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      I dreamed of my demon long before I met him. It’s just a shame the dream turned out to be a lie.

      Everything about Dremen Academy has turned out to be a lie. My childhood best friend is a traitor asshole; my bonded demon, Mikael, couldn’t give less of a shit if I live or die; and now I’m locked up in some evil spell that wants to kill me. The chosen method of death? Trapping me in dreams and nightmares, like I chased a white rabbit down one too many rabbit holes.

      Everyone wants something from me.

      They all want me to break down.

      Sorry to disappoint, but breaking down isn’t in my vocabulary. I’m going to haul my ass out of this mess with or without help. The only question is: will I do it like a witch, or will the hidden power that lies dormant in my veins win the fight?

      Just like everyone else, this power wants something from me. Desire. Dreams. Mikael. But maybe it knows something I don’t, because Mikael has begun to look at me like he dreams of me, too. If this power is what I think it is, it would know.

      The succubus in me has been asleep for a long time. I think she’s finally waking up.

      

      Rite & Fire is a paranormal romance with graphic descriptions of intimacy and potentially triggering situations, particularly with regard to blood magic. Read responsibly. Intended for mature readers, 18+.
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BETH

        

      

    

    
      There’s a place in this academy where only demons go, but I know the way. I dreamed it, like I dream everything important, and when I went there in the daytime, the door opened for me.

      I’m not a demon, but the door opened.

      Voices whispered to me from inside, alluring and gentle, like the promise of tomorrow’s dawn, and I stood there with the handle in my hand and froze. Stepping through, I would become something else. A player in a game I didn’t understand. A witch in a demon’s world.

      The dream had told me as much.

      I recalled the dream as I stood there, remembering how a man’s voice had drifted through the open crack of the door—deep, powerful—making my blood sing. Although I couldn’t understand the words he spoke, I understood their meaning. All I had ever dreamed of lay behind that door. He lay behind the door.

      I ran my fingers across the top of the handle, watching as the carefully placed spikes dragged into my skin, threatening to pierce it. Pausing, I pressed my thumb against the sharpest point, watched the crimson droplet well up, and withdrew before it could fall. The message was clear: the door would open for me any time I chose to. All it required of me was blood.

      All they ever fucking require of me is blood.

      I closed the door and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      The third time I try to juggle my books so I can take a sip of the flask hidden in my jacket, I drop them all over the stairs.

      Staring down at the pile of now partially damaged texts, I sigh, thump my fist against the banister, and then pick them up one by one. At least I didn’t drop the flask, I suppose, and I take a long sip of the liqueur I’ve hidden inside. Some witches can cast lightening spells on their books and carry twenty around at once, like some kind of nymph-looking bodybuilder. Needless to say, I am not one of those witches, and if I was, I’d probably drop the bloody things then, too.

      “Want a hand?” Mikael asks from the top of the stairs, drumming his fingers against the banister with an exasperated look in his eye.

      With his light brown hair, perfectly coiffed like an eighties model, sharp jaw, and intelligent eyes, he radiates boredom and calm superiority. As though he doesn’t care that his witch has just upended half a shelf worth of books onto the stairs while juggling contraband. Which he doesn’t. He doesn’t care about anything.

      “Bite me.”

      “And make you drop your books for a fourth time?” He laughs, a low chuckle that sends pure rage coursing through my chest.

      Mikael winces, my anger no doubt flooding the bond with heat and spice he’d rather not consume. As a sadness demon—yeah, don’t bloody ask—he prefers me to be mellow and cold. Not likely.

      I hold his glare, taking another slow sip from the flask before screwing the lid on and slipping it back in my jacket. Chocolate liqueur was definitely the right choice, if only because I know I look damn satisfied afterward. It’s a ridiculous power-play, just like it always is between us. Mikael pushing all my buttons, and me refusing to give in when it’s literally the only thing required of me—the only thing that stands between me and everything I want.

      But come on. Like I’m going to cry for him.

      I don’t cry for anyone.

      “We’ll be late,” Mikael calls, although the reclined lounge he affects against the railing proves he doesn’t care.

      At least I won’t have to put up with this for much longer. You’re meant to continue with the same demon until graduation, but I delivered some… questionable… potion reagents for a witch interstate, and in return she’s sending me something that will sever our bond entirely, because the Summoning ritual doesn’t work if there are any other bonds tying your power. A few more weeks, and I’ll have a new demon.

      “The ritual can’t start without us,” I point out, finally making it up to the landing beside him and ignoring the piercing look he gives me.

      The wall sconces flicker, sending flames and shadows dancing across our faces.

      “Sure it can,” he says, pushing lazily off the wall and leading the way up the final staircase to the classroom. “They can sub Violet in instead.”

      The gasp that escapes me is completely unbidden. “They wouldn’t.”

      Not that I’d be upset to miss this. Are you kidding me? I could be sleeping right now. I couldn’t give a fuck about this ritual.

      The problem is that Tatiana will be pissed if I don’t make it.

      My entire existence at this academy is dependent on making sure Tatiana isn’t pissed at me. Actually, not to be too dramatic about it, but my whole position in society is dependent on that, and on maintaining the subtle balance of threats between us. After two years of mutually ignoring each other, I’d been getting complacent.

      I’m an idiot for not realizing she might use this as an opportunity to make me beg again.

      “Why not?” Mikael asks. “She and Alaztair are working well lately.” There’s an unexpected edge to his voice as he references their failing bond—recently fixed, Devil knows how—and I can’t help but feel he’s blaming me for ours. “And I think the only requirement was a proficiency in bodily levitation. She probably wouldn’t even need to bring an entire library with her for one ritual,” he finishes drily, staring at my books with a raised eyebrow.

      I’m too shocked to even rise to the bait. “There’s no way that’s happening,” I mutter, shoving past him and hurrying up the final flight to the corridor.

      The portraits leer down at me as I scurry down the hall, dark and lifeless faces contorted into masks that the academy values—discipline and strength. Power. Fear.

      A flash of light catches my eye, and for a minute I think there is someone watching me from the alcove, eyes glinting in the flame from the wall sconce opposite. I stumble, head whipping back, brain racing as I mentally place the face into: familiar, known.

      It can’t be him… I’ve only ever seen him in dreams.

      But the alcove is empty, so I shake my head and run on.

      I round the corner of the classroom designated for tonight’s secret ritual and barrel straight into Violet.

      “Oof, sorry,” I gasp, managing at the last second to catch my books.

      Then I realize what it means that she’s here. My face falls.

      “They’ve replaced me,” I say dully.

      I’m screwed.

      Violet frowns, then her eyes widen. “No! I was looking for you, actually.”

      “Me?” It’s my turn to look confused.

      Violet and I have never exactly sought each other out. I wasn’t even sure she knew my name.

      That’s kind of my thing. I see them; they don’t see me. I prefer it that way.

      “Yes, you, you goof,” she mutters with a roll of her eyes that has me stumbling mentally off center. “Can we talk somewhere private?”

      I stare past her to the circle of witches waiting for me. They haven’t realized I’m here yet, still gossiping. There’s a bottle of flavored vodka making its way around the circle.

      “Can you make it quick?” I ask, looking back at Violet. “I’m kind of in the middle of something.”

      She chews her lip, an exasperated expression taking over her features. “I really think we should go elsewhere.”

      “Then it’ll have to wait,” I snap.

      “We don’t have time!” She tips her head back, frustration slipping out in a huff, before she turns back and whispers urgently. “You’re in danger. Someone’s coming for you, and probably soon.”

      That gets my attention. Mikael appears beside me, brow furrowed as he fixes his attention on her. “Who’s coming?”

      “A demon king,” Violet says seriously, and the fear rising in me suddenly stutters into disbelief.

      “Oh my god,” I mutter, gaping at her. “You’ve finally lost it.”

      “I have not,” she snaps. “Now, will you come with me? I have to tell you about the succubus keys.”

      I hope that when I finally lose the plot, it’s this interesting. Violet’s really going for it here. Succubi? Keys?

      “Shall I pick you up a pot of gold from the end of the rainbow while I’m at it?” I ask incredulously when I can finally speak.

      Someone interrupts us before Violet can snap at me again. “Oh good, there you are. When you’re done talking about sex demons, maybe we can start?”

      I freeze, staring in at the classroom. Every single head is turned my way, and if they didn’t like me much before, they hate me now. The ones who aren’t laughing at me, that is.

      Lovely.

      “Can one of you just sit in the fucking circle?” Tatiana continues in a low drawl, adjusting her varsity jacket so she can pick imaginary bits of lint off it.

      Our university jackets aren’t worn by the track team, since witches and track don’t go so well together. We leave that to our sister school, the Shifter College on the other side of the state. No, our varsity jackets are worn by those who make it into the elite Moonfire club.

      Not to put too fine a point on it, but that club is full of assholes—a fact I know intimately. We might have been children last time I willingly spoke to Tatiana, but she blackmailed me like a pro. Tit for tat, once the power she wrangled from me wore off, I wrestled her into submission and locked her in a cupboard until she swore never to do that again.

      I’ve always been good at wrestling.

      Then, when we joined the academy, I swore I’d get her scholarship revoked if she tried anything. Since then, we’ve existed in peaceable disharmony: she doesn’t expose my power to the world, and I don’t ruin her life.

      But threatening to get Tatiana’s scholarship pulled if she tries any shit with me only works while there’s a scholarship to pull, and we’re halfway to graduation. I should have thought up a new safeguard.

      Anyway, that’s the kind of person this club favors. If Mikael was a witch instead of a demon, he’d be running the damn thing.

      “Depends what you think you’re doing with that chalice,” Alaztair, Violet’s scruffy-looking punk demon, says with a sneer.

      I hadn’t noticed him before, perched on one of the tables beside the other demons—all of whom look various levels of uninterested in this ritual.

      “Use your brain,” Tatiana says, rolling her eyes. “What do you think we’re doing with the chalice? It’s a chalice. We drink out of it.”

      Alaztair leans forward, legs dropping off the edge of the table and a menacing frown appearing on his face. “Drink what?” he mutters lowly, and I can hear Mikael suck in a breath from the doorway behind me, eyes fixed on the chalice. Alaztair’s next words make it apparent why as he says, “That’s a blood chalice.”

      Blood.

      We’re drinking blood tonight?

      Then I see the shifty expressions on their faces, sense the rising fury in Mikael through our bond. ‘Blood’ isn’t the question; the question is whose blood.

      I was never invited to this ritual. I was baited into its sacrifice.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Mikael growls, and I jolt a little at the deep rumble of his voice, the familiar echo of a language I can’t understand within his words.

      The old tongue. He mumbles it sometimes beneath his breath and it makes my heart race for reasons I don’t want to think about.

      “We’re not going to drink all of it,” Tatiana snaps, glaring at Alaztair and then me, like I’m the problem. “She won’t even feel woozy.”

      “Why the hell do you need blood for a levitation ritual?” I ask, fingers twitching as I try to restrain myself from punching first and asking questions later.

      One of the other girls whose name I don’t know giggles. “Because it’s blood we want to levitate,” she says, her friend beside her devolving into snickers.

      Levitating blood? What the hell?

      The metaphor of it hits me, along with the realization of why it might be beneficial to shift blood to certain areas of the body.

      My body turns numb, and all I can think is: again? When will Tatiana have taken enough from me? When will this fucking end?

      “It’s an aphrodisiac,” I say dully. “You’re doing a fucking sex spell.”

      Someone sucks in a breath and then starts laughing. “Ooh, she swore!”

      That’s it, I’m out of here.

      “No way!” Tatiana’s agitated voice follows me, and the door slams in my face before I can escape. “We’ve prepped this for weeks. Don’t be so selfish, Beth! You know you’re the best choice for this.”

      Mikael’s face contorts in a snarl of rage, looking so strange on his pretty features that I almost forget what I’m doing. The brown heat of his human eyes flickers, and the cold blue fire of his demonic gaze suddenly shines through. It’s the only part of his features that doesn’t look human, and I don’t see it often.

      In fact, I’ve never seen him look like this before at all. Wrathful, vengeful—like he cares about something other than himself. Which is, of course, impossible. For a moment, I’m breathless, caught by the sight of him and everything I forgot I once hoped.

      That’s what hurts the most about Mikael: I’d dreamed of something different. It was his voice I heard behind the door in my dream, and when he appeared before me on Summoning Day, for a few precious seconds, I’d thought my dream had been answered. He stood before me, the flame of the Summoning ritual binding us, surrounding us. Those same words he’d said in my dream echoed within our cocoon of fire, unintelligible to me since I don’t speak the old tongue but captivating me all the same. His eyes—that strange, pale blue—had burned as he watched me, face twisted into a raw, unfathomable expression.

      But then it all changed, his expression masking over with something like fear, and he closed off from me. Rejected me.

      My dream was mistaken, and now I count down the days until I can repeat the Summoning ritual and bind a new demon to me. One who actually cares.

      One who wants more from me than vulnerability and pain.

      I wrench my gaze away just as Tatiana’s hand clamps down on my shoulder and chaos breaks out.

      Tatiana flies through the air as Violet propels her backward with some spell I don’t hear properly, and everyone begins yelling. Alaztair is visibly restraining Mikael from attacking the crowd, flame dancing uncontrollably at his fingertips, though I can’t for the life of me work out why he’s so angry.

      And a niggling, tugging sensation in my chest twists my internal organs, sending me to my knees while—bizarrely—Violet’s words echo in my mind.

      I have to tell you about succubus keys.

      Something shifts in my head, and suddenly the brawl becomes more confusing than frightening. Didn’t we have this conversation last week? I thought she was bonkers and I’ve been ignoring her since. How did I forget that?

      Why the hell didn’t I realize this on the way to the ritual?

      The ritual that happened last week…

      Oh.

      Shit.

      Maybe Violet isn’t bonkers… because this is starting to feel very much like a dream.

      A dream I can’t escape.

      With the power I possess, there shouldn’t be a dream that I can’t escape.

      Footsteps echo behind me, impossibly deep given the carpet lining the halls, and then I hear a strange, twisted hiss of a voice whisper, “So this is where you’re hiding.”
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MIKAEL

        

      

    

    
      At first, I’m not sure what wakes me. My heart spikes with adrenaline, eyes snapping open to stare at the ceiling while a thin bead of sweat trickles down my temple.

      Where’s the danger? Was it a nightmare? Blurry memories of my dream tug at my mind, transporting me back into the past.

      The ritual fires of Summoning Day burn between us, fading as the vision takes hold. My first and only vision of the future.

      Pain. Betrayal.

      Guilt.

      Panting, I sit upright, the covers pooling at my hips and leaving my sweat-soaked skin to abruptly meet the freezing night air. It must have been a nightmare, my thoughts turning as they often do to the one true vision I’ve ever seen.

      But then our bond quavers, stretching beneath the weight of Beth’s sudden anguish, and I realize my nightmare is inconsequential. Beth is dreaming, but unlike an ordinary dream, this one won’t stop.

      After several minutes of lying there, tense, waiting for her to wake, I sit up and scrub the lingering sleep from my eyes.

      “Fuck’s sake,” I mutter, trying to defuse my rising fear with annoyance as I search for something to wear. It doesn’t work very well, but when does it ever?

      Still buttoning my shirt, I duck my head out the door of my dorm, checking for any wandering teachers and thankful that I don’t have a room mate to ask where I’m going. When the coast is clear, I hurry down the silent halls, past bookcases filled with giant tomes more than capable of defending themselves from student mishandling or graffiti, and to the South tower where the witches are homed.

      I’m not entirely sure what I’ll do when I get there, but needs must when the Devil drives, or whatever. Personally, I’d rather give Satan the wheel on this one. More and more lately, I’m having to admit to myself that I don’t have any goddamn idea what I’m doing.

      We barely got out of last week’s ritual in one piece, and it was no thanks to me that we did. Alaztair had to hold me back before I made the whole situation worse—nothing like a little light arson to get you and your witch kicked out of the academy.

      Rogue demon. The accusation haunts me, reminding me of the blood that runs in my veins. My family’s history in Hell. I don’t want to repeat it up here.

      The door to the witches’ dorm creaks open beneath my touch, and I slip through the shadows until I reach the end. Beth rooms on her own, like me. A fortunate circumstance, since I don’t waste time knocking, and instead simply bust through the door with a well-placed kick to the lock.

      Her fear is palpable now. Whatever’s happening is bad. Worse than anything she’s faced before. Worse, even, than the ritual, and that rated a grand old zero on the scale of things that don’t suck.

      That asshole Tatiana seems to think Beth will do whatever she says, and weirder still, sometimes Beth does. I don’t get it.

      “Beth,” I hiss, leaning over her bed to gently touch her shoulder.

      She almost looks peaceful, with the soft fall of hair over her face and the parting of her lips. But she doesn’t stir. She barely even breathes.

      I shake her, carefully at first and then rougher when her face contorts, some invisible enemy winning in a fight I can’t defend.

      “Beth!”

      Okay, now I’m worried. Casting a glance behind me, I make sure no one is watching, and then I sink into the magic I’ve hidden for two years.

      My vision blurs, distorting as a different image overlays my sight. I see a darkened hallway, narrowing into a tunnel, and the occasional blur of curls bouncing across my vision as I run.

      Well, not me—Beth.

      If there were a mirror in front of me, the dark brown of my human irises would be completely absent, replaced with ice. I never knew whose sight I kept seeing as a child—the random images of open fields and school corridors that would appear in my mind as if I were there myself.

      Then Beth summoned me, and I knew I was hers.

      The Seer’s blood within me sees only one thing—not the future, not the past, only Beth. Beth, and one single, blinding vision of her future. One moment in time that made it clear to me: I might be Beth’s, but she’ll never be mine. Not if I want to keep her safe.

      I shake my head, the image of her fading as my heart-rate skyrockets. That didn’t look like an ordinary dream, and even if it was—she was terrified.

      And something tells me to get her out now.

      Who do I go to? The school nurse is as useless as they come, and I’m hesitant to involve Professor Eaken. He has a finger in everything that happens in this academy, and instead of making him a beacon of knowledge, that fact simply means his sticky fingers leave trails of grime wherever he goes.

      A name pops into my head: Violet.

      I grit my teeth, hand running through my hair and utterly destroying any semblance of style. I’d come to a fairly clear consensus that Violet was talking out her ass, but what if she wasn’t? She warns us about a looming threat, and one week later Beth’s stuck in a dream she should be able to master?

      I know she dreamwalks. A problem like this shouldn’t even rate.

      That settles it. I duck back out into the corridor, squinting at the doors and trying to work out which one’s Violet’s.

      “Well, this isn’t going to fucking work,” I mutter darkly after a futile thirty seconds glaring at inanimate wood.

      There’s nothing for it; I jog back through the castle to Alaztair’s dorm, because at least I know which one’s his. All the way there, I’m fighting against the rising terror sliding down our bond. Somewhere in her dreams, Beth is screaming, I’m sure of it.

      Then, just as I knock softly on his door, it stops. All of it.

      But she isn’t awake.

      Devil, this is worse.

      By the time Alaztair opens the door—far more alert than he should be at this hour—I’m so tense I’m shaking. I realize too late that I haven’t bothered concealing my eyes again, but hopefully he won’t look at them for too long. Typically speaking, Summoning demons don’t have eyes like mine. They’re the only part of me I choose to hide in my human form—the only part I need to.

      “I need your help,” I say urgently, ignoring the fact we’ve barely spoken before. He has to know what Violet was talking about, so he can translate whatever the hell is happening into something I can understand.

      My rambling plea gets cut off as Violet’s voice emerges from the room behind him. “Is that Mikael?”

      My jaw drops, and I’m lost for words as Alaztair shoots me a wicked and unrepentant grin before stepping back into the room and opening the door wider. “Welcome.”

      He gives me a wink, and my mind races, reeling from what this implies. But when I see Violet in his bed, everything stops, replaced by shock and something deeper—something I’ve long repressed.

      I thought it was impossible for demons and witches to be together. The rising flush on Violet’s cheek as she hurriedly throws on a robe beneath the covers destroys that nicely.

      Where the hell is Alaztair’s roommate?

      “Where is she?” Violet asks when she emerges, hair tussled.

      Alaztair runs a hand possessively over her lower back, but there’s a tenderness in it that makes me think the gesture isn’t a show he’s putting on for me. It’s real, and it’s for her—for them.

      A familiar darkness rises in me, a yearning, catching me unaware and leaving me just short of breathless. I shove it back down, where it belongs.

      “Dreaming, but she won’t wake up.”

      Violet’s brow furrows, but then understanding wipes it clean and she gasps. “That’s how he’ll get her.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose, eyes shut in a wince. Even with the urgency of my fear, I’m finding this hard to believe. “You really think a demon king is after her?”

      “Stacey and Mal have already fought him off,” Alaztair says, and the low drawl of his tone feels like a cover for something else.

      When I look at him, I find him assessing me, his sharp eyes reading something in me I can’t follow. I shift backwards on my feet, wishing I’d bothered to do up the final buttons on my shirt instead of giving the impression of a spoiled prep.

      Holding his gaze, I attempt to silently communicate that I’m here to fight for my witch and nothing less.

      “I don’t understand why he hasn’t trapped you, too, though?” Violet interrupts suddenly. “Stacey had Daerek with her, and Mal had Aeden. Why are you left behind?”

      My chest lurches unpleasantly, a sinking sensation making it difficult to focus, to breathe. Until now, I hadn’t thought of it like that, but she’s right.

      I’ve been left behind.

      And I’m certain Beth would want it that way.

      “I guess because I wasn’t with her at the time,” I say stiffly, hiding behind the cold mask that’s served me so well at the academy. “She dreamwalks, you know.”

      Violet sucks in a gasp, while Alaztair’s expression turns calculating.

      “She’s always known about this?” Violet asks.

      I nod. “I guess so. She’s always done it, since Summoning Day anyway.”

