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      I thought I could make things better. Instead, I might have just doomed humanity. Now I have to fix it.

      Evan Wakefield thought he would be able to protect the women who put their trust in him. He didn’t expect healing them would lead to the apocalypse, monsters coming from the seal he’s broken. One that leads straight into a world of nightmares.

      Now Evan has to race against the clock to keep the women he swore to protect safe, and to stop the world from ending.

      If only he can defeat all these monsters in time.
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      Cinnabar dust billowed around the wiry, deep purple tentacles, thousands of beady obsidian eyes blinking at once.

      They disappeared off the smooth shiny surface for just enough time to be disorienting, and then opened again, expressionless and somehow darker than before.

      The girls scampered up the stairs as the tentacle swiped back and forth over the concrete floor of the basement, dragging furniture along with it. The thing was clearly aware of what it was doing, because it moved up and down in order to avoid getting its eyes with any sharp corners, but it wasn’t graceful.

      “Open the door, Maya!” I heard Ali urge from behind me, the panic in her voice barely contained.

      The lock rattled, but I could hear the door wasn’t budging.

      “Hurry!” Lucy said.

      “I’m trying,” Maya replied. I heard her grunt again, but I didn’t want to look back over my shoulder and see what they were doing. I had more important things to do. More important things to watch out for, like the sinewy tentacle in front of me, which could be so fast it was almost blurry, was definitely at least as wide as me, and had to be… fuck, I didn’t know how many feet.

      And I didn’t want to think about it.

      The tentacle stopped moving for a second, settling on the side furthest away from the staircase, and I let myself take a deep breath to calm my racing heart despite the rattling behind me, and the girls talking over each other, and the dormant tentacle in my parent’s fucking basement.

      The girls must’ve noticed it too, because they suddenly fell silent, one after the other. I didn’t have to see them to know that they were turning to look at the monster.

      “What is it doing?” Lucy asked from behind me.

      “I don’t know and I don’t care,” Faye said. “Maya, open the door.”

      “She told you she’s trying,” Ali said. She sounded like she was on the verge of tears.

      The tentacle swept back and forth lazily, as if it was just waking up again, the skin pulsating in deeper reds than I’d seen before.

      I wasn’t normally queasy—most firefighters weren’t—but the sinewy lines on this thing’s appendages, its iridescent color changing every few seconds to reveal a tangled wire of veins for just long enough to be disorienting, was making me nauseous.

      Then the thing flexed, moving at a ninety-degree angle, and it looked like part of its appendage had to fall off because there were no joints on it and that unnatural movement was  terrifying.

      “Maya!” I exclaimed, not that I thought it was going to do anything.

      “It won’t open,” she said, holding back a sob. “No matter what I do. It won’t budge…”

      I heard her rattling the lock behind me as she trailed off, practically wincing when I realized the tentacle was staring at me, and it was about to sweep at me. I heard it before I felt it, the strike on my face hard enough to send me tumbling off the stairs. I heard someone scream from behind me, but I wasn’t sure which girl it was, and I didn’t have time to look.

      The appendage moved back and forth until I was staring into the little beady black eyes, and then, before I could get out of the way, it wrapped around my neck. The first thing I noticed was how warm its skin was against mine, the heat broken only by the tiny little beady eyes which felt cold and slimy against me.

      And then its grip tightened, and the thing lifted me off the ground, my feet dangling as I tried my best to twist out of it. It was difficult since I could get no purchase anywhere, and this thing was lifting me high off the ground, and I could hardly breathe.

      In the distance, I could hear screaming, and I fought to stay awake despite the taut appendage tightening around my neck.

      Black spots blurred my vision and I curled my fingers around the tentacle so I could try to pry it off me. I wasn’t strong enough—the thing was all muscle, and even with all the strength I could muster, I couldn’t get it even a millimeter away from my neck.

      I told myself not to panic, despite struggling for air. I knew I could defend myself. If I could just… think.

      I pawed uselessly at it before it dawned on me that I had claws and I shouldn’t have been afraid to use them. I pushed them into the hard monster flesh, and though the thing couldn’t exactly wince, I felt it tense a little as I struck it. I moved my hand again and went for the eyes that time, and I could hear hissing as something around my neck burned.

      The tentacle’s grip around my neck loosened and I fell on the ground, instinctively touching my neck where the eyes had burned me as I heard it sizzle and pop, the appendage retreating back into the oubliette and out of view.

      “Evan!” Faye said as she approached me. “Are you okay? Let me see your neck.”

      I moved my hand away from my neck, wincing at the pain, at how hot my skin was under my touch.

      “Don’t,” Faye said, ever the fucking professional despite the tremor in her voice. “Don’t touch it, I need to clean it, I…”

      Even if I had wanted to keep my hand on my neck, it was hard to keep my limbs up.

      “Evan,” Faye said. I tried to focus on her pretty face, on the soft blonde curls falling around her delicate face, but she was blurry, and my eyelids were too heavy to stay open.

      “I’m fine,” I said, or at least I thought I said, and before I tumbled into the ground in a heap, I heard the door to the house swing open above me.
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      Waking up in my parents’ bedroom was disorienting.

      For a second, it felt like I was a kid again as my gaze scanned over the fading wallpaper on the wall. It was the sharp pain that reminded me of exactly where I was, and the sound of someone stirring next to me.

      “You’re awake,” Faye said.

      I turned to look at her, but even just twisting my neck a bit made me wince.

      Faye dragged her chair closer to the bed, her hand on my forehead. “You’re burning up,” she said. “I gave you an antipyretic but it…”

      “How?” I asked.

      “Held your mouth open,” she replied. “Pushed it in. It wasn’t hard.”

      I smiled at her, finally able to focus on her face. Long golden hair softened her face, her brows set in a frown as she stared at me.

      “Thanks, Faye,” I said. I wondered where everyone else was for a second, but she looked very worried, and I didn’t want to make things worse for her. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. You, on the other hand…”

      “I’ll be okay,” I said, straightening up. I had to stop myself from wincing again as I felt fabric rub against the wound on my neck. I tried to focus on looking at Faye instead. There was sweat on her forehead and dirt on her cheeks, the white in her eyes more red than usual. “Seriously.”

      “That thing didn’t just try to strangle you. It, I don’t know, burned you somehow. The liquid from its eyes, I guess they were eyes, I think it was acidic. You got lucky. It almost burned through your skin.”

      Oh. That must’ve been why she’d tied that scarf around my neck.

      “You were bleeding,” she said when she noticed my hand tugging at it. “I needed to stop it, and I dressed your wounds too.”

      “Thanks, Faye,” I replied, reaching out to touch her face. She leaned into my touch, her skin soft and warm against the palm of my hand, her breath shuddering softly against my wrist. “You’re the best.”

      She laughed quietly. “I’m glad you’re feeling better, but that was close,” she said quietly. “You need to be careful, Evan. That thing could’ve killed you.”

      “Well, it didn’t,” I said. “How are you? How are the others?”

      “We’re fine,” she replied, moving away from me. “Everyone’s a bit spooked, because of the hellish monster thing we just saw, but no one’s hurt. Other than you, I mean.”

      “Good. How did you get out?”

      She shrugged, her head tilted as she stared at me, her blue eyes narrow. “I don’t know,” she replied. “The door just opened, I guess, and the thing went back down the well because it was hurt. We could hear it whimper. And we had to carry you upstairs, we weren’t just going to leave you there.”

      “Sounds hard,” I said.

      “It wasn’t easy,” she replied, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “You’re heavy.”

      “Rude.”

      She rolled her eyes, shaking her head and laughing. “You know what I mean,” she said, then sighed. “Anyway, it was a whole thing because we didn’t know if it was going to come back, so we had to literally drag you up the stairs and might’ve hurt you in the process. Does your head hurt?”

      “Not really,” I said. “Not as much as my neck.”

      She sighed, her shoulders slumping. “I thought you were dead.”

      “I’m not dead. Obviously. I’ve gotten into worse bar fights,” I said. “Seriously, don’t worry about me.”

      “You’ve gotten into worse bar fights with tentacle monsters?” she replied.

      “Well, no,” I chuckled. “But it was really intense, for what it’s worth.”

      She laughed, shaking her head as she straightened up and looked away from me. I followed her gaze, a knot in my stomach tightening when I realized she’d moved my chest of drawers so that they were right in front of the door.

      “Faye.”

      “Hm?”

      “Where’s everyone’s else?”

      “They’re fine,” she said. “I told you. They’re in the living room. I had to kick them out because they kept fussing over you. I was worried they were crowding you.”

      I looked at the door.

      She crossed her arms over her chest, flashing me an indignant glance. “And then I was worried for myself,” she said. “If that thing decides to come back out of the oubliette, then I don’t want it to get up here. I don’t think I could drag you out the window myself.”

      I laughed, shaking my head. “I told you, I’m okay.”

      She turned back to face me. “You do look a little better,” she said. “How’s the pain?”

      “Could be worse,” I said, unwrapping the silk scarf from around my neck and looking at the crimson-stained fabric as I handed it to her. “Think I ruined this, though.”

      “It’s fine,” she replied. “I don’t care about the scarf.”

      “I’ll replace it.”

      “I don’t care,” she repeated, waving me off. “I’m just glad you’re safe. That thing, Evan… what was it?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied, sighing as I looked at her. “But I don’t think I killed it. If anything, I think I only annoyed it more. I’ve never seen anything like it…”

      “Neither have I,” she said, her breath catching in her throat. “I think…”

      “What?” I asked when she trailed off.

      “This might annoy you, but I think Gray might know something about it,” she said.

      “Gray is still here?”

      She shrugged again, turning her head slightly to look at the door. “I mean, I haven’t gone to check on him or anything,” she said. “But I don’t know when he would’ve been able to escape, considering everything that’s going on. You said he told you he’d been training for this all his life, so if anyone has information, it must be him.”

      She was right, but I didn’t want her to be. I really didn’t want to talk to Gray at all. I didn’t want my temper to get the better of me, and I was still angry at the way he’d spoken about Lucy.

      I felt weak, though, and I didn’t think I was in any condition to fight. So maybe it was the best time to go talk to him.

      “Fine,” I said, swinging my feet off the bed and trying to stand up. I was still a little dazed from everything that had happened, so I almost lost my balance after I stood.

      Faye, quick on her feet, grabbed my arm to steady me. “Hey,” she said. “Maybe you can rest for a little while longer.”

      I shook my head. “That thing…”

      “What about it?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I just feel like it’s going to come back, and I don’t know when it’s going to happen. So I think it’s probably better if I go talk to him now.”

      “Before you regain your strength?”

      I shook my head. “Before this monster comes out of the oubliette again,” I said. “And kills all of us.”
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      Gray was still tied up in my bedroom, and he looked paler than he had before. The blankets were obviously digging into his skin, but he wasn’t fighting anymore. When his gaze darted toward me, a smirk tugged at the corner of his lips.

      At least it was just the two of us in my bedroom. I’d told Faye to get the rest of the girls and barricade herself in my parents’ bedroom in case something else happened, and while she wasn’t happy about it, she did it without complaining too much.

      “Don’t know what you have to smile about,” I said.

      “You had a couple of hot girls tie me up,” he replied. “I didn’t hate that.”

      He was obviously just trying to get on my nerves, but it was working. I still felt weak and a little dazed from what had just happened, and I felt more vulnerable than usual.

      “I told you so,” he said. “You should’ve listened to me.”

      I shook my head. “It cured all demis, didn’t it?” I asked him. “So…”

      He scoffed. “Yes, thank you,” he said. “Congrats on curing all demis. Now we’re all going to get eaten by monsters.”

      I glared at him. Faye was obviously right. He clearly had plenty of information.

      “If I let you go free, are you going to do anything stupid?” I asked him.

      “Hell no,” he said. “I’m going to do the smartest thing I can do and get the fuck away from all of this. This is your problem, man, not mine.”

      “Seems like your problem if you’re worried that you’re going to get eaten by a monster,” I said, getting closer to him so I could undo the knots on the blankets binding him on the bed. I watched him from the corner of my eye, wondering if he was going to try to strike me with his black claws, but he didn’t seem like he was interested in attacking me.

      He sat up when I was done, rubbing his wrists and staring at me, the black in his eyes flickering into white for a second. Maybe that was how he blinked. I hoped it wasn’t. It wasn’t fun to look at.

      “Get out of the way, Evan,” he said. “I’m going home.”

      “I’m not in your way,” I replied. “You’re free to leave, if you want to. I have bigger things to deal with.”

      He shook his head as he stood up, practically shoulder-checking me when he walked past me. He stopped before he walked into the hallway, turning back to look at me, his eyes narrow as he found my gaze. “There’s no dealing with this,” he said. “There’s nothing that you’re going to be able to do. You broke the seal. You helped demis live normal lives, but probably not for very long. Nobody knows what’s going to come out of the dungeon, but it’s not good.”

      “Wait,” I said. “Before you leave, what do you mean?”

      He sighed, his shoulders slumping. I didn’t think he was angry. He looked… concerned. It was worrying.

      “I told you not to do this,” he said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “You weren’t thinking.”

      “I just wanted to protect the girls,” I replied, unsure of why I was even defending myself. I shouldn’t have cared what this guy said, but he clearly seemed to have some information that I wasn’t privy to.

      He rolled his eyes. “It doesn’t really matter that you cured the girls,” he said, miming air quotes around the word cured. “You’re gonna watch them die at the hands of some Lovecraftian monster shit. Congrats, asshole.”

      “If I cured the girls, then I must be able to fix this,” I said.

      He laughed, no humor in his voice. “There’s no way to fix it,” he replied. “I don’t think you’re listening. You weren’t listening to start with. If you had, none of this would’ve happened.”

