “Prioritize what?”

      “T-Those who had the most to offer, who could continue on our legacy until the day your lordships would return—”

      The man crumpled to the ground when Rafael dropped him unceremoniously and turned to take a seat upon the dais those before him were usually seated at. Steepling his fingers, golden eyes glowed dangerously in the dim light.

      “Explain.”

      Watching the man scramble to his knees, another placed themselves before him instead. This time, the silver-streaked red hair caught his attention though his features remained stoic. Her brows were severe, her features sharp and missing the doe-eyed gentleness her daughter possessed.

      But their noses were the same, and that alone told Rafael who was standing before him. Finola Kyteler.

      “Evolution favors the strong, my lord,” she explained icily, mouth hardly moving lest the mask of indifference crack with movement. “Isolating the…bad eggs ensures the batch doesn’t rot.”

      This was the family Faye had to live with? No wonder she’d been so surprised at the smallest amount of kindness. It was clear her mother possessed none. He didn’t respond, seething silently as he watched the woman. She continued.

      “I assure you, we do not treat this lightly.” She placed a hand to her chest delicately. “Every case is heavily scrutinized until the appropriate action can be decided on.”

      “And who determines what constitutes a… bad egg, as you called it?” he sneered, his contempt obvious.

      The witch’s expression never faltered, the only indication she wasn’t made of stone being the smallest surprise he tasted from her.

      “Why, the Council, of course.”

      Uncrossing his leg, Rafael leaned forward. “And yet… I don’t suppose any of you ever had any suspicion placed upon you.”

      The silence that followed was deafening and when Rafael stood, he saw them wince, the barbed thorns of his influence turning anything pleasurable into an overstimulating agony. Finola didn’t move throughout it all, not even when he came to stand before her, dwarfing her in her pastel blazer and heels.

      But when he leaned down to whisper something only between them, he finally got a reaction.

      “Your daughter’s life was a small price to pay for a seat on the Council, was it?”

      In place of mild consternation, brittle shock filled the woman’s face when it snapped around to look at him. But he had nothing more to say to such a person, stepping around her to the rest while she remained frozen in shock.

      “Well? It’s a simple question. Did Council members ever face this kind of judgement?” His voice rose to carry to the others.

      A timid, thready voice rose along with a hand amidst the herd, a mousey looking man drawing his scoff that filled his face with a bulbous red hue.

      “Mortimer Hexwell, and may I say what an honor—”

      “Get on with it.” The lust rolling off the man was suffocating, churning Rafael’s stomach.

      Flustered, the man cleared his throat. “The Covenant states that a Council of elders must be both impartial and beyond reproach in order to lead.” The group huddled together tighter as he approached, sensing his ire even as the speaker continued. “If the integrity of an elder is called into question, it might weaken the trust the covens have in us.”

      “Trust? No…” he rumbled coldly, rolling the flavor of raw palms burning under the control sliding through their fingers. “Why use trust when fear reaps easier rewards?”

      A din of rebuttal filled the air, Rafael sharing a look with Erik from over their heads.

      “My lord, with respect—”

      “It’s easier to control people who fear at any moment, they’ll lose something priceless. Their magic, their home, their family…” His eyes flickered to Finola.

      “The purpose of the Covenant has always been to ensure the welfare of humanity and the world it inhabits through magic. The Council are supposed to be caretakers of that objective, not to pick and choose who can and cannot practice it.”

      A pregnant silence weighed over the group. Shared looks of competitive arousal played on their desire to please him with the truth while self-preservation demand they hide their transgressions with a lie.

      “From all I can see, it’s not humanity, but a select number of privileged witches that are reaping those benefits.” Looking down at them, knowing it was their first encounter with Daemons, Rafael was bemused by their audacity in denying what he already knew to be fact.

      “Our way of life was in jeopardy. What would become of us if we lost the magic that defined our existence?” Yorick insisted heatedly, struggling to remain level-headed with Rafael’s presence.

      “You’d still be human,” he growled heatedly, his impassivity cracking violently at the thought of how his witch suffered, “but you lost that in the centuries we’ve been away.”

      They were no better than acolytes. Clawing and digging for power, letting everything else around them, even their own humanity rot away in pursuit of it. If he hadn’t given Faye his word, he’d have dealt with them like acolytes too.

      “With all due respect, my lord.” His ears perked at the sound of Finola’s voice from behind him. “You haven’t been around to see how difficult it’s been. We needed to do something to stop the decay and the Forsaken—”

      “Are under my protection.” He cut across her, his eyes naturally seeking those features familiar to him while remaining utterly aghast that his mate shared blood with this woman. “The rest of you, however...I’d get used to that pit growing in your stomachs right now.”