      Violet pulls a face. “And she called me nuts? For saying I needed to talk to her about succubi? Succubi deal in dreams. Jesus.”

      She has a point. I suppose because she’s always been this way, it never occurred to me. Feeling somewhat chagrined, I search for somewhere I can sit down. I have a feeling this is going to take a while, and I’d rather not square off with Alaztair the whole time.

      “I think you’d better start from the beginning,” I suggest, dropping the mask just enough to let some of my exhaustion and concern bleed through.

      Violet softens, and soon the two of them are sitting on his bed while she tells me the most unbelievable story imaginable. About reincarnation, and demonic ghosts, and bloodstained feet dancing in a ballroom hundreds of years in the past.

      At the end, there is one thing that stands out. “Are you telling me…” I wet my lips, mouth dry. “Beth is a succubus?”

      Fuck, that thought shouldn’t be such a turn on.

      But also… succubi aren’t what people think they are. Summoning demons feed on a range of energy—joy, sadness, lust. But succubi and incubi feed on dreams, or so the myth goes. Any kind of dream—desire—a human can have, they can drain it and turn it into power. Never-ending power, because dreams are infinite.

      If Beth is a succubus, she’s more powerful than any of us.

      “Not quite,” Alaztair says with a shrug. “But we’ve realized all the key witches have some kind of succubus link in their magic. If Beth can dreamwalk, I’d say that’s hers. It’s the power that fuels her key. She’s human, but there’s a thread of demon in her magic. But to all intents and purposes… yes, she’s a succubus. All the witches are.”

      Four keys based on dreams, locking the succubi and incubi away. And Beth is the ethereal key.

      “If her magic is succubi magic, then that has to be how she escapes, right?” I ask, leaning forward in my excitement. “You say the succubi are testing us, twisting the locking ritual into trials… if we can harness their magic and escape, boom, trial passed, yes?”

      Alaztair shoots Violet a dry look. “Why couldn’t we have had him around from the start?”

      Violet whacks his shoulder, and their casual intimacy makes my stomach sink once more. It’s been a long night, filled with revelations and threats, but more than anything this is what lingers in my mind.

      I swallow thickly and rise to my feet. “I’ll find her in her dreams then.”

      Violet’s eyebrows shoot up. “You can do that?”

      “I’ve done it before.” At the questioning looks on their faces, I add, “She’s never seen me.”

      Alaztair smirks knowingly, and I can’t look him in the eye. Smug bastard.

      I’m not a creep about it. I just… watch over her from afar. Protect her without letting her know. Because up close, I’m only a danger.

      “All right,” he says, standing casually and reaching into a trunk by his bed. “But I recommend you deck that pretty boy ensemble out with a weapon or two.” When he turns back to face me, he’s holding a sword, and my entire body freezes when I see it.

      In my vision, I held a sword.

      I held this sword.

      The blade is lithe, glittering silver in the light, but the hilt is beaten and worn. Blackened for some reason, and wrapped in what looks like leather, but on closer inspection is absolutely, one hundred percent, strips of vinyl cut from an old guitar case. I can still see the brand logo on it.

      I wonder where Alaztair got it, and how it manages to suit the Dremen style so well.

      We’re a mismatched bunch here. If you took a cross-section view of the dorms on a Saturday night, you’d find half the rooms wearing ritual leather and cloth, candles lit and vivid hues of magic rising in the air. The other half would be decked out in club outfits, dancing to whoever’s phone is controlling the Bluetooth speakers, and drunk off their face. This sword is the best of both worlds, just like us.

      “Those things are sharp,” I say idly, eyes meeting his in what I hope passes as silent communication between us.

      I lift my face from the shadow, so he can see exactly the kind of demon my eyes call to mind. So he’ll know the truth of my blood.

      Rogue demon. Seer.

      His eyes widen, and I know he at least understands I have a reason for refusing the sword.

      But then he holds it out to me anyway, saying, “The king’s sword is sharper, sweetheart.”

      We stare each other down, but eventually I sigh and take the weapon. It’s inevitable, at least for now.

      Extended sight is a cursed affliction in Hell; the skills of those who possess it are bought and sold quicker than they’re identified. The power of the sight corrupts. Seers are known for two things: hoarding knowledge and running away.

      Devil pray that the least I do is run away when Beth needs me.

      “Think it’ll pass with me into the dream?” I ask dubiously, turning the great hulking thing over in my hands.

      “If you’re linked with succubus magic?” Violet asks. “I don’t see why not.”

      And I suppose I am, if what they say is true.

      Succubus or no succubus… I have a feeling it’s going to be a long, strange night. An ancient ghost chasing us through dreams—that’s some Alice in Wonderland shit right there.

      “Mikael,” Alaztair says suddenly, his voice unusually serious. “One thing we realized too late—if you want to get through this, you have to think like an incubus.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?” I snap. “I thought they were a myth up until five minutes ago.”

      Alaztair chuckles, but the sound is no less ominous. “Dreams and desire. It isn’t just Beth who’s been reincarnated over and over; it’s both of you. You’re in this together.” He stares at me pointedly, like there’s something there I’m supposed to understand.

      “Okay then… dreams and desire. Got it,” I mutter, hoisting the sword and grimacing. I look like a kid playing dress-ups, but whatever. For Beth. “Guess I’ll go take a nap.”

      Alaztair laughs, bright and fierce. “Don’t dream too long, Sleeping Beauty. Time’s running out.”
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      I run. The corridor shifts around me, transforming into a new dream entirely. Water splashes over my feet, smelling like salt and seaweed, and by the time it recedes I’m somewhere else. A shadowy place with reddened earth and a hint of sulfur in the air.

      Usually, if I dream of somewhere I don’t recognize, it’s someone else’s dream. But this is like no dream I’ve ever witnessed. This air of this place creeps into my bones, and instead of the place changing, it feels like I do. My hair droops in lank waves across my face, my skin tightens with age and dehydration, and the fit of my tight, gray jeans feels suddenly loose. Skeletal.

      This isn’t a dream; it’s a nightmare, and no one walks peacefully through nightmares. I have to get out.

      But I’ve never changed a dream on purpose before. Will it be enough to simply run away? Even if I escape from here, I have a feeling I’ll be running forever just to keep the dreams themselves from turning on me. Dreams are… nebulous. Flighty. When you tiptoe through them, they can change on a whim.

      And the guy chasing me doesn’t seem like he’d know how to tiptoe if his life depended on it.

      “Where are you going, Beth?” His voice follows me, but there’s a distance to it that gives me hope. Like I can outrun him, after all. “I only want to talk…” He laughs—not maniacally, but like a dork laughing at his own joke. It’s eerily human. “And drain your magic a smidgen.”

      Almost on cue, the space begins to howl with an unearthly wind, walls appearing and closing in like a tunnel of rock. Like I’ve been buried alive. I close my eyes, try to find the barest shred of focus I can, and push back against whatever he’s doing to the dream. The wind cuts off abruptly, but the tunnel is still far smaller than I’d like, and it’s swirling now with the strangest colors, like oil glinting off water.

      “Alright, Beth,” I mutter to myself, panting as I check behind me for signs of impending death. “Time to level up.”

      I screw my eyes closed, pray to the Devil that my weirdass and definitely illegal power can do what it’s never done before, and try to change the dream.

      A crashing sound shatters the air, pain blooming in my shins, and I tumble forward onto my face. My eyes snap open just in time to see the low table rising to greet me, and I throw my arms out at the last second and roll the impact until I’m lying on my back.

      “Minor facial reconstruction avoided, I suppose,” I mutter breathlessly to myself, chest heaving as I mentally assess the damage to my legs.

      Staring up at the familiar ceiling of Dremen library, I assume the silence is a good indication that I’ve managed to escape for now, and I take a second to catch my breath.

      “Sssh!”

      I turn sideways to see a vaguely familiar first year studying in the armchair by the coffee table. Blue streaks of color line his fringe, and his ears have more piercings than I can count. He looks up from his books, shakes his head at me in disappointment, and turns away. I’m fairly certain he mutters something like don’t run with your eyes closed, dickhead, but since he’s spot on the money with that, I let it slide.

      Sitting up, I look around to see I am in fact in the library, and it seems as though I’ve entered a perfectly ordinary ‘stressed about exams’ dream. Presumably the witch’s beside me. Empty coffee cups litter the floor beneath the witch’s feet, co-mingling with copious pages of notes torn from his planner.

      Well, that gives me some time, at least. Even if I apparently have to spend it with a mild level of exam stress, since the dream has neatly reminded me that if I do get out of here alive, I’m surely going to fail.

      Death or expulsion; are those my only options?

      How the fuck am I meant to fight this dude? Fighting isn’t my typical go-to. It leads to all sorts of shit, and in my experience, if you don’t have anyone on your side, you don’t usually emerge from a scrap in one piece. And I have no one on my side. So I don’t fight. It’s not like the math is hard.

      “Studying for the finals?” I ask jovially, desperate for company on this mad mission, even if it’s pretty one-sided.

      The witch gifts me with another furious glare, his finger jabbing so hard against his lips he nearly slips and brains himself. Seriously, this dude could run for librarian.

      I dust down my knees, sighing at the hole in my jeans before recognizing that—of course—it won’t be there when I wake up. Being stuck in a dream is very strange. It feels so lifelike. More-so than simple dreamwalking, where I’m at the whim of the dreamer and therefore don’t have quite the usual amount of self awareness. I just kind of float. And listen. And absorb.

      It’s the only way I can fuel our bond enough not to get kicked out: by feeling sad for other people in their dreams.

      When I started at Dremen Academy, fresh out of high school and full of the surety that I’d be the most kickass witch this university had seen, I’d pulled honors for the first Semester.

      Then Mikael and I started actual synergy work, rather than the preparation rituals and basic spells that don’t need a demon recharge to fuel their mojo. We’d sunk faster than a marble boat, because I wasn’t sad. I was angry.

      How dare he crave my sadness? He’s just like the rest of them; they all want me to cry, one way or another. To break down at their feet. It might have taken me a little too long to work that out, but better late than never.

      “Don’t suppose you have a book in that stack about demon kings?” I ask the witch in the armchair.

      He won’t literally have a book about it, but since it’s his dream, he can manifest one—if he has any knowledge about demon kings at all.

      The witch gives me a strange look, part fear and part incredulity, and I wave him a way with a muttered never mind. There’s no need to risk the stability of the dream by pushing the point. He can either help me or he can’t, and like usual, it would seem he can’t.

      I wander off in the direction of the great oak doors, wondering if I can hop into the dream of someone who might be a little more helpful. But it’s a lot to take in—I’ve never changed a dream at all before, and now I’m trying to use it as some kind of advanced Google system. Probably better start smaller.

      “Psst!”

      Looking back, I expect to find the witch again, since he’s the only one with agency in here apart from me. Instead, I find Violet.

      “What the f—”

      “Sssh!” She hisses at me, looking around in fear, presumably for the librarian.

      The urge to roll my eyes is strong, but I’m too stunned. I can’t imagine the first year is dreaming of Violet—or, if he is, I don’t know why she’d be over here with me, if you get what I mean.

      So that means our dreams are merging, and I’m dreaming of her.

      Water laps at my feet again, just enough to sneak through my Converse and wet my toes. Just enough to be more annoying than foreboding, even though it’s both.

      “I need to talk to you,” she says, pulling me into the darkness of the stacks.

      “Unless you’re lucid, there’s no point,” I snap at her. “Because you can only tell me what I already know—and I didn’t fucking listen, did I?”

      Violet reels back, wounded, and I feel bizarrely guilty at hurting a manifestation of my own subconscious when it’s really myself I’m mad at.

      “Okay, fine,” I mutter, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Demon king, you say? Tell me more.”

      Violet sighs and glances over her shoulder at the shelves, but her positioning makes me pause. It’s as if she’s looking at the circle of witches we interrupted in real life. Which is bizarre to say the least—the dream should adapt to the new surroundings.

      My suspicions are confirmed when she whispers, “I told you this would be easier somewhere else. But fine. Let’s do it the hard way. There’s a kind of magic woven into your bones that you don’t know about.”

      I stiffen in surprise; this didn’t happen in real life. Is this actually Violet’s dream? I wave my hand in front of her face, frowning, but her eyes are too glazed. She can’t see me because she isn’t real; this is definitely my projection.

      How can she give me information I don’t have?

      Then, my blood turns to ice as I register her words—does she know? How can she know? No one knows apart from Tatiana, and even then, she doesn’t have the full story. Only what a thirteen-year-old can glean from messing around with a childish blood pact and discovering it unlocks powers witches aren’t meant to have.

      “The king wants to trap you and drain that magic from you to fuel the prison spell that keeps the succubi locked away. The magic? It’s succubi magic. You’re a key, Beth, and they want to sacrifice you to keep that lock sealed.”

      The pieces of the puzzle slide into place, and I suddenly realize she’s absolutely fucking right. I’ve been able to dreamwalk my whole life, but I never thought about what that might mean… only that it was a power I shouldn’t have. That it was more than human.

      Damn right, it’s more than human. It’s succubus.

      Before I can even begin to process that, movement distracts me. Through the rows of books, a shimmer of torchlight weaves back and forth. My agitated mind places it slowly: someone held a torch during the night of the ritual. People appear from the darkness, and suddenly there is a familiar circle visible through the stacks.

      Our dreams are melding in more than just actors.

      I blink at the sight of Tatiana leaning back in a chair, feet propped up on one of the library desks, and try to quell the rising sense of something that always hits me when I see her. When I’m forced to remember what she did.

      Violet shakes my shoulders. “Are you listening to me? If you don’t pay attention, you’ll be on your own fighting the king. I don’t know how he’ll trap you, but it will be different to the others. You’re not the first, so we can help you.”

      I don’t know what to say to her. I shouldn’t have to say anything, because this is my dream—at least partially—and I’m in control. But the agitation on Violet’s face is too real. It’s like she’s revisiting that night, playing things out in a different way.

      Frowning, I wonder if that’s exactly what’s happened. The dream might be mine, but maybe I’m… I don’t know… pulling information from hers.

      “Sure,” I splutter, glancing over at Tatiana and hoping whoever is running this dream doesn’t turn it into a shit-I’m-naked-in-front-of-the-class dream. “Okay. Tell me everything, then.”

      Violet opens her mouth, presumably to deliver the goods, but suddenly her eyes snap wide and she hisses “Mikael?!” just as her body fades around the edges.

      “Oh no,” I mutter, jaw slack as it occurs to me that not only is my dream’s manifestation of Violet fading, but whatever piece of consciousness I’ve latched onto as a link is waking up, too.

      Is Mikael there with her?!

      I reach out for her, desperate to keep my only link to the outside world, but I’m too slow. She flickers into nothingness, and I’m left with the soft giggles of the Moonfire club as they decimate the bottle of vodka.

      “Well, there’s no point going out there,” I mutter to myself, peering through the darkened slats of the shelving at Tatiana and her friends.

      The scuff of a footstep comes from behind me, and I spin around in horror, fist raised ready to punch out the two inhumanly pale eyes staring at me—

      —and then I realize it’s Mikael.

      “Holy shit!” I hiss, managing to change course at the last second and swing wide over his right shoulder. “Warn a girl, could you?”

      He catches me easily around the waist, the open vee of his half-buttoned shirt swooping to reveal a tanned, toned chest. His expression draws tight as he peers over my shoulder at the Moonfire club waiting for me. I suppose I’ve imagined him, too, just as I did Violet, and I regard him carefully, searching for any sign he’s dreaming somewhere, too. That I might have pulled on some part of his consciousness to manifest him.

      “Sorry,” he murmurs quietly, glancing at me before returning to Tatiana, his eyes narrowed. He’s on edge, dark brows furrowed as he scans the library for, I don’t know, danger I guess. “Are you okay?”

      There’s a flicker of something in his eyes, maybe a hint of lucidity, but he’s never apologized to me before in his life, so he definitely isn’t anything but a manifestation of my own desires right now.

      My eyes fall to his hands, long, tan fingers still caught around my waist, and my heart begins to pound. Who knew I could create a manifestation like this? Imagining my demon cares for me, when, really, he cares about nothing but himself. I would have thought my brain would rebel at the obvious lie.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I say, a hint of bitterness in my tone as I extract myself from the dream of what I’ve always wanted from him. “Just on the run from a demon king and currently hiding from a girl who wants to drink my blood. The usual.”

      “I know,” he says flatly, mouth twisting into a grim line as he takes the hint and steps away from me. “Remind me how you get yourself in these situations again?”

      “My charming good looks,” I snap at him, running a hand through my hair and glancing behind me on reflex. “Everyone wants a piece; don’t you?”

      My body immediately protests the distance, but it doesn’t have long to worry, because Mikael ceases his assessment of the library and turns to me, looking at me properly for the first time.

      His expression changes completely. Instead of the usual coldness and disdain, his body softens in relief while his eyes turn fierce. My heart leaps into my throat.

      I’ve never seen him look at me that way.

      Even though I’ve often hoped he would.

      “What?” I ask, defensiveness creeping into my voice.

      “You’re okay,” he says, his tone unreadable, and his hands twitch—like he wants to reach for me again.

      “Well, yeah…”

      Sheesh, brain, can you get a grip already? Mikael doesn’t look at us like that, okay? He’s a sadness demon, and like mom always said—demons feed on what they want from you.

      “Beth, you’re dreaming, and you have to wake up. The king’s after you.”

      His words sink in slowly, along with the expression on his face.

      I’m not manifesting this.

      The way he looks at me. It’s impossible, but there’s a fierce sense of knowing in his gaze that means he isn’t like Violet. He isn’t even like the witch whose dream I’m in. He’s entirely lucid, which means every word he says is true.

      Every emotion his body betrays is true.

      This might be a dream, but Mikael is real.

      The thought centers me, grounding me in a way I don’t think I’ve ever felt before. I’m always running, always cleaving a path away from something, but for the first time in forever, I feel like I’m standing still.

      My heart thuds wildly in my chest even as I try to tell myself to cool it, to keep my hopes from veering out of control. But then a strange sound cascades around us, interrupting my thoughts. It’s like sand falling in an hourglass, hissing and soft.

      Something falls into my hair, and when I reach up, it’s exactly how it sounds—sand, raining all around us.

      “What the—” The words are barely out of my mouth before the dream shifts.

      But it isn’t like before. It’s a slow, gentle shift, my eyes falling shut as though sleep were claiming me, and when I open them again, we’re no longer in the library. We’re standing on a beach, an odd mix of colors bouncing off the waves while the purple haze of twilight dances across the clouds above us.

      As the dream resettles amongst the dim light, I swear Mikael steps forward to shield me from it, his chest rising in a heavy rhythm as he searches the landscape just as he did the library.

      Waves breach the shore beside us, calming, and it occurs to me suddenly that Mikael is here because he searched for me. Because he came to find me.

      Almost like he cared.
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      With great effort, I tear my eyes away from Beth’s worried face, from the confirmation that she’s safe—at least for now—and survey our new location. Before, we were clearly in a random student’s dream, maybe even Beth’s own, but here…

      I’ve no idea what this place is.

      The sand glistens like stars beneath our feet, meeting the rush of the waves and colliding in a force of color and light that is far more than a simple reflection. These waves aren’t ordinary water—something in them glows, radiant colors that don’t look wrong, as such, but definitely don’t belong to the real world. It’s like all the colors that reside in the ocean have risen to the surface—the orange of a sea anemone, the bright green of a tropical fish. They skim and rush across the water, crashing into brilliant white foam before dropping back to do it all again.

      I can’t imagine any student who would dream this up, but I can’t bring myself to be afraid, either. It feels right, to be here. Grounded. Soothing.

      The moment of peace this brings leaves space for something more, too, and I cross my arms to try to tamp down the rising wave within my own body. The strange force that suddenly pulls me toward Beth.

      Well, not suddenly, but in a way that makes me feel, dreamlike, as though she might be the one doing the pulling.

      “Where are we?” I ask her, not expecting she’ll have an answer.

      “I’ve never seen this place before.”

      Even though she doesn’t know, there’s something to the tone of her voice, like she recognizes this place all the same. I know the feeling.

      “We probably don’t have long before the king finds us,” I point out reluctantly, finally turning away from the ocean.

      My breath catches at the sight of her, at the shadows pooling below her jaw and the way the light catches in her eyes, turning brown to gray. Swallowing, I force myself to remember the stakes, to remember that there’s simply no fucking time to think about things like that.

      It’s not difficult to slip my usual cold, impassive mask back into place. Part of me resents that, particularly when the emotion she’d let slip shutters away. Regret tugs at my chest, icy and familiar.

      Logically, it’s for the best, but the reason behind her reticence around me still irks. Beth hates that our bond relies on her sadness, and she blames me for it. Like I want her to be sad or something.

      That’s the last thing I want from her. But since I need to stay as far away from her as possible anyway, what can I do about it? She manages the bond on her own enough to avoid expulsion, with her dreamwalking escapades, but she won’t work with me. Her spells fail, and in the two years we’ve been in Dremen, I’ve just had to let them.

      It’s not like my presence would solve the problem, anyway, even if I could be near her. I don’t want her sadness. I want her lying back on my bed, legs hooked over my shoulders, screaming my name.

      Try explaining that one in the middle of a fight.

      “So I spoke to Violet,” I say casually, sticking my hands in my pockets now and idly shuffling back and forth until the stupid sword strapped to my back settles into a comfortable position.

      Her eyes slide to the sword, brow furrowing, but she’s too distracted by what I said to ask.

      “Did you now?” she asks shrewdly. “Maybe you can fill in the gaps then. He’s here, you know.” Beth glances over her shoulder, almost flinching at the shadows that line the foggy depths of the shore, the edges of this strange dream. “Chasing me.”

      Fighting the urge to move closer to her, I nod and look down at my feet instead. They’re bare, and despite the beach location I’ve never felt more under-prepared. “Yeah, he wants to sacrifice you to a spell.”