      I glared at him. “I’m listening now,” I said. “So speak. You said you’d been training for this all your life, so…”

      “I had been training for battle all my life,” he said. “You took that away because you were too short-sighted to see the future. If something had happened to start a war between diurnal and nocturnal demis, at least some of us would’ve stayed alive. You opened the portal to this fucking hell hole and there’s no way to put it back. When the eclipse rolls around, the seals are locked and there’s no way to change them.”

      “Wait. Seals?” I asked. “Like a new kind of demi?”

      He shook his head with a groan. “No, seals as in things you lock things up with,” he said. “You’re so fucking dense, no wonder you have no clue what’s going on.

      I opened my mouth to respond, but he raised his hand to cut me off.”The point is,” he continued, “if the seal is open, it’s going to remain open for good. And if it remains open for good, then that means that more monsters are going to crawl up here and they’re going to kill us all.”

      “Is there no way to close the seal?”

      He scoffed, his brows angled together in a scowl. “I don’t know,” he said, turning around so he wasn’t facing me anymore. “This was never part of the plan. You did this. You’re on your own, Evan.”

      “I don’t understand. If you’re worried about monsters, shouldn’t you want to fight them?”

      He waved me off. “That’s what you’re not getting,” he said. “This isn’t about what I want. This is, like you said, bigger than us. You want to get in the way of this monster, these monsters, that’s your choice. If you die before the girls do, I’m happy to take them in.”

      “Shut up,” I said, taking a step toward him.

      “Don’t,” he replied, stepping through the door and glaring at me. “Neither of us have time for this, Evan.”

      He was right, but I didn’t exactly enjoy watching him making his way to the stairs and flipping me off as he disappeared into the first floor.

      That was when the house began to shake.
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      I didn’t have time to worry about Gray when I was certain that the entire house was going to crumble and I needed to get the girls out quickly. I darted to my bedroom, grabbing the door and yanking it open so hard I almost tore it off its hinges. The girls stood behind the chest of drawers and all of them looked fucking terrified.

      I shoved the furniture out of the way as my gaze darted between the four of them. They all looked exhausted and afraid and there was no time for me to ask how they were doing. I’d be able to check on them once we were safely away from the fucking house because it was still shaking and I could hear the walls cracking around me.

      “Hurry,” I said to no one in particular.

      I extended my hand and felt Lucy’s soft hand around mine. Her skin was warm and soft against my own, and I felt a jolt of electricity when her hand landed on me. At least some things felt like they remained normal.

      She tilted her head up, her brown eyes wide and her lower lip trembling, a questioning look on her face. “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “We can worry about this later,” I said. “We need to get out of here first.”

      The other girls said something, but there was no time for me to listen. There was only time to get the fuck out of the house, because I was sure I could hear a beam snap somewhere, and the top floor was tilting on its side.

      Lucy lost her bearings as we dashed toward the stairs, practically tumbling down until I pulled her back into my arms so she wouldn’t fall over the crumbling steps.

      “We can’t stay up here,” Maya said. “We’re going to have to jump.”

      “Jump? To the first floor?”

      The ground rumbled under us, and the floor tilted again, this time so dramatically that it was hard to keep myself upright, especially when Lucy leaned down to wrap her arms around my waist so she could steady herself.

      “Find something to hold on to,” I heard myself say as the floor shook under us, dust billowing from the ceiling above. It only took me one glance to realize that the whole thing was about to come crumbling down and it was going to crush us if we didn’t fucking move, but we couldn’t just fall to the first floor.

      Maya was right.

      We were going to have to jump.

      “Okay,” I said, trying to steady my breath. I was sure I sounded panicked, because I was fucking terrified, but I was trying my best to keep my voice level for the girls. “Before this gets worse, you guys are gonna have to get downstairs.”

      “How?” Faye asked. “There are no stairs anymore.”

      I found Maya’s gaze and she nodded. Good. At least she was on my side. “Jump,” she said, grabbing Ali by the shoulders and pushing her forward a little. “C’mon. We all have to.”

      “Let go of me,” Ali said, shrugging Maya off. “If you want to jump so badly, you do it.”

      Maya scoffed. “Fine!” she said.

      Before I could talk to her about how she was supposed to fall, she was falling down the hole where the stairs had been, and I watched as her body bounced down on the first floor. My eyes widened as my breath caught in my throat, the ground shaking under us, and Lucy lost her grip on me.

      She was sliding away and there was nothing I could do about it. I tried to reach out to her, but she was slipping through my fingers, and my eyes widened as I watched her body tumble down toward Maya.

      Right before Lucy landed on her, Maya’s eyes shot open and she rolled out of the way. Lucy fell with a thud. I was worried she was going to pass out, but she got to her feet unsteadily.

      She was fine. They were both fine.

      They were both going to get out. I didn’t know about the three of us that were still at the top and the floor tilted even further as the floor shook again. There was no way I was going to be able to stay up there. I tried my best to get in front of the girls, but this whole thing was happening too quickly, and I could hear the floor split under me before I could run.

      My stomach dropped as I fell through the ground, immediately losing sight of Ali and Faye, who were screaming somewhere behind—or maybe from above—me.

      Landing on the hard rubble wasn’t as awful as I thought it was going to be, especially when I managed to get to my feet and saw that Maya was dragging Lucy out the front door. When I scanned the rest of the room with my gaze, my breath caught when I realized that Gray was under a pile of dirty, growing rubble.

      I didn’t exactly like the guy, but I wasn’t just going to let him die. Still, I was more worried about the girls, because two of them were still upstairs and I hadn’t managed to coax them into jumping.

      Faye turned to look at Ali, who gave her a quick, almost imperceptible nod. They held each other’s hands as they jumped down, and I watched as they both fell gracefully on their feet. I extended my arms. Ali grabbed my wrist, her palm cold and sweaty against my skin, and Faye interlaced her fingers with mine as I picked her off the ground.

      “Are you okay?” I asked her as Ali darted toward the door.

      “I’m fine. Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” I said, then I heard the floor creak under me again, and I felt something rumble under me. I didn’t have to look down to know that the shape of a tentacle was creating a crack in the tile flooring, cutting through stone and brick with precision and absolutely no fucking difficulty.

      I jumped to my right, immediately bumping into Gray’s body. Fuck, I was going to have to drag him out of there, and I didn’t think it was going to be easy. I leaned down to check his vitals, but then the rumbling started again, and I yanked his arms so I could get him the fuck out of there before the house collapsed on top of us.
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      As soon as we were out on the road, we all turned around to watch my parents’ house crumbling into nothingness. There were other people around us, watching us in shock, and it was only then that I realized that the girls hadn’t had a chance to get dressed and ready to go out, and people were obviously looking at their ears.

      That was obviously an issue, but there was no time to worry about it right then. There was the crumbling house to attend to, the sound of the wall crashing on the asphalt almost enough to make me wince. I could hear people speaking around me, snapping pictures on their phones.

      Gray, who was sitting at my feet after I’d dropped him, stirred. I wasn’t paying attention to him, more concerned about the disaster unfolding in front of me. The ground continued to shake and someone behind me shrieked as a large tentacle pulled out of the rubble, large and sinewy as it swept around the wreckage before it seemed to stop and stare right at me, the little black eyes on the appendage narrowing a little.

      As soon as our eyes locked—if that was even what it was—I knew it was going to come for me. I felt myself frozen in place, the skin on my throat still burning as I remembered what it felt like to have the appendage tightening around me before I passed out.

      “Evan,” Maya said, her hand wrapped around my bicep as she took a step toward me. I could feel her breath on my neck before I turned around to face her. “There’s nothing we can do here. We should run.”

      I shook my head. “No,” I said. “There must be something we can do.”

      “She’s right,” Gray said. Evidently, he was up and well, back to his normal self. “I told you.”

      “Shut up,” Maya replied, her gaze darting toward him before she looked back at me. “We can talk about this somewhere else. If we stay here…”

      “What about all these people, Maya?” I asked, trying to keep my voice quiet so no one else could hear me.

      She sighed, a muscle clenching along her jaw before she answered. “We have to go,” she said. “They aren’t your problem.”

      “But Maya…”

      “We are,” she said, not letting me finish my sentence and sliding her hand down my arm until her fingers were threaded in mine. “These people are all running and we need to get the fuck away from this.”

      I could still hear the rumbling going on behind me, and I didn’t like that my back was turned to the monster. I was trying to think this through, but it was so hard with everything happening around me.

      It would’ve probably been easier if I did run. Gray said that there was no way I could get the monster to go back into the hole, or to close the seal, and if it got any of the girls… I couldn’t even let myself think about it.

      I grabbed her hands and pulled her closer to me so I could look into her eyes before I spoke. “Maya,” I said. “I need you to do something for me. Can you do it?”

      Her mouth fell open and she shook her head as tears appeared in the corner of her eyes. “I won’t leave you behind.”

      “You won’t,” I said. “You’ll be helping me. I need you to take care of them while I take care of this.”

      Maya shook her head. “No,” she said.

      I squeezed her hands and pressed my forehead against hers. I could feel her trembling breath on mine, her lips pressed against mine for a short, desperate second.

      “I don’t want to do this,” she said.

      “I know,” I replied. “You don’t really have a choice. Get them all back to school and stay inside. Just… hide, okay? While I handle this.”

      “Evan…”

      Before she could finish her sentence, I felt something swipe at my feet. I fell to my knees on the sunbaked asphalt, my hands scraping along the tiny pebbles. Maya leaned down to try and grab me, probably to pull me away from the monster’s tentacles.

      She wasn’t strong or quick enough, and all she’d managed to do was piss the thing off. It went right past me and straight for her feet, wrapping its loose tendril around her calf, pulling her down to the ground with it.

      All I could focus on was the way she screamed.

      She was trying to claw at the ground, trying to hold herself in place, and I could hear her palms scraping against the floor under her. I tried to grab her, but the thing was too fast and too strong, and it moved her from side to side as I tried to grab her. It was obviously trying to pull her into the ground, and I could hear screaming around me as she tried to get some purchase.

      I chased after her, trying to grab her arms, trying to pull her away from the thing, but there was no way. It was too fast, and its grip on her was tight, and I hadn’t fucking managed to get to her at all. I was fast, but this thing was faster, and it was toying with me.

      Worse than that, Maya had stopped screaming. She’d stopped writhing around, obviously unable to free herself, and I watched her limp body moved around like a rag doll by this monstrous thing without being able to do anything about it.

      I knew I needed to get her out.

      This thing was going to kill her. It was already killing her.  I couldn’t just let it do that. I couldn’t let it take her.

      Something fluttered in my chest as I clenched my jaw, ready to pounce at this thing. There was nothing I could do but leap on it, spearing my claws into its flesh, and its skin hissed as I pierced it. Its grip around Maya’s legs loosened and its tendrils perked up. It tensed, its sinewy shape flexing as it set its tiny black eyes on me.

      The thing pulsed, and just watching it think was nauseating.

      That was the first time I smelled it.

      It was faint at first, but even though I could hardly sense it, it was already bad enough to make my eyes water. I had to resist the urge to clap my hand over my mouth so I wouldn’t gag because I still needed to get Maya away from this fucking thing, but it was acrid, and it was quickly worsening.

      The monster smelled like it was rotting, the sulphur I normally picked up from diurnal demis worse

      And it was aiming for me.
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      I had no idea how I managed to do it, but I grabbed Maya by the sides of her body and rolled her away from the thing. I didn’t have time to look at what was happening to her, but from the corner of my eye, I could see the girls trying to pull her to her feet.

      There was no time to take it in, because the tentacle was swiping at me, trying to get me off my feet. There was no way for me to skillfully jump out of the way. I slammed into  the ground, barely able to catch myself, my palms scraping over thousands of tiny pebbles.

      I needed to get this thing to back off.

      I just had no idea what the fuck I could do to facilitate that, since it seemed hellbent on killing me. It tried to coil its weird tendrils around my ankles, but I managed to jump to my feet just in time so I could step to the side. I leapt on top of it, leveraging my weight so that I could try and stop the thing from moving. It did, but it was uneven and it was hard to keep standing on top of it, so when it moved back and forth, hissing as its blood—or whatever the fuck that was—spilled out of its eyes and into the concrete, I knew I had to fight to keep my balance. The concrete bubbled and burned away at its acidic blood, and I didn’t want to know how my body would react to coming into contact with the liquid.

      I didn’t know how deep into the ground it would be able to get, but I didn’t intend to find out.

      I had to do something. Anything, because it had started to move again, and I could hear people walking away from me, running away from me, my ears buzzing from the sound of the street crumbling below me.

      Looking down at the thing gripped under my feet, I thought about jumping away from it. But as I scanned below me, everything seemed to have turned to molten lava, and it was too much of a risk.

      Fighting the urge to close my eyes, I tried to think this situation through. The monster was still, but it wasn’t dying. This single tentacle was just part of something massive underground. And stunning it wasn’t the same as killing it.

      That was my only option. I had to kill the fucking monster.

      I just had no idea how the fuck I was supposed to do that. The thing was moving again, and it was slowly tripping me off balance, and I was going to fall to my death before I managed to do anything.

      If the tentacle was going to start moving around again, I was screwed. I could only think of one thing to do, but it was probably going to get me too. But it wasn’t about me. I had to stop this thing. Even if the price was my life.

      I knew Maya would keep the girls safe if I was gone.

      There was no way for me to know if it was going to work, but if it was the only way to try and stave it off, I was going to have to do it. Even if that meant crawling back into the hole with it, or letting it burn me to death before I managed to do that.

      I felt it tense under me, which almost sent me off balance. I inched away from the end of the large, sinewy tentacle, trying to get closer to the house, so that it wouldn’t quite get me as I jumped on it and speared my claws into its gross eyes.

      The thing hissed and popped as I tried to get my grip, moving around in place as it tried to shake me off, though not as much as before. I was going to have to spear my claws into it and let it drag me back into the pit, and there was absolutely nothing I could do but ride this out.