      His voice lowered dangerously, the well of his patience spent and his tongue on fire with rancid flavors. “Because things are going to change around here, and you can either submit, or die with the old Covenant.”

      “The old…?”

      Their confusion was cut off by horrified gasps when he ripped the old parchment out of the tome, allowing the tainted remains of their original contract to fall in shreds to the ground at his feet. Their attention was eaten up entirely by the scraps, but truly, the old Covenant was meaningless to anyone but those who could take advantage of it.

      And all of them filled this antechamber right now.

      “A new Covenant will be written… if we decide you deserve one.” His declaration was met with silence and Rafael took that as his chance to turn things over to Erik like they discussed on the way here.

      Rafael might have a gauge on human deception, but Erik was built for judgement. His verdict would be correct, regardless of the outcome for this world. When the vindictus moved out of the shadows to stand beside him, their fear redoubled. Desire was far easier to experience than the clatter of vengeance that followed Erik.

      “I’ll leave it to you to decide, brother.”

      Rafael could admit he took more joy than he ought to at their paper-white features and, addressing them one last time, he decided mercy was the last thing they deserved. After all, they’d shown his witch none.

      “Good luck, esteemed elders. Be sure to give us your full cooperation.” He made his way past the group on his way out, the Covenant tome tucked under his arm for safekeeping. “Because until the scales are balanced, my vengeance will pursue you.”

      He didn’t wait for a response, leaving through the narrow cave that marked the birth and now the death of the Covenant. Fresh, salty air cleared his lungs and Rafael let it cleanse the stale corruption that had taken up residence on his tongue since he got there.

      Even that couldn’t dampen his mood, however, when his influence shoved him west impatiently.

      A spirited little witch was calling him home.
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      As much as the two days apart gave Faye some much needed rest, she remained unsettled the entire time Raef was away.

      What did it matter that she had the entire night to sleep when all she did was toss and turn for hours? She’d never been fond of her personal space being invaded, but after only a few weeks in her bed, she couldn’t sleep without him anymore.

      In the end, she gave up trying and shuffled to the kitchen to flick on the kettle.

      She’d hugged her sister goodbye the evening before with the promise to keep in touch if the signal at whatever dig site she was returning to allowed it. Freya didn’t want to be anywhere near the fallout that would likely follow the Daemon’s seizing control any more than Faye did.

      Now, alone in an uncanny simulation of her former life, everything felt… stretched. Without him here, she noticed all the loose fabric, the places he filled so naturally and the garment that had once fit like a glove, now hung drably on her shoulders.

      Goddess, she missed him. And it had only been two days.

      She could’ve gone with him. He’d kept her in the loop about dealing with the Council but after everything that happened, all Faye wanted was a break. She wanted nothing to do with the Covenant anymore, and when Raef left, it was with her blessing he didn’t need but wanted regardless.

      Sipping on her tea, she busied herself with tidying here and there. She caught up on a load of laundry that needed washing again after she accidentally forgot to take it out of the machine days before, and while waiting for it to finish, she plugged in her phone. It had died days ago, but she wanted to receive Freya’s text when she landed.

      When the screen lit up with battery, her mug stalled halfway to her lips when she saw a text pop up.

      Calder (Sprout ‘n About)

      Dragging it open, she cringed when she noticed the date it was sent. Usually, that’d be her deciding factor in not responding, but as she scanned the contents, she stood straighter.

      ‘Given it any thought? No pressure either way.’

      She’d totally forgotten.

      Her one-track mind had been intractably focused on freeing Raef that anything unrelated to it went in one ear and out the other. That included the offer Calder made when he came to visit for her to get more involved in the store.

      She’d been shocked. First by his assumption of her expertise and then by his interest in working with her. He’d even mentioned stocking her tinctures and feeds at some point if she wanted. He was, according to himself, better at business than botanicals.

      Setting her mug down now, she remembered her immediate anxiety at the offer. The threat of change, the compulsive instinct she had to refuse and if Raef hadn’t shown up and distracted her, she probably would have out of habit.

      On paper, it was perfect. But her own self-sabotaging tendencies refused to let her see beyond how imperfect she was.

      She was hardly consistent with her potions and selling them to humans, even in the form of botanical supplies, carried a level of responsibility she wasn’t sure she could handle. The possibility of something going wrong alone spiked her adrenaline to fear.

      “Why are you already talking yourself into failure?” She groaned, annoyed she hadn’t just refused outright. Now, she was given time to wonder, to hope even.