      Something crosses her face, almost like resignation, and for a moment I pause. How could she possibly be resigned to a sacrifice? But it passes quickly enough.

      “Any idea how?”

      “Sort of. He’ll charge you up and let you down, basically.”

      I make a fizzing sort of sound as I pull my hand out of my pocket and lower it dramatically, like a dying balloon, but she just stares at me like I’ve lost the plot, so I change tack. I’m too unsettled in here, unsure how to act. Alaztair wanted me to be some kind of avenging incubus, whatever the fuck that means. But I don’t know how to be that.

      And my normal self doesn’t feel right anymore.

      Clearing my throat, I try anyway, searching for comfort in the familiar coldness of our usual rapport. “He wants you at the height of your powers so he can drain you to a husk.” Ah, there it is, that air of disdain. Like a well-worn jacket. I feel my mouth curve into a sneer.

      “And you came here to stop him,” she says, something unreadable in her voice.

      I look up instinctively, and there’s that pull again, tugging me closer, making desire pool low and delicious in my abdomen. Her eyes widen, and there’s a deep flush rising on her neck that I hadn’t noticed before.

      Her hand twitches, like an impulse, and I take a step closer.

      Devil, is this Beth? Is she really doing this? The sensation doesn’t feel like it’s outside of me; it feels like she’s tapped into the most hidden part of me and given it permission to be free.

      Unthinking, my tongue runs across my lips, nerves mixing with want. I take another step.

      She doesn’t back away.

      Is it my imagination, or have the waves on the beach grown louder?

      I force myself to focus. “You’re one of four keys holding the succubi and incubi captive,” I tell her quickly and quietly, before I can give in to this madness and kiss her. “The ethereal key, apparently. But they’re breaking free and using the prison spell as a way to test you all. If you can get out of here, you win.”

      She blinks at me, expression unreadable. “And so do they,” she says finally.

      I nod, a stiff, curt movement.

      Almost like a reaction, something flickers into being beside us. I startle backwards, drawing the ridiculous sword and holding it out in front of me as a door appears beside us. My response is so instinctive, I nearly miss the expression on Beth’s face, but once I see it I’m more rattled than ever.

      “What do you know that I don’t?” I hiss at her.

      Fear makes my words harsh, but I need to know why her face has paled at the sight of a door. It doesn’t open; it just sits there in front of us, digging into the sand, looking like any other classroom door from Dremen Academy.

      “Nothing,” she protests.

      The peace of this strange place is breaking, an energy seeping from beneath the door and shattering the twilight emptiness of the beach. As a demon, I should be able to taste the flavor of that energy, but there’s too much of it. Too much in it. My nose wrinkles, instinctively retreating from the acrid scent of emotion I can’t identify.

      Something rattles behind the door, obnoxiously loud in this space, and I step back immediately, sweeping Beth behind me with one hand. But when a voice follows the sound, I freeze.

      That’s my voice.

      The words I said to her on Summoning day.

      “What the fuck?” I whisper.

      Beth’s hand falls against my shoulder, squeezing gently, tugging me towards the water. I glance back at her, noting the dark twist to her expression, the fear that makes her eyes bright. My stomach lurches; she knows what this door means.

      Behind us, the waves crash more violently than before, as if fighting the door’s presence. But a distant part of my awareness—a deep, instinctive knowledge—tells me it’s not that.

      They’re reacting to us.

      My eyes fall to Beth’s lips, and I imagine what would happen if I kissed her now. Alaztair said I needed to think like an incubus; well, an incubus wouldn’t fucking hesitate.

      Maybe this is what he meant. This beach is clearly powerful, and it’s linked to us somehow—to her. But she’s resisting it.

      She won’t do it, won’t give into the power. If she’s to embrace it, I have to convince her first. I have to show her what she can really do.

      “What are you thinking?” she asks suspiciously, brow suddenly furrowing.

      “I’m not sure,” I say without meaning to, more honest than perhaps I should be.

      The whispering voice in the back of my mind tells me I’m just like what I hate: pretending I have a grandiose plan but really just taking what I want. But it’s too late. My plan is formed, and I won’t back down.

      If seduction makes her power surface, then I have to seduce her.

      The swell of the waves rises, water crashing at our feet, thick with sea foam, and I take the final step toward her, my hand falling to her waist, thumb brushing the thin line of skin that’s visible where her shirt rides up.

      I want to dip my fingers below that line, ride the path of her hip to her thighs. Taste it with my tongue.

      I don’t need a mirror to know that, like an incubus, my desires are written on my face.

      Her breath catches, but then I hesitate, because above all else this is a dream. The strangeness of it highlights that.

      Will whatever happens in here last beyond the dream?

      In the moment of hesitation, thunder cracks across the sky, a shining bolt of lightning cleaving the twilight in two. A voice whispers, following the thunder, the words too quiet to hear. But getting closer. Much closer.

      The beach flickers, and visions of a very different place appear behind it. A desolate wasteland bordered with dying trees and bone.

      Hell.

      “We have to go,” Beth hisses, grabbing my hand and tugging me backward.

      “Then let’s go through the door!” I protest, because there’s no other way out of here. No clear path free from the beach that stretches into fog on either side.

      And it’s fading fast.

      She looks at me, indecision twisting her features into something bordering on fear. Devil, what the hell is this door to her?

      I make the decision for us. Reaching back, I grab the handle, wincing as the unkempt sharp edges of it slice into my skin, and drag us both through.

      For a moment, it’s as though we’re in a storage closet at Dremen, surrounded by rows and rows of shelves, each full of bottles in all shapes and sizes. Dark, twisting things that ooze the energy I caught wind of earlier. A man stands before us, except as soon as I think that, I realize it’s wrong. He’s not a man; he’s an incubus.

      Then it all disappears, and we’re somewhere else instead.
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      With a final splash of sea foam against our faces, the beach disappears. The man I know from my dreams fades along with it, just before I can reach for him, and so, too, does the strange closet behind the door. It has to mean something that he’s here; I see him all the time.

      Is he an incubus?

      Why does he look at me like he knows something I don’t?

      Whatever—there’s no time for touching reunions. The king is getting angry, and I’d swear he meant to bring us into his own dream. I don’t need to have taken a trip downstairs to recognize the brief glimpse of scenery this time.

      For now though, blessedly, we’re here… wherever here is. The ground crunches beneath my feet, like we haven’t quite left the beach behind, but it’s too dark to see properly. I kneel down, running my hand through the sand, and it’s… odd. Definitely sand, but sometimes my fingers skim over stone that is too flat to be anything but laid tiling. Like a cobblestone floor perhaps. Feeling around a little more, I can even locate the grout, so… yeah. It’s constructed.

      The hiss of flame makes me leap and turn, and as my eyes adjust to the dimness, I make out a woman sitting at a large wooden table, like a teacher’s desk.

      “You made it,” she says, her voice a low, seductive drawl, and as she lights the candle before her a dozen more spring into existence all around us.

      She turns away, hands moving methodically as she appears to pour something out of sight.

      Mikael stiffens beside me, and I grab his wrist before he can make any abrupt movements with his sword—and believe me, I have questions about where the hell he got a bloody sword from as soon as we’re safe—and scare the dreamer into waking up. I assume that’s where we are: this woman’s dream.

      She’s too old to be a student, so she must be a professor.

      I squint into the sudden light and stare at my surroundings. Deep, iron sconces line the walls, coated in a faded black paint that suggests someone wanted the metal to be neutral to fae. Or perhaps concealed from them until needed. The walls are stone, familiar in their towering expanse and the golden frames that line them. Although, these frames are empty, as though they’re merely stored here. It’s almost more eerie than the portraits of Dremen. When I watch them out of the corner of my eye, the frames don’t look as empty as they should be.

      I’d almost say this was the basement at Dremen Academy, except why on earth would anyone dream about being here?

      I surreptitiously check my pockets to see if my flask somehow survived all the dreamscape shifting—my subconscious was really looking out for me on that one, talk about predicting future needs—but no dice. Oh well.

      “Hi,” I say, as neutrally as possible. Sometimes, when you enter a person’s dream, you fill the role of whoever they’re imagining. If you keep to a generic script, you can drag it out for ages before they clock the incongruence of personality and wake up.

      It’s easier just to hide though. Observe from a distance.

      “Bethany,” she chides, making me jolt in alarm. “Is that any way to greet your aunt?”

      What the hell are the odds of someone dreaming about a person named Bethany? But this woman definitely is not my aunt… So I guess the odds aren’t impossible. And she’s too jovial for this to be anything but a real dream.

      Thank God she isn’t my aunt. This woman is… wow. Just wow. Long brown hair styled in perfect waves, hooked over her shoulder. Deep red lips, and eyes begging to fuck. If I had even half of this woman’s looks, my experience at Dremen Academy would be vastly different.

      If this is Dremen’s basement, who the hell is this teacher whose dream I’m stuck in? I’m sure I would have noticed her.

      I shove my glasses further up my nose and frown at her. “Sorry… auntie.”

      To my further confusion, she bursts into laughter.

      “Not that kind of aunt,” she corrects with a raised eyebrow. She moves a little, and I can see what she was doing now—filling a bottle with some kind of sparkling liquid, like mineral water with a hint of lime. With a jolt, I recognize the bottle as one of the ones lining the shelves behind the door, and a flicker of foreboding races up my spine. “More like a great, great, great, etc., honorary aunt. Thanks, largely, to your magic. Where did you think you got the dreamwalking from?”

      My stomach flips and I stumble backwards. This is no random teacher’s dream. Mikael pulls his sword free, and I don’t stop him this time.

      “Who are you?” I whisper, even though I can guess quite clearly. Instead of answering, she waves for me to take a seat.

      A chair materializes before the teacher’s desk, along with a blackboard behind it, and it occurs to me I’d be an idiot to piss her off. I sit. Through sheer force of will, I don’t cross my hands in my lap, but it’s close.

      “There’s a good girl,” she murmurs, her voice a soft drawl.

      “I’ll stand,” Mikael elects with a sarcastic drawl, hefting his sword a little higher.

      Amusement dances in her eyes, which doesn’t entirely bode well for us or our sword.

      “You’re a succubus.” It’s a miracle that my voice remains steady. My heart is beating so loud, it must be audible, and all at once I want to flee…

      …and simultaneously, to stay. Forever.

      “I thought I’d take the opportunity to give you a little history lesson,” she says, an edge to her voice that tells me this history lesson is more like a warning wrapped up in a knife.

      I guess the succubi got sick of watching from the sidelines as we stumbled our way through their trials. Can’t blame them. That sort of incompetence has got to grate on a person after a while.

      She perches on the edge of the desk, and suddenly the black wrap dress she had been wearing shimmers and changes into the kind of teacher’s outfit that’s taken right out of a porno.

      Not that I’d… know… oh, whatever. She’s done her homework, pun intended.

      Sharp, tight pencil skirt. White blouse barely buttoned. She even has a ruler in her hand.

      This woman oozes sex, and I’m only faintly embarrassed to say I’m completely under her spell.

      I’m fairly certain anyone would be.

      The dream shimmers a little at the edges, not enough that a dreamer would notice, but I’m used to the signs. I shift in my seat, worried that the king has found me and is about to twist everything to his favor again. Mikael glances at me, his eyes dark as he gives me a single nod and then steps back into the shadows, checking for danger.

      Pretty sure the danger’s right in front of us, bud, but you do you.

      “History?” I ask neutrally, swallowing as I check over my shoulder. “What sort of history?” Is she about to give me the low-down on succubi mythology? Because that’s kind of cool, even if we are on a time crunch.

      She tilts her head, pointing the ruler behind her at the blackboard without looking. I follow the movement, forcibly dragging my eyes from her.

      Dremen Academy is written on the board in curving script.

      My racing mind stutters to a groaning, frustrated halt. “Oh,” I mumble, sounding well bored, despite my efforts not to annoy her.

      She laughs again, but there’s an aggression to it that sends shivers down my spine, only partially from fear. “Do you know what Dremen means?”

      The intensity in her voice catches my attention, even if her words don’t. “No?”

      “It means ‘to dream’. Middle English, from the Old English, drēman.”

      My slow, foggy brain makes a connection I don’t want it to. The fear and apprehension in my chest begins to rise. “Succubi feed on dreams,” I say slowly, looking up to find her watching me with a fierce gaze.

      “Yes.” She smiles. “We do.”

      “Violet said you’re imprisoned here.” Was it called Dreaming Academy because of that? Or…

      This time, when she laughs, it’s pure violence. My heart thuds, and I grip the sides of the chair to keep myself from running.

      “Darling, we live here.”

      Oh, God.

      “For how long?”

      “Always,” she says. “This academy is ours, and we intend to take it back.”

      I swallow thickly. “Well, you’ve got my vote.”

      She smiles, just a hint in the corner of her lips. It feels like a honey trap, and I’m buzzing like the dumbest fucking fly around. “You have to escape first, little witch. Your dreamwalking is ill-formed; master it, and you might live.”

      “Any tips?” I say it glibly, but then my brain starts to work again.

      Fuck, it really is succubus power.

      The succubus’s face twists into scorn, but Mikael steps back between us before she can speak. Firelight flickers across his face, casting a line of darkness below his jaw that makes him look meaner than he ever has. But it’s a different kind of mean.

      He’s always felt untouchable before now. As his eyes cut to mine, flashing in the light, the searing heat of his gaze invites me to touch him. Dares me to. I can’t say for sure what would happen if I did, but there’s a promise in his expression, if I’m brave enough to risk it.

      In the blink of an eye, my demon has gone from ice prince to… fire.

      “He’s watching us from the shadows. I can sense him,” Mikael accuses, turning away from me to glare down possibly the most powerful woman we’ve ever encountered. The fool. The beautiful, beautiful fool.

      My heart twinges painfully, confused and overwhelmed by not just the strange protectiveness he’s showing, but the fact he’s still here with me at all.

      “And I’m sure he will continue to do so until you are ripe for the taking,” she replies calmly. “What will you do about it?”

      “Fight!” Mikael snaps at her. “No thanks to you—you won’t even help Beth, and she’s one of you.”

      My head buzzes as I register the lack of shock on his face; he already knew?

      I’ve always wondered what I was, beneath it all… I can’t believe I’ve found my answer. Although, the more I think about it, the more it slots neatly into place.

      Is that why my blood fueled Tatiana, like a demon’s blood? Because it was.

      It is.

      “One of us?” the succubus asks, brows raised in faux astonishment. “I assure you, little demon, we would not run from our desires.”

      “I’m not running from my desires,” I interrupt, face flushing.

      What bloody desires, anyway?

      She turns that arched brow in my direction and smiles. “Then where is your mark? To bind your power?”

      The succubus holds one delicate wrist toward me, and suddenly it becomes obvious that I’m not talking to a witch. Even if the sexuality oozing off her hadn’t been a dead giveaway that this is a being who feeds on desire, her mark brands her.

      The vein-like tattoo blooms from her wrist, wrapping her inner forearm in an interconnected web of black lines. It pulses, alight with an inner glow that turns the black lines swiftly silver. Does that mean she’s feeding on a dream right now? On my dream—my desire to escape this mess?

      A glimmer of liquid forms into a droplet on her tattoo, and my eyes fall once more to the bottle behind her. There’s still no evidence of where she was pouring from.

      Is that bottle filled with a dream, poured straight from her veins? Like it’s been, I don’t know, distilled through her tattoo?

      “You run from both your fears and your desires,” she says cryptically. “The demon chasing you barely needed to entangle you at all—you are already tangled in a web of your own making. If you are to escape, you must become integrated within, so that all your power is accessible to you.”

      Her mark flares brighter with her words, and my stomach sinks when the meaning sinks in. A mark that binds my power.

      The Summoning ritual won’t work if there are other bindings on me.

      The ritual will reject me, and the only remaining thread of my witch heritage will be bound to Mikael. He may have come to save me, but who knows how long that whim will last? He still feeds on my sadness. Still demands my vulnerability.

      They all do.

      With a mark like that on me, Tatiana would only have to show my wrist to Professor Eaken and I’d lose everything.

      I tune back in to find the succubus tutting Mikael gently, the scorn back on her face as their argument continues. “Your Summoning brethren, perhaps, could fight,” she murmurs thoughtfully, looking him up and down. “But what will you do, Seer? Will you flee at the first sign of what the future holds?”

      Mikael hisses at her, eyes wide with fury. “I’m not like them.”

      She leans forward, the leather of her thigh-high boots creaking softly as she stares Mikael down. “You’ll have to prove it.”

      I clap my hands sharply, interrupting the two of them before they can start throwing down, although my brain catches a little on the words—what did she call him? Seer?

      “That’s enough,” I force out, glaring between them. They barely even notice me, so intent on the hatred binding them together. An odd twinge of jealousy twists in my chest. I ignore it. “So, can you help me or not?”

      She turns to me slowly, smiling so wide it can only be a threat. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

      “Can you teach me how to use my dreamwalking in a way that… I don’t know… lets me put it back again at the end? Like an on-off switch?”

      Like something that won’t shatter all that I’ve fought to maintain.

      Of course, even that mild hope bursts into a thousand pieces when I see her shaking her head. “It’s enough that you stole our power without any of the repercussions,” she hisses, voice low, eyes ablaze with their own light, and suddenly I remember the succubi are demons. “If you want to turn this around, you figure it out.”

      Ouch. This woman—this succubus—owes me nothing, and still her rejection of me hurts. Her words spark a memory—I think succubi and incubi feed on dreams because they can’t dream. Or their dreams are different. One-tracked, narrow, unchangeable. Is that what she means by repercussions? Is that why she hates me—because I’m also human?

      It’s not like I asked for this.

      Something in me hardens.

      Fine. I’ll figure this out fine without you, lady. And I’ll do it like a witch, not a succubus.

      She stands, straightening her skirt. The ends of her hair writhe like snakes, and I must be imagining it. I have to be.

      “The basement is our anchor,” she says, almost bored. “The sand and the waves ground our dreams in reality, although only those with our magic can see it. Our world sits above the North tower.” Her voice sharpens again, and I don’t dare argue that there is no North tower. “The middle is yours. Choose wisely.”

      In the time it takes me to look down at the sand that is apparently really there, even in the real world, and back up again, she’s gone. The desk remains, along with the ruler. I’m not sure if my brain is filling in gaps that aren’t there, or if she really wants me to make that association, but my cheeks redden and I have to stand up and put some space between me and the ruler before I can truly imagine the consequences for failing. They’re succubi. Who knows what she meant?

      “Forget her,” Mikael snarls.

      He moves closer to me, eyes blazing with something impossible.

      “Kind of hard to forget the whole reason we’re stuck here,” I mutter, going for humor but coming out way closer to bleak.

      “We’re going to get out of here,” he says, closer again.

      Our shoulders brush, and I lean unconsciously into his warmth. He glances at me, startled, as though he’s only just realized that he’s moved at all. His hair falls across his eyes, shadowing his expression just enough to soften it.

      A gentle thrumming starts up in my veins, pulsing through me. It’s almost intoxicating, even as it’s nonsensical.

      I can’t take my eyes off him.

      “What’s happening?” I breathe, scared of making too loud a sound and destroying whatever this is.

      What it could be.

      He opens his mouth to answer, a tiny furrow deepening in his brow, but then everything shatters in a different way entirely.

      “Found you,” the voice whispers, laughing softly just before the dagger pierces my heart.

      Or, it would, if Mikael doesn’t step in front of me, weapon raised but too slow to win, and take the hit instead.
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      The dagger appears out of nowhere, and for a horrible second it looks like I’m the one holding it.

      My heart stops as I think my premonition has caught up to me, coming true without giving me even a chance to fight it.

      Then I realize the arm looks like mine and sits above mine, but it’s an illusion—conjured by a king who can manipulate dreams as adeptly as an incubus. Of course he can; he’s already manipulated death and time to his end. Why in the Devil’s name would I think he couldn’t do this?

      I act on reflex. I swipe the stupid sword Alaztair gave me up and through the illusion, shattering it, but because I’m a chump all I really succeed in doing is knocking the knife into myself instead.

      Better me than Beth.

      I stagger, clutching at the bright red blood suddenly seeping between my fingers. The pain is as real as any waking injury. Fuck’s sake. Who the hell thought it was a good idea to give me a sword? I’m going to kill Alaztair when I get out of here.

      Except I won’t, because that would mean wielding a fucking sword, wouldn’t it?

      “Mikael!” Beth cries out, and her voice sounds odd. Not merely shocked and afraid, but distraught. Thick with terror and pain. Did the dagger somehow get her as well?

      I open my eyes, peering around for another enemy. “Where is he?” I ask, checking her over for injury. The frantic movements of my fingers over her skin ruins my careful control, revealing far too much of my inner thoughts, and I step away to recoup.

      But my step becomes another stagger, and I sag against the desk.

      As I do, the walls flicker, candlelight from the sconces bursting three foot tall before merging into an inferno. Beth yelps, tumbling back into me, and I manage to catch her with one arm around her waist before we both go dancing in the flames.

      This fire is no ordinary fire. Sparks flicker, catching in the center like a whirlwind, and when they reach the ceiling, they hover and meld together in a strange golden net. But the strands don’t connect in a grid; they’re like veins instead. Like the tattoo on the succubus’s wrist. My jaw grows slack, eyes fixed to the slowly twisting miasma of flame above us.

      The basement walls disappear. I’ve no idea where we are now, aside from the middle of a burning storm.

      “Is he trying to flush us out?” I ask, wincing at the effort it takes to talk.

      The room is getting dramatically, unhelpfully, dim. I think I might be about to pass out, and my suspicions are confirmed when Beth’s hands find mine and she clutches with a mindless desperation. Obviously, I’m slipping. I don’t blame her for not wanting to face this alone.