      Trying to brace myself for my clearly impending death, I prepared to pounce but before I could, I heard an engine roaring behind me. I couldn’t get out of the way in time and the car was definitely going to plow into me. Dying in a car accident seemed like a ridiculously mundane way to go during a tentacle monster attack, but it seemed that was exactly what was about to happen.

      The only chance I had to survive this whole thing was to jump on the hood of the car. As soon as it barreled into me, I picked my feet up so I could roll over the hood. I felt my body crashing into the dashboard and I heard it crack under my weight.

      As soon as the car drove forward, I thought I was going to roll into the burning ground, but there were hands gripping me and pulling me toward the car. My skin scraped against the shards of glass as I felt hands wrapped around me. I tried to help them by sliding along, and when I fell into the car, I hit my head on something hard. I couldn’t tell what it was, but the cut burned and warm, sticky blood fell down my face and into my eyelashes.

      I fought to blink away the sticky liquid as I looked around, straining to orient myself even in the moving car. I squeezed past the console and into the backseat, where Ali and Maya watched me wide-eyed.

      “You’re okay,” I said, more to myself than to her, and Maya nodded.

      “We have to get out of here,” Maya said. “We have to…”

      Even over the roar of the engine, I could hear the sound of the monster’s blood hissing as it ate away at the concrete, and I realized that this was the only way I was going to be able to get back at it.

      Maya was right. We needed to get out of there. But not before I took care of this. I inched closer to the door as I patted myself down, looking for a lighter as I opened the door and lit it, dropping it on the ground as the car sped away.

      I heard the flame before I felt it flickering near me, and then I was being pulled back into the car again, the sound of fire and pained, deep, guttural moaning engulfing me. In the rearview, I could see the tentacles floundering as the fire ate at the monster, enveloping it completely.

      And then we left my parents’ house behind, a pit of rubble in place of my childhood home.
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      I came to in the back seat of the car, pitch black outside the windows. Maya sat beside me, her eyes closed, her breathing labored. My eyes took no time to adjust to the dark, and when they did, I noticed the scratches on her skin. Her hair was pinned up in a high, messy ponytail, and I could see beads of sweat on her skin.

      I had to look around and find out who was in the car and where we were going, but all I could do was worry about her. I reached out and squeezed her hand, and she turned to look at me and her eyes fluttered open. Her gaze found my eyes and she flashed me a quick, shaky smile, squeezing my hand back.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked her.

      “Better,” she said. “What about you?”

      “I’m fine. Just a little spooked,” I said, sitting up as I looked around us. Ali was next to Maya, her eyes closed. She looked like she had fallen asleep, her head tilted back on the headrest, her lips parted in a sweet snore. My eyes darted to the front of the car. There was a draft coming from the dashboard, cold air getting in my eyes. I could see the back of Lucy’s head, her ears twitching on top of her head. Faye was in the passenger seat.

      Faye turned to look at me, flashing me a smile. “Hey, Evan,” she said. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, rubbing the skin on my arms as I recalled how close that had been, my heart beating hard in my chest.

      Gray scoffed from behind me. I hadn’t known he was there, and I instantly tensed. I craned my neck to look at him, allowing myself a second to be surprised at how quietly he was sitting in the back of the van.

      I had a lot of questions and I wasn’t sure where I could even start.

      “Whose van is this?” I asked.

      “No idea,” Faye said. “Someone left it running and tried to run away on foot, and Maya needed help, so we borrowed the car.”

      “Right,” I said. “And him?”

      “He helped get us the ride and put Maya in the car,” Faye said. “It felt wrong to leave him behind.”

      Lucy’s shoulders tensed, but she didn’t say anything. Faye seemed to notice it too, because she sighed. “Anyway, we can still dump him out on the road somewhere.”

      He scoffed. “You don’t want to dump me anywhere,” he said. “You need me.”

      Maya opened her mouth to respond, but I shook my head and she stopped herself from saying anything. “That wasn’t you,” I said. “I had that under control.”

      He snickered. “Yeah, okay.”

      I shook my head. I really didn’t want to have to deal with him right then.  There were so many other things I had to worry about, the fact that he was there really shouldn’t have pinged my radar at all. For starts, I had to worry about Maya, I had to worry about where the fuck we were going, I had to worry about whether the freaking monster had been coaxed back into the oubliette with fire. Maybe it was dead.

      In any case, this man, who had seemed like such a difficult challenge only hours—had it been hours?—before this whole thing had happened was the very least of my concerns.

      I waved him off, turning around so I could speak to the girls. “Where are we going?”

      There was an uncomfortable silence in the car. “I don't know. I was hoping you could tell us that,” Lucy said from the driver seat. She had to be cold, I thought as I looked at her. She was only wearing a white summer dress with no sleeves, the only thing keeping her shoulders warm her cascading brown hair.

      I tried to ignore the lump in my throat. “You thought that I could tell you what, exactly?”

      Gray snickered again, this time, clearly amused. I wanted to punch him, but it was probably not the time. Plus, he hadn’t confronted the monster like I had, so while I was dealing with muscle fatigue and general exhaustion, he was just sitting in the back being a smug asshole for absolutely no reason whatsoever.

      “This is what you need me for,” he said, flashing me a tight smile. “You'd be useless without me.”

      I shrugged as I looked at him. “We’re useless with you,” I said. “You said that there was nothing we could do. There's no way to close the seal again. There’s no way for me to send the monster back to hell, or wherever the fuck it was that it came from.”

      He laughed, no humor in his voice as he crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back on the seat. I felt a draft on the back of my neck as Lucy sped up. Maybe it was my imagination, but I thought there was a chance she was going faster every time that Gray spoke.

      I didn’t want her to be afraid of him, but this wasn’t the time to talk to her about it. I had to worry about the monster and about whether it was dead or alive. I couldn’t really prioritize Lucy’s feelings. Still, I couldn’t help but feel a little bad for her.

      “What can we possibly do, Gray?” I said, trying my best to ignore the growing dread at the pit of my stomach.

      He waved his hand in front of his face, “There is no hell. The monster isn't coming from hell, you idiot. It's coming from a different universe.”

      “That doesn’t seem that different.”

      He rolled his eyes, a muscle clenching along his jaw. He looked like he was sick of this, but if he wanted to stay in the car, he was going to have to keep answering my questions.

      “It’s not hell,” he said, sighing heavily. “I don’t know if hell is real, but that’s not it.”

      “What is it, then?”

      His eyes rolled to the back of his head again and I had to resist the urge to reach back there and punch him in the face. “You haven’t figured it out yet?”

      “If I had, I wouldn’t be asking you, would I, fuckface?”

      “You’re such an idiot,” he said. “Evan, it’s where we are from.”
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      “Pull over,” I said to Lucy, though I was still looking right at Gray. I didn’t know where we were going, but getting further away from the pit seemed like a bad idea, though I wasn’t sure exactly why.

      I didn’t have to look back at Lucy to know that she was flashing me an incredulous look, but she didn’t question me. Night had fallen and she pulled over to the side of the road, killing the engine when she did.

      None of the girls said anything, but I could feel them watching us, waiting for something. “Explain,” I said.

      “Why should I?” he asked. “You’re right. There’s nothing you can do. We’re fucked. You don’t need to know our history to know that.”

      “Humor me.”

      He straightened up his spine, cocking his head and knitting his brow before he spoke. The engine idled under us, and the wind blew into the car.

      “I don’t know that much,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “From what my father told me, demis came here from a different world.”

      “From… from my house?” I asked when he trailed off.

      He looked like he was about to laugh, but then cocked his head, his eyes narrow. “Actually, I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know where they come from. I wasn’t there and I don’t know if it’s documented anywhere.”

      “Your dad probably wrote about it in one of his books,” Maya said quietly. My gaze darted toward her and she tried her best to flash me a quick, pained smile. I was worried about her. But it wasn’t the fucking time.

      “Yeah, maybe,” I said. “But we don’t have time for you to decode all of that shit. I just need to find out what he knows.”

      “I don’t know that much,” Gray said. “Only what my father told me.”

      I stared at him. He took a deep breath before he spoke. “Demis didn’t come here because they wanted to,” he said. “They’re refugees from a different world.”

      “Like aliens?”

      “I hate you so much,” Gray said.

      “So not like aliens.”

      He waved me off. “The point is, it was a long time ago,” he said. “They were chased away from their world and tried to make a home here, but they couldn’t adapt. They looked like humans, but they weren’t humans. They were… different. And they knew that if they stayed here for too long, they’d be chased again by the very thing they were trying to escape.”

      I glared at him. “What were they trying to escape?”

      “They were trying to escape Eden,” he said.

      “So Eden is real but Hell isn’t,” I scoffed.

      Gray glared at me. “That’s just what we call the world we all come from. Something happened there…”

      “Something?” I said. “I think I know this story; it involves a snake and an apple…?”

      “Stop fucking around, Wakefield, this is serious. I don’t know much about it. My dad didn’t know much about it,” he replied. “Honestly, I don’t know what it was, but it was bad. There were these monsters that came after demis…”

      “Monsters? Plural?” Ali said quietly.

      “Yes,” he replied. “There were a lot of them. They overran the place and demis had to find a place to hide, so they found a portal. They knew they had to close the seal to make sure that they wouldn’t be followed here. I guess some of them were confident they’d find a cure, you know, a way to be more human. No one ever did.”

      “Why wouldn’t anyone tell us this?” Maya said, whipping her head so she could stare at Gray. “I don’t believe you.”

      “I don’t care if you believe me,” he said. “It’s the truth. Some demis had been trying to find the Wakefield heir because only that person could lift the curse… When I realized it was you, I knew I needed to start preparing for the worst.”

      “Shut up.”

      He did not shut up. “I know that humans weren’t exactly welcoming, but they allowed us to live in their world,” he said. “And in exchange, we had to make sure they were safe from our world. Seems like a pretty fair trade, right?”

      I didn’t say anything. My head was throbbing, and I didn’t know whether to believe him or not. Except I didn’t think he had any reason to lie, and I could tell that he was afraid. That scared me. He really did seem resigned to whatever was going to come next.

      “Anyway, you fucked that up,” he said, shrugging his shoulders, then burying his face in his hands. At any other time, I might have thought this was dramatic, but right then, I didn’t know. Maybe he seemed desperate because he was desperate.

      My mouth was dry when I spoke. “I didn’t know.”

      “I told you,” he said. “You didn’t care. That’s not the same thing.”

      I looked up at him. He wasn’t wrong, but that wasn’t making me any less angry.

      “It’s true, though,” he said, as though I had challenged him on it. “The social workers broke into your house to try to warn you.  This all needed to be fixed by you so that people wouldn’t slaughter each other during the eclipse.”

      “What about the monsters?” Ali said. “What’s he supposed to do about that?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, looking at me and ignoring her. “There’s nothing you can do about the seal. If it’s open, it’s going to remain open, and if it’s closed…”

      I tried to swallow down the knot in my throat. “Did it die?”

      “What?” Ali said.

      “When I set it on fire, did it die?” I repeated, turning to look at her.

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “I heard it, I don’t know, cry. It made this sound. And then it disappeared back into your house.”

      “Did it come out again?” I asked.

      Ali shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “I was looking at you. I was worried you had died.”

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      “It went back in,” Gray said. “I watched. It retreated. Oh, and I think your parents’ house burned down.”

      “Well, that was fucking obvious, but way to throw salt in the wound,” I said. “I’m less worried about the property right now than I am about the monsters hiding in the dungeon underneath. You said there are several, right?”

      “Yes,” Gray said. “But there’s nothing you can do to stop it. You can’t just throw a lit match into a different world and expect it to burn.”

      I hated to admit it, but he was right. I was done speaking to him, so I turned around and looked at the girls in the driver and passenger seat of the car. They were both quiet, but I knew they had been listening intently.

      Faye was picking at the glass scattered around them and still on the windshield, but Lucy sat up straight, her posture tense, her fingers digging into the steering wheel.

      She clearly wasn’t having a good time. I wanted to ask her about it, but it wasn’t the time. I tried to keep my voice steady as I spoke again, though I was fucking terrified.

      “We’re going back home,” I said. “We’re going back to my parents house.”
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      We hadn’t driven that far when we got back to my house. There were fire engines and police cars everywhere, which was going to be a complication. I needed to go in. We had also stolen a car, so I didn’t think that driving up to the authorities was the best idea.

      I was going to have to go into my house, into the oubliette, and I was going to have to avoid all the fucking people around me. I’d already known it was going to be hard, but I didn’t think it was going to be fucking impossible.

      After I’d parked on the curb, I killed the engine and looked at the passengers in the car. Lucy, who was sitting next to me, put her hand on my shoulder, squeezing it softly.

      I turned to smile at her, vaguely aware of her touch still on me. “Can the four of you stay here?”

      She nodded. “Are you taking him?” she asked, her voice a whisper.

      “Yes,” I said. “I think he might be able to help me.”

      “Do you think he wants to?”

      “No, but it doesn’t matter,” I replied. “He doesn’t want the world to end. I think he wants to stay alive. He keeps talking about going home.”

      “Are you sure that’s safe?”

      “None of this is safe,” I told her, trying to flash her a reassuring smile. I didn’t want her to know how nervous I was and how worried I was about this whole thing. “I think it’ll be easier if he’s there to help. And if things go poorly, I can always use him as a human shield.”

      I didn’t want to tell her that I didn’t want to leave Gray with them, especially with Lucy. This whole thing was more about protecting her than about needing his help. At least I could keep an eye on him if he helped, and I assumed he would be invested in keeping himself alive, at the very least.

      She twisted her lips, but nodded. “Okay, but be careful, alright?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Of course. I promise I’ll try to be careful.”

      She dropped her hand so that it was on her lap instead of my shoulder. She tilted her head up so she could look into my eyes, her breath trembling as she looked at me.

      “Don’t take too long,” she said. “Otherwise, we might need to come after you.”