      Dragging her hands through her hair and down her neck, she stalled at the subtle grooves of her imprint mark. Like a switch, her nerves settled as her fingers danced across that faint bite, her magic humming in recognition.

      Things were different now. She was different.

      She cast a covetous glance sideways into her apothecary, catching her bottom lip on an idea.

      “Maybe… just one more time, to be sure,” she muttered to herself.

      The coin toss of her decision solidified in her mind, Faye thought better of working in her cramped apothecary the second she stepped inside. Had it always been so dark and uncomfortable? Bundling the vials of ingredients and equipment to bring into the kitchen instead, things already looked way better when she could see everything clearly laid out.

      Recipe double checked; she pinned it to the wall in front of her.

      “Okay, moonlit dewdrops,” she exhaled, fingers wiggling until she landed on the vial of iridescent liquid before tapping three drops into her mortar.

      Next came goblin root. Thinly sliced, not chopped. Lost in concentration, she didn’t notice the back door opening.

      “Now,” her eyes flicked up to check the recipe, “the dandelion root.”

      Vials clinked against each other as she sought the illusive pot, and when it appeared before her nose atop a large palm, Faye spun in place to Raef’s roguish grin and tired, dark eyes.

      “Someone’s been busy while I was—”

      He grunted when she threw her arms around his neck, his mouth pliant when she pulled it down to hers. She shivered when his knuckles stroked down over her mark intimately, her blood singing under the touch that when they finally parted, his mouth fell to the imprint with a territorial grip of his teeth. Not enough to bite, but just enough to remind her of it.

      “Maker, I’m never leaving again,” he grumbled into her neck petulantly.

      She laughed, raking her fingers through his hair. “It was your idea to go in the first place.”

      “Yeah.” His arms tightened around her. “Never let me make decisions again.”

      “That bad, huh?” She tried to keep her tone light, but when he lifted his head to look at her, she knew he’d tasted the sudden surge in nervousness.

      “You have no idea.” He turned his face into her palm to kiss her scar instinctively, his eyes flicking to hers sideways. “Zero deaths, though. Are you proud of me?”

      His grin deepened at her exhale of relief, her sigh of “very” drawing him back to her lips. There, he stole her anxiety in measured kisses, licking slowly into her mouth until none of it remained and she could breathe easily.

      She knew there was more to it than that, and maybe she’d ask him about it one day. But for now, it felt like the book had finally closed on that part of her life and everything going forward would be what she made of it.

      Speaking of…

      “My dandelion root!” Twirling back to the mess of the kitchen table, she checked the mortar to see if anything had changed.

      Chuckling, Raef rested his chin on her shoulder to watch as she painstakingly chopped the root to add to the concoction, his eyes following the line of her finger when she checked the recipe once more. Just a few more ingredients, a spell, and then everything could be added to the cauldron.

      He never moved the entire time she brewed, content to watch her, muttering small rumbles of encouragement into her temple if she stumbled and celebrated with her when the potion turned crystal clear as it was supposed to.

      “So, what’s this for?” he asked over the teardrop vials he held steady for her to fill.

      Faye paused. What was it for? She’d started this trial as a coin flip and now that she’d landed on heads, she didn’t know what to do.

      “Do you remember Calder?”

      The incubus stiffened, a subtle shift in his muscles like the stretching yawn of a tiger who just realized he was hungry. He nodded once.

      “He wants to work together and maybe put my potions in his store,” she explained, not looking at him but overly aware of his movement as he leaned back thoughtfully. “I’d completely forgotten until today…”

      “Hm.” He frowned, looking down at the set of twelve neatly prepared vials. “Guess he’s not as dense as I first thought. Does he know they’re magical?”

      “No, he’s human.” Faye shook her head, lighting a candle to seal the tops of the vials with wax. “I gave him a hand a few weeks ago in Craigmara when you were… you know,” she chanced a glance up to where his features had hardened, “feeding… before we—”

      “I remember.” His voice was chilled, but the weight of his arm tugging her into his body told her it wasn’t directed at her. How he fed then was worlds different to now and it wasn’t likely a time he wanted to recall.

      “Anyways, he was impressed.” Her laugh was disbelieving as she brushed away several fly-aways that had escaped her bun. “That’s why he came over last time. He wanted to see if I’d be interested.”

      “Wait, it was business?”

      “What else would it be?”

      Faye cocked her head, curious at the sudden flush dusting his cheeks. When it hit her, she was helpless to stop the peel of laughter leaving her.

      “I wondered what had put you in such a foul humor that day.”