      A voice carries across the flames, and something in the sound of it makes my blood run cold. “I think you’ll find I am succeeding in flushing you out,” the man says, his tone full of the kind of smug triumph I hear from the professors all the time at Dremen.

      I spin around, but I can’t see anything through the fire—only darkness. “Fire’s a pretty cheap trick,” I drawl, fighting down the urge to cough. “You should grow a spine and fight us face to face.”

      The king laughs, a reedy, arrogant sound that makes my stomach drop. It seems his ego is immune to my taunts. He has all the power in the world; a tiny demon like me challenging it means nothing.

      “It isn’t my fire. Why don’t you ask the witch whether she thinks her panic is serving her well? Or better yet, just wait it out. She’s nearly at full capacity. I must say, the fight you bring me is far less than your friends.” There’s an edge to his voice that breaks through my sinking heart—he’s pissed. More than pissed. He’s furious, because his ritual has been thwarted twice before, and he’s running out of chances to reseal the prison gates.

      If he’s angry, then we still have a chance.

      I drag myself up to my full height, ignoring the pain, and smile into the darkness. “Nah, I don’t think so,” I say as casually as possible when the world is spinning. “I think we’ll go three for three instead.”

      Then I turn to Beth, grabbing hold of her waist and spinning her to face me. We have to get out of here, but if it’s her fire, she’s the only one who can save us.

      Pulling her close, I staunch the blood with my fingers and murmur into her ear, the pain making it difficult to focus, “Use the beach to ground us, and find a new dream. Take us there.”

      An icy-cold sensation tickles my palm, and I look down to see a strange black fog seeping from my wound. Unease flickers in my chest, but there’s no time to analyze because the lapping of water at our feet has risen and Beth’s eyes are burning with fire. As the wall of flame closes in, strangely bereft of heat despite the scalding marks it leaves on the sand, the world turns black.

      When the darkness fades, it’s only to twilight. But instead of the twilight from the beach, this is a different sort of dimness entirely.

      “Hell,” I mutter, staring out at the cold lifelessness of the landscape—the flurries of reddened dust that skim across the surface of the earth. A small island of sand lingers beneath us, as though we’re still grounded on the beach, but beyond that… danger.

      The sudden silence is deafening after the blazing inferno. My ears ring with it, my body shaking from the effort of comprehending that transition. We’ve gone from overwhelming sensation to the sheer absence of it, and my body doesn’t know how to fight this.

      There’s nothing to fight anymore, and yet it must be a trap. The other shoe is poised, ready to crush us as it drops.

      “Yeah,” Beth whispers, shoulders tensing as she looks straight ahead with a blank stare. “This really is Hell, isn’t it? Ten points for guessing what happens next.”

      The proverbial shoe takes shape as my mind begins to work again and I realize whose dream this must be. The king won after all, forcing us to run blindly when he controlled the exits. We’re sitting ducks now, in the midst of his dream.

      I have no doubt it’s going to be more of a nightmare.

      I can feel him around us, in the air, in the ground. He’s everywhere; it’s only a matter of time before he finds us, and I don’t think Beth has the power to shift the dream again. I’m not sure she even knows how she’s doing it; it’s partially luck.

      I turn to Beth, but the quip dies on my tongue when I see the look she’s giving me.

      She runs her fingers through her hair and stares down at my wound, her face pale. “What did you do that for?”

      My eyebrows shoot up of their own accord. “Excuse me? Ever so sorry. Next time I’ll ask your permission before saving your life.”

      She pauses in the middle of reaching out to touch the injury and gives me an exasperated glare, suddenly looking like her old self again. Relief overwhelms me that she hasn’t given into despondence yet.

      “Speaking of,” she says drily. “Where did you get a bloody sword?”

      Her hands roam my waist while she waits for an answer, gently pressing around the wound, watching my reactions carefully. There’s still concern in her eyes, but now that the immediate danger has passed, she’s back in control.

      Beth might not be the strongest witch in Dremen, but that’s only because she won’t use our bond. She knows the theory back to front, and dreams are her world.

      I swallow down the far too serious sentiment that wants to come out, to tell her I’m going to protect her no matter what happens. If she runs from me now, I’ll never get her back.

      So I aim for sarcastic instead. “Don’t you know I’m your knight in shining armor?”

      She doesn’t dignify me with a response, attention focused on my injury. I lose myself in the expression on her face, unable to look away as she whispers something I recognize as a healing spell. It’s one of the few opportunities I’ve had to simply watch her, not having to worry about our bond or her contempt for me, and I drink in the sight with something bordering on desperation. Devil, this wound has me spinning.

      Nimble fingers dance across my skin in contrast to the tongue that sticks between her teeth, just the tip of it peeking through. Laughter bubbles up in my chest, strange and unexpected, and then just as quickly it dies as I realize the truth of what I’m feeling.

      How did I ever think I could stay away from Beth?

      Clearing my throat, I turn away, unable to look at her for fear of what I might say. What might spill out. All of a sudden, my seduction plan seems ill advised.

      But it’s not like I’ve ever been known for making good decisions. It hasn’t stopped me before.

      “Does it hurt?” she asks quietly, mistaking my reaction for something else.

      “It’s fine,” I mutter, closing my eyes and focusing on the sensation of her magic washing over me.

      The healing spell won’t work—they never do—but since this isn’t reality, anything is possible. If it just stops the blood, that will be enough.

      Still, my breath escapes me in a rush when I feel the skin knitting back together. I trace the line of the scar, hissing as it burns beneath my touch. It isn’t perfectly healed, but it will hold for now, and hopefully it will be gone when we wake up. My eyes snap to Beth’s, and I find her already watching me, her expression more serious than any I’ve seen on her before.

      It hits me, the realization knocking me off center: the bond is working. She’s feeding off my power, and for once there’s more than enough to fuel this spell because I’m feeding off her sadness.

      She’s sad for me.

      I open my mouth to say something, but I don’t know what, and so I just stay there, staring at her as my mind slowly stops tripping out on the pain. The world comes back into focus, and she’s the only thing in it. And her sadness is… Devil, it’s everything.

      I hate that I feed on this—this part of her she doesn’t want to share—but I can’t stop. I’ve rarely tasted it while awake, and that’s obviously a blessing in disguise because she tastes delicious. My eyelids flutter closed, my breath catching as waves of her energy seep into my veins. Beth tastes like blueberries and chocolate, rich and deep, and I want more.

      “Why don’t you ever share this?” I ask distantly, drunk on the taste of her. “It’s…” I trail off, unable to describe it.

      “Because that’s all you ever want from me.” There’s a bitterness to her voice, but more than anything else, it’s sad. Aching. I don’t think she’s only talking about me.

      “Who?” I ask, looking at her once more, seeking out the answer in the twist of her mouth.

      Her grimace deepens, and she says quietly, “Tatiana, mostly. And all her friends, even if they don’t know why.”

      I knew they were friends before… I didn’t realize something had happened.

      “She found out…” Beth swallows. “She found out my blood gave her power, and she threatened to tell the teachers if I didn’t share it.” For a moment, she looks thoughtful. “I wonder if the other witches went through anything like this, since we all must have been more than just witches.”

      I chuckle, thinking of Stacey facing off against anyone who dared to blackmail her. “Maybe.”

      She shrugs. “I threatened Tatiana, and she backed off. But the risk remains. She wants to break me, and she knows she has the leverage to.”

      Our eyes meet, and I can’t remember how to form my usual impassive mask, even if I wanted to. The air shifts between us, her gaze shadowed as she watches me, waiting for my reaction.

      What reaction does she expect?

      “I don’t want to break you.” The words fall from my lips before I can stop them, and in the quietness of our little bubble I can hear her gasp. A sharp intake of breath, like I’ve said the one thing she couldn’t predict.

      “Sure you don’t,” she says almost on reflex, the words coming out like a laugh. Bitter. Hurt. “That’s why you want my sadness.”

      So she really does think I choose the energy of our bond.

      “Your sadness isn’t what I want,” I say quietly, unable to keep the suggestion from my voice. The hint of what I do want. “Demons don’t feed like that, Beth.”

      She frowns, staring me down and leaving me breathless. It’s as though this is the first time we’ve really looked at each other.

      But when she opens her mouth to reply, she wavers, eyes closing for a moment. When they open again, her expression is closed off, jaw tight with concern.

      With a sigh that shakes a little at the edges, Beth sits back on her heels. “Well,” she says roughly, looking away as if the empty, desolate landscape needs examining. “Thanks for being my hero.”

      The sudden subject change jolts me, leaving me off balance, so all I can do is react to her words. I don’t think she means any insult by the joke, but I can’t quite keep the humorless smile from my lips at the thought of ‘me’ and any concept of ‘hero’ in the same sentence. Historically, Seers aren’t known for their brave stance in the face of danger. They’re known for blackmail. Manipulation. Legging it just before the tide of battle turns.

      It doesn’t matter that I don’t see much of the future; my sight gives me all the same potential. I see through her eyes things she would never willingly share. Secrets she would never surrender. There’s nothing heroic about the shadows I keep to.

      She stands, and I let her go.

      Moving to adjust, I wince suddenly at a strange pain in my wound. Deeper than before. Not quite like a cut, but like a… hook? I stare down at it, prodding the strangely numb area. It feels wrong, and that eerie black fog still seeps from the scar.

      I inspect it as she walks away, eyeing the landscape in silence, and a strange sort of resigned acceptance settles in me when I realize what it is. The king has done something to the wound, and until it’s healed entirely, he’s linked to it. Like a temporary energy bond, he’s connected to the pain he caused me. He’ll find us this way. I can already feel him closing in.

      I can’t let him find her.

      My gaze returns to Beth, taking in the stoic set of her shoulders, the shrewd way she assesses our new predicament. Brown curls lift and fall in the breeze, cutting across her face, but she barely notices them. As always, I’m caught by the fierce surety of her expression. Her refusal to give in, even when all odds are stacked against her.

      I’m fairly certain she was planning to make a trade, demon for demon, back in the waking world. And I would have let her. Because that’s what you do, isn’t it? When you feel this way? You let them go.

      Fingers tightening around my wound, I close my eyes and force myself to remember her like this. She’ll get us out of here.

      I just have to let her go first.
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      Swallowing, I try to hide my thoughts from showing on my face. “You need to find the key,” I say, because running is useless, and very soon I won’t be there to protect her anymore.

      She needs to end this. Now.

      “We need to get to safety,” Beth argues, scrubbing her palm across her face and sighing.

      Her words fade almost immediately into the surrounding nothingness, a vast plain of reddened earth broken only by gnarled trees. If memory serves, we’re in the outer perimeter, where the geography is stable and the wyrms breed. I’m hoping the king’s nightmare isn’t accurate to detail.

      “What if nowhere is safe? Are you just going to keep running then?” My voice comes out harsher than I intend it to, but I can feel him getting closer, and I don’t want to do this even though I know I have to.

      She stares at me, brow furrowed. “Don’t you mean ‘we’?”

      I shrug, looking away while I lie. “Sure. We need to find the key. Running buys time, but we know what we have to do to get out of here, so what’s the point?”

      Beth makes a rude sound at the back of her throat. “The key could be anywhere. We’re better off running until I have enough power to take him on.”

      She lifts her palm, a ball of light appearing in the center, but instead of glowing brightly it fizzles and sparks. She gives me a look as if to say see.

      I’ll admit, it’s not ideal.

      “I might not be that powerful,” Beth admits, bitterness in her tone, “but any amount of recharge is better than this.”

      “But we’re out of places to run,” I argue, ending on the edge of a snarl because my wound fucking hurts and I don’t know how she expects to win like this.

      The far horizon flickers, the border of the dream blurring into a strange golden net, like the one I saw amongst her flame.

      Like the succubus’s tattoo…

      “You can get power like her,” I say, breathless as I realize this is our way out of here. “It isn’t just dreamwalking. Beth, you can fight like a succubus. We just need to work out how.”

      Dreams fuel them, giving them power stronger than any other demon. Illusions, curses… who knows what she could do if she embraced that?

      But Beth’s face closes over. “I’ll solve this like a witch,” she insists, anger clouding her expression.

      I open my mouth to argue, but suddenly I get the impression we’re not alone.

      Instincts fizzing, I spin around to see a red-haired man watching us from the edge of the sand. Thank the Devil, it’s not the king; it’s the man from the beach, from behind the door. Something tugs at my abdomen, like power and need wrapped up in one. There’s no way in hell this guy is a student caught up in the king’s dream. My first guess was right. He has to be an—

      “Incubus,” Beth says, a strange tone to her words that makes no sense until she adds, “I’ve met you before.”

      The incubus’s eyes sparkle in the dim light, and a jolt of jealousy runs through me.

      Mixed with a jolt of lust. It’s bodiless, sourceless, but I know it’s coming from him. He meets my gaze steadily, lips curving into a twitch of a smile, and for a minute I’m faced with the awe-inspiring reality of what it would be like for the succubi to return to existence, preying on our desires, teasing them into the light so they can feed.

      No, not the reality of what it would be like—what it will be like. If we make it out of here, so do they.

      Lucifer, we’re in for it.

      The ground shudders, a soundless earthquake sending me stumbling onto my knees, and when I look up the incubus is gone. Again.

      Sneaky fucker.

      “Stop,” I mutter, grabbing Beth’s shoulder when she tries to chase him into the shadows. “The dream is doing something.”

      Is this it? Has he found us? Water pools in the ridges of the sand at our feet, but not enough for the dream to change. Just enough that it feels off center.

      She stiffens beneath my touch, studying the scenery with trepidation. “Shit,” she hisses.

      “Why do you need him, anyway? Who is he?”

      “I don’t know.” Her face crumples, and when she turns to me, there’s an openness to her expression I’ve never witnessed before. “I see him sometimes in my dreams. I thought I made him up, but if he keeps chasing us… Maybe he knows something that will help us. Or he can give us power.”

      It’s as she says the word ‘power’ that I see it, the fire that blazes not just in the reflection of her eyes, but beneath her skin—heat radiating into my palm so abruptly it singes my fingers and I pull back in alarm.

      “It’s you,” I murmur, frowning at her as the fire begins to recede and the ground stops shaking. “You’re changing the dream. Seeing him brought it out in you.”

      Her face pales, and she looks suddenly so stricken. I don’t know what I said wrong, but I wish I could undo it. Not least of all because it’s not exactly conducive to getting the fuck out of here.

      “I didn’t mean to,” she whispers.

      She may not have meant to, but it’s in her blood. Not just the dreamwalking, but all the rest of it, too. The idea consumes me, wind whipping around the two of us in a frenzy that matches my thoughts.

      Beth was right; the incubus did know something that could help us. He’s been throwing it in our faces all along, ever since the beach, and we’ve ignored him. I think of the way the incubus looked at me, the fierce surety of his gaze right before he disappeared. He knew it would have that effect on her.

      Which means I was right, too, with my harebrained seduction plan. Alaztair’s words return to me: dreams and desire.

      Maybe to feed on desire, you need to give into your own first.

      Whatever the theory behind it, the answer is clear. If we want to get out of this dream, she needs to tap into all that desire, all that power, and shake the fucking walls.

      “You have to use your power,” I tell her, grabbing her wrist when she turns away. “Bring the key to you, don’t go running just because he says you should.”

      “No,” she hisses at me, yanking her arm back. “Not like that!”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m not a succubus, for Devil’s sake. I’m a witch!” she hisses, and the fear in her eyes stops me dead.

      “Well,” I say slowly and then proceed to put my foot straight in my mouth. “Obviously, you’re a little bit of a succubus.”

      Her expression twists in fury. “No.” She shakes her head, hair whipping around her face and glasses glinting in the light. “I’ve worked too hard for this. I’m a witch, and I’ll defeat him like a witch.”

      It’s just like at the beach, her extant power rising with our desire while Beth still refuses to take it. But this time I won’t hesitate.

      I change direction, crowding her in against the deadened trees, into the shadows where the incubus stood. “Then solve it like a witch,” I murmur, eyes falling to hers, to her lips. Her breath hitches and I feel her heart skittering wildly—both in the confused energy coursing down the bond and skin to skin, I’m standing so close. I wait, just a beat, until her eyes drop to my lips, making sure she wants this, that my seduction isn’t misguided here.

      Her gaze lowers, hunger in her eyes.

      Almost unthinking, familiar words escape me—the same words I said to her on Summoning Day, right before the premonition hit and I had to withdraw from her. Right before I watched myself raise a sword against her and vowed I’d never get close enough to have the chance.

      They’re just as indecipherable to her now as then, but I know their meaning.

      I’ve dreamed of you forever.

      She gasps, eyes wide as they snap back to mine. “I dreamed of you,” she says. “Behind the door.”

      Shock ricochets through me, and then I realize she hasn’t understood my words in the old tongue; she’s telling me something new.

      Is she talking about the door that appeared before us on the beach?

      “I dreamed of you well before that door,” I admit, in English this time.

      I lift my hand, tracing the line of her jaw with my thumb, brushing it across her lips as her eyes flutter closed.

      “Why do we resist when we’re in each other’s dreams?” I ask, mostly thinking out loud rather than asking her.

      I know why I resist, but it’s getting harder to justify. Is my refusal to give in saving her at all? Or is it just hurting us both?

      “Maybe I don’t trust my dreams,” Beth whispers.

      It isn’t my dreams I don’t trust, but I can’t help smiling anyway, a wry quirk of my lips, because it’s just so Beth. She never gives in, even when she wants to. It’s infuriating, but it’s her. And I want all of her, every confusing part.

      Alaztair said we’ve been reincarnated over and over together… How can this be dangerous if it’s defied lifetimes?

      Maybe my vision was wrong. Or an illusion, and I need to be by her side to stop it.

      Maybe I can trust myself after all.

      “What’s the worst that could happen?” I challenge her, triumph surging as a lick of flame rises at the base of the tree.

      It’s working. She’s giving in—to her desires, to the truth of her succubus blood.

      Her eyes widen, and suddenly, none of it matters—power, keys, escape. I don’t care about anything but her.

      “Beth,” I whisper, my voice rasping and broken even to my own ears. It’s the first time I’ve ever sounded exactly how I feel. The first time my mask of indifference has entirely failed me.

      It’s safer if I stay away from her—for both of us.

      I don’t care about safety anymore.

      “Mikael,” she says, and it takes a second for me to identify the tone of her voice.

      She’s begging me.

      “Fuck,” I breathe, the word choking out of me, and then I stop arguing with the world and just fucking kiss her.

      Her lips part, eager and warm beneath me, and I deepen the kiss. Our tongues meet, languid despite the urgency of it all, despite the way her hands clutch at me and drag me in. Soft moans fall into the space between us.

      The flame rises at our feet, warm but not hot, tickling our skin as her power flares in approval. But all of that pales to the way she surges against me—fighting just as hard as she always does, but not against me this time. Just fighting. Just Beth. She grasps my shoulders hard enough to hurt, fingers clenching.

      I’m not sure she even realizes that she’s pulling me closer, arching against me. Her hand rakes through my hair, grasping it tightly and pulling me down.

      I laugh into the kiss, unable to keep it in because what she’s doing fucking hurts, and I can’t get enough of it.

      My breath drags in my throat, almost hurting as I bite back the urge to groan. I crowd her against the tree, pulling back only far enough that I can drop my mouth to her neck, sucking and biting while she moans, broken, into the air.

      It’s almost too much, having her here, like this. Every hidden thought and desire I’ve kept secret comes bursting forth, and still she begs for more. Then everything stops as she pulls back, pupils blown wide with lust, and commands, “Touch me.”

      I obey.
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      Mikael’s touch is nothing like I imagined. His deliberate apathy had me convinced that if anything like this ever did happen—likely drunk, let’s be honest—he’d take pleasure in bringing me off from a distance. Reminding me he has the power, and I have nothing.

      Because the person who cares the least has the power.

      I’m beginning to realize his apathy was a lie.

      Eyes burning, he never once takes his gaze from mine as his fingers trace a line over my breasts, across the front of my shirt—ghosting across a nipple as if by accident, though I’m sure it isn’t—and then down to the waistband of my jeans. Doing what I told him to. Lips parted, eyes glazed with desire.

      He pops the button on my jeans and pulls them open. It’s not enough—it’s nowhere near enough, and I drop my hands to my hips to slide the fabric over, down. Mikael stops me when they’re just over my thighs, trapping me with limited movement as his dips his fingers into the front of my panties and strokes me.

      My head falls back, eyes closing as I give over to his touch.

      Lips brush my mouth, and I open to him, submit to him even as he submits to me. It’s always been this way between us—this push and pull.

      He circles my clit, dropping lower to slide my wet panties aside, and growing rougher as he pushes inside and leaves his thumb to brush over me.

      At our feet, fire still builds, but it isn’t ordinary flame. It’s that strange web of fire again—the one that matched the succubus’s tattoo. For a moment, the air itself appears to be limned with gold. I blink rapidly, assuming the lightning has left dancing spots on my vision, but the gold stays. It covers the entire landscape: a mesh web of energy.

      And it’s arrowed in on me.

      I wonder if it feeds on the dream, because it certainly looks that way. I think our desire is helping it, opening a pathway as we give in. Like attracting like, or something, as the energy of the dream trips over itself, eager to join with us.

      I don’t really have the brain space to question it, particularly as Mikael threads his other hand into my hair and holds me in place as he kisses me deeper, rougher, his fingers quickening inside me. I was an idiot to think he didn’t care—he won’t take his attention off me. Even as he kisses me, I feel him noting my every breath, the quick gasps of my pleasure as his fingers press against the perfect spot within me, his thumb brushing my clit in tandem.

      Opening my eyes, I find him watching me, gaze hooded with lust and need, but he makes no move to take over from his fingers, instead bringing me closer and closer without needing a single direction. Like he’s used to noticing me. Reading me.

      Something about that thought takes me to the edge, and I clutch his shirt in my fist, head tipped back on a moan as my climax reaches me.