      I tried to laugh, as if I thought she was making a joke. I didn’t. Still, I didn’t want her to worry. I didn’t want any of them to worry.

      “Don’t,” I said.

      She raised her eyebrows but didn’t answer me. This wasn’t the time to get into an argument with them, especially because I knew there was nothing I could say to convince them that it’d be okay. I couldn’t think about it too much, otherwise I was sure I was going to freak out.

      “Take my car and go back to my apartment,” I said. “And hide, okay? All of you.”

      Faye looked up at me for a second, her jaw hardening. “I get that we can’t go in with you,” she said. “But I really don’t want to be hours away if…”

      “You guys can stay at my place,” Gray said from the back of the van. “If you want.”

      I turned back so I could look at him. I knew why he was offering—if there was a chance that I didn’t come back, then it was in his best interest to have the girls somewhere accessible. But… at least they’d be alive. Even if I wasn’t there, the girls could handle themselves. I knew—or at the very least I hoped—that they would protect each other.

      And there were other demis there. Other girls I hadn’t managed to help. So maybe they could keep each other safe, too.

      From the chilly mood in the car, though, I could tell that none of them were particularly thrilled at this idea.

      “It won’t be for too long,” I said. “You’ll be okay. Right?”

      “Right,” Maya said from the back. “Now go. What are you waiting for?”

      I wanted to thank her, but there was no time. I had already spent too much time in this car, trying to steel myself for what was about to happen next. It wasn’t until I handed the keys to Faye and stepped out of the car that this felt real. The lights on the emergency vehicles flashed and I scanned the street as I heard Gray step out of the car.

      He took a step toward me, standing next to me as he stuck his hands into his pockets. “You don’t really want my help, do you?”

      I shook my head. “I just don’t want you around them.”

      “What if I refuse to go in with you?”

      “I’d like to see you try.”

      He seemed to consider that for a few seconds then shrugged, resigned. “Fine,” he said. “So what do you need me to do?”

      “I’m not sure yet,” I said. “You’re going to have to help me get close.”

      From the corner of my eye, I could see him looking around. Even though it was dark outside, I thought he had paled. “There are a lot of people here. I don’t know how you think you’re going to do this.”

      “With your help, of course,” I said.

      He laughed humorlessly.

      “It’s only first responders,” I continued when he said nothing else. “It’s a little weird, because I thought there would be news crews out here…”

      “They might be avoiding the monsters,” he said.

      “They’re the news, Gray,” I replied, rolling my eyes. “They’d want to report on the monsters.”

      “Monster. Singular,” he said. “In fact, you didn’t even fight the monster, you fought a tentacle. You won against a tentacle, and you almost died, so maybe reconsider.”

      “Thanks, man,” I replied. “It’s nice to know you don’t want me to die.”

      He snickered, crossing his arms over his chest. “Don’t flatter yourself,” he said. “I don’t care if you die. I just don’t want to have it on my conscience. Particularly because that seems like a really fucking awful death.”

      “Again, thank you.”

      “Go fuck yourself,” he replied. It sounded like he was trying not to laugh. “You ready for this?”

      “Not at all,” I said, taking a deep breath to try to slow down my hammering heartbeat before I spoke. “Let’s go.”
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      I could hear firefighters and cops talking to each other as we approached the ruins of my house. The wind blew toward us, and I could smell the dying smoke still wafting from the destruction. My parents’ house, I thought. There was nothing there but a pile of rubble, and I could feel a knot tightening at the pit of my stomach. I could think about everything I had lost once I’d gone down into the oubliette to try and close the seal again, because if I didn’t, everyone was going to lose everything. This had been my fault, and I needed to do something—anything—to help.

      “Evan!”

      I picked my head up to look at the man waving at me. A former coworker, Wes hadn’t exactly been my friend, but we’d been friendly enough that he seemed a little upset when I’d decided to stop working at the fire station so I could get my master’s degree.

      “Wes,” I said, trying for a smile. He walked up to me, his helmet cradled in his arm as he tried to smile back at me. I could feel Gray’s gaze darting between both of us, but he wasn’t saying anything.

      “I’m glad you weren’t here,” he said.

      I nodded, mostly because I didn’t know what else I was supposed to do. “I wish I could say it was good to see you,” I told him.

      He cocked his head. “You can buy me a drink soon,” he said. “What happened?”

      I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose. “I’m not sure. Is it safe to go inside yet?”

      “I mean, you know what you’re doing, but I’d be careful,” he said, turning back to look at the house. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but it was really bad. By the time we got here, the fire had spread into the backyard and it looked like it was going to get to your neighbors’ place. They got lucky. You all got lucky.”

      I nodded, watching him as he explained. I couldn’t really tell him what had happened, and he didn’t seem like he knew anything about it.

      “Anyway, it was fucking weird,” he said, looking up at me. “It doesn’t look like a normal house fire, but it’s hard to know what it is, exactly. And the… I just realized that you changed your hair.”

      Right. Of course. I looked different. Everything was different. I hoped he wouldn’t look too closely.

      “Yes,” I said, trying to force myself to laugh. “I blame school.”

      Wes nodded, his gaze darting away from me and back toward the house. “I don’t know if there’s much salvageable in there.”

      “I need to…”

      “Maybe hold off until tomorrow morning?” Wes said, interrupting me. “I think the chief still wants to do a thorough…”

      “No,” I said, looking past him at my house. “There are things I need to do. Things I need to get from the house.”

      “Are you sure?” Wes asked after a minute.

      “Absolutely,” I replied. “Thanks, Wes.”

      He sighed. “The police will probably need to take a statement from you, but…”

      “I wasn’t here,” I said, casting a sideways glance toward Gray, who was watching this interaction with quiet interest. “I was… I just need to go into my house for a bit, okay? I can do all of this in the morning.”

      Wes looked at me, expecting me to elaborate. I wanted to tell him that I had been driving away. Trying to kill a monster. Trying to save the world. None of these explanations were going to be good enough, but they were all the truth. And none of them were things Wes needed to know, though I wished I could tell him.

      “Alright. You might need to go to the police station in the morning,” he said.

      I nodded. “Sure,” I said. “I’ll be there.”

      I wasn’t lying to him. If I made it out alive, I was more than happy to go to the police. I just didn’t think it was going to happen, and the longer I kept standing there, having this conversation with him, the more scared I got.

      “Okay. If you’re sticking around for a bit, give me a call, alright?” he said before he backed away. “Let’s catch up, alright?”

      “Sure, man,” I said. “That sounds good.”

      I thought about how it was probably the last time I would ever see him because I was about to climb down into the oubliette, and I didn’t know if I was going to come back.

      I felt bad that I couldn't tell him anything. Wes was a good guy. He just wanted to help, but he couldn’t exactly come to my aid with this whole thing. He was just another human, not a demi. Just onboarding him would probably take a shit ton of time I didn’t have. I’d already waited too long—put it off for too long—because my pulse hadn’t slowed, and the dread tightened into a knot at the pit of my stomach.

      He said goodbye and then walked away from me and back toward the rest of the squad. I didn’t want them to spot me, because I knew they were all going to want to speak to me, and I didn’t want to deal with that. Luckily, Wes seemed to have convinced them to disperse instead. They would all call later, probably, some might even show up back at the house. Right then, they were going to give me the space I needed.

      Thank fucking God.

      I turned to look at Gray, his shoulders square and his jaw tilted up, his eyes narrow as he looked at what had once been my house. “So do you think you can kill it with fire?” he asked.

      “Well, it retreated,” I said. “So I assume it doesn’t like fire.”

      “What are you going to do, exactly?” he asked. He seemed more curious than worried, which was surprisingly refreshing. That I could deal with.

      “I don’t know. Go in there. Burn it all down. Close the seal before the eclipse happens.”

      “Ah,” he said. “Sounds easy. And totally well thought out.”

      I laughed, despite myself. “Come on. Let’s do this.”
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      Walking up to my house had never been quite this difficult. My heart hammered in my chest as I thought about my impending death, unable to really process the burned ashes of my childhood. I told myself that I was just being dramatic, that it wasn’t that bad, but as the ground crunched under me with every step that I took, smoke and ash billowing around my foot, I knew it wasn’t that.

      It was more than that. This was bad. And there was absolutely fucking nothing I could do about it because I had to worry about the monster coming out of the oubliette and obliterating humanity.

      After a few minutes, the street was quiet and dark again, lights disappearing into the distance. My mouth went dry as I got closer to the rubble, ducking under a ribbon of yellow caution tape to make my way into the ruins.

      Gray kicked some debris away from us and I followed him closely. He seemed to know the layout of my house a little too well, because we were on top of the stairs that led into the basement before too long. That meant he had probably been in my house before, and it angered me. But I tried to keep my focus on what mattered.

      Saving the girls. Saving the world.

      “Here,” he said. “You might fall through the floor, but…”

      I looked down at where his feet had been, my gaze scanning down until I saw the stairs, which were charred with smoke.

      “Or they might crumble under you,” Gray said. “So there’s that.”

      I glared at him, but he didn’t acknowledge my look. “You’re right,” I said. “You go first.”

      He shook his head, kicking some rubble into the hole under us. We watched silently as they tumbled down the steps until it fell into the ground. I couldn’t see much—it was hard from up here, and I knew I was just putting off the inevitable.

      “If you live, I’ll be impressed,” he said.

      “Good to know,” I replied. I kicked the dirt away from the landing and watched the stairs closely. I didn’t think Gray was going to do anything stupid as I made my way toward the entrance of the oubliette, only vaguely aware I was holding my breath.

      I hadn’t realized, until I was in the basement, just how bad this was all going to look. And it looked fucking terrible, a black ring visible around the hatch of the dungeon even though it was too dark to really see much.

      Even from up here, I could smell something, and it was making my eyes water. It smelled putrid. Dead.

      I put my hand over my mouth so I could drown out the aroma, because it was making it hard to walk toward the hatch. Pushing through the invisible, sulfur-smelling wall was practically impossible. It took me some physical effort not to recoil away from the space around the well.

      When I finally managed to peer into it, I could only see blackness, and the knot in my stomach tightened. The hutch, which had looked small before, was considerably larger than before. The tentacle had left a giant, circular gap near where the entrance of the oubliette had been, and if I didn’t catch myself in time, I was going to fall through the gap in the ground.

      I extended my arms out to try to catch myself before I fell inside.

      “Do you need me to get you your climbing gear?” Gray said. From the sound of his voice, I could tell he was close by. I didn’t want to turn around to look at him since I could feel his smirk even though I wasn’t looking at him, and it was getting to me.

      “I think I’m just going to jump in.”

      “Oh. Do you want me to tell them you’re dead?”

      “No,” I said. “You’re coming with me.”

      He grimaced, his teeth shining even in the pitch-black remnants of the basement. “I don’t think so.”

      “You said you’d help.”

      “No, you said I’d help,” he replied. “I’m just fighting to stay alive.”

      “Don’t be a fucking coward,” I said. “You want to stop the monsters from crossing into this world, right?”

      He seemed to consider this. I didn’t know much about him, but I hadn’t expected to hear what came out of his mouth next.

      “Fine, but if I die, it’s your fault,” he said. “And I’m coming back to haunt you.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, okay,” I said. “That makes sense. Give me your phone.”

      I thought he would complain, but his phone was in my hand after only a few seconds, and I shone it inside the hole. Just like I had suspected, it looked like there was plenty of rubble and debris in there, and while the well certainly went deep, it wouldn’t be certain death to climb down.

      There was no time to think this through. I jumped down, trying to brace myself for impact, but the fall didn’t last for very long. Before I knew it, I was on my feet again, crouching on something. Clearly, the fire—and the creature—had displaced some soil, creating something akin to steps. Plus, the changes to my body had made me more agile, the impact doing barely nothing to my joints.

      The well smelled disgusting, and the scent was getting progressively worse. I pressed my hand into my face, fighting not to gag at the stench, which was much worse than before. Even though I wasn’t that far into the well, I already felt like I was going to throw up.

      “Come down here, Gray!” I exclaimed.

      I heard footsteps approaching from above me. He looked down and I flashed the light from his phone up toward the roof.

      “It’s not that bad,” I said. “Just jump!”

      From his footsteps, I could tell he got closer to the hole above the oubliette. He took a second then I saw when he peered down below, casting a shadow over me. I couldn’t see his eyes—I was too far into the ground to really see his features---but I knew he was staring below, thinking about whether he was going to jump in.

      I couldn’t really risk him staying up there. He was a threat to the girls. Especially Lucy. I needed to take him into Eden with me, and hopefully, leave him there.

      In hindsight, it might have been a bad idea to leave him up there alone.

      “Come on,” I muttered to myself as I watched his completely still figure. It didn’t look like he was going to move, and I didn’t want to have to use my claws to climb back up into the basement and drag him down myself. That was just going to be a complication, and this was already fucking hard enough. “Be a man and do it.”

      I continued to watch him, my anxiety growing at the idea that he wouldn't jump, but then I heard him take a step back. I cast the light down so it wouldn’t be in his eyes as he launched himself into the hole, taking a step forward. He stumbled down, below me, past the natural steps until I heard a bang.

      It wasn’t that far below me, though. I had survived a longer fall. I was sure he was going to be alright. And I supposed it wouldn’t be the worst outcome if he kicked the bucket.

      I flashed the light towards the bottom of the pit so I could see him, wondering if I needed to rush down there so I could aid him, if he needed medical help.

      There was nothing I wanted to do less than that, but he wasn’t a threat. I couldn’t just let him die. I found that I didn’t have to worry about it for too long, because I heard a quiet voice say from the bottom of the pit.

      “I’m okay?” he said.

      “Are you?” I asked. “You don’t sound too sure.”

      He took a beat to answer. I wondered if he was looking himself over, checking his body for injuries. I should’ve probably done the same thing. “Yes,” Gray replied. “I'm okay.”

      Ugh. Of course he fucking was. “You see anything?”