      “Whatever,” he grumbled, caging her against the table easily, “you’re mine now, little witch. That’s all that matters.”

      His grin darkened at her immediate nod, but when she pushed on her toes to close the distance between their lips, he lifted his head enough to keep them hovering.

      “So, what do you want to do?” he asked, making the witch pout.

      She could think of one or two things, but she knew that wasn’t what he was asking.

      “I dunno.” Thoroughly put out at having not received a kiss, she picked up a vial to turn in his hand. “What do you think? Should I?”

      Standing back up to his full height, Raef inhaled a deep breath, exhaling on a hum.

      “I think only you can answer that.”

      Groaning, she didn’t miss the affection in his gaze when his influence comforted her with a nuzzle to her cheek. It was trying to win her over when she was left with possibly the worst task in the world. Decision making.

      “What about you, though? If I did… what’d you do?”

      “Me?” He chuckled, shrugging after he gave it some thought. “Probably sit at the front door waiting for you to come home like some mutt, why?”

      “That doesn’t help!” She knew she was whining, swatting his chest when he laughed louder until he sobered some, calming her grumbling with a steady hand behind her neck.

      “Don’t think about anyone else, just think about Faye and what Faye wants.”

      “That’s easy for you to say…” she grumbled under her breath, dropping her head back between her shoulders. “Ugh. I don’t want to think about anything.”

      “Mmh,” he hummed sympathetically, “don’t tempt me…”

      A tremor of lust rippled from his influence into her, her eyes fluttering shut at the sensation. That was more like it. Everything was simpler when they peeled everything back to the carnal. Everything made sense.

      “Focus…” he growled, biting harder on her mark, her breath hitching.

      But when she dropped her hands to play with the waistband of his pants distractedly, she practically heard his composure snap when she purred against his lips, “Make me.”
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      Faye got her wish.

      Her head stayed blissfully empty for hours after throwing the proverbial gauntlet that left her passed out on his sweat-slicked chest.

      “Someone slept well,” he rumbled when she finally roused hours later.

      “Mhm…”  she purred contently, stretching her spine.

      Rafael’s pheromones were still thick in the air from how brutally he’d fucked her, well-fed and placid against her skin. The potency made her keenly aware, even sore and satiated, of the slickness between her thighs when she shifted.

      His jaw tensed when she leaned up to kiss under it, affectionate drowsiness making her honest with her undisguised neediness. He was all hard muscle and soft lips when he tipped his head down to kiss her, unable to resist.

      The arm wrapped loosely around her waist lowered, Faye pressing her ass back into his hand, eager for him to check her. When two fingers breached her entrance, it was almost embarrassing how easily her walls caved. But they were soft, pliant like the rest of her after he’d worked her over the edge repeatedly all morning and afternoon.

      Clenching around them, the bliss of having something inside her curled her own fingers into his chest with a hitched ‘ah’ that he pecked offhandedly. She wanted more, silently begging him with a slackened jaw and drowsy eyes.

      “Insatiable little thing…” He pressed his fingers up against one spot inside her that made her crumble against his chest. “You’re supposed to be thinking about whether to take the job or not.”

      Oh yeah.

      This was so much more fun, though.

      “I am,” she lied shamelessly, her own fingers finding the mouthwatering length of his cock over the sweats he’d pulled on. “I’m thinking about it long… and hard.”

      His length twitched under her hand, her teeth finding his bottom lip to taste his groan when she cupped his heavy balls.

      “I’m not sure.” He pulled her hand away so he could roll them over and pin her beneath him. “Maybe I need to remove the distraction…”

      Faye pouted, spoiled from his indulgence of her every desire that her stomach fluttered at his discipline when he held both her wrists above her head.

      “Does that mean you won’t fuck me?” She arched under his hold, the litter of marks already covering her an artistic display of his claim that she could already see him giving into when his eyes dropped down her body. “Sounds like you’re being punished too.”

      “Brat…” he growled into her neck, his free hand trailing down her stomach and navel.

      Spreading her legs eagerly, she bit her tongue when he went no further, tracing his fingers back up to fondle her breasts.

      She wanted him to fuck her now, but a testing yank at her wrists let loose a frenzy of butterflies in her stomach when his hold didn’t budge. The lack of control was exhilarating and, Faye had to admit, not getting what she wanted made her hornier.

      “Rafael,” she whined, dropping the mask of nonchalance when the cool winter air kissed her soaked folds. “I’ll think about it, I promise… please—I need you.”

      The incubus hummed in approval, his dark eyes following the invisible movement of his influence as it flicked against her clit that had her trembling with ransomed ecstasy.