      “Oh, God,” I whisper, the sound cut off as he kisses me again. Like he wants to devour the sound of my cries, the whimpering ecstasy I can’t contain.

      Even though I’m not touching him, he groans into my mouth as wave after wave of pleasure consumes me, teeth catching on my lower lip as he withdraws. The hard line of his cock presses against my hip, but he doesn’t do anything to relieve his own need. Not yet. It’s like all he wants is me.

      His breath catches, a ragged gasp escaping him as he brings me through it, fingers finally slowing long seconds after the final wave has gone.

      And when he does stop, he lifts his hand between us and sucks those two fingers one by one into his mouth, eyes fixed to mine.

      “Holy fuck,” I whisper, the words catching on a tiny whine in my throat.

      “I’ll taste all of you, Beth,” he promises, eyes dark with lust, and the shiver of need that runs through me almost feels like another orgasm altogether.

      The wind picks up, and it occurs to me abruptly that we’re out in the open, where anyone could find us. Hurriedly, I refasten my jeans, smoothing my clothing in an attempt to catch my breath without looking at Mikael. I can’t look at him—not yet.

      The fire blazes, but even if I wanted to, I’ve no idea how to turn it into power. Not yet. I need more time…

      Of course, my thoughts are interrupted by the sound of a heavy footstep landing in the dirt behind us.

      My heart pounds as the demon approaches us. He’s nothing like the demons at the academy; even their most demonic features can’t compare to this. Demons at the academy are beautiful, for all that their features are inhuman—haunting, alien in the way that fae are alien. Even Aeden, with his flaming heart, wears his demonic body like it’s powerful magic rather than a terrifying affliction. And in doing so, it becomes so: powerful. Magical.

      This demon reeks of death. His face sags against cheekbones so sharp they cut like knives, and the blackened circlet on his head barely fits. His eyes sink into his skull, hollow and empty even as they rake across us.

      My breath sucks from my lungs, nausea rising as he approaches, cutting through the fog of his dream as it solidifies around him.

      Then he stops, and I realize he can’t come any closer. We still stand upon the sand of the beach, grounded in reality—where he cannot go. But something tells me we don’t have long, and I certainly don’t have the power to either run or fight.

      So this is what it means to face down a demon king. All at once, I understand how this being has controlled us for so long, even after death. Coldness emanates from him, rippling through the desolate landscape of Hell and freezing me to the core.

      You know, I think I’d take the naked-in-class dream over this. I’d take a naked in real life scenario over this.

      We’re going to die.

      Mikael grips his sword beside me, raising it and wincing as his newly healed wound twinges. I can’t fathom how he’s still here with me, why he hasn’t run. But I’m glad.

      I don’t think I could do this alone.

      “You need to get over your succubus hate,” Mikael hisses at me. “Take in the power. We don’t have any other choice.”

      His eyes burn into mine, dark and fierce, while the demon king chuckles on the fringe of my awareness. He’s saying something to us, something cutting and aggressive, but I don’t hear him. I barely see him—all I can see is Mikael.

      “What about our bond?” I hiss at him, and I reach for the first spell I can think of.

      Levitation… I guess my mind is still with Tatiana’s ritual, even though I have so many more important things on my plate.

      The demon rises several inches into the sky, but instead of being taken aback, the fucker laughs. “Are you going to float me onto his sword?” he asks, sneering and snide.

      “Oh, fuck you!” I snap at him, but the break in my concentration was too much—he falls, and when I reach for my magic, there’s nothing left.

      I need power.

      The fire at my feet flickers in offering.

      The demon smiles, and with his smile comes shadows from the dream-fog behind him. I don’t need Mikael’s cut-off gasp to recognize these shadows—I’ve seen them in his nightmares. Large, swooping creatures from Hell, with sharpened teeth and a smell like rancid meat.

      “Fuck I hate these bats,” Mikael hisses, stepping in closer and partially shielding me with his body as the closest shadow dives at us.

      He swings his sword in an ambitious arc toward it, and I try to ignite some flame but fail utterly.

      “Seriously, though, where did you get that sword?” I ask, clenching my jaw in frustration as the magic in my palm fizzles and dies without ever taking off.

      “Alaztair,” Mikael says, and despite the danger I can hear the hint of amusement in his voice.

      “Oh, well, that explains everything,” I mutter darkly. Although maybe it does, because Violet tried to warn me about this, and Alaztair is exactly the kind of person I’d expect to conceal a weapon, for better or worse. I really wish I’d listened to them.

      A shadow-bat swoops at us, and I duck so Mikael can cut at it. This time, the sword connects with a satisfying howl as the shadow dissolves into nothing.

      “Remind me to never take a vacation downstairs,” I mutter, ducking as another one swoops me.

      This time, it bites me properly, sharp teeth sinking into my flesh deep enough that big droplets of blood ooze forth.

      “Shit!” I hiss, drawing on the last of our bond on instinct and hurling a bolt of lightning at the shadow.

      It barely reaches it.

      “Beth,” Mikael says warningly, backing up so close that the solid warmth of his back presses against my chest. I know what he’s going to say. I know we’re fucked if I don’t do something.

      Mikael flicks his hand, and a wall of unrestrained demon fire licks along the ground between us and the king, hiding him, buying us time. Time for me to recharge.

      But I’m so used to keeping my sadness back, there’s no way in hell I can pull it out now. There’s nothing here to draw on, and Mikael is already so drained.

      Another shadow swoops at us, and I can’t fight it any longer. I need to use the dream.

      I can’t distil it into a bottle, or whatever the succubus did, to transform the dream into power, but I should be able to get strength from it. Strength is all I need.

      Maybe I won’t turn full succubus if I only take that much. Maybe the mark won’t appear.

      Mikael’s sharp intake of breath is all the warning I get before the ropes appear, reaching for me, writhing like snakes. Mikael cuts them back, but I’m sure we don’t have long before they’ll attack again.

      I try to reach for the power, but it does nothing. It doesn’t even flicker. How on earth am I meant to do this?

      I don’t realize I’ve said it out loud until Mikael spins me around to face him. “What do you need?” he asks quietly, eyes fixed to mine, full of an intensity I’ve never seen on him before.

      There’s something he isn’t saying. It’s in the way his body leans to mine, the way he seems to be guiding me toward an answer instead of truly asking. If we were awake, I’d fight him for what he won’t tell me. But this is just a dream, and something in me wants to let go.

      “I don’t know how to give into it,” I say, my voice catching as I realize with deadly certainty that I’m right: this is the problem. The strength is all around me, begging for me to accept it, and I can’t.

      Mikael pauses, his fingers brushing my hair from my cheek so tenderly I freeze in confusion. Didn’t we just do this? He got what he wanted, so what is he doing?

      Why does he look so tender?

      A shadow crosses his face, his eyes darkening with something I can’t quite read—something raw and aching—as they drop to follow the path his hand takes. His thumb traces my jaw, my lips.

      When he speaks, his voice is quiet, and his words make no sense, “It isn’t even about the power, you know. I just want this.”

      Then, he kisses me again.

      It isn’t like before.

      The dream grows still around us, as though the world is on pause. All I can feel are Mikael’s lips against mine, soft and insistent, almost desperate as he closes in toward me. His free hand tightens around my waist, pulling me in until we’re chest-to-chest, entirely pressed together. The soft sweep of his hair falls across my forehead as he bends down to me, deepening the kiss with a fierceness that borders on hunger. But there’s no urgency to it, like there was moments before.

      There’s something deeper. And while my instinctive reaction is to run far, far away, I also want to give in. Let go.

      “Come on, Beth,” Mikael whispers against my lips. “It’s your power; take it.”

      So I do.

      Like attracts like.

      I kiss him back fiercely, desperately, and as the flame cocoons us, raw power hitting me straight in the chest, I twist it into a blast of magic that even the demon king can’t take from me. The dream fades around us, and we emerge on the lawn of Dremen Academy.

      But the last thing I feel is Mikael pulling away, a wry, reluctant twist to his mouth as he murmurs. “He’s tracking me, Beth, but not you. Don’t take too long to find that key.”

      “What?” the word comes out jagged, piercing, my body understanding before my mind does.

      But Mikael has already pulled his hand from mine, and Hell has faded away.

      After everything I dared to hope, he’s left me.
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      Grief and fury washes over me, strangling me, overwhelming me, but I don’t even have time to process that because a familiar face takes his place.

      “Tatiana,” I whisper, staring into the eyes of the girl who used to be my best friend.

      Seriously, do I have her on the brain or something? Why the fuck is she even rating a position in this hell hole? She’s nothing. No one. She doesn’t matter. So what if she turns me in for having illegal power? I could die tonight.

      My heart races in terror and agony; he’s taken Mikael. Mikael is gone.

      Mikael chose to leave.

      What did he say about tracking? How was he being tracked? Surely we could have worked out a better answer.

      Steeling myself, I lock it all away so I can face this new threat and live.

      “Hey, Bethy Boo.” Tatiana grins at me, her cheeks dimpling the way they did when she was a middle-schooler, because this isn’t a dream: it’s one of my nightmares.

      I take a step backwards. “Just fuck off already, would you? I’m not in the mood.”

      Her eyes widen in genuine shock and hurt. “Why not?” she protests, and it’s exactly like my memory of her, so viscerally linked to everything that happened that I can already feel my resolve faltering.

      I just wanted to help her. She’d seemed so upset, and I had no way of knowing what she would do with it all.

      “Because it’s a fucking blood pact!” I snap, harsher than I was at the time, but, like, it’s been a long day.

      The rolling green of the fields behind our high school are dotted with students lazing in the sun, enjoying the break, but all I can see is the knife in Tatiana’s hand and the desperate sadness rolling off her. She’s never had any luck with spells—not that any of us really can yet, not until we’re initiated and summon our first demon—but she found, quite by accident, something that worked. An accidental cut, blood welling on my fingertips, an aura of power…

      There’s something in my blood that helps people, gives them energy, and I suppose now I know what it is. Succubus power.

      But I didn’t know that then, and I still let her take it. And then I watched when she turned that knowledge against me.

      My left hand traces my right wrist absently, and I note as if from a distance that no mark has appeared on my skin. Yet.

      The dream shimmers, rolling hills giving way to darkened walls and flickering candles. I escaped the ritual last week, but something tells me it won’t be so easy this time.

      When Tatiana blinks at me, her teenage face shifting into the sharper lines of an adult, I understand why. This isn’t my dream; it’s hers. I can’t stop dreaming of her, but she’s dreaming of me, too.

      “You selfish cow,” Tatiana snarls at me, advancing with her ceremonial knife tucked menacingly at her side. “It’s not like this will even hurt, and you know your blood is perfect for this.”

      “More perfect than you know,” I agree, backing away another step, and another. “But it’s still mine and you don’t get to make that choice.”

      “Get your fucking hands off her,” someone snarls, and I stumble to a halt as I recognize the voice.

      Mikael is here, but it isn’t really him, it’s her conjuration of him. Her memory.

      Seeing him react makes me falter more surely than any insults she could have slung my way. I watch the two of them face off, heart racing.

      The anger on his face…

      Was it really like that? It isn’t how I remember it, but this is Tatiana’s view, not mine.

      Mikael advances on her, expression twisted into cold hatred. “How dare you lure Beth here like this,” he hisses, Alaztair leaping from the shadows to drag him back. Futilely.

      That much, I remember.

      Did it really take this long, though? Alaztair’s grip is firm, but when he pulls at Mikael’s shoulder it’s like he’s tugging at a statue. And even Alaztair looks pissed—on my behalf.

      I’ve never even met him.

      This can’t be how it happened.

      If Mikael cares that much, why did he leave me alone out here?

      The tapestries on the wall sway in an impossible breeze, and when they fall back against the stone, they twang like metal. Suddenly, dozens of goblets are falling to the ground.

      Not just goblets; blood chalices.

      “And that’s my cue,” I mutter, backing away from the manic look in every single witch’s eye bar Violet.

      I stumble a little, kicking myself into gear, but I manage to sprint out into the hallway just before they slam the door shut. The dream quivers, unsure what to do with me now that the dreamer is locked away in another room, but I’ve got this shit on lock now. The walls blur into the fog of a dream’s edge, and then a wave so tremendous it towers over my head hits me full in the face, drenching me and leaving me gasping from the cold.

      By the time I’ve wiped the water from my eyes, I’m in a different part of Dremen Academy entirely—one I know well.

      This is my corridor. The one I always end up in, no matter whose dream it is.

      Casting a glance over my shoulder, I find the hallway still blessedly empty, and I slow down to a fast walk. This is where I first met the incubus, back when I started at Dremen, so if he’s going to be anywhere when I need him, it’ll be here.

      And maybe he can tell me where this bloody key is while he’s at it.

      These dreams have changed so often, I feel practically seasick. In fact, I’d swear the ground doesn’t feel sturdy beneath my feet; what is this asshole doing to me?

      I might not want to be a succubus, but this is my world, goddammit. These dreams are mine.

      Rounding the corner at the end of the corridor, I nearly slam straight into the incubus I’m looking for. Bright red hair, toppling in curls over his forehead, sharp green eyes, and lips curved into a sardonic smile… He’s not getting away this time. I reach my hand out, quick as a flash, and snatch him by the collar before he can even think about mysteriously disappearing on me.

      His eyebrows shoot up. “Beth,” he says softly, his voice oozing sex. “I didn’t know you had it in you.” Instead of running, he lets himself fall back against the wall behind him and lifts his arms dramatically above his head, as if his wrists were strapped to the candelabra above him. “Do it, baby, give me all you’ve got.”

      “Wow,” I deadpan, readjusting my grip on his shirt but not letting go. “You really are shameless, huh?”

      “I’ve been locked away unfairly for thousands of years,” he counters, eyes flashing suddenly. “What in the Devil’s name do I have to be ashamed of?”

      We stare at each other for a moment, nothing breaking the silence but the ragged sound of my own breathing. Finally, I ask him, “Are you going to run if I let you go?”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” He winks at me.

      “Urgh.” I drop his shirt and back away. “Will you help me get Mikael back?”

      The incubus grins, straightening his billowing white shirt—which is almost certainly designed from a romance novel pirate, now that I look at it—and standing up straighter. “A woman who knows what she wants. As you can imagine, I’m quite the fan.”

      “Yes, because you feed on what I want.”

      He shrugs, the grin never falling. “My reasons make me no less sincere.”

      Another piece of knowledge about the succubi and incubi pops into my head: they love loopholes. I need to be wary around him.

      “So, will you help me?”

      “Of course.” He looks almost affronted. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      I stare at him incredulously. “Why didn’t you come to me? You seemed to move around perfectly fine before.”

      “Only because I was standing on our anchor.”

      “Your anchor—oh.” Halfway through, I remember what the succubus told me. The basement is their anchor—the beach anchors their dreams to reality. Hence the spontaneous dunking every time I change the dream. “Right, so, you just popped down to say hello?”

      His eyes flash again, and I belatedly remember my promise to be wary. “I risked finding you to show you how to get out of here.” His eyes flick sideways suddenly, into the shadows. “Some of us are willing to wait until the keys pass the tests, but me? I just want out, darling.”

      I frown at him. Well, that’s… unexpected. “Okay,” I say slowly, thinking over what actually happened earlier before everything went to fiery hell. “So you wanted me to… use my desire?”

      He smiles, nothing like the lighthearted grin from earlier—this one is dripping with venom. But somehow, I don’t think it’s directed at me. “That’s right, Beth, my darling. You’ve been locking up those desires for a good long while, haven’t you? Hiding what you really want…” My breath hitches, but he isn’t finished. “How do you expect to use your succubus blood if you can’t even feel your own desire?”

      “I don’t,” I snap at him, rankled by his presumptions. “I’m going to get out of here with my witch powers.” The subtle emphasis on the word ‘witch’ is not unintentional.

      But all the incubus does is laugh, eyes bright and cheeks flushed with enjoyment. “Oh, Beth… in the Devil’s name, why? Why would you ignore all that power? Is this a human thing—cutting off your nose to spite your face? Because, darling, sweetie, love—all that does is leave you without a nose. That ain’t a good look, babe.” He winks luridly at me.

      He’s beautiful, I can’t deny that, but even seeing him like this… he isn’t what I want.

      My heart sinks. The person I want—the demon I want—is still in danger, and I need to save him.

      As if sensing my thoughts, the incubus’s smile turns wicked, and his face shimmers, becoming silver at the edges. Suddenly, I’m looking at Mikael.

      I gasp, choking on the breath, before my brain catches up and I back away in horror. “Stop it,” I insist. “Stop what you’re doing. Help me save him.”

      “Then tell me the truth,” the incubus says with Mikael’s face, despite the very incubus smile upon it.

      “What truth?”

      The smile falls away, and it’s as though he’s really in front of me now. Mikael’s pale blue eyes, devoid of his usual contacts, stare at me, into my soul. My stomach drops, heart racing wildly as everything I want to tell him bubbles up within me. But I can’t. I can’t form the words, I can’t speak it, because it’s too much.

      “That truth,” the incubus-Mikael says softly, and then he shakes his head and the illusion falls away. “Desire is how we call other dreams to us and filter them into power,” the incubus says, no longer laughing. “As a human, you’ll have more variety to lead with than we do… but you know which desire works best. You’ve done it once before.”

      Heat rises in my cheeks as I think of how he must know that. What he might have seen.

      At the sight of my expression, his lips twitch. “Relax. I didn’t watch. But if you want a chance to show off those exhibitionist qualities again, you’re gonna have to give into what you want. Follow his dream, and you’ll find him.”

      “Won’t the king have expected that?” I ask carefully, burning with the need to save my demon. Now that the incubus has guided me, I can feel Mikael in the air. The hint of his dreaming is familiar to me, and I think the incubus is right—I can follow it.

      He shakes his head. “The king can stir the dreams up, but he can’t trace them like you can. His power is chaos; yours is control. Mikael will be in his own nightmares somewhere, and the king won’t be wasting his time with him.”

      I stare at the incubus, watching for signs of deceit but finding none. “Thank you.” My voice breaks a little, and I back away, ready to run.

      Just as I start, though, I realize how utterly, utterly sick of it I am. Mikael was right. All this running—it’s all on someone else’s terms, isn’t it? God, enough is fucking enough.

      For once, I’d like them to run from me.

      I stop halfway down the corridor and close my eyes, feeling for the familiar thread of Mikael’s dream that I’d know anywhere, in any time, no matter what the rest of the world was doing. It doesn’t take long, and when I grasp it, I don’t run.

      I pull it toward me instead.
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      The exact problem of being trapped inside dreams doesn’t hit me until I’m left alone with the king. He takes one look at me, snarls in agitation, and then throws up an iron cage around my island of sand. He needn’t have bothered, honestly. It’s not like I can move through the dreams like Beth can. I’m stuck here, relying on her to find the key and get us out of here.

      The only problem is, I didn’t realize how time would distort when I wasn’t with her.

      I don’t know how long I kneel there, trying to focus my breathing so that my wound doesn’t re-open. Hell surrounds me, reminding me of times I’d rather forget.

      Mistrust. Blame. My life as a scapegoat for whenever shit went wrong.

      Seers are never trusted.

      Memories play out before me across the dunes of Hell, my nightmares taking form. I watch resignedly as a version of my younger self hides amongst the dusty stacks of the Academy library.

      “Fuck off,” my younger self hisses at a swot of a demon with dark black hair, who scampers immediately from my favored hiding place.

      There, within the cobwebs and drifts of dust catching the light between the stacks, I close my eyes.

      Visions swirl around my cage, tinged with the reddened dirt of Hell as the dunes rise and fall to create the nightmare. Beth, lying in a field, gazing up at the sun. Collecting flowers in the forest. Preparing for Summoning Day. Endless visions that kept me going through those darker days of Hell, promising me that there would be a life beyond this barren place.

      It ends as my nightmares always do, with my single premonition of the future. Eyes blazing, the vision of me lifts the sword Alaztair gave me and slices it down across Beth’s body. At the last second, I look away, before I have to witness the light in her eyes fading out.

      It has to be an illusion, like the dagger that stabbed me. It isn’t me. I won’t let it be.

      Time twists around me, dust storms swirling through the landscapes of Hell. Sometimes the echo of waves splashes against the sand beneath me, trickles of water rising to my ankles and back again. Moving on instinct, I cup the salt water in my hands and let it trail over the last of my wound, healing it. At least the king can’t trace me anymore, but since he knows exactly where I am, the point is moot.

      I try to see through Beth’s eyes, to know that she’s safe, but I don’t want to lead him to her so I don’t look for long. All I see is a strange rendition of my own face, staring back at her with a smirk I couldn’t give if I tried. I don’t know whose fucking dream she’s in, but they should be shot.

      Then I see it. The golden web that shimmers and narrows into a single rope, reaching for me. I hesitate for a second, but there’s no reason not to return to her now. Not if I’m careful.

      As I take one shining end, wrapping it around my wrist, my face breaks wide into a smile—she’s doing it. Giving into her desire. Feeding off it.

      Maybe we’ll get out of here yet.

      The rope pulls me forward, stumbling. The cage protests my escape at first, solid metal dragging across my chest, scraping my skin, but suddenly it gives in, the cage disappearing like an illusion, and I fall to my knees at Beth’s feet.

      When I look up at her, her eyes alight with power and her hair whipping in unseen currents around her, all I can think is: it’s exactly where I want to be.

      “Mikael!” she breathes and pulls me upright.

      My arms enclose around her, drawing her to me, breathing in the scent of her, her power, and for a moment we just stay like that. Then she turns and leads me along the corridor, glancing over her shoulder periodically like she thinks we’re not alone.

      Don’t get me wrong—it beats running—but our slow pace is making me antsy. And dragging me through that cage, while a perfect escape, has had the unfortunate consequence of combining metal with my skin and telling them to work it out. Needless to say, they worked it out with more injury, blood welling up at a dozen cuts where the bars connected on my way free. He can’t trace us through this wound, but it still fucking hurts.