      “No, not really,” he replied. “It’s dark down here and you have my phone.”

      “I thought you could see in the dark.”

      “No,” he said. “You can see better than humans in the dark because you’re a diurnal demi, but I can’t see shit. I can see things like changes in shadows. You can see in the dark, right?”

      I sighed. I couldn't. It was easier now, because I was certain that if I didn't have sharpened senses, I would’ve been lost in the pitch black of the basement. “Not really,” I said as I started to walk down the steps, each one of my steps carefully considered. “Do you see the monster anywhere?”

      “No,” he said. I was getting closer to him, so his voice was getting louder. “I don’t see the tentacle here, or bones, or anything. There's one thing, though…”

      I waited for him as I continued to make my way down toward the bottom of the oubliette.

      “Its tracks are here,” he said, his voice sounding stronger than before. “I can only see it a bit, because there’s no light down here, but…”

      “Its tracks?”

      “Well, it’s a line in the ground, but I don’t know what else it would be,” he said. “This thing, it’s kind of thick and it zigzags a bit.”

      “You think this was the monster?” I asked as I practically sprinted down the steps.

      “Yeah, I think so. This is probably how it slithered away,” he said. The steps hadn’t taken me that long—I was a lot faster than I had been before and I hadn’t exactly been slow before. I was still not that close to him, though. I shone the light into the bottom of the oubliette, tracing it along the line he had been talking about.

      He picked up his head to look at me. “Do you see it?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Can you smell anything?”

      “No,” he replied.

      Of course he couldn’t. The monster, I realized, smelled just the way he did. Just the way all diurnal demis did. Like it was rotting. I was a little jealous, because being down there would’ve probably been a ton easier if I hadn’t needed to fight the nausea.

      “Does this look like it was on fire to you?” he asked.

      “What, the tracks?” I replied as I stood next to him, handing him his phone. He didn’t turn the light off. He shone it over the monster tracks until they disappeared further into the dungeon. “It’s hard to tell, but I think so.”

      He turned off the flashlight on his phone, but I could still feel his gaze on me as he watched me curiously. “So what now?”

      “We go in there,” I said, taking a step deeper into the shadows. “And we finish what we started.”
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      The dungeon felt darker than before, marred by ashen debris, the smell inside wet and fetid. Gray didn’t seem to be having the same problem, and every time I looked up at him, it seemed to me like he was trying his best not to smirk. It was annoying. The scent was enough to make my eyes water, but he didn’t seem to mind at all.

      It wasn’t just the smell.

      The dungeon got hotter as we got closer to the wall at the end of the oubliette, and my breath caught in my throat when I realized what I was looking at. This wasn’t a wall.

      It was an entrance.

      The space where the wall had been before was replaced by a large square of nothingness. It was darker than it was in the oubliette, completely pitch black to the point that my eyes refused to process what I was seeing as anything other than blank space. I knew it was an entrance, though… or an exit. It was easy to tell because I could feel the wind, hot and dry, coming from inside. And maybe it was nothing, but I felt like I could hear something.

      It sounded like screaming.

      Gray watched me for a long awkward moment.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to go back and tell them you’re dead?”

      “I’m alive.”

      He snickered. “Yeah, not for long,” he replied, his gaze darting between me and the pitch-black entrance to Eden, the one the monster’s tentacle had carved for me. I swallowed down the knot in my throat, my fists balled up at my sides as I took a step closer to it.

      “Stay here,” I said as I took a step closer to the entrance, telling myself that this would be okay. I had to do this. I needed to take a step forward so I could close the seal.

      “What?” he asked. He sounded surprised. He probably was. I’d been surprised to hear the words out of my own mouth.

      “If I die…”

      “When you die…”

      “If I do die,” I said, ignoring him. “When I do this, if I go through, and I don’t come back, things are going to get worse for everyone here. I thought I needed you to help, but I…”

      He waited for me to finish, which surprised me.

      “Don’t touch them. Just keep them alive. Keep them safe,” I said.

      “Absolutely fucking not,” he said.

      I turned to look at him, my eyes narrow. “Gray,” I said. “I need to know they’ll be okay.”

      “They can keep themselves safe,” he said.

      “Right,” I said. “But you need to help. And like I said, don’t fucking touch them.”

      He laughed, no humor in his voice. “They’re bonded to you,” he said. “They wouldn’t let me.”

      That was something, I guessed, but I had no reason to trust him. Still, if he got in the way of a monster trying to kill them, then he was going to be useful. There was nothing else to say, so I took a deep breath to steady my heartbeat as I took a step toward the portal.

      Then another.

      Half my body was still in my world, my face inches away from the door to the other world. To Eden.

      I took a deep breath, trying my best to ignore the scent as I stepped through. The ground crunched underneath me, and for a second, I was concerned there was going to be another sharp drop. The sulfuric smell turned into something else, cool and metallic. Like blood.

      I turned around for a second, trying to find traces of my world, of my house. But there was nothing there, the only thing surrounding me the pitch-black space. Despite being able to hear pebbles under me, and the changing smell, it was really hard to orient myself without any light. There were also no points of reference around me, nothing but where I had come from, and even though I had only advanced a few steps into this world, I somehow also knew that I was at least a hundred feet away from the entrance.

      Turning back hadn’t felt like an option before, but after just walking through, I realized that I wouldn’t have been able to even if I wanted to. I was in this world and I was already lost. I looked around, trying to familiarize myself with my surroundings, but it was pointless. There was nothing to get to grips with because there was nothing around me, and the vastness of the void around me made fear and anger knot inside of me.

      I breathed out, suddenly aware of how cold it was. It wasn’t until I looked right in front of me that I realized I had expected to see smoke from the chilly air coming out of my mouth. Nothing cut through the void except the sound of my footsteps, my breathing. I’d expected monsters, but I didn’t know how long this emptiness stretched, and I couldn’t even begin to process it.

      “Okay,” I said. I quieted down, expecting an echo, but nothing answered me. “Just… find some light.”

      It sounded absurd because it was absurd, but I had no other options. I took another step forward, holding my arms out by my sides, worried I was going to run headfirst into a wall. Hot wind blew past me, seeping into my pores, but even though the temperature was warm, it felt like it was chilling my bones. I gritted my teeth, fighting the urge to cover myself with my arms since I needed to maintain my balance.

      Something other than my footsteps made a sound somewhere near me. It was a quiet, distant rattling, but it was definitely not a sound I was making.

      “Who’s there?” I asked.

      There was no answer. I closed my eyes—not that it did anything since it was fucking pitch black in here—and tried to pay attention to the sound. I didn’t think it was the monster—monsters, I guessed—since I was sure that would’ve been louder.

      “Hello?”

      I held my breath as I heard someone approach me. It was definitely a person—these were footsteps, and they were human. Or at least human enough for me to be confident that this wasn’t a tentacle monster, which was probably good news for me.

      “Who’s there?” I said into the void, annoyed at how shaky my voice was. “Can you help me?”

      The footsteps got closer to me, and I could hear someone breathing nearby. I could smell them, too, the floral and lavender scent contrasting with the odd metallic scent of my surroundings.

      “I…”

      “You’re not supposed to be here,” the woman said quietly, her voice sounding far closer than I had expected her to be. I took a step back, aware of how precarious my situation was, when I felt something cool and metal pressed against my throat. “Wait,” I said, unsure if that was a gun she’d pressed to my throat. I was going to fight her back, but she shushed me, and the weapon in her hand made a clicking sound.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “This won’t kill you. I don’t think.”

      And then I didn’t feel anything at all.
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      When I came to, I could see light even when my eyelids were closed. There were no smells except for a sweet, soft floral scent coming from somewhere nearby. Each one of my muscles ached, and even opening my mouth to speak took a huge amount of effort.

      There was liquid dripping somewhere nearby, and then on me. For a second, I was sure that it was the blood of the monsters, but it felt like… water. Warm, tepid, pressed against my forehead on a wet rag.

      “You weren’t supposed to be there,” a soft feminine voice said to me. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know what else to do…”

      I struggled to open my eyes, my eyelids fighting me every step of the way. The room was, comparatively, too bright, though it seemed to be lit only by a candle in a corner somewhere. Instinctively, I shielded my eyes with my hands. I could only see flickering shadows on the wall, but even the wall looked odd and unfamiliar, jagged rocks stacked on top of each other, barely held together by gray mortar.

      I forced myself to look in the direction of my captor, my breath hitching in my throat when I set my gaze on her. The first thing I noticed was her striking beauty, her erect nipples poking through the fabric of her thin tank top. That was almost immediately followed by the realization that her skin wasn’t painted an odd gradient shade of red, but was, in fact, that color.

      Other than that, her face was ordinary. Her eyes were bright and huge, light amber in the darkness of the cave. Her hair was very long and dark, tied in a loose braid that fell down the front of her body, wisps of dark hair framing her pretty face. I had a lot of questions, but it was difficult to pry my mouth open in order to speak.

      The woman dabbed my head with the damp towel softly.

      “You’ll be okay,” she said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “You didn’t…” I was about to tell her that she hadn’t scared me, but that was a lie. She definitely had scared me. She was just one of many things that had scared me, though. “Where are we?”

      “My den,” she said. “The creatures can’t find us here.”

      “The creatures?” I echoed.

      She smiled, getting closer to me. She was captivating, and I couldn’t stop looking at her as she knitted her brow with concern. “You don’t know,” she said. “Of course. How were you to know?”

      I reached out to grab her hand. “So tell me.”

      “The reason the entrance is dark is because the creatures can’t see well when it’s pitch black,” she said. “It’s my last line of defense against them, before they leave Eden. I didn’t think I was going to have to do it, but…”

      “Do what?” I asked when she trailed off.

      “Make it dark,” she replied. “It was a safeguard. Something that was only meant to be triggered if the seal was broken…”

      Right. And I had broken the seal.

      “I’m the guardian,” she said, surprisingly cheerfully. She moved a couple of inches away from me, her chair scraping along the stone floor. “This is my job. I suppose I never considered that someone would come through from the other side.”

      I sat up, leaning on my elbows as I turned to look at her. “I had to come through. I have to put the seal back before the eclipse…”

      She waited for me, her eyes narrowing.

      “I don’t want to leave the seal open. I worry about the monsters… creatures… coming into my world.”

      She nodded, her jaw hardening and a deep crease drawing itself between her eyebrows. “I can try to stop them, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to,” she said. “When there are enough of them, I might not be able to confuse them. I don’t even want to think about having to fight them off.”

      “How long have you been here?” I asked her.

      She laughed, shrugging her shoulders as she stood up. I set my gaze on her, letting my eyes wander down the curves of her tits. The thing that I thought was a tank top was actually a practically sheer white dress that went down to just below her ass.

      I could see her ombre skin even through the fabric of her clothes, even though we weren’t close to each other at all.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “As long as I can remember.”

      “And you’ve just been waiting for the seal to be broken?”

      “Not really,” she said, cocking her head. “I’ve been trying to prevent that.”

      I grimaced, my head pounding. “Sorry. I think I messed that up for you.”

      She laughed again. “It’s fine,” she said. “I mean, no, it’s not fine, we’re all going to die. But it’s nice to have someone to talk to again. It’s been so long since I’ve had a conversation.”

      I watched her, unsure of what I was supposed to say to that.

      She sighed, slumping back into the chair, rolling her eyes. “Fine,” she said. “I see you want to get to business.”

      “We can probably have a nice chat after you help me save the world.”

      She smirked, her eyes brightening. “You mean after you help me save the world, right?”

      “Do we really have time to argue semantics right now?” I asked her, looking into her eyes and smiling at her. “Just tell me what I have to do and I’ll do it.”

      I watched as she chewed the inside of her mouth, obviously deep in thought.

      “Anything,” I said when she didn’t answer me. “I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure the seal is shut before the eclipse happens.”

      She wasn’t smiling anymore. She looked concerned. “Honestly?” she said, so quietly I had to strain to hear her. “I was kind of hoping you knew.”
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      We stared at each other for what felt like a long time.

      I really expected her to give me some clues, or some context, but she seemed to think that I would have all the answers. I didn’t have all the answers. I didn’t have any answers at all. I didn’t even know where I was. As I looked around the woman’s house, I noticed that there was nothing on her walls. The space was small—smaller than my bedroom.

      I noticed how bare it was, with one shelf on the back wall behind her above a small, unlit fireplace.

      “I’ve thought about it,” she said. “But I can’t figure out  how I could close the seal again, considering that I have no idea how it was opened.”

      “I opened it.”

      She cocked her head, her eyes narrowing. “How?”

      “With a key,” I said. “I didn’t know if it was going to work, but it did. To be honest, I didn’t even know it would open a door.”

      She played with her braid, twirling her hands anxiously in her long black ponytail. She was obviously distrustful, but I could see the curiosity in her eyes. “Why?”

      I sighed. “Because,” I said. “I was trying to help. I should’ve probably thought it through a bit more, I…”

      “What?” she asked.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, swinging my body so I could stand. My sense of orientation had slowly come back and I clearly needed to get used to my surroundings.

      “I can be impulsive,” I said. “It felt like I was doing the right thing at the time, but now I’m worried I just fucked everyone over.”

      “Why did you open it?” she asked. I set my gaze on her and watched her think. I liked looking at her. She was beautiful and otherworldly, her multicolored skin ethereal in the dim light of the den.

      I sighed. “I thought I was protecting…”

      She leaned back on the wall, her arms crossed over her chest, her tits pushed together, her hard nipples straining against the fabric of her dress. “What?”

      “I thought I was protecting the people I care about,” I said. “I think I might’ve just made things worse, though. Anyway, it doesn’t matter now. Where am I, exactly?”

      “Wait. You said you opened the seal with a key. Do you still have it?”

      “It’s… I mean, yeah, it’s in my house.”