      “Even after having me in here so recently, you’re still greedy for more, huh?”

      Nodding quickly, she prematurely celebrated her victory when he released her to kneel by her head. Her mouth watered when he pulled the waistband of his sweats down, the heft of his cock hanging so deliciously close to her face and the tip already red and dripping precum.

      “Open.”

      It would’ve been embarrassing how quickly she obeyed, if she wasn’t immediately rewarded with his cock pushing into her mouth. She moaned around the head nudging inside her cheek, her tongue swirling over the inches of shaft it could reach in this position.

      “Fuck, baby… that’s it.”

      Placated by his groan and shallow thrusts that turned her brain to mush, she keened when his influence was joined by his fingers pushing deep inside her. Still, she missed the stretch that only came from his cock.

      Raef tasted it, a hoarse laugh prompting a sulky glare sent up his body at where he pushed his hair back, eyes never leaving hers as she sucked him.

      “See?” his voice tapered on a growl. “You like sucking cock as much as your pussy does…” He pulled out of her mouth momentarily, gripping her messy chin to lean down and kiss her sympathetically. “So don’t pout, love.”

      She was silenced by his cock in her mouth again, unable to deny his words when fresh arousal leaked around his influence, the incubus using it to cushion the blow of several smacks to her clit that had her jerking in pleasure.

      “Mm… that feel good, Faye? You like your pussy being spanked?”

      She nodded frantically around his length, her legs opening wider with a whimper for more. A short exhale, saturated in approval, left Raef. The hair he tried to keep back continued to fall into his eyes and shadowed the topaz gleam of pride when he grinned, smacking her core with the flat of his hand to hear her mewl again.

      The momentary sting was addicting.

      It electrified her pleasure, each smack wetter and harder than the next until he rubbed over her clit with the heel of his hand while his fingers practically dug her orgasm out of her with short, hurried thrusts.

      She squeezed his base as she came, mind blank and stripping her bare of every worry and concern until she was weightless. Floating as drool escaped around his cock and down her chin with every stunted moan as she rode out her orgasm.

      She felt invincible. Immortalized in shade of gold his eyes turned as he fed on her bliss. In that moment, Faye knew what it was to be divine.

      “Fuck, Faye, lift your chin for me… yeah, just like that sweetheart.” Raef panted, angling his hips to align with her throat.

      Still twitching from her orgasm, he pushed deeper. She whimpered, her throat spasming at the intrusion when her nose grazed his happy trail. Swallowing was all it took to bow his massive form over her with a shuddering moan.

      Truly, if she could do that to a Daemon… she could do anything.

      “Good girl, take it all now—” he babbled incoherently when he withdrew for her to gasp in a breath, her tongue instantly finding the prominent vein along the underside. His body, glistening with exertion, shivered above her before he grabbed his base to lead himself back into her mouth with a drawn out, “Fuck.”

      A quick nod from her was all he needed to grab the back of her head and start thrusting with abandon.

      Her nails bit her palms to control her gag reflex, but it was clear he liked it. Every time she choked, tears blurring her vision and her throat convulsing, his shaft swelled and flooded her tongue with precum.

      His influence, spurred by its master’s pleasure, pounded her relentlessly and when he came, she felt it expand inside her. His head tossed back, thick spurts of hot cum filled her belly and mouth when he kept her face down on his cock.

      She swallowed it all eagerly, stopping only when there was too much, the rest escaping down her chin.

      “Fuck, lemme see—” His words were slurred, high on his orgasm when he pulled out of her mouth to see the rest of his cum pooled on her tongue. Pressing his thumb down on the pink muscle, he chuckled breathlessly, fucked out and gorgeous. “Full yet?”

      “Never.” Faye knew he was expecting the shake of her head. But his labored breathing all but stopped when she let the cum on her tongue fall to her waiting hand.

      She kept her eyes on him, leaning back against the headboard, and opened her legs. Predatory golden eyes swirled with whiskey when they dropped to her reddened entrance before her cum-soaked fingers spread her lips.

      Eyes rolling closed in bliss when she pushed her fingers inside, her moan was one of relief when she stroked his release all over her walls. A riptide of power tore through the open doors of the cottage, his growl seething when he grabbed her ankle.

      “I’ll take the job.” Her voice was hoarse from her throat being abused, his nostrils flaring when she cracked her lids open. “So, are you still not going to fuck me?”

      Crawling over her body, the sensation of being hunted flared to life in the back of her mind when he braced himself against the wall above her. And when she bared her neck, his mark flushing dark with her exertion, she saw the last vestiges of his sanity snap behind his eyes.