      “Okay, I know I said no more running, but we need to go faster now,” I insist, grabbing hold of Beth’s wrist and striding ahead, tugging her along behind me.

      “Ah, no.” She pulls back. “We need to hide so that I can heal you properly.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “The bloody trail on the floor behind you suggests not.”

      I stop, looking down at my feet, and grimace. “Okay, you make a decent point.”

      Beth rolls her eyes. “I know I do.”

      Before I know what’s happened, she’s dragging me through a door beside us, and then everything goes dark. I stiffen, concerned that we’re in another dream, but then Beth murmurs a basic spell and a little ball of green light appears in the air above our heads.

      “Ah,” I say eloquently. “A broom cupboard.”

      “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” Beth whispers, easing the edge of my shirt upward and peering at the wound. “There are no monster bats in here, and no dead demon kings, so I’m taking this as the equivalent of a five star resort.”

      I pull a face, pretending to be thoughtful. “I’d give it three stars at most.”

      Despite the urgency, she shoots me a smile so blindingly beautiful, it makes my heart stutter. I fall silent, letting her work in peace and just watching the light as it flickers across her face. But eventually I can’t help wincing. A small hiss of pain escapes me as she prods at the dozens of bleeding wounds with her magic. I try to cover it, but she looks up at me in concern.

      “Is it that bad?”

      “I wouldn’t call it good.”

      “This is what you get for swinging swords around when you can’t use them. You make enemies.”

      I chuckle, the sound low in the confined space of the cupboard. “But how can I be your knight in shining armor without a sword?”

      She stops at that, shoulders hunched around her ears, and I almost feel bad except—we need to talk about this. Maybe not now, but eventually, when we’re safe again. I need to know what we are to each other, and I refuse to tiptoe around it.

      We’re coming ever closer to my vision of the future, and for the first time I’m imagining a life where I thwart it.

      I’m imagining a life beyond it.

      Beth keeps working after a beat, and I soon feel the cool tug of magic on our bond as she pulls on a little of my energy and heals the wound. There isn’t much of it left in my personal stores, but just like last time, it works properly, because her heart is open with sadness at the sight of my injuries.

      I don’t know what to make of that, so I ignore it.

      But then she looks at me, her gaze so serious that I lose my breath all over again. “What is it?”

      “I just need a second,” she says, and then she lifts her hand to touch my cheek.

      She traces it gently at first, fingers brushing across skin as I close my eyes and lean into the touch. I give her the second she asks for, then another and another. Counting them out in breaths even though I think I’m holding mine.

      But then, impulse overwhelms me and I can’t wait any longer. I kiss her palm, my gaze finding hers and holding it as I take one of her fingers in my mouth and flick my tongue across the tip.

      Everything shatters.

      Beth pushes me back against the wall, careless of the injury she’s just spent so long fussing over, and holds me by the shoulders as she kisses me.

      For a moment, I just freeze, the world spiraling around me as her lips press into mine, the kiss deepening. Then my mind wakes up. I catch her around the waist, spinning her until our positions are reversed, brooms and mops clattering to the floor, and hold her there. Leaning down, I kiss her again, deeper, pulling back only to move lower, nipping at the line of her jaw.

      “Beth,” I murmur, my voice low and breathless. “We don’t have time for this.”

      “Desire, right?” she pants. “I thought we were meant to give into it.”

      I groan, the sound cutting through the air between us, and bury my face in the crook of her neck. My hands clutch at her hips, fingers driving into skin. “It’ll take me years to get through everything I want to do to you,” I tell her, pulling back just far enough that I can see her reaction.

      Her eyes grow wide, pupils dilated as her breath catches. She wants this, wants me.

      We’ve danced around each other for years, never wanting to be the one who gives in. Why? Why the fuck did we do that? The haze of desire coursing through my mind makes it impossible for me to find any sense in the restraint.

      It ends tonight.

      “Good thing we’re starting now, then,” she says, grabbing me by the collar and pulling me back into a bruising kiss. But then she pauses, brow furrowed as she turns to me, more visibly vulnerable in this moment than she’s ever been with me before. “You’re not going to stop caring about me after you’ve fucked me, are you?”

      I gape at her, unable to affect anything close to my usual controlled mask. “Beth,” I mutter, words failing me, caught by the openness of her brown eyes staring into mine. All I can think of is how much the people in her life have failed her, and so—for better or worse—that’s what comes out. “If anyone stopped caring about you like that, they never cared in the first place. Not in the right way.” My jaw hardens, anger no doubt flashing in my eyes. “Look at me now and tell me honestly that you think I don’t care about you.”

      She searches my gaze, her expression turning serious—not taking me at my word but taking my invitation to question. To know for sure. Something in that makes my chest tight with feeling for this witch, this succubus… this woman before me.

      Surprise flickers across her face, and I wonder what it was that made its way into my expression. What unexpected truth she’s suddenly understood. Because I’m bare for her, whatever she wants is hers to take, and I can see she got her answer.

      My mouth opens to ask her if it was enough, but I don’t get the words out because she kisses me, fast and urgent, her palms coming up to press against my cheeks and hold me there.

      We don’t stop this time. Her hands find the buttons of my shirt, tugging at them blindly, lips parting for breath as she tears the shirt back and over my shoulders. The sword clatters to the ground, ringing out discordantly against our gasping breaths.

      I tear her shirt over her head and grab at her wrists, pushing them back against the wall and trapping her there while I lick at her collarbone. Her head falls back with a soft thud, her chest arching when I knee her legs apart, wider, and situate myself between her thighs. A delicate flush rises on her chest, but there’s nothing delicate about the way her hips cant forward against me, telling me wordlessly what she wants.

      With a helpless breath of laughter, I let her go to tug at the front of my jeans, undoing the fastenings while she hurries to do the same. I palm myself, desperate for at least the illusion of control.

      Beth catches my eye, her expression heated but amused. “Need a second?” she asks tartly, biting at her lip as she glances down between us.

      I answer by sliding my hand over her hips and snapping the band of her panties. She gasps, back arching as the already over-stimulated nerve endings of her skin beg for more, and in the second that she’s distracted I hook my hands beneath her thighs and lift her so her legs wrap around me.

      “Do you really want to tease me right now?” I ask, pushing against her, playing with the edge of her panties but not quite pulling them down. “Because, of the two of us, I’ve shown exceptional restraint.” I lean in to whisper in her ear, my breath stirring the strands of hair by her face and making her shudder. “Think you can do the same?”

      “Please,” she begs, a low whine transforming the word into a desperate plea that calls my bluff immediately.

      “Fuck, Beth,” I whisper, shuddering as her legs tighten and pull me unconsciously into her.

      Hands braced on the wall either side of her head, I thrust slowly against her, feeling the warm heat through her panties, and then I’ve had just about all I can take of holding back.

      “I want to fucking tear these off,” I mutter, fumbling for the edge and trying futilely to slide them down her legs.

      “Do it,” she taunts, and whether it was a joke or not I’ve no idea, but the flimsy fabric tears obediently as I pull them down and back, and she arches against me, inviting me to thrust inside with one long, smooth slide.

      “Mikael!” she gasps, louder than she probably means to, and the knowledge that she’s losing her careful control nearly undoes me.

      I turn my head, mouth brushing her hair as I bite back the sounds daring to break free, and begin to move. Slowly at first, but with a desperate rhythm that threatens to see this over too soon.

      “Faster,” she begs, fingers digging into my back as she pulls me against her. “Please, Mikael, I want—” she breaks off, but the desperation of her plea lingers in the air, filling in the unspoken words with every soft moan and shudder.

      “I want you, too, baby,” I whisper, kissing her again, searching blindly for her wrists and holding them above her head.

      Her legs around my waist and the wall behind her are the only things holding her up now, her body shaking from the strain. Healing spell or no healing spell, my body isn’t going to handle this for much longer, but Beth’s already writhing above me, her subtle movements becoming frantic as she rises and falls on my cock. Begging. Desperate.

      The power of the dream rises with us, golden light flickering in the corner of my eye. Just like she did with the king, Beth draws it into her, although this time I think it’s unconscious.

      This time, the power just wants her, and she wants it.

      “I’m so close,” she whimpers, the broken sound urging me to speed up.

      “Come for me,” I tell her, the words grating and low.

      Then I brace firmer against the wall and move faster, harder, thrusting into her as she cries out and comes, the sweetness of her moans taking me with her.

      After a moment, her breathing slows, heart still pounding against my chest, and she slowly eases her legs down as I pull away. Tilting my head toward her, cheek brushing her hair, for a moment we simply stand like that. Breathing. No movement at all.

      But while this might be a dream, reality calls, and we eventually have to pull away and find our clothing.

      “Do you know the first thing I’ll do with all this power?” Beth asks once she’s dressed, her voice a low husky sound that makes my cock twitch, even now.

      “No?” I ask, my own rasping unfamiliarly in the quietness of the closet.

      I’d ask what she’s doing to me, but it’s been like this forever.

      Her gaze turns fierce. “Call in some fucking backup.”
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      My body still hums from his touch, as though there’s a fire gently simmering below my skin. It’s distracting, and all I want to do is drag him back into that cupboard and shut the door. I want to guide his hands back onto me and watch through half-lidded eyes as his careful hesitation shatters into need.

      I never expected he’d be the kind to hold back, but maybe I should have, because apparently he’s been holding back this entire time.

      A fresh wave of desire courses through me, making me shudder as I recall his lips on my neck, his tongue laving across my nipple. There’s no time, and we need help.

      So, I take Mikael’s hand, leading him into an empty alchemy classroom which hopefully has the supplies I need, and focus on anchoring the dream so the king can’t shift it around us. I’m getting better at it, ever since I followed the thread to Mikael’s dream. Like there was something in me holding back, and now it’s not.

      The soft skin of my inner wrist darkens, a hint of the mark that wants to break free, and I force myself not to think about consequences.

      “We need ametrine,” I tell him, pulling open the dark wooden cupboards behind the professor’s desk and hunting for the distinct purple-yellow hue of the crystal. “Do you know what it looks like?”

      Mikael scoffs, reminding me sharply that no matter how badly he wants to fuck me, the arrogant, cocky demon I know isn’t going anywhere. Bizarrely, the thought makes me smile. Still grinning, I turn back to the drawers beneath the desk and throw them open one by one, sending powders and other reagents flying across the room.

      “Watch it!” Mikael hisses, batting away a vial of what looks like powdered liver. “You don’t know what half that shit will do in here.”

      “Calm down,” I snap at him.

      It’s just a dream; they can’t explode in here… right?

      Since I’m currently hunting for something to do pretty much just that, the logic doesn’t track, so after a moment of reluctant self reflection, I force myself to go more carefully.

      Something mostly soft but with a hardened center whacks into my chest, and I look up to see Mikael shaking his head at me, a smug expression of judgment on his face.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I mutter, throwing the velvet cloth back at his head. “Lap it up.”

      The cloth unfolds, and a heavy object falls to the floor with a giant thud. My eyes widen at the same time Mikael darts forward, picking the purple-yellow gemstone up carefully.

      “Watch it,” I mutter drily, giving him a pointed look since he just threw our ticket out of here into my bloody head. “You don’t know what half that shit will do in here.”

      Rolling his eyes, he presents the crystal to me with an elaborate—and entirely sarcastic—bow. I snatch it out of his hand, fighting back the laughter, and place it gently in the center of the teacher’s desk.

      “This should reach them if they’re asleep,” I murmur, picking up a jar of pickled lizard scales and unscrewing it carefully. “If they’re not… well. The scales will fix that.”

      I take out the top scale, wrinkling my nose at the vinegar scent that drifts through the room. You aren’t meant to be able to smell in dreams; even I struggle, and I’m fully lucid. But these dreams are obviously getting stronger… or I am. Which means the demon king’s ritual is closing in.

      Mikael studies me, face tightened in apprehension, but after a moment he nods and lifts his sword. It’s enough to almost make me laugh—the sight of him holding that thing. He still doesn’t look comfortable with it, but I love that he’s trying.

      I love him.

      The thought crashes into me, sweeping over me in waves of shock. The word is foreign to me; something I’ve never considered, because it’s one thing to want something…

      And another thing entirely to let yourself have it.

      He must sense the change, a furrow appearing in his brow, and he opens his mouth—presumably to ask what just happened. Since I absolutely cannot deal with that, I drop the lizard scale onto the crystal and step back just as it explodes.

      Blackened smoke engulfs the classroom, tinged with hints of green and the scent of vinegar. I double over, retching uncontrollably, searching through the darkness for Mikael’s hand. I find it, warm and steady, the sound of his own violent coughing guiding me closer.

      And then, through the smoke, I hear a new voice.

      “What the bloody hell is going on?”

      A sound like snapping fingers overrides the voice, which I’d swear is Violet’s even though I’ve never heard her talk like that, and the smoke clears. Aeden—at least, I think his name is Aeden—lowers his hand and gives Mal an easy grin.

      “We’ve had practice at that one, haven’t we?” he says to her, his voice a low rumble, and she returns the look with a secretive smile.

      Beside them, Violet dusts down the front of her silk dressing gown, helped by Alaztair, and Stacey steadies herself against Daerek—who appears to be counting the exits. I’ve never spoken to any of them before, but I suppose there was only so long I could keep hiding when this was at stake.

      Ignoring the pang of jealousy in my stomach, I step forward, only remembering at the last second that I don’t need to hold Mikael’s hand anymore.

      “Hey,” I say quietly, fighting the urge to back away when six sets of eyes turn my way.

      Stacey’s the first to speak, stepping forward and somehow managing to look commanding despite the twin set of black satin pajamas she’s wearing. “Did you summon us with ametrine?” she asks shrewdly, eyes narrowed.

      I blink at her, having expected practically anything else to come out of her mouth. “Yes?”

      “I fucking knew it,” she snaps, shooting Violet a glare that, while clearly annoyed, also seems to be… friendly. “I told you we should have been keeping ametrine by our beds.”

      My eyes widen as Violet huffs, crossing her arms and shivering slightly. She’s only in a robe after all.

      “How was I supposed to know we’d get brought into this trial? All the other trials were done alone.”

      “Yes but this is ethereal,” Stacey points out smugly. “The whole point of it is that it isn’t anchored to one time. Beth’d be a fool not to call us in.”

      Stacey’s words spark a thought within me, but it’s gone too quickly to catch, overshadowed by their frankly alarming argument.

      “Yes, yes, all right.” Violet huffs in irritation. “Well, she got us here, didn’t she?”

      “Would’ve been a damn smoother ride if we had ametrine with us, that’s all I’m saying.”

      “Umm.” Mal waves her hand between them. “Can we do this later?” She turns to me and waves with one gloved hand. “Hey, I’m Mal, and we’ve met before actually, just not in this time.” There’s something in her expression, like a strange sort of recognition. Like she’d lost me and she’s just found me again. Which I guess makes sense, given what she just said.

      My jaw goes slack. What exactly am I meant to say to that?

      “Right, sorry, babe.” Stacey shoots her a smile and then turns to me. I can’t help backing up a step, which I’m sure she sees because her gaze immediately softens. “We should work fast. Have you got any clue where the key is?”

      “No clue.” I shake my head, vaguely noticing Mikael nod to Alaztair. “I was hoping you’d have some ideas.”

      Violet comes closer and perches on the desk in front of me, lips pursed in thought. “We’ve been researching, but the ethereal key doesn’t make a lot of sense to me, I’m afraid. The physical key and the sensual key were sort of straightforward in the end—it was about making something physical from an illusion, and then about locating the body that would dream of the key, because sensual dreams are the dreams of the body.”

      Mal butts in defensively. “It isn’t as lame as it sounds. It’s just a way of dividing the kinds of dreams people can have, and therefore the dreams succubi and incubi feed on.”

      “Umm,” I begin and pause, not knowing where to go from there.

      Mal takes pity on me, but I’d almost rather she hadn’t because it still sounds like gibberish. “Physical dreams are manifestations, like dreaming of a new outfit or something and then finding it in the shop, and sensual dreams relate to the senses—which makes them the realm of the body. Like your body dreams of touch. We don’t know a whole lot about the other two keys, but it’ll be along those lines. Like Violet said: pretty straightforward.”

      I stare around at them all, my head swimming. “Absolutely none of that is straightforward.”

      I don’t realize I’ve spoken aloud until Violet bursts into laughter.

      “All right, well, when you’re thinking in dreams, it’s straightforward.” She smiles at me, and my heart stutters at the easy warmth she offers, despite how I’ve spoken to her in the past. “But an ethereal key? It’s like a dream within a dream isn’t it…” Her smile falls, the lines of her forehead deepening. “Where do you even begin?”

      Where indeed. Stacey’s words return to me, and I mull them over. “You said it isn’t anchored to time,” I ask Stacey, frowning. “What did you mean?”

      Her eyebrows shoot up and she shrugs, looking around at the others. “Well, only that it’s incorporeal, yeah? Intangible? Not of this realm?” She frowns around at us all. “Don’t any of you play D&D?”

      Violet snorts so loudly I jump, and then begins laughing. “You what?”

      “What?!” Stacey insists. “It’s fun.”

      “Yeah, but you?”

      “I choose to ignore the insult in that,” Stacey says, leaning casually back against the desk and folding her arms. “But there’s an ethereal plane in D&D, which overlaps with our one—” she holds up a finger to Mal suddenly “—I know, I know, it sounds like the spiritual plane you walk on, which would make it more sensual than ethereal if we’re being technical, and yes, thank you, I am aware that D&D isn’t real.” She turns back to me. “Mal’s a spirit walker, like you’re a dream walker. But I’ve been thinking about the two planes in relation to your key, because I think in essence that’s what it’s about. If you bring it back to dreams, what is an ethereal dream? It’s something weightless, impossible to catch, and somehow bigger than everything else at once. Like dreaming of world peace, or of waking up tomorrow with a new way of living.

      “Mal’s spirit walking is about getting to the center of things, but yours? It’s about everything else. All at once, overlapping with the tangible world but not being bound by it. Time and place doesn’t matter, only the dreamer.”

      Her words echo in the sudden silence of the room—only the dreamer.

      “Then who is the dreamer?” I ask softly, thinking of Mal searching for the right body that dreamed of the key, but even as I say it, I know my answer must be different. If ethereal dreams are simultaneously intangible and grandiose, my key doesn’t fit with someone who dreams of just a key. It belongs to someone who dreams of escape, of no longer having to hide.

      “I’m the dreamer, aren’t I?” I say dully. “That doesn’t really help.”

      Someone touches my wrist, and I look up sharply in alarm. Mikael stands in front of me, brow furrowed, and he asks me so quietly the others can’t hear, “Is there something holding you back?”

      The question leaves me reeling, cutting through to my center with impossible precision. “No?” I hear the lie in my voice and shake my head quickly. “Well, other than that I don’t want to become a succubus, of course.”

      Mikael’s frown deepens, and I expect him to say something along the lines of you’ll still always be a witch, or, we’ll look out for you. But what he says is, “But it’s what you are.”

      My pulse races, the dream shimmering unnervingly around me as I struggle to find my center. Is it what I am?

      If I’m a succubus, I can never hide away again. They’ll all want a piece of me, just like Tatiana. That, or they’ll want to burn me at the stake for being something they can’t understand—witch and succubus, fused together in one five foot three human.

      But then… it isn’t one, is it? There are four of us.

      Mikael squeezes my hand, hesitant at first and then firmer as he threads our fingers together. His thumb unknowingly brushes over my wrist, where it itches, and for a moment I feel such intense relief I want to sink to my knees. It would be so easy to give into it. It would feel so good.

      “Maybe if she wakes up it’ll be in her hand?” Stacey suggests suddenly, the others having continued their brainstorming quietly, tilting her head to the side.

      Mikael shifts beside me, adjusting his sword. “Not worth the risk. She has to be in her own dream to wake up, and he can find her there, right, Beth?”

      I startle, turning to him in surprise. I didn’t realize he knew so much about my dreamwalking. “Yeah, that’s right.”

      Mal frowns suddenly. “If this isn’t your dream, Beth, then whose is it?”

      That’s a good question. I didn’t stop to check when I led us here; I only wanted to get Mikael to safety. “Um…” I look around the room, searching for a clue. It could be a random student’s, but given how quickly I was moving I don’t think I could get that far, so it’s more likely one of ours, or someone’s I’ve visited tonight…

      The thought hits me, making my stomach sink with dread, just as the door opens and Tatiana appears.

      “There you are!” the relief in her voice is so overwhelming, that for a moment I forget what she’s trying to do to me.

      I always forget.

      Then she holds up the knife and smiles.

      “You've got to be fucking kidding me,” I mutter.

      Read the room much? Tatiana has to be at least fourth on my list of issues to deal with tonight. She doesn't even rate top three.

      And yet, the sight of her… Here in these dreams, everything is all mixed up. Time and place don't matter, and all I can feel is how much she betrayed me. How much I still have to cater to her whim, even after all these years. And who is she to deserve that from me? No one. She's no one.

      She's no one, and she still has all of me.

      My stomach turns, the familiar fear and betrayal rising even as I try to fight it down. Beside me, Stacey rises to her feet and turns to face the doorway, followed quickly by Violet and Mal. Their demons form a wall behind them.

      It occurs to me, suddenly, that it’s different this time.

      This time, I’m not alone.
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      The classroom twists in on itself at Tatiana’s appearance, the walls sucking everything but us toward them like a vortex. For a moment, the green-tinged black smoke appears again, choking us, before the walls envelop that, too. The seawater rises to our waist this time, lapping ominously against us before receding and leaving us in a new dream entirely.

      We’re no longer in Dremen Academy at all. Instead, we’re in a living room I vaguely recognize as Tatiana’s childhood home.

      Rich tapestries adorn the walls, because her parents are pretentious twats, and a grandfather clock ticks ominously in the corner.