      “It’s in your house,” she echoed, letting go of her hair and shaking her head a bit. “I don’t know what keys do in your world, but here, they work for locking and unlocking doors.”

      “It doesn’t… I just dropped it,” I said. “Unfortunately I got distracted by the giant fucking monster that attacked my house. And besides, I don’t think unwinding the clock is going to close the seal. And I…”

      She raised her eyebrows, her dark eyes burning into me. I could’ve stared back at her for ages, taking in the curves of her body and wondering how soft her skin was to the touch. Her looks were captivating, and I found my mind wandering to that instead of the problem at hand. She was beautiful enough to be distracting, but I needed to keep my head in the game if there was a chance that I could stop the oncoming apocalypse.

      I sighed. “I don’t know if I want things to go back to the way they were before. There’s a reason I did what I did. I needed to save them. To protect them. I couldn’t bear the thought of them dying…”

      She set her gaze on me, her eyes narrowing, and I sighed before I spoke again. “I just don’t know if I have any other options.”

      “If you got rid of the creatures here,” she said cheerily, a smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “Then you wouldn’t have to worry about closing the seal at all.”

      “Right. How?”

      Her eyes widened. “I was being facetious,” she said. “There’s no way you can defeat any monsters here. There’s no way I can, and I’ve trained for this ever since I got here.”

      “Here?”

      “The cave,” she said. “The seal. This is my house.”

      I had questions, but it wasn’t the time to ask them. “Now that I’m here…”

      She shook her head, scoffing. “Look, I don’t know who you are, but you can’t just come here and pretend you’re going to help me beat them. You’re the one responsible for this. I’ve never managed to fight one of them off and I don’t see how you could.”

      “I already have,” I said.

      She chewed on her lower lip, a frown descending on her delicate features. “What do you mean?”

      “I chased one back in here, didn’t I?”

      “That was you?” she asked. “I saw that. It was writhing and screaming, thrashing around, and it smelled terrible. If I didn’t know better, I might even say it looked afraid.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “It put itself out after a bit. You tried to kill it with fire, right?”

      “I guess. It was what I had available at the time. If you know of any other ways to get rid of them, I’m happy to hear you out.”

      She sighed. “There are no ways,” she said. “You’d have to be extremely powerful to even try to get close to them. No, if you’re going to stay, it’s better that you stay here and help me fight them off. If what you’re trying to do is atone.”

      “Not atone. Fix.”

      “It’s not something that you can fix,” she replied, her eyes narrowing. “No matter how much you try.”

      “I…”

      She glowered at me when I heard a quiet jingling nearby. Her eyes widened, and she immediately put three fingers over her mouth, shaking her head a bit. She didn’t need to tell me anything, I already knew I had to stay quiet when I saw her face, fear written all over her expression.

      She inched closer to the door, and for the first time, she turned around. I wanted to pay attention to whatever it was that she had just detected, but I couldn’t, because the back of her dress was strange enough to be distracting. There was no back. It looked like it had been cut out, and it didn’t seem like it was a fashion statement I didn’t understand. There was no elegance or symmetry to it, and I could see bits of thread sticking out from where her garment had been cut.

      I stood up, intending to walk toward her, but her eyes widened as she craned her neck to look back at me, her hand still over her mouth. I got the message. I was supposed to stay quiet.

      “Stay,” she said, so quietly I almost didn’t hear her, and then she pushed her door open and all I saw was the pitch black again.

      Whatever was happening, I wasn’t going to make her handle it by herself.

      I followed her into the dark.
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      I couldn’t see a fucking thing. All I could do was rely on my hearing, which was enhanced, but I still wasn’t used to it. I needed to lean into my abilities if I wanted to help save everyone, but it was difficult. I still wasn’t used to all the changes going on around me, and the ones in my own body.

      There wasn’t that much time to think about it as I hurried to keep up with Ember.

      I heard her stop walking along the path—if it even was a path—because her footsteps stopped crunching under her. There was a pause, nothing but quiet stillness, and then I heard her take a sharp breath in.

      “I told you to stay,” she said in a whisper. I’d obviously annoyed her, but I wasn’t too concerned about her feelings.

      “I’ll help,” I said. “Just tell me what to do.”

      From what I could tell, she was completely still for a second as she thought it through. “Stay close,” she said.

      I felt her reach for my hand, her fingers interlaced with mine. She pulled me close to her, until I was by her side. I could feel her shoulder brushing against my arm, hear her faint breathing. Her grip around me tightened as her breathing quickened. She increased her pace and I followed suit. She was smaller than me, and I couldn’t see her, so I had to be careful not to leave her behind. I let her guide me in the darkness, toward a tiny sliver of light.

      She stopped for a second, squeezing my hand. “It’s here,” she said.

      I didn’t know what she was saying, exactly, but I didn’t have to. I heard something whooshing near me, and just from the sound, I could tell that it was large and terrifying. I didn’t have to see it to know it could easily destroy me—destroy us.

      “Get down!”

      I crouched as I felt something sweep from above me, a gust of wind hard enough to practically knock me off my feet. As I’d crouched, I let go of the girl’s—fuck, I didn’t even know her name—fingers, and I could hear her running away from me, her footsteps not just receding but suddenly stopping.

      The ground felt like it was melting under me, swallowing me. I tried to run away, but there was no way to outrun a surface, especially not when it appeared to be able to read my mind.

      There was no way to stay upright when the flat ground under me slowly became a slope, and I held my arms up by my sides so I wouldn’t immediately go tumbling down in front of me. As I slid down, I realized that it wasn’t the ground—there was a tail, some sort of tendril, creating a crate in front of me, light flickering over the hard stone road. I heard someone screaming faintly, and my heart dropped as I thought about the woman who’d collected me from the darkness, the woman I was supposed to be protecting.

      Then the scream happened again, and I realized that the voice was extremely familiar. It wasn’t someone I’d only met an hour ago.

      It was Lucy.

      And she was clearly in trouble.

      “Lucy?” I shouted, hoping that I was wrong.

      “I told you to stay back,” an annoyed voice said from above me. I turned my head up to see if I could figure out where she was, my breath catching in my throat when I saw the way she glided above me.

      She sparkled enough to cast a shadow over the ground, glowing golden edges around her huge wings. She was a vision, so it took considerable effort to force myself to look away and assess my surroundings while she was directly above me.

      It took me a second to process that the tendril in front of me was a dormant tentacle and not an architectural column. Just past it, I could see Lucy’s body, her knees held up to her chest as she hugged her legs close to her body. I didn’t have to see her face to know she was terrified. The winged woman flew away, and I quickly realized that my attempt to see everything had fallen short. I had a vague idea of where Lucy was, but other than walking blindly toward her and hoping I didn’t run into a giant, potentially murderous tentacle, was the only thing I could do.

      Before I managed to get any further, the winged woman stood in front of me, hovering just above the ground as her sparkling wings fluttered softly, almost imperceptibly, behind her.

      “What did I say?” she asked, baring her teeth at me. “Don’t make me do it again.”

      “Don’t!” I said. “Don’t. I just have to… there’s someone else here.”

      “I know,” she said between her teeth. “Obviously.”

      I needed to save her. There was no time to stick around and have a debate with her when Lucy was in danger.

      “If your friend wasn’t here, there would be no creature to worry about,” she said quietly.

      I opened my mouth to argue with her—or just to tell her that she needed to move so I could go get Lucy—but before I could, she shook her head as she scowled, taking off again.

      Even though I was running, her wings made it so that she was much faster than me. I tried to follow her as she moved out of view, doing whatever it was that she was doing, providing the only source of light in the room. It meant the window for getting Lucy away from the terrifying creature was quickly getting smaller. As I sprinted towards her, I heard the pebbles under me move, the ground practically crumbling and shaking enough to throw me off balance as I felt the beast pull a tendril loose off the ground where it had been buried.

      For a split second, I had enough sense to worry about whether the avalanche was going to keep coming. There was no way for me to know if I was on flat land, considering the low visibility, and the creature made deep, guttural noises that could’ve started an avalanche. I really didn’t like not knowing the elements I was up against. It wasn’t just maddening, it was extremely disorienting, and my breath caught as I realized my body was being pulled down somewhere.

      When the monster had removed its tentacle, it must’ve created a crater large enough to suck me into.

      There was nothing I could do but dive into it and hope that Lucy would be sucked into the crater with me. She’d been close enough when I had seen her, and I didn’t think she’d been in a position to try to move away from it in time.

      “Lucy!” I shouted, tilting my head up so she could hear me.

      “Evan!” she replied, panic in her voice. It didn’t help. I had no idea where she was or where I was supposed to go.

      There was a deep rumble somewhere near me, from below me, and my heart dropped to my stomach. The tentacle hadn’t been buried in the ground. It had been sticking out of the ground, and it had been so long and so thick that it had simply looked like it was stuck in the ground.

      This thing was dragging me to its lair, and there was a chance I wasn’t going to be able to escape in time. If I didn’t make it out alive, I didn’t think there was a chance for Lucy.

      I felt like I was going to hurl, but I fought the nausea as I felt sweat on my forehead, my hair sticking to my skin. I wasn’t fast enough to outrun gravity, even when I pressed my claws into the falling walls around me, but even through the bellowing sound from below me, I could feel Lucy’s body as it slipped past me, tumbling down toward the creatures.

      I couldn’t reach out to her in time, though I tried to stick my hand out and catch her mid-air, but even with my quickened reflexes, this proved to be too much of a challenge. I didn’t manage to grab her at all and I barely had the presence of mind to be vaguely aware that I was swearing under my breath as she slipped out of reach.

      I turned my head to look at her on instinct, even though I couldn’t see anything at all, fighting to keep myself upright even as I reached below to see if I could grab Lucy.

      The ground shook again, the crater below me widening, and I was aware that I was slipping past her falling body. I could hear Lucy’s piercing scream, the sound of a tentacle slapping against her body as she was thrown away from me. I struggled to move toward her, but the echo and the darkness made it so that I wasn’t sure where the fuck I was going at all.

      I held my breath as I battled to reach out to her in the darkness, desperately hoping that she was going to be able to reach out and grab my hand. I listened closely, waiting for her body to land somewhere hot and possibly lethal, but I heard absolutely nothing at all.

      She definitely didn't hit land again, because the winged woman swooped in near me and grabbed Lucy by the arms, dragging her out of the crater and away from me.

      I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath until I finally saw the two women disappearing out of view. I could only see outlines of their bodies, but I could tell from the way that Lucy’s body was swaying in the air that she had been knocked out.

      “Get out of there and follow me!” the winged woman said. I stuck my claws into the walls around me, tiny rocks moving under my claws, feeling like it was getting stuck into my fingertips, tiny cuts digging into my calloused skin.

      I managed to pull myself up by swinging my body from side to side, and I scrambled up until I was on solid ground again, then followed the light until I watched her land in front of a large wooden door. She deposited Lucy softly in the foyer in front of her house. I scooped her up before she landed on the hard ground.

      “Is she okay?” she asked as she opened the door, her wings retracting into her back as she took a step forward into her lair.

      “I hope so,” I said. “I don’t know if it struck her. I don’t know why she fainted.”

      “That’s not that hard to figure out, is it?” she said. “She was probably terrified.”

      I deposited Lucy on the bed, raking my gaze over her body. Her jeans were caked with dirt, her long brown hair up in a loose ponytail. There were deep, angry cuts on her face. They would probably scar.

      “Who is she?” she asked.

      “Her name is Lucy.”

      “Well, Lucy shouldn’t have followed you here,” she said. “It’s not safe. For any of you.”

      “What about you…”

      “Ember,” she said. “What’s your name?”

      “Evan. You didn’t answer my question.”

      She sighed, twisting her braid around her slim red fingers. “It’s never been safe,” she said. “You being here just made it worse.”
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      I sat in the only chair in Ember’s tiny den, watching Lucy intently. I’d taken her pulse, and she was breathing normally, so there was nothing to do but wait for her to come to. If it were up to me, I would’ve wanted to examine her a little more thoroughly, but it wasn’t. I couldn’t exactly take her back to my house, and I needed to see this whole thing through.

      “So the monster was always there?” I turned to look at Ember, who was busy mixing something with what looked like a tiny mortar and pestle. “Just… waiting.”

      “Dallmwydyn live below ground,” she said.

      I cocked my head, raising my eyebrows. “The what?”

      “Dallmwydyn,” she said. “They live below ground. They come up when they can smell that it’s time to feed, and any time they can smell new blood, or really, any blood at all…”

      “That’s what I was fighting out there?” I asked her.

      She shrugged her shoulders, setting the kitchen instrument down on her shelf. “Have to let this set for a bit, but it’ll help your friend,” she said. “Those cuts are going to burn when she comes to.”

      “Lucky it wasn’t the… I’m not calling them that,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes, a smile playing on her lips. “Yes,” she said, her expression sobering. “She did get lucky. The longer the seal is open for, the less I can fight them. If people come here, they’re just going to get them to cross over to your world, because they’re going to smell more… they’re going to want more…”

      “Are there… a lot of them?” I asked. “How many do we have to worry about?”

      She snickered. “That’s… hopeful,” she said. “But this doesn’t work like that. You can’t just go to the caves and expect to slay an entire species. I don’t know how they procreate, but I know there are too many to keep track of. There are dozens…”

      “But not hundreds?” I asked, tilting my head as my eyes narrowed, trying to think about how I could do this.

      “No,” she said, leaning against the wall and crossing her arms in front of her, pushing her huge tits together. I should’ve probably looked away from her chest, but it was hard to focus when her nipples strained against the fabric of her dress. She caught me looking at her and I swallowed, my cheeks heating up a bit as I searched for her gaze. “I can take this off if you want to get a better look.”

      It wasn’t like I didn’t want to. It just didn’t seem like the time. Just looking at her when she was fully clothed was distracting enough.

      “Better not,” I said.

      She cocked her head, biting her lower lip, her black eyes sparkling. “Are you sure?” she asked.