      His kiss was hard, punishing. All teeth and tongue and growls when he tasted himself on her and tore her hand from her pussy to replace it with his cock.

      Her complaint was short-lived when he slammed into her from tip to base in one thrust, his teeth folding over his imprint to bite down hard, an injection of euphoria bursting through her veins.

      “Fuck!” Her back arched off the bed, sweat and sex saturating the air as their noises echoed through the cottage.

      “All it took was being fucked silly to make a decision huh?” he snarled, hips snapping ruthlessly until she was scoring fresh nail marks down his back as cum she’d painstakingly pushed inside her was forced out by his cock ramming into her.

      He laughed when she nodded, a husky rasp lost in her neck.

      “Harder, Raef—please.” She angled her hips, wanting him deeper still, the incubus pulling out of her to turn her over, ass up before he sank back into her.

      Her cheek collapsed onto the sheets, the new position making him strike that one spot inside her over and over.

      “Gotta fuck you nice and full if you’re gonna be around those humans.” His hand splayed between her breasts to pull her up against him, sitting her down on his cock as deep as it would go so he could lick her mark. “Isn’t that right, love? Use your words now…”

      “Y-yes, please—” She turned her face to meet his mouth sloppily. “I want… want them to know I’m yours.”

      His pheromones deepened with his reaction, baring his teeth into her jaw.

      “That’s my girl. Be greedy with me.” He pushed her back down, planting his foot on the bed to fuck her like she wanted. “D-Demand everything from me and take it all.”

      She cried out brokenly when his pace quickened, her toes curling and tears tracking down her cheeks. Everything else ceased to exist but the two of them and the feelings she had for him. Feelings she never thought could grow stronger, only for her to be proven wrong with every passing day.

      “L-Love you,” she sobbed into the pillows, the admission opening a floodgate of relief when his hips stuttered in their smooth pace.

      Gripping her chin, he bowed her back off the bed to bite her jaw territorially. “What?”

      Tears glistened in her eyes when she saw that beautiful contradiction of soft, expressive eyes in an aggressively handsome face. She gaped, pleasure stricken and mute before he growled impatiently.

      “Say it again,” he panted, dropping his forehead to hers and making her so shy she wasn’t sure she could until she saw the gold deepen to a glow with his emotions.

      “I love you, Rafael… I love you—”

      And she did. She always had and now, unafraid to admit it, she couldn’t stop.

      Her confession was curbed by his tongue, his hips grinding up against her ass until he filled her the way she wanted, her own orgasm following with a hitched cry that prolonged his with how tightly she gripped him.

      And through it all he painted his feelings for her in his breathless gasps and the sensitive twitches of his muscles where she learned her first words of that ancient language of his. Words so rare they were archaic even to beings as old as Daemons. Words he panted into her mouth now until they seared in her memory forever.

      “I love you too.”
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      Rafael was proud of her when she tentatively decided to visit Craigmara to meet with Calder. A basket of samples in hand, he had to stop himself from acting on her nervousness and instead encourage her out the door.

      It went well. Really well.

      She’d come home windswept and rosy-cheeked, her voice shaky as she recounted the meeting in a long-winded spiel that Rafael could listen to for eternity. About the flowers and the trust Calder had in her to care for them. About the potions that he insisted she keep a secret recipe as a selling point.

      Sat with her legs across his lap, his hand mindlessly massaging her calves, he saw her blossom before his eyes. That caged bird too scared to flap her wings lest they make too much noise against the bars had made the biggest leap of all in nudging the latch open to a whole world she’d once felt unentitled to.

      He still tasted that insecurity sometimes. Her doubts.

      But she was recognizing the signs herself more regularly now. And when she didn’t, an errant kiss or rumbling reminder of his presence pulled her back from the edge, enough to give her some breathing room to take back control.

      That was how winter passed and with the arrival of spring, Faye had well and truly established herself as a beloved presence in the village, known for being able to suggest just the right tincture needed for every customer’s botanical woes.

      Rafael didn’t have her all to himself anymore.

      But even his more dominant instincts were placated by her tired smiles and sun-soaked emotions when he met her at the edge of town on the two days a week she worked in the store. The two days Sprout ‘n About was always busy.

      Those were the days he took care of the whole Covenant mess. Between updates from Erik, on the ground intel from Freya, and the stacks of information finally uncovered about the centuries of corruption on the part of the Council, Rafael had his hands full.

      It was a fucking mess, quite frankly.