      Tatiana sits on the floor in front of us, preparing a ritual that’s as familiar to me as breathing.

      “You promised, Beth,” she says warningly, pausing only to glare up at me, before she resumes sprinkling the powders into the wooden bowl.

      A pin-prick of blood will seal the ritual, gifting her a taste of the strange power that runs in my veins. She’ll want more than a taste of course, but since the drop never fades, she’ll let it go. The years will go by, and I’ll spend them hiding in stony-faced silence, just so that no one ever hurts me like that again.

      “Ah, Beth?” Mal asks, stepping up beside me. I startle a little, having almost forgotten they were here. “Who the hell is this?”

      “No one,” I mutter, even though my voice gives away the truth. How much I can’t let go of what she did to me, even if it does look kind of ridiculous now—some middle-schooler sitting on the floor, clumsily mixing powders like she’s a real witch.

      It kind of just makes it more humiliating, the power she has over me. The power I let her have.

      But I’m not even really looking at her. I’m looking at the door behind her, the one that opens with my blood. I don’t think the others can see it. It’s part of a different dream. My memories twist around, forced into new positions because of the images playing out at my feet. For the first time, I wonder if I wanted Tatiana to take my power. Even before I knew the door I dreamed of existed in the academy, I knew opening it would reveal me for who I am.

      Maybe I wanted Tatiana to take that power away completely, so I never had to have it.

      Something in me shifts, but I don’t get to analyze it because Mal says, “Can I show you something?”

      Immediately, the dream changes, Tatiana disappearing into the fog as someone else takes her place. A frizzy-haired girl sitting on a dorm room floor, drinking wine with Mal and laughing. The recognition makes me feel dizzy.

      The girl in front of me looks like me… but there’s something different about her. An indefinable quality that doesn’t make sense until our bond curls around me, questioning the conflicting emotions it senses from within. Tugging new ones free. Serving as a mirror so I can make sense of the rest.

      This Beth isn’t sad at all.

      So, I think dully. Tatiana never betrayed you in this life. Good for you.

      It’s a strange sensation, to be jealous of your past self. It’s a life I never lived—and I’m sure it comes with its own problems, like a lack of indoor plumbing for starters—but still… it bums me out a little to see the nerdy, quietly rebellious version of myself I might have been. Instead of the angry, hidden person I’ve become here, in this life.

      If I’m honest, it’s messing with my sense of self a bit. Both these people are me, but I don’t have her knowledge, and I don’t have her personality, and it’s making me wonder what on earth I do have.

      Can keys go rusty over time? What if I started out as an impressive power source, and just lost it over the centuries of reincarnation?

      “You were my first friend, you know,” Mal says quietly. “Back then. Apart from Stacey of course, but that was different. We were dorm mates, so of course we found each other. But you were the first person I met who didn’t want anything from me except my company.”

      I blink at her, the words slowly sinking in and taking on meaning.

      We’re alike, Mal and I. I see it now. But I’m not sure why she’s showing me this.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” Mal says simply, watching me, waiting. “I missed you.”

      Surprise catches me unaware; she means it. It doesn’t matter to her that the Beth she knows is different.

      Just like that, it suddenly becomes so simple.

      “I’m glad I’m here, too,” I say, surprised to find I mean it. “Not here, but… with you all.”

      Mal’s face breaks into a stunning smile.

      “Umm, are you two done over there?” Daerek sings out, something strange in his voice.

      “Yeah?” Mal turns.

      “Good, because that clock’s doing something seriously strange, and we’ve got bigger problems.”

      I look up as the face of the clock twists into a different sort of face altogether. The hands extend into a nose, the number ‘six’ morphing into a wide, hideous smile. Stacey shrieks and stumbles backwards, yelling something about didn’t smoke a thing, I swear, and then the clock speaks.

      “So helpful of you, Bethany, to bring the others here. Now I can make up for lost time.”

      The tall wood of the clock melts, writhing where it stands, and the king steps free. He looks like a ghost, just as he must have appeared to Mal and Stacey before me.

      Oh shit, the king means to take us all.

      “Dreamwalk, Beth,” Violet hisses to me. “You’re letting him control too much.”

      That’s right; the incubus said the king couldn’t control the dreams. He could only cause chaos.

      I reach for my dreamwalking powers, but I’m so drained from everything that’s happened, there’s nothing there. The dream doesn’t even flicker.

      I need to recharge.

      I need to activate my mark.

      The knowledge sinks in slowly, filling me with a weary kind of resignation. I wanted to solve this like a witch, but I can’t. Even if my bond with Mikael worked properly, it isn’t witch power I need, and simply taking a bit of strength from the dream web isn’t going to cut it this time. That was only ever a bandaid.

      I stare at the door no one else can see, knowing what it wants from me but hesitant for a different reason now. There’s still so much I don’t know about all of this.

      What I do know is that there are dreams on the other side of that door. I can feel them—filtered, decanted, and bottled by succubi and incubi centuries ago. When you consume a dream like that, it brings power, but I don’t understand enough about this yet to know what kind of power, or how much. It would be safer to stick with the fire web from earlier, since at least I’m familiar with that, but… how do I bind that power to my mark, like the succubus told me to?

      And how do I do any of that without Mikael?

      Reflexively, I turn his way and find him already watching me, brow furrowed. His eyes shimmer strangely for a moment—like he doesn’t see the scene in front of us, but something else instead—and then he’s beside me. His arms wrap around my waist, drawing me in, shielding me from the others for a few precious seconds.

      “Take what you need, Beth,” he breathes, lips brushing my forehead as he speaks, resting there. “I’m yours.”

      My throat catches at what he’s offering, the depth of meaning in his words.

      He’s mine, and I’m his.

      I sigh, and my lips find his neck, kissing the hollow of his throat while someone wolf whistles behind us and someone else—Stacey, I think—heckles the king.

      “It’s time to wake up, isn’t it?” I murmur against his skin.

      The golden, blazing web appears again, but this time I’m ready for it. Holding out my arm, I stare down at the warm spot on my wrist. I suppose the ‘how’ was never really the problem. Like with every other thing so far, it’s about letting go.

      Already, the thin veins of the tattoo are peeking through my skin, ready to claim me. I trace my thumb across the markings, sparing a moment to say goodbye to all that I once was.

      And then, I feed.

      Slowly, through the haze of growing power, I realize that we all do, the others watching what I do and following behind.

      It’s clearly new to the other girls, instinctive rather than knowledgeable, because they’re unused to this power. But for me, it’s like breathing. It always has been. Trickles of memory rise within my mind: knowledge about our powers and how to use them. I don’t ever recall gaining this knowledge, but it’s like it’s always been there. In my blood.

      Without filtering the power from the dreams, it won’t give us anything more than a euphoric haze of strength, but maybe  with four of us that’s all we need. The others defeated him without using this at all. And if we need more than this, I can simply open the door.

      No big deal.

      Closing my eyes, I silently kiss goodbye to hiding in the shadows, and when the demon king leers at me—dreaming loudly of all that he’s going to achieve—I take it from him. The web hooks onto anything on offer, any desire it can find, and draws it back home to me.

      His jaw goes slack, eyes spaced out as he slumps against the clock, and his dream tastes so fucking good I sink to my knees. It tastes of revenge, of power, of the spicy tang of metal drawn through flesh. It tastes like winning. And when I tear it from him, all his rage and might comes with it.

      Of course, though, it isn’t all he has. The king takes only a moment to regroup, expression strangely dull now he’s been robbed of the purpose that brought him here, and when he reaches out, it isn’t for me—it’s Mikael he draws to him.

      Revenge transforms into malice, and he dreams so brightly of making me suffer that for a moment I’m blinded, shielding my eyes from the glow of the web.

      Centuries of purpose and ambition; this is more than a simple desire. He knows I’m not powerful enough to rid him of his purpose entirely, but he is powerful enough to wait me out. And to make me suffer in the waiting.

      Mikael yells, his face twisted in agony even as he struggles to break free. There’s a terrible wind howling through the room, sending furniture in a whirlwind flurry that prevents any of us from reaching him. And through it all I hear laughter. This reedy, nerdy laughter that makes my blood boil.

      I know I’m meant to bottle the dream before I drink it, but there’s no fucking time.

      The king is killing him.

      Without thinking about the consequences, or if this will even bloody work, I lift my arm before me and study the gently pulsing tattoo. It seems to writhe before me, seeking escape from my skin, pulsing with power that’s begging to be decanted into one of the bottles behind the door. Surely skipping this step won’t matter. It’s just a bottle.

      I press my lips to the tattoo and drink.

      For a single, shining moment, the clarity of my purpose overwhelms me. There is a clear, straight line from me to the demon king, and I know without question that I can defeat him. I can drain him and eject him from this nightmare he tries to control.

      My thoughts swirl, pain buzzing in my limbs as distorted memories flood me. The objective warps in my mind, even as it remains the same. Take down the mark. Take down the witches. Drain them and renew the spell.

      I squint and shake my head—no, take down the demon.

      Which demon?

      The buzzing won’t stop.

      Through the haze of violence, I see Mikael break free. The voice whispers to me like a directive, a strategist advising war moves around a map of battle: the hostage is out of the way, and I have a clear line to take my shot.

      Power caresses my veins, waves crashing behind me as the electricity of the storm seeks an outlet. I take aim at the demon wearing the stupid crown, but the voice still whispers: he can dodge a strike.

      Better to wipe him out in full. Casualties are a small price to pay when you exist for one purpose, one goal. Failure is not an option.

      The hostage’s strange blue eyes widen, glinting pale in the twilight haze. There’s something in his expression that I can’t read, something like agony. Indecision. He looks like he wants to run.

      But then he lifts his sword, and I think: excellent, he will die fighting. The cause will not fail.

      Then he turns on me.

      Betrayal floods me, more painful than anything I’ve ever felt. All at once, I don’t see the confusing haze of purpose and desire; I only see Mikael, my demon, raising his sword in a flashing arc against me.

      I was wrong to trust him; I was wrong to trust any of them.

      Dodging the attack, I leap backwards, but it’s enough to disrupt my focus. The charging power at my fingertips stutters and dies, and I snarl in fury. Everything I’ve worked toward, cut off at the final second. I need to get out of here—I need to escape.

      I cross to the strange door behind me, slice my palm along the sharpness of its ritual handle, and open it.

      Then, before anyone can follow me, I slam the door behind me.
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      The corridor extends before me, rows and rows of bottled dreams leading into the distance. I see them through a reddened haze and thoughts that don’t feel like my own. I reach for the nearest bottles, and I can feel the magic within them. It crackles in the air, singing to me.

      I swipe my hand through them and send them crashing to the floor, shattering into a dozen pieces.

      There’s laughter, and I don’t know where it’s coming from.

      I want to destroy. The need fills me, and a distant thought wonders—have I consumed the dream, or has it consumed me?

      Waves lap at my feet, and I claw at that one sensible thought, the one thing that feels like me. But it’s getting harder and harder to reach.

      My hands smash through more bottles, and this time the laughter comes from outside of me. The demon has followed, and I can’t remember whether I wanted him to or not. What am I trying to do?

      When I swipe forward again, I forcibly stop myself, my hand shaking from the effort of restraint.

      “Stupid little girl,” he murmurs behind me, and the fucker sounds so affectionate I want to run him through.

      Ah, that’s it, that’s what I want.

      Desire pulses like a heartbeat, and I want to end this asshole. Want to sacrifice him to the spell and—

      No.

      I shake my head, snatching up the bottle and staring into it, forcing myself not to shatter it like the rest. This isn’t what I want. This isn’t my desire.

      Strange eyes stare back at me, far too pale. I blink, frowning into them, trying to remember whose they are.

      When I blink again, they’re gone.

      But so is everything else. The fading scent of seawater recedes, and I feel suddenly as if I’ve woken from a dream. I look up, and my sight has gone clear, my thoughts my own again.

      “Holy shit,” I breathe, stumbling backwards to put distance between myself and the demon while I recover my equilibrium. Lesson learned: distil the dreams into the bottles first. Don’t drink them straight from the fucking vein.

      You can’t control them if you do; they control you.

      “Mikael,” I whisper as the last of the fog evaporates from my brain. He wasn’t trying to hurt me before; he was trying to distract me before the dream took over. Trying to stop me before I took down everyone with me.

      Just now, he saved me.

      How?

      The king clears his throat. “What a shame. I’d hoped you’d go out with a bang.”

      “Not like that,” I snap, and duck into the shadows between the shelves.

      He tries to follow, but when I check behind me, the hole I slipped through has gone, replaced by rows of shelving stretching into the distance. He snarls, knocking them down in his rage, and I turn away again.

      I need time to think. Running and ducking, I weave a path through what must be centuries of stored dreams, following a path that opens up before me like magic. Finally, I’ve run far enough that the sound of his footsteps and the angry smashing of bottles is distant.

      It’s quiet here, among the dreams. Glinting softly in their bottles, they catch the blue light that glitters from the roof, quiet and forgotten.

      I swallow thickly, staring at the power that has called to me since I was a little girl.

      Taken and kept here, inaccessible while the succubi were locked away, gathering dust until someone opened the door. I reach out to trail my fingers over one of the bottles, marking swirls in the dust. I know, instinctively, that if I were to consume a dream here, while asleep, its power would stay with me when awake, as well. Dreams and Wakefulness aren’t separate, for me—one bleeding into the other. Now that I know how to use the beach as an anchor, I think that will only improve. Because I have succubus blood, and because I am the ethereal key.

      If I’m the dreamer, why is the key so hard to find?

      The bottle pulses beneath my fingers, growing warm to the touch and making me frown. Have all the dreams in here called to me, or is it one in particular? I pick up the bottle, wondering whose dream I hold. Any power is better than nothing, and this is, like, the OG succubus power, right? But after my recent experience, I’m nervous to taste it.

      The bottle sparkles as I turn it, the liquid inside catching the flickering torchlight and sending it dancing across the glass surface of the bottle. My reservations fade because something about this feels different to before. I’m not overwhelmed by the energy of this dream. Whatever this dream is, I want to taste it. I want to taste it so bad, even knowing it’s stolen and that whoever dreamed it lost that dream forever.

      I look again at the dust coating the shelves, remembering that this prison spell has been here for centuries. Whoever dreamed this is long dead.

      A footstep scuffs, somewhere down the end of the rows, and I uncork the bottle and drain it in one. It tastes like metal, tangy with an edge of smoke, and when I turn to face the king, he looks wary for the first time.

      My stomach roils, the dream settling uncomfortably in my gut. I wobble a little on my feet, bracing myself against the shelves and hoping I haven’t just consumed some fierce and burning need to become a fucking pop star or something.

      Succubi can trade dreams or they can transform them into power, but that power is still very much linked to the dream. I kind of doubt that a burning ambition to sing is going to help me here, unless I can get a handle on it enough to make it a siren’s power.

      Then it hits me. Oh, fuck. This isn’t ambition.

      This is anger.

      Well, at least that’s familiar.

      The dream courses through my blood, flooding me with the need for revenge. It tastes like the king’s own dream, but within my grasp this time, and I can’t think of a more fitting way for him to die.

      “Are you ready, now?” I ask, the words coming out in a grating hiss that doesn’t even sound like my voice.

      Whose revenge have I consumed?

      There’s no time to question it, because suddenly he’s on me, eyes wide in a manic frenzy, reaching for my neck like this is personal and he’s going to take me down with his bare hands.

      You know what? The feeling is mutual. I knock his hands aside, ducking beneath his furious attack, and hook my arm around his throat. Power fuels me, flooding my veins, mixing with my magic to transform from a simple dream into pure, unadulterated magic. Electricity dances along my skin, and the press of my arm feels like steel as it grinds into his throat.

      My wrist burns, and I don’t need to look to see the tattoo flaring into life, branding my skin with the power I’ve always tried to reject. The king howls, knees buckling beneath the inhuman strength of my hold, and I realize suddenly whose dream I consumed.

      It’s mine.

      Memory floods me, images overtaking my brain as I remember a life I once lived, centuries ago. I remember a political agreement, demons and humans sliding cash under the table, trading favors… betraying the succubi.

      And the four of us—the children of both incubi and humans—caught up in it. Siding with the succubi but being caught. Our powers were used to seal them away, and our dreams of revenge stolen so we could be sacrificed again and again without ever putting up a fight.

      God, it’s a mess. My hold weakens as the memories assault me, throwing me off balance, and the demon takes the opportunity to twist free, slugging me in the gut as he goes.

      Doubling over, I fall to my knees, and the only reason he doesn’t drain me then and there is that through the fog of my stunned, deer-like mind, I think to call for the beach. To anchor myself in life—where he can’t go.

      He snarls, infuriated, and retreats to lean against the shelving, watching me with narrowed eyes.

      Waves crash against the shore, coming up incongruously against the bluestone floor, soaking my knees and wrists, and eventually he speaks again, eyes sparking with hate.

      “I’ll be back for the others later, of course,” he says, black eyes gleaming in the twilight that fills this space as he tries without subtlety to distract me. “Now that you have so helpfully introduced us.” He takes a deep breath, nostrils widening. “I know their scent now. I can find it again. You try… but you will fail.”

      “You must want me pretty bad,” I spit at him, trying to gain time while I think of a way out. The dream I consumed still fuels me, but I’ve remembered an unfortunate fact—he wants me at the height of my power. If I step off this sand, anything could happen. “To chase me here when I stole your dreams of it.”

      “Desire is irrelevant,” the king says with a very human shrug. “All that matters is that the spell holds.”

      The way he says it makes me frown, but I can’t put a finger on why it doesn’t feel right. Only that, now he’s pointed it out, he really didn’t have much desire at all. There was barely anything to feed on, and I can’t imagine that even a ghost would have so little personality.

      It’s what makes us alive, human and demon alike.

      It’s why the succubus was so furious with me for possessing her power along with my humanity. I have the best of both worlds.

      “Well, I hate to break it to you, bud,” I tell him, hauling myself back onto my feet and reaching for the power the dream gave me. It crackles at my fingertips, bursting with the need to burn this ghost to ash. “But the spell ain’t holding tonight.”

      He grins at me, and something about the surety in his expression chills me.

      Somehow, I can guess what he’s about to say before he says it, even if I don’t know the details.

      “Then you shouldn’t have sent your Sight away,” he says conversationally.

      My Sight? The succubus said something like that too… Seer.

      My confusion must show on my face, because he cackles with laughter.

      “It’s been so long, you don’t recall what happens when the dreams take hold do you?” he asks, almost pityingly.

      It’s mocking and harsh, and as the final memory ricochets into my head I understand why. Mikael is my Seer. He stays awake while I’m dreaming, watching over me, seeing through my eyes while I walk through this nebulous, ethereal world. The dream starts to change, shelves fading as it twists once more into the only kind of dream this demon can control—a nightmare.

      Something howls, the sand vanishing from my feet as shadows swoop at me and knock me backward, sharp teeth nipping into my flesh.

      Mikael, if I’d worked with him properly, would have been able to see this from both inside and out—to see the way forward and to guide me there step by step. Or simply wake me up. That’s how he broke me free from the spiral before; he woke me up from the dream that was consuming me.

      But I’ve locked him out.

      “Oh fuck,” I whisper, lashing out aimlessly, searching for the king but unable to find him.

      He’s got me this time. I can feel the ancient spell latching hold, draining me. This is it.

      Our bond flares as sadness overwhelms me. I’ve made every possible wrong decision, and now it’s too late.

      Then I feel it, a faint tug in the center of my chest. Hope flares and I try to squash it down, because in my experience hope is dangerous.

      It burns brighter, and I realize it isn’t only my hope—it’s our bond igniting, and for the first time I sense Mikael just as surely as he senses me. He’s following it back to me, just like I followed his dream to him.

      “You’re safe.” Mikael reappears in front of me, eyes blazing, right when I thought everything was about to fail. “Beth, thank the Devil.” He reaches for me, hands warm as they cup my neck, as he draws me in and kisses me fiercely. It’s so soft, so aching, that for a moment the rest of the world fades away.

      “I wasn’t—” he begins, pulling away and looking so earnest I have to stop him before he gets going.

      I might have just realized that about him: it isn’t that he doesn’t care. It’s that he cares too much.

      “I know,” I interrupt. “You did the right thing. You saved us—me.”

      That stops him in his tracks, his chest heaving with ragged breaths, eyes wide and intense as he gazes down at me. Then, slowly, he huffs a faint laugh. “Well, I told you, didn’t I?” He grins, a little feral around the edges. “I’m your knight in shining armor.”

      Other voices break through the nightmare, piercing the fog and shadows. Yelling, demanding. I can hear the king snarl, meeting this new fight with relish. But my anguish fades, replaced with fierce determination.

      Wind wraps around me, whipping through my hair, clearing the fog of the nightmare and revealing where we are: a curious mix of shelving, the living room where we were before, and Hell. All our dreams mixing together.

      “What do you need?” Mikael asks, stepping in front of me.

      “Just… distract him enough that he lets go of me,” I mutter, clutching my head as the king’s nightmare tendrils dig deeper, draining me, imprisoning me.

      “Lucky you—I’ve been getting good at distractions, lately.”

      His eyes flash and a lazy grin creeps onto his face as he lifts his sword. I note, distantly, that he seems to be getting the hang of the weapon. Then he glances back over his shoulder. “Hey, Alaztair, watch this,” he calls smugly, and he hurls the sword straight at the king.

      The king leaps out of the way, and the sword embeds itself in the wall, reverberating with a twang.

      Behind us, Alaztair whoops and yells, “You got it, sweetheart! We’re getting you some knives when we’re out of here.”

      The split-second distraction was enough for me to get my bearings, finding myself on solid ground once more. Glancing at the three witches, I see they’re as ready as I am. Ready to end this thing once and for all, and land the king a blow that will really hurt him.