      Not at all, I thought, but I forced myself to shrug instead. There were other things to worry about. More pressing things.

      “Maybe later,” I said, standing up and walking to her.

      She turned her head to look at me, her brows crumpled in a frown. “She shouldn’t be here,” she said. “Neither should you.”

      I sighed. She was right, of course, about Lucy being there. I had crossed the portal to solve a problem, but now there were other things—other people—to worry about. If I had to focus on keeping Lucy safe, I didn’t know how I was going to manage to stop this. I still didn’t feel like I knew nearly enough about it to take it on, anyway, I didn't know if that meant that they wouldn't cross over to our world. Ember didn't even seem to know much about them herself, considering that she'd been tasked with keeping them away from us.

      She raked a hand through her hair, her breath shivering, and I watched her try to keep a neutral expression on her face.

      “I can’t protect you,” she said. “I can barely keep myself safe. I…”

      “It’s okay. This isn’t on you,” I replied, my hand instinctively on her shoulder. Her skin was soft to the touch, much softer than I’d expected, and she gasped as I touched her.

      There was a spark there, which instantly took me aback. I could feel a jolt of electricity on my skin, and she obviously could too because of the way she looked at me, her lips parted, and her pupils so dilated I could hardly see the green color of her eyes. The same jolt I always felt with the others.

      Something about it made me feel a little lightheaded.

      It took a considerable amount of effort, but I pulled my hand away from her, dropping it to my side so that I wasn’t touching her anymore. She’d been tempting before, but now she was intoxicating, and if she hadn’t had the presence of mind to take a step away from me so I couldn’t feel the heat coming from her skin.

      I could still hear her quickened breathing, though, and it was hard to focus until I set my gaze on Lucy’s body, limp on the only bed in Ember’s tiny home. And she’d been lucky, I thought, my mouth dry as I heard Ember sigh next to me.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “It’s not your fault.”

      “I’m aware,” she replied, a smile tugging at the corner of her lips. She didn’t say anything else, she quieted down, and said nothing else, concern written all over her features as she looked at Lucy. “Still, I wish I could help protect you.”

      Except that hadn't really been her job. I thought as I looked at her, because you clearly seem stressed and upset, and this was in her job. Her job had been to guard the seal, which it seemed like she had done perfectly well before my interference, and I had simply gotten in the way of her duties.

      I didn’t have time to feel guilty about it. “You helped enough,” I said. “I need to handle it. If I get rid of them, they won’t want to cross over, right? Because there’ll be no creatures to destroy our world.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not just them. They’re closer than the rest of the creatures, but that just means they’ll go into your world until the rest of them make their way to the seal. And when that happens, there’ll truly be no hope.”

      “There are others?”

      “It’s a whole world,” she said. “There are some that I know, but I don’t think I know all of them.”

      “But if I take care of them, I’ll buy us sometime?”

      “You won’t buy us time,” she said. “It’s suicide.”

      “I need to figure out how to close the seal,” I told her. “Or how to stop the monsters from going into my world. These are my only options.”

      She scoffed, shaking her head. “No. They'll kill you.”

      I didn’t need her approval, but her concern was enough to worry me. “You don’t understand. This is how I start fixing things,” I said. “I don’t know how to close the seal, but at least I can start taking care of this problem. Is there a way to get there?”

      “Yeah,” she replied, turning away from me. “And you might not be too far off.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She sighed. “We didn’t just go to your world because we didn’t want to be here,” she said. I watched as she swallowed, her fingertips curling around the bench under her. My gaze slid down the length of her arm until I was looking at the white around her knuckles. “We…. Well, they. They all left. Someone was supposed to stay here, watch out for the seal. Make sure that you guys were protected.”

      “And that was you?”

      She nodded. “I volunteered,” she said. “It was either go out there and deal with whatever the consequences were or stay here…”

      “And fight monsters by yourself?”

      “They’re not monsters,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest again and pouting. “They’re creatures, and they’re hungry. They just want to feed.”

      “Okay…”

      “They didn’t use to feed on us,” she said. “Before this whole thing happened, we used to live in peace with each other.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She shrugged again. “I don’t know much. I just know that before any of this happened we could just coexist. Then Somnus came back. There were rumors of him, of his existence, but from what we knew, he’d been confined to a cage where he couldn’t hurt us. He wasn’t that powerful.”

      “Somnus?”

      “He rules this world,” she said, her breath shuddering. “I’m pretty sure he always will.”
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      Ember immediately quieted after she’d said his name, whoever he was. From just a quick glance, it was easy to tell that she was afraid. I fought the urge to comfort her. I didn’t know her that well and I didn’t know how she was going to react if I tried. Still, I didn’t exactly enjoy seeing a pretty girl upset.

      “Do you know any more?” I asked when it seemed like she wasn’t going to offer me any more information.

      “About what?”

      “About Somnus, right?” I asked. “That’s his name.”

      She watched me. “What do you want to know, Evan?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure where to start, honestly. Why didn't you tell me about this person before? I was going to go into the caves with these monsters when you could’ve told me and I would’ve planned to go straight to the source of all this.”

      She laughed, no humor in her voice as she turned to look at me, a scowl marking her delicate features. “This isn't a person. I don't think you're understanding me. He controls everything. He controls the world. All of this. He controls our dreams, he controls the creatures. Not just the Dallmwydyn, but everything else that wants to come out and eat us. Somnus controls all of it.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “I don’t understand what you’re telling me. How?”

      “I don’t know how,” she said. “All I know is that he does. There’s a chance that someone just dreamed about them, and ever since then…”

      “Why?” I asked, unable to really process what she was saying. She glared at me, so I thought it would probably be better if I explained myself. “If there is just one thing—one entity--that is in charge of all of this, someone who is in charge of the creatures, then maybe I can get him to stop before crossing over into our world and hurting anyone else.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      I shrugged. “We can talk, or we can fight, but I’m sure we’ll end up coming to a perfectly acceptable understanding.”

      Ember scoffed. She was obviously trying not to laugh at me, something I found slightly unsettling after the girls’ unwavering faith. This woman had no reason to believe in me, if anything, she had plenty of reasons to be suspicious of me. I couldn’t really blame her when she shot me a long sideways glance. She spoke slowly, quietly, as if she didn’t think I could understand her if she didn’t. “I don't think you get what I’m trying to tell you. This isn’t a person, Evan, it's a god.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Okay, so he’s powerful,” I said. “I have to do something. I don’t think it’ll be that bad.”

      She laughed incredulously. “I was right. You don't understand. Somnus is the reason there was a mass exodus. He’s what chased the rest of the demis out. Now he feeds on scraps, because he drained the ones he could before they realized what he was doing.”

      “Drained them how? Through the threshers?”

      “Threshers?”

      “The tentacle monsters,” I said. “I couldn’t remember what they were called. It’s from a video game.”

      She seemed confused, but she didn’t address it. “No,” she said. “Through their sleep.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It started happening with people’s nightmares,” she said quietly. “They’d wake up feeling weaker, worse. It took a couple of years to realize that the monsters from their dreams were becoming creatures, coming from the ground and eventually devouring them. It was brutal. Sometimes, he’d let them live, and he’d just feast on them until there was nothing left. At first, his monsters would target those whose dreams they’d come from. They’d feed on them. Then…”

      I waited for her.

      “Then he started taking people even when they didn’t have nightmares. And the more he fed on their sleep, the worse it got. They got weaker and weaker, and sometimes, they just wouldn’t wake up at all. Going to sleep was always a gamble. We were all so afraid.”

      She picked up her head to look at me. “Someone found the seal,” she said. “They realized demis could pass as other humans in your world, so they left, and they sealed it shut. Not just so they could get away from the creatures, but most importantly, so they could get away from Somnus. Now that the seal has been torn open, any demi in your world that survives the upcoming onslaught will probably die because of him.”

      I looked into her eyes, a question on my lips. “So this thing with sleep…it’s not because they came to our world. It’s because of him.”

      He was the reason Lucy was dying.

      “He’s insatiable,” she said. “As he’s fed more and more, he’s only gotten hungrier. If he goes into your world, there’s no chance any of us will make it out alive.”

      I looked her up and down, my eyes narrow. “What about you?”

      She shrugged. “I don't dream,” she says. “I never have. It’s why I have to stay here, why I was supposed to make sure the seal never opened. I have a level of protection that most demis would only dream of.”

      I watched her, my throat dry. How long had she been stuck here? How long had she been trying to do this? “Do you know where he is?”

      “Didn’t you hear me?” she asked. “He’s a god. You can’t just walk in and demand that he stops.”

      “I can, if you just tell me where he is.”

      She groaned. “Even if I did know, I wouldn’t tell you,” she said. “You’re on your own.”

      “What about her?” I said, tilting my head toward Lucy. “She’s asleep. Could she fall victim to him?”

      “No,” she replied, her eyes narrowing. “Somnus might know of her existence now, and he is powerful, but he isn’t fast. It would take a while, even if she was dreaming.”

      I sighed with relief, racking my brain as I tried to think about anything else I needed to know. When I looked at Ember, though, I became acutely aware of how little she wanted to have a conversation. I had clearly already gotten everything I was going to get out of her. I didn’t want to push more, considering how kind she’d been, and how she’d saved Lucy. Still, I wish I had a little more to go on—but I could figure that out as I went. Because the longer I was there, the more my anxiety grew.

      “I know I have no right to ask you for anything,” I said. “Considering everything that you’ve already done for me.”

      “Ask,” she said. “Who am I to deny the wish of a dying man?”

      “If I don’t come back,” I said. “Can you look after her, please?”

      “You want me to take care of Lucy?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Please.”

      Her expression softened as her gaze darted between the two of us. “Okay,” she said. “Sure. I can do that.”
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      “This is a terrible plan,” Ember said as I sat on the edge of the bed.

      Lucy’s eyes were fluttering open, and I flashed her a smile as she slowly sat up. The cuts on her skin looked deep and angry even with the ointment Ember had rubbed on them. As soon as Lucy was awake enough, she grimaced, her hand on her face as she became aware of her own pain.

      “Hey,” I said, choosing to ignore Ember entirely as I turned to Lucy. I inched closer to her and reached out to grab her hand.

      “Hi,” she said, her voice a whisper. She looked like she was in pain, and her gaze darted around the room as she tried to orient herself. “Are you hurt?”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m okay,” I said. “You don’t have to worry about me. How are you doing?”

      “I'm fine,” she said quietly. She traced the outline of the cut on her forehead, grimacing when she did, her touch delicate as she sighed. Her shoulders slumped before she spoke, her dark hair cascading down her back, her round ears twitching as she looked up at me. “I’m sorry.”

      “Lucy…”

      She chewed on her lower lip, taking in a sharp breath. There was a cut on her mouth that must’ve stung when she chewed on it. “I shouldn't have followed you here…”

      I shook my head, my hand on her knee. She really shouldn’t have, but it was pointless to blame her now. She was already there. She’d already gotten hurt. There was nothing I could do but console her. I brushed her hair behind her shoulder and flashed her a smile. “I get it,” I said. “It's okay. You were worried.”

      She nodded as she hugged her knees up to her chest. “I was,” she said. “I was really worried, but I think I only made things worse by trying to chase after you. The others kept telling me not to, but I just…”

      I had no idea how she had managed to get away from all the girls, and from Gray, too. But I expected she’d tell me later, when she wasn’t recuperating.

      “It's fine,” I said. “You’ll be okay. Just focus on getting better, alright? I can fix this.”

      She looked at me, her brown eyes wide as she thought about what I’d just said. “I really didn’t want to make things harder for you.”

      You never do, I thought. I flashed her a smile, despite how hard it was. I liked being around her, but she did enjoy making herself an inconvenience. I didn’t have it in me to think about her being in this world, possibly being hurt while I tried to save everyone else. That’s why I was glad that Ember was watching us intently. I knew she would keep her promise, even if she didn’t want to.

      I stroked the back of Lucy’s head, knotting my fingers into her hair until I was stroking the soft fur of her ears, little jolts of electricity on my skin as i held her close. Lucy leaned into my touch, mewling quietly. “I just... I couldn’t stay behind,” she said, leaning her head on my shoulder. “I don't want you to get hurt.”

      “I know. I don't want you to get hurt either. That’s why I crossed over in the first place, so I could save you. All of you. But if you're here…”

      She sighed, moving away from me, tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry. I know that you’ll worry about me and that’s gonna make it harder for you to do whatever it is that you need to do.”

      “It's okay. Just stay put. Ember will take care of you while I go handle this,” I said, my gaze darting toward the seal guardian. “You are, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” Ember replied.

      “She’ll also have to make sure you don’t come after me again,” I said. “Can you keep her distracted, please?”

      “I have some ideas,” Ember said, looking past me at Lucy, whose cheeks took on a charming red blush.

      I couldn’t help but immediately picture the two of them together, Lucy on her back and Ember on her knees, her face buried between Lucy’s legs.

      “Would you like that, Lucy?” I asked her, my fingers twirling a strand of her long hair, watching the pink in her cheeks deepen as she put her hand on my leg and inched it up so that it was close enough to brush my erection.

      She cocked her head as her gaze darted between my face and the tent in my pants. She brushed up against me, obviously on purpose, laughing under her breath when she heard me take in a sharp breath. “It seems like you would,” she said into my ear, her breath tickling my skin. She was speaking loudly enough for Ember to hear, but it was obviously for my benefit. “And who can blame you? She’s really hot.”

      I tilted my head back as she opened my zipper, her fingers wrapped around my cock. I heard Lucy laugh quietly under her breath. “Do you want me to show her what I like?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “All I’m saying is that we can demonstrate for her. If you want,” she said, wrapping her slender fingers around my cock as she kissed the crook of my neck. She breathed out hard against my skin, and I could feel myself growing harder—which hadn’t seemed possible until right at that moment—in her hand.