      The intentional shearing of so many witches had created a dangerous imbalance that nature rejected. If Rafael wanted to open a Gate, they needed to stabilize this world first.

      Faye, unknowingly, was doing her own part in that. Using magic as it had always been intended. By sharing her gift with mankind, nurturing nature, and cultivating a magically infused land any Daemon would be happy to settle on.

      And the land responded, her connection to the leys strengthening daily.

      If only she knew what they were… those spritely little veins the heartbeat of the world. Of every world that connected all things into one dazzling net. But she didn’t need to know of their significance to care for them and that was what made her uniquely special in a world full of greed.

      He smiled at the thought as he found her finishing up a few last-minute free samples she’d had the idea for yesterday, her hyperactive mind not letting her sleep until she’d completed them all.

      Cute little burlap pouches of ingredients for a protection charm found in the surrounding woodlands to encourage more people to forage. He plucked one out of her basket curiously to peek inside. A slap to his hand, however, stalled him.

      “Don’t undo my ribbon!” She shooed him away from the table. “It took me forever to tie them perfectly.”

      “Is this how you treat all your customers?” he needled her, delighted by her unwitting pout.

      “Only the ones who try to undo my bows.”

      Rafael snorted, leaning down to nip the mark concealed by her dress. “There better be no one else trying, or we’ll have a problem.”

      Clicking her tongue, she couldn’t hide the satisfied blush that accompanied the honey-infused whiskey of her pleasure at his words. She liked him possessive, a fact that never failed to turn him on.

      “You can get one with everyone else at the stall, no skipping the queue.” She sniffed, painting an adorable picture of a cottage-dwelling dragon protecting her bounty.

      Her words, however, forced him to look away. He was lucky her ability to taste his emotions was weak, but she didn’t need to when guilt was written all over his face.

      Her budding smile fell instantly.

      “You’re not coming?”

      Rafael’s initial determination to stand by his decision wavered when Faye all but deflated in front of him. Disappointment crashed against his palate in a wave that sought to wear him down as he rubbed the back of his neck.

      Don’t look at her, his logic bade. That was the surest way for his common sense to be won over by madness.

      “It’s dangerous, sweetheart.” He sighed.

      “Not as much as before.” As if to show its alignment, his influence circled her waist. Fucking traitor.

      Mated or not, his presence still incited desire and not knowing the full extent of his influence was a risk he wasn’t sure he could take. He liked it here. She loved it in the Forest of Elders and while he knew they’d leave eventually, he didn’t want to play fast and loose with how soon.

      But she looked so disappointed… and Rafael didn’t know how to make it better.

      That was before her eyes brightened with a pop of bubblegum in his mouth.

      “Wait, come with me.” She dropped the pouch back into the basket to disappear out of the kitchen. He followed her, equally as curious when he caught sight of the end of her dress rounding the bedroom door.

      Leaning against the frame, he watched her root through a number of bags she still hadn’t unloaded from the week before until she found what she was looking for with a victorious ‘aha!’.

      “I was sad that you always need to wait outside Craigmara for me,” she explained, “and I was wondering if there was a way for you to be… incognito. Maybe if people don’t know where the source of their desire is coming from, you’ll be left alone for a little while at least.”

      Standing in front of him, she pulled out a black piece of fabric before holding it up to hook around each of his ears.

      "These became way more common recently, no one would bat an eyelid.” She smiled, following the mask with a non-descript cap she pulled down on his head.

      A disguise? Rafael tipped the bill of the cap a little lower. He’d tried them in the past, but he’d been at war with his nature back then, anywhere he went a fraught battleground and the humans within it the unfortunate bystanders of his conflict.

      But now, at peace with himself… mated to a woman he was head over heels for. Maybe it was worth the shot. A tremor of nervousness ricocheted in his chest cavity.

      His vision was filled when Faye bent sideways to see under the cap, her smile endearing.

      “It’s really unfair, you look handsome in everything.” Her lips pursed. “Though I wish you didn’t have to hide, I wish you could—”

      “It’s perfect,” he interrupted her, catching sight of himself in the mirror by the wardrobe.

      Apart from his size, the cap and mask shielded most of his more discerning features. To his side, he saw Faye’s shoulders relax, her fingers already playing with the waves peeking out from under the cap.

      “If you feel uncomfortable at any point, though…” she rushed to add, his chuckle stopping her.

      “I’ll bury myself in you to drown out the taste.” He tossed an arm around her shoulders, her already slight form exaggerated in the mirror where she was pressed into him.

      Flustered, she tugged his mask down to catch him grinning.

      “I was going to say, you can take breaks.”