      Immediately, the golden structures of the dream pour toward me, the web dragging the vision with it. The grandfather clock melts forward, falling into the web, followed by the tapestries on the walls and then the fireplace itself, roaring with heat. It all melts forward, into the web, and the web bleeds into my veins.

      For a moment, the king laughs in delight, clearly thinking he has us exactly where he wants us. And why wouldn’t he? I haven’t quelled his desire at all; it’s too deep, too old. Centuries old, and all I’ve done is dull the edge of today’s manifestation. He’s already recovered.

      And now we’re charged up, ready to sacrifice ourselves for this prison spell, and all he needs to do is bring down the knife.

      You know what? I’m sick of people cutting me open.

      When he turns to me, I smile, baring my teeth at him in a truly feral grin that makes even him falter. One of the girls reaches for my hand, entwining our fingers together, and it gives me the strength to do what I have to do. To drain this bastard king and kick him out of my dreams. My world.

      We turn as one, the golden web settling over a new dream: him. A jolt of shock hits me at the implication of that, of what the king might be and who might be dreaming him, but I put the thought aside as we begin to feed.
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      The girls… they change.

      Fear flickers in my chest as I remember how Beth looked before I lifted my sword in a desperate attempt to shift her attention. Wild, venomous—like the demon king in a different form. But this is different. It’s equally powerful, but she no longer radiates the same intense hatred as she had. No longer driven by the desires of someone so evil, she’s simply herself. Human and succubus together in one.

      I can’t look away.

      Alaztair grips my shoulder hard, fingers digging into my flesh, and when I glance at him, his face is open with shock. For a moment, I can see a hint of horns twisting from his forehead, followed immediately by the ethereal lines of his jaw and cheekbones that mark his demonic face. His face shimmers, the human mask disappearing at the sight of what his witch has done.

      And honestly, even though my features don’t shift, I know the feeling. It’s like I can’t hide here, not from her. I turn back to Beth, swallowing thickly as I take in the golden light the glitters in her aura. It isn’t as though she’s simply found her confidence; it’s as though I’m staring at an entirely new Beth. Like I’m staring at her soul—the heart of who she is. Streaks of lavender trail through her hair, shining with an inner glow, and when I follow the line, I can see where it all starts: the tattoo emblazoned on her wrist.

      All the witches have one now, each tattoo pulsing with a different color, a radiant mix of violet and orange and blue. It’s almost too much to witness, like looking at the sun.

      And yet, it calls to me. Desire and certainty roll off her in waves—off all of them, but I only have eyes for Beth. She turns to me, winking before her face breaks open in delight.

      Then she turns back to the demon king.

      Honestly, I’d kind of forgotten he was here. The way these four succubi draw our surroundings to them, feeding off it, kind of takes center stage. But then, when they’re through feeding on the dream, they feed on the king, too. As if he were nothing more than a dream himself.

      Suddenly, a pounding, aching sensation breaks through my daze, and before I know it I’ve fallen to my knees. From the corner of my vision, I see the other demons fall too, and I don’t have long to wonder why because that’s when I feel it.

      Desire.

      Hot and aching, coursing through me, begging me to crawl on my knees to my witch.

      My succubus.

      “Devil, is this what it’s like?” I gasp, the words coming in a tone far lower and huskier than I mean them to.

      Beside me, Alaztair answers with a low moan. “I guess so, sweetheart.” He looks up and licks his lips, eyes fixed to Violet. “Desire feeds desire, don’t you know?”

      As he says it, I feel the golden web settle over me in a gentle touch. Blueberries and chocolate, Beth’s magic caresses my face, my lips, and—when they fall open in a harsh exhalation, panting—my tongue. She’s feeding on me as well, but unlike the dreams they’re consuming, this feels different.

      This feels infinite.

      Our bond makes it a loop, my desire fed back into me even as she tastes it, and as I realize this I give into it, closing my eyes and letting her take what she needs.

      Somewhere beyond the darkness of my eyelids, there’s a howl, and then the air itself seems less oppressive, like the nightmares are gone. Then I hear a gasp, followed by the crumple of fabric and limbs, and something heavy hitting the ground. My eyes snap open and I stumble to my feet just as the airborne magic begins to fade.

      Beth falls, the last of her strength vanishing and taking the king with it. A sound like a puff of smoke rising cascades around us, and when I look up, the others are gone. Either woken up or drained too far to stay.

      It doesn’t matter; the king is gone, and Beth just needs the key. We’ll both be out of here soon.

      I lift her easily, my arms cradled below her shoulders and knees. As I walk, getting us away from the king’s remains in case there’s something still lingering, the dream melds around me. It caresses me, like a living touch, assessing us. I swear I can hear it thinking. And then it bounces away and I’m walking along a beach. Behind us, the stone walls of Dremen Academy line the shore, but in front of us is nothing but water and sand. Birds call, taking flight above the surf, and I gently lower Beth down near the waterline.

      She blinks awake slowly.

      “Rise and shine.” I grin, reaching out to brush her hair back from her forehead.

      “He’s gone?” she asks, even though I’m sure she can feel it. Can probably still taste him.

      So the demon turned out to be a dream… I wonder who dreamed him. But it’s a problem for later.

      “He’s gone,” I confirm.

      Her smile is so blinding, I don’t even think. I brace myself on either side of her chest, leaning down to press a kiss against her lips. The softness lasts for a second, and then it burns away, the remnants of my desire igniting and urging me to her.

      She arches against me, a moan falling from her lips as she hooks an arm around my neck and pulls me closer. I’m barely aware I’m moving, my leg sliding between hers, pushing her thighs apart as I grind slowly against her hip.

      “Mikael,” Beth says warningly, nonetheless unable to keep the husky want from her voice. “Shouldn’t we get out of here?”

      “What’s the rush?” I murmur against her neck, ending on a bite just as I thrust properly against her.

      Her legs fall open and she moans. But her eyes flash, and she nips my jaw hard enough to hurt. “Imminent death,” she says snidely.

      Reluctantly, grinning all the while, I pull away. “Time to find this key then, you think?”

      “An ethereal key,” she agrees, head dropping back against the sand.

      The sky above us is alight with stars, shimmering gently in the strange, purple-tinged twilight of this place. It almost feels ethereal in itself, given how the beach seems to rest below Beth’s feet no matter which dream she walks through, but even that I suppose has an anchor—is an anchor—so it isn’t ethereal enough.

      “Constantly changing,” I murmur, thinking out loud. “Time and place don’t matter, only the dreamer is still.”

      Her eyes widen, the certainty in her gaze making my knees feel weak as she says, “I know where the key is.”
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      Mikael’s words are just different enough to Stacey’s that it clicks into place. An ethereal dream is in all things, at all times; only the dreamer is still. So, if I’m dreaming the key, I have to go back to my time. To where I am standing still. At first, I think that must mean it’s in my bedroom in the academy, but then I connect what my dreams are trying to tell me.

      There’s one event I can’t escape, that I keep stewing on even with so many vastly more important problems pummeling me. I can’t escape it at Dremen. I can’t escape it in my dreams, and all I’ve been doing since getting here is running.

      The key rests at the place I’m running from. The person I’m running from.

      With a sigh like sea foam on sand, the beach fades, and the classroom at Dremen takes its place. A circle of bored members of the Moonfire club recline on the floor, chatting, passing the vodka around. But this time, Tatiana doesn’t turn to me. She can’t even see me, because this time it isn’t a swirling, nebulous dream, ever changing; it’s the memory. The memory I keep trying to ignore.

      “Can one of you just sit in the fucking circle?” Tatiana drawls to the memory of me and Violet standing in the doorway.

      Of course, I don’t sit in the circle. We argue, and as the tension rises, I see it—carved into the chalice. A silver key.

      Swallowing thickly, I reach for it, but something blocks my way. My hand hits an invisible shield, blocking me from the memory, and I wince as I shake it out from the pain.

      “I can’t reach it.” I say flatly.

      Mikael moves beside me, studying the scene as it plays out on a loop. There’s a furrow in his brow that I’m aching to smooth out, but I keep my hands to myself because it’s still so new between us, and I realize I don’t quite know how to let him in.

      After years of dreaming of him, I still don’t know how to be awake.

      He turns to me sharply. “Can you feel that?”

      Frowning, I shake my head. “Feel what?”

      “The block. It moved. Did you do something?”

      Alarmed, I reach out again, but it’s still there. “No, I was just thinking—” The answer moves slowly, unhappily into place. “It’s our bond,” I say dully. “We’re meant to get out of this prison spell together, and we’re not… together.”

      She said I needed to be integrated. And I may have embraced my succubus side, but I’m still human. My human blood is tied to Mikael in one way—the way I’ve always rejected.

      He grins at me, impressively lascivious despite the somber mood. “Is there a plan B, or do we have to go with the bond?”

      I throw him an exasperated look, my heart warming. “It has to be the bond.”

      The smile falls from his face, replaced by a serious, intense look. His eyes bear into me. “Then you know what you have to do.”

      That’s right, because this shitty bond is my fault. Even though he’s right, it still stings.

      They all want me to break.

      “I can’t,” I choke out, and even that comes out furious.

      “Why not?” he hisses at me, eyes wide with confusion and desperation.

      “Because I’m not fucking sad. I’m angry.” So angry.

      Mikael grows still, and when he turns to me something within me must sense what’s coming, because I’d give anything to shut him up.

      “But you know why you’re angry, don’t you?” he asks quietly, pale blue eyes staring into me, into my soul.  The wind catches the soft waves of his brown hair, flicking it over his face.

      My breath chokes in my throat, my chest aching painfully with the intensity of my fury.

      “Of course I fucking do,” I snap. “Because this isn’t fair! Because this spell is hurting us, hurting you. Because everyone wants to fucking break me.”

      Mikael stares at me, and then, ever so slowly, he shakes his head. “Beth… that’s just it. You’re angry because you’re hurting.” He swallows. “Because you’re sad.”

      “What—” I start to snap back at him, but it’s like my body suddenly isn’t within my control. My stomach lurches, my chest aching with so much fury.

      And he’s right—beneath the fury is grief. Because everyone keeps fucking taking things from me, and I’m sick of giving.

      “Oh.” I choke embarrassingly on that one syllable, my breath coming out suddenly ragged. “Okay.”

      “This doesn’t mean you’re breaking,” Mikael says carefully, like I’m a cornered tiger or something, seconds from lashing out. He steps in closer, inch by inch. “This sadness doesn’t mean you’re weak. It means you’re human. And you know what the succubus thought of that.” He grins wryly. “She’s jealous of you. Of this.”

      He reaches for my hand, and despite how badly I want to yank it away and turn from him, I let him take it. I feel the warmth of his palm against mine, the strength of his hand. The callouses where the hilt of the sword ground away at his skin. He fought for me, and I fought for him, and we’re both so fucking tired. But we aren’t weak.

      It’s alright to let go.

      It starts slow, a gentle release of something I didn’t know I was holding. I’d assumed I’d end up in tears, but the ache in my chest spreads through me so completely, I couldn’t possibly cry even if I wanted to. It’s everywhere, in the waves crashing on the distant shore, in the darkening clouds overhead. And in the pit of nausea and sadness weighing me down at the core.

      Mikael closes his eyes, face twisted in regret for only a moment, and then his face alights with power.

      As he feeds it back into me, I feed on something else as well. It’s only after several minutes of it that I realize what it is: Mikael’s dream, surrounding us. At first, I assume his dream is just his desire for me, but there’s too much power in it. I don’t favor sexual dreams; I favor the ethereal. The intangible that is somehow bigger than all the rest.

      What is it Mikael wants?

      Oh. He wants my happiness.

      And… more. So much more.

      It hits me then that I don’t have to be only sad. As my melancholy drifts through me, shimmering in the crash of waves by our feet, a bright bubble of happiness floats up as well. And while the sadness might feed our bond, for whatever mysterious reason, it’s my happiness that makes Mikael smile.

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” I mumble, and then I step forward and snatch the chalice right out of Tatiana’s hands.

      She turns to me, face bright as she sees me and says, “Finally.”

      “Oh, honey, no,” I tell her, smiling as I hold my wrist above the chalice. The tattoo pulses, glowing with the remnants of the web—the dreams we drained, waiting to be distilled. “This isn’t for you.”

      One drop falls, then another, glowing silver in the light and glinting against the blackened metal, and then they shimmer into something new.

      I slide the key into my hand, and the dream finally fades away.
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      When I wake up, I’m alone. My heart pounds, overwhelmed by the sudden silence and the absence of danger. It takes a long time for my brain to accept there’s nothing waiting for me, nothing ready to pounce. But eventually it sinks in, and I’m out of my bed in seconds, tripping over my feet, racing to the door so I can get to Mikael.

      The door swings open, and he’s already there, chest heaving, eyes wide. He must have run the entire way here, and for a moment, all we can do is stare at each other.

      Then he’s inside, pulling me into his arms and kissing me—not on the lips, but on the forehead, tender and soft before he pulls back. His brown human eyes melt away, leaving ice in their wake, but I’ll never see him as ice again. He’s burning to the core. For me.

      “Are you hurt?” he asks, his hand tracing small circles across my hip and back.

      I shake my head. “Totally fine.”

      He grins, the expression transforming his face, and it makes me realize suddenly that I’ve never seen him like this when he’s awake. It’s different. All the soft edges of the dream have faded, taking with them any concern that this might not be real.

      His eyes sharpen, lips parting on a breath as he leans in and kisses me properly this time. I feel it everywhere, our bond lighting up even though I’m far from sad—because sadness is more than just tears. It’s tenderness and suffering that only exists because at the heart lies something stronger.

      Mikael kisses me, and all of that depth rises between us.

      He guides me back, his arms wrapped tightly around me so that when my knees hit the bed, I don’t fall. His muscles flex, holding me steady, and his lips curve into a smile where they meet mine, a huff of breath escaping him.

      “You don’t know how long I’ve wanted this,” he confesses, and when I pull back far enough to see him, his gaze is hungry. Full of desire.

      The mark on my wrist flares with interest, and I can’t help the giddy swell of delight that rises in me with that acknowledgment. This is right. This is how I’m meant to be.

      “You’ve already had this,” I point out, laughter bubbling out of me.

      He shakes his head, affecting a gravely serious expression that’s so obviously a joke, I don’t know how I ever fell for his ice prince mask at all.

      “I’ll never get enough of you, Beth,” he says, and suddenly the joke is gone, and he’s so serious, so full of heat and need and desire, that my breath catches in my throat.

      This time, when I fall back onto the bed, he lets me go, pulling his shirt off in one swift movement and following to brace himself on either side of my chest.

      “Mikael,” I murmur, eyes wide as I realize suddenly there’s nowhere to run. And nowhere I’d want to run to.

      I’m finally standing still.

      “Beth.” He smiles at me, a tiny quirk that makes me think he’s making fun of me, but only a little. I like seeing it. Seeing him thaw.

      Wriggling a little on the bed, I reach up to scoop my arms around his neck and tug at him pointedly. “We don’t have all night,” I say drily.

      “On the contrary.”

      He lifts his eyebrows in the most dorkish, affected gesture I’ve ever seen from him. And yet, there’s a hint of his sassy, judgmental coldness in there as well. So many layers beneath my knight’s armor. Then, he kisses me, and there’s no room to think about analyzing any of this anymore.

      The kiss is slow and languid at first, but quickly deepening, taking on an edge of fierce hunger and need. My hands move of their own accord, tearing off my shirt and reaching for his jeans.

      He beats me to it, kneeling above me on the bed and unbuttoning himself slowly in an unintentional show, the hard ridge of his cock visible before it’s free. Heat pools between my thighs, and I hurry to undo my own jeans and shimmy them down beneath him, leaving me fully naked by the time he’s braced above me once more.

      “Sure you don’t want to throw me into a wall again?” he teases, nibbling at my ear as he fits himself between my legs, close enough to thrust but holding back in a sweet torment, the head of his cock sliding back and forth against my clit.

      “Keep this up and I just might throw you through it,” I whimper, hooking my leg around his waist and pulling him closer.

      He laughs and lets me, thrusting harder now, bringing me closer to what I want while still refusing to give it.

      Then his hand disappears from my side, and his fingers ghost across my thigh, trailing a teasing line inward just before they part my slick folds and begin to stroke. I’m oversensitive already, eager for his touch after hours dreaming of him. It feels like we’ve been waiting longer, like this has built for years between us.

      He doesn’t keep me waiting anymore. Soon, his cock replaces his hand, rutting against me in several aching seconds of torment before he thrusts inside.

      I’m aching for him, even as he fills me. I mouth against his neck, my breath growing rougher as he finds a punishing rhythm, equally slow and hard. Each thrust brings me higher, my hips rolling in desperation. It’s too much to bear—it’s not enough.

      Mikael’s fingers thread through my hair, holding me still as his lips devour me, deepening the kiss until it’s pure hunger and fire. I can’t beg him like this, can’t do anything but submit to his pace as soft moans fall between us.

      The second he pulls back, I plead with him, craving release and begging him to stop teasing me.

      His lips curve into an arrogant smile, so cocky and sure that I almost want to fight him, but then he takes my hips in a brutal hold, lifting me higher so the angle shifts, relentlessly hitting at just the right place.

      Pleasure crashes through me, overwhelming me so I almost don’t hear him when he says, “That’s it, Beth. Let it all go.”

      His name drops from my lips in a sob, my body shaking as his thrusts quicken and he chases his own release, moaning it into my mouth on one final kiss.

      We fall back together, skin brushing against skin, surrounded by heat and comfort. And safety.

      At last, I no longer need to run.

      After a while, Mikael props himself up on one elbow and studies me, amusement in his gaze. I understand why as soon as he asks, “So, you don’t want to switch demons anymore?”

      Blinking at him, eyes wide, I stumble for an answer. “I didn’t know you—”

      He shrugs, one shoulder lifting in a lazy arc. “I guessed.”

      There’s a hint of uncertainty in his expression, even though the warmth of his smile tells me he knows the answer. Still, I don’t want to leave him with any doubt. Not now that he’s eased all of mine.

      I hook my palm around Mikael’s neck and draw him to me, kissing him until we’re both breathless and panting. His hands fall to my waist, pulling me closer once more as he positions me to subtly ride his thigh.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” I whisper, surprised at the demand in my voice and half expecting him to fight me on it, like he always does.

      But his smile widens into a grin, and instead of arguing, he tackles me to the bed, pinning me down as he kisses my jaw and neck over and over.

      “I’ve been here all along,” he confesses, and I remember what he said to me, both in the dream and when we first met.

      He dreamed of me.

      Now that I know his Sight, I understand what that might mean, and I shiver at the weight of it. The promise. I’ve never been alone, even when I thought I was. Even when I thought my demon would never have anything for me but ice and apathy.

      I may not have known it, but my dreams did. Both of our dreams did, and they were just waiting for us to catch up.

      Mikael pulls away just as the kiss begins to turn heated, and gives me a sheepish look.

      “We probably should pause this, actually,” he drawls, “or I really will have you in here all night.”

      It takes me a second to realize the problem with that.

      “Oh, right,” I mutter, groaning and falling back on the bed.

      The others are probably anxiously awaiting news. Reluctantly, I sit upright and search for my clothing, finding it piece by piece strewn across the room. “I guess we’d better let the others know we’re out.”

      Mikael smiles ruefully, brushing sweat-slick hair back from his forehead. “Yeah. It’s time to figure out who was dreaming of the king.”

      Raising my eyebrows, I let out a slow exhale. Out of the frying pan, I suppose… Although going by the pattern, it won’t be us this time. It will be Violet and Alaztair. Still, I’m sure we’ll all be dragged in one way or another, because we’re coming up to the end now.

      “Yep. It’s big boss time.”
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      I’d waited my whole life for my demon to arrive. Our bond would awaken my magic, tying us together and giving us power unlike any a witch like me could imagine on her own.

      Then I met Alaztair. He’s arrogant, fierce, and so damn beautiful it hurts to look at him.

      But our bond is… wrong. And he won’t trust me enough to tell me how we can fix it. I’ll be the first witch kicked out of the Academy in two centuries. All because he’s an asshole.

      Then I found out what he feeds on. What he needs from me.

      What I need from him.

      Oh, God, it’s too wicked…

      …isn’t it?
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      I hit the jackpot on Summoning Day and got bonded to a joy demon, so I should be on top of the world, right? Then someone please explain to me why I’m at the bottom of this pit in hell.

      Daerek was supposed to be my saving grace. My lucky charm. He’s a demon who feeds on happiness, so he wants nothing more than to bring me joy… what more could a girl want?

      Except that means I can’t trust him, because everything he does is a lie to sate his own hunger.

      But even stuck down here, hunting a key that keeps disappearing with a demon who only pretends to care about me… there’s no one I’d rather be trapped with. Because sometimes when he looks at me, I forget it’s all fake.

      Sometimes I want to forget.

      Man, joy demons are the worst.

      

      Warning: Lock & Portal is a paranormal romance with graphic descriptions of intimacy and potentially triggering sexual situations. Intended for mature readers.

      

      Find out what happens to Stacey and Daerek in Book One by heading over to Amazon. It’s free in Kindle Unlimited!
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      Witches aren’t meant to have power of their own; our magic comes from demons and the bond we share with them. Power without a source is unnatural, dangerous.

      I never wanted this magic. This magic wants to take, to consume…

      I’d do anything to get rid of it, or at least control it.

      But nothing works, and on top of all that, now I’m stuck back in the past while a faceless threat looms over both me and my stubborn demon.

      Oh, and did I mention Aeden apparently hates me?

      My power wants to take.

      After everything that’s happened, maybe I should let it.

      

      Heart & Soul is a paranormal romance with graphic descriptions of intimacy and potentially triggering sexual situations. Intended for mature readers.

      

      Find out what happens to Mal and Aeden in Book Two by heading over to Amazon. It’s free in Kindle Unlimited!
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