      “I like my idea better,” he purred, lowering his head to nudge her cheek, the light fragrance of her soap tempting his nose down her neck.

      When she worried her bottom lip between her teeth, he was delighted to see her considering it. Working at the store had done wonders for her. It was just enough to keep her mind engaged while letting her focus the majority of her time on the thing she enjoyed the most. Plants and everything they could be used for.

      When the flavor on his tongue mellowed to a rich wine, she pulled his mask back up before he could kiss her.

      “Only if it’s not busy,” she negotiated with faux seriousness, drawing a bark of laughter from him.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Rafael stuck to his promise when they arrived in Craigmara just after lunch. The usually quiet town was bustling with people, and while the pace of a forest village never exceeded a light jog, it was busy.

      He left Faye at Sprout ‘n About’s canvas covered booth, flowers and foliage overflowing from every surface and spilling into the open. Hanging baskets and climbing plants turned the small square of space into an island of color amongst the many booths lining both sides of the town’s main street.

      She was in her element, and for once, Rafael was able to see her in action where he pretended to peruse artisan produce and hand-crafted goods. Every second step, his eyes magnetized to the flurry of red hair and sage dress as Faye hugged a large potted fern while she answered questions.

      This close, her flavor diluted much of the taste coming from the humans around them for a short while before he was forced to relocate. But for the first time, Rafael wasn’t put off by it. He didn’t feel the need to run, not unless it was to her.

      He checked left and right, gauging their reactions, and while several humans were actively seeking the source of their sudden arousal, he wasn’t in their line of sight.

      “Have a wee tart there, lovie.” His observations were interrupted by an older lady, a napkin and dessert placed hurriedly in his palm when she caught his shocked expression under his cap.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed, his heart plummeting with an immediate glance towards the closest exit before she continued. “Aye, ye must that laddie we see waitin’ for our Faye every night!”

      “I—”

      “Fair beauty that one is, yer a lucky man.”

      He couldn’t help but glance over his shoulder towards where Faye was handing out one of her many free samples with a bright smile. He didn’t even think before responding.

      “I am…”

      Snapping his mouth shut, his head snapped back around expecting to see the once bright brown eyes become vacant with lust. And indeed, they darkened, but when her eyes turned right to an equally aged man ringing up a customer, the fist clenched tight around Rafael’s heart loosened just a fraction.

      With his influence no longer trying to beckon every soul towards him, they sought out those they loved instead.

      “Don’t be a stranger, lad.” She added another slice of cake to his hand distractedly, her eyes never leaving the man who Rafael assumed to be her husband. “We dinna bite, Faye can tell ye.”

      “Thank you.” He cleared his throat as he spoke, erring on the side of caution, but she was no longer paying him any attention as she rubbed her husband’s arm intimately. Rafael hesitated, intrigued by the way the man lifted her hand to kiss the back of it as he worked, the satiated pleasure from the couple humming on his tongue.

      That was it?

      Better he didn’t wait around to find out.

      Exhaling the breath he’d been holding, Rafael made his escape back towards Faye’s booth. Bending to get through the flap at the back, he grounded himself in Faye’s more familiar emotions as he took a seat, dazed.

      He waved distractedly when she glanced over at him, his influence having zig-zagged between her legs like an over-indulged cat who knew who spoiled it. Holding out the napkin of cake, her eyes lit up before she checked to see if there were any more customers before scurrying into the back of the stall to sit across his lap.

      “These are from Elsie? Goddess, I thought they’d all be gone by the time I got the chance to try one!” She wriggled, breaking off a piece of the lemon-scented sponge to pop into her mouth.

      Her excitement was infectious, as was its flavor, when she groaned at the taste of the cake.

      “Here.” She pulled down his mask to feed him a piece, the burst of lemon balanced by the sugar and her sunny smile. “It’s good, right?”

      It wasn’t the cake he was thinking about when he nodded. It was her feet swinging merrily over his lap and the content hum of his influence curled up on her lap. It was the rapid tattoo of his heart that showed no sign of slowing every time she smiled at him and the humans that continued to walk past the stall without bothering them.

      It was the happiness he thought himself too old and too damaged to know. All because of this little witch who refused to give up, who summoned him from the darkness of his dungeon into the light of her world.

      “Yeah,” he exhaled a laugh, catching a crumb of cake at the corner of her mouth with his thumb that she licked instinctively. He was powerless but to lean down and graze his lips against hers, love injecting every one of their emotions with ambrosia. And when she smiled into the kiss, he knew she could taste it too.

      “Give me more.”
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