      “We don’t have any time,” I said as she pressed her lips against my skin. “Lucy…”

      “So don’t take long. You know exactly what to do. Don’t you?”

      I turned to face her so I could answer her, but her lips were on mine before I could, and she was kissing me hungrily as her hand sped up.

      “So are you going to show her?” Lucy asked, her hand suddenly on mine until it was between her legs.

      “Yes,” Ember said from the other side of the room, her skirt hitched up as she played with herself, the thin fabric of her underwear socked through. “Go ahead. Show me.”
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      Lucy took in a sharp breath and opened her legs for me as she slid her hand up and down the length of my cock. She gasped when I pressed my finger against her, her underwear wet. I ran my fingers along the edge of her panties as her breathing quickened.

      She closed her eyes and threw her head back, her mouth open. I watched her bite back a whimper, her hand slowly speeding up on my dick. The anticipation on her face made me yearn for her, especially when she had to stop moving her hand as I plunged a finger into her cunt.

      “Oh, fuck,” Lucy said as I slid my fingers inside of her, my thumb finding her spot as I pushed a second finger into her. She moaned as my fingers spread her wide, her already wet pussy growing slippery at my touch.

      I raked my teeth down her neck, inhaling her scent. Even though I could smell her vanilla perfume, her need filled my nose, her scent intoxicating enough to make me dizzy. She noticed me groaning and stroked my cock. I let myself enjoy her touch until it felt like too much, then nibbled on her shoulder before I tilted my head up to speak into her ear.

      “Lie back,” I said. Her eyes shot open, and she set her gaze on me. I could see how turned on she was from her face, her dilated pupils and the way her round ears twitched.

      “Are you sure?” she asked, her fingers still circled around my cock.

      “Do it,” I said.

      She did as I told her, removing her hand and lying back. I kept playing with her, her skirt hitched up around her waist as Lucy held back a desperate moan, her back on the hard mattress under her. I could already feel her muscles flexing as I continued to stroke her, my thumb pressing against her clit.

      “Spread your legs,” I said.

      She did as I told her and I let myself enjoy the view as my gaze raked over her lovely legs until I found Ember’s eyes. I saw her chest rising up and down, her tits rising and falling with her sharpened breath. She leaned against the shelf on the wall, her hand on her stomach, her fingers splayed.

      Ember had slowly pulled up her skirt. Even from the bed, I could see that she wasn’t wearing underwear. I could see the peak of a triangle of dark hair, short and slightly curly. When Ember saw me watching her, her hand slowly slid down until her fingers curled around the fabric of her dress.

      “Are you watching, Ember?” I asked.

      “I am,” she said. “I can see how wet she is from here.”

      My gaze darted between them for a second before I made a split second decision. “Ember,” I said. “Come here.”

      Ember opened her mouth and I wondered if she was going to protest. Instead, she walked up to me, and I allowed my gaze to take her body in. She moved slowly because she could tell that I was enjoying looking at her. Her multicolored skin looked incredibly soft, and it was flawless, my mind traveling south along her curves as my gaze stopped on her perfectly large tits and then on her waist.

      “You look so hot,” I said. “Open your legs and bend your knees for me, Lucy.”

      I let my gaze wander over to her face. She opened her eyes when she felt me looking at her, a small smile on her lips as she did what I told her. “Are you going to show her what I like?”

      I shook my head, my fingers going dormant inside of her as I stroked her clit, and I watched her bite down a groan. “No. You’re going to show her what you like.”

      “What?” she asked me, the desire obvious in her voice.

      “You’ll see,” I said. “I’ll help.”

      She laughed until I pressed down against the most sensitive part of her and her body responded. I could see her fingers curling around the blanket under her, her hips bucking against me. “Not yet,” I said. “Ember, kneel.”

      Ember laughed quietly, falling to her feet, her face between Lucy’s legs. I watched as her gaze darted between my face and Lucy’s core.

      “Are you sure this is okay?” Ember asked, her voice trembling.

      I nodded. “I’m okay with it if she’s okay with it,” I said. “Lucy?”

      “Mmm. Yeah, it’s okay,” she said. “More than okay.”

      Ember laughed under her breath, and I watched as she kissed up Lucy’s thigh, breathing hard against Lucy’s skin. I continued playing with Lucy, spreading her pussy so that Ember could get an eyeful every time she looked up. It looked like she was grateful for the view, and she licked her lips as she dug her fingertips into the soft skin on Lucy’s legs.

      “Can I taste her?” Ember asked.

      Lucy moaned as I played with her spot, her breathing getting more ragged as Ember’s mouth inched closer to her. Before she ate her out, Ember reached out to grab my wrist. Her warm mouth was wrapped around fingers as she closed her eyes, licking me clean until my heart was beating fast in my chest. I removed my fingers from her mouth and watched as she leaned down so she could tease Lucy open with her tongue.

      She found a rhythm as Lucy reached down to knot her fingers into Ember’s coal black hair. Lucy’s breathing had quickened, her body shuddering as it responded to Ember’s tongue and my finger on her sensitive button, and her hips arched into Ember’s mouth.

      Ember moved away from her to catch her breath, smiling at me with glistening lips.

      “She tastes amazing,” Ember said. “Like honey. Do you want to taste her?”

      I didn’t have a chance to answer before Ember was on her feet again, kissing me deeply on the mouth, her tongue swirling around mine as she deepened the kiss. Her right hand was on the back of my head, her fingers tangled in my hair, and I was aware of her other hand moving between Lucy’s legs until I heard Lucy gasp.

      I opened my eyes to see Ember’s long fingers thrusting inside of her, the sound of Lucy’s loud moaning as her back arched into Ember’s touch almost enough to send me over the edge. They were both so hungry, it was dizzying.

      I continued to work on her as Ember broke the kiss between us.

      “Do you want her to come?” Ember asked me, her head tilted and her gaze directly on me as she licked her glistening lips.

      I turned to look at Lucy, my cock so hard I thought I might explode just from watching them. Lucy’s back arched as her fingers dug into the blanket under her, and her body shook as Ember and I drove her closer to release. She squirmed as a low, throaty sound of pleasure escaped her lips, and her body jerked as she thrashed and moaned, lost in her climax.

      Ember laughed under her breath, removing her fingers from Lucy, and immediately sticking them in my mouth.

      “I think I can keep her happy until you come back,” she said as she took her fingers out of my mouth. “But what about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Who’s going to keep you happy?” Ember said, a smile on her face.

      Lucy sat up next to me, her hands on my arms as she raked her nails down my biceps and nibbled my neck until her mouth was level with my ear. “She’s right. What about you?”

      I fully intended to answer her until Ember dropped down to her knees again. I looked down as she grabbed my cock, her fingers guiding me into her warm mouth. She looked up at me, her dark eyes wide as she moved her mouth down my length. She was good at that, her tongue hot and moist as she moved her head up and down, all while she held my gaze.

      Lucy giggled in my ear. “I don’t know how you found her, but she’s so good with her mouth, isn’t she?”

      I heard myself say something as her words drove me over the edge. Lucy giggled in my ear, her voice sweet in my ear, and I couldn’t stop myself from finishing in her mouth. Ember swallowed all of it until I had to pull her head off me because I was too sensitive. She laughed, closing the space between us until she was kissing Lucy hungrily over my shoulder, and I watched both of them until Ember moved away.

      Ember got to her feet. “See?” she asked, her eyes narrow as her eyes sparkled. “I told you I could keep her happy.”
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      It had been a welcome distraction, but I knew what I had to do, and while I wanted to spend the rest of my time there in Ember’s tiny abode, I also knew I had to do what I was there for.

      The plan wasn’t to close the seal shut. The plan was to beat Somnus, so that the girls would be able to have a normal life, and also so that earth wouldn’t be destroyed.

      So I obviously had things to do.

      Ember watched me, her arms crossed over her chest, her hair disheveled when it was out of her signature braid. “Are you sure about this, Evan?”

      We stood by the door as Lucy slept. Ember seemed genuinely concerned about me, and I couldn’t help but worry when I saw her nervously twirl a strand of long black hair around her finger. That was the only thing that betrayed how concerned she was, her expression remained stoic. If I hadn’t been able to read her, I might’ve thought she was asking me simply because she felt like she needed to.

      “Evan.”

      I nodded. “Yes, I’m sure.”

      She smiled, shaking her head. “I thought so,” she said. “I wish there was another way.”

      “I just have to stay alive. How hard can it be?”

      She didn’t laugh. She just looked more worried.

      “Anything else I need to know before I go?”

      She shook her head. “I wouldn’t be able to tell you, really,” she said. “I have spent most of my life trying my best to stay away from the Dallmwydyn. I don’t know anything about the caves. I’ve never been there and I intend to keep it that way.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You can kill them,” she said. “I don’t know how, but I’ve definitely seen dead ones. Legend says that alphas used to live here in Eden, so I guess they must have been the ones that did it…but I’ve never met one.”

      I didn’t think that was as helpful as she wanted it to be, and I couldn’t stick around and ask her to clarify when I was already having a hard time willing myself to leave. I wanted her to think I was more confident than I felt since I wanted to help her, to help all of them. This was my responsibility. I had made this happen, and I fully intended to fix it, even if I had to die for it.

      But I didn’t want to tell her about it. I didn’t want to tell any of the girls about it. They were worried enough. This wasn’t going to help them.

      “Thanks, Ember,” I said. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “We could go with you…”

      I shook my head. “No. You both have to stay here.”

      “Alright. I understand,” she said, her hands sliding down my arms until her fingers were intertwined in mine.

      I hadn’t expected the small show of affection to look like it was going to make her cry, but her expression crumbled as she broke off the contact. It made sense though; I was probably the only person she’d seen in years. I was about to open the door when I felt her hand on my arm again.

      “Wait,” she said. “One second. Take this.”

      Ember shuffled back toward the shelf and I was surprised when she leaned down to grab a small dagger. “This has helped me before many times,” she said, depositing it into my hand. I’d handled knives before, but there was something special about this one. The hilt was made of beautiful white marble, while the silver blade looked sharp. Ember flashed me a smile. “Hopefully you won’t have to use it.”

      “Right,” I said, sheathing it and hanging it on my belt loop. I didn’t think I needed a weapon—and really I didn’t know what this tiny dagger was going to do—but I appreciated it all the same. It was nice to know she cared, at least. Not that I thought that was going to do anything to help me when push came to shove, but it was nice.

      She flashed me a smile. “You better go.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “For everything.”

      “Don’t. You can thank me when you come back.”

      I nodded. There was nothing else to say, so I stepped outside into the pitch black, trying to steel myself as I closed the door behind myself.

      I could only hear the sound of my own breathing, though I was trying hard to see if I could detect sound coming from inside. I took another deep breath, my hands fists at my side, then took another step into the pitch black. I could hear my footsteps under me, my breath catching in my throat as I held my arms out so I wouldn’t bump into something.

      At least not blindly.

      It didn’t take long before my hand was on something hot and smooth with tiny beady bumps, and it took me a second to process that it was one of the giant tentacles. Feeling it against the palm of my hand made me feel extremely uncomfortable, because its skin was soft and warm and surprisingly tender, like a hairless cat, and it was the worst thing I had ever touched in my entire life.

      I fought the urge to pull back; I knew I needed to provoke it, but it still made me nauseous to deal with it. It reacted under my touch, the ground shaking under me. I could hear something—a slurping sound, and then the ground shaking more vigorously, to the point where it was hard for me to stay upright.

      I told myself to let go, to let myself fall, but it was more difficult than I thought it was going to be. Every single cell in my body fought against it, and I had to stick my hands somewhere so my claws didn’t just fly out of them and I climbed back up onto the ground.

      There was the sound of something deep and guttural from right below me and I told myself that I needed to slide down toward the cave until I felt dirt covering my face, tiny little pebbles cutting into the skin of my face. Pressing my lips tightly together, I tried to tilt my head with my eyes shut so that I could avoid the worst of it.

      The ground opened under me, though. My heart dropped into my stomach as I plunged down into the chasm, then tumbled, losing my balance. I tried to catch myself, but it was impossible, and there was no way for me to tell how deep this went. I braced myself for a hell of a fall, my arms blindly reaching out as I grabbed onto the monster’s tentacle, its thousands of eyes scraping against my hands but also providing what felt like enough leverage to slow me down. It wasn’t a brake, but it was enough to slow me to the point where I didn’t think I was going to die when I fell to the ground.

      But then the tentacle moved again, thrashing about in place until I couldn’t hold onto it anymore, and I was flying down toward what I was absolutely certain was my death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      I opened my eyes.

      The first thought that crossed my mind was that I had to be dead when I felt the black stillness in front of me. I couldn’t sense anything but the darkness closing in. There was no wind, no scent, and when I flexed my fingers to make sure I had control of my body, I felt something soft and velvety under me. I traced my fingertips over the velvety texture, until I saw a light twinkling in the distance.

      It was hard to tell how far away it was, but it was far. Way in the distance. And I didn’t know how I was going to get there without bumping into something that wanted to kill me, but I was definitely going to try.

      Faintly, in the distance, I could smell something sweet and sickly. I couldn’t tell where it was coming from and the air was perfectly still, so I figured my best bet would be not to worry about it. There was only so much I could control in this situation, and I needed to get that through my head.

      I pushed myself up so that I was standing upright and instinctively reached for the dagger again, though I had no idea what I was going to do with it. I just wanted to feel it in my hand because it was something, and I needed some anchoring.

      Swallowing, I set my gaze on the flickering, dim light in the distance. As I watched, it appeared to grow dimmer, and I didn’t know how much time I had before it disappeared. I didn’t know what it was at all, and I didn’t want to risk it.

      Still, I couldn’t just break into a run. Not only because I couldn’t see my surroundings, but also because I didn’t want to attract anything’s attention and making too much noise was a quick and not at all fun way to get killed.

      I focused on the light as I walked towards it, my hands at my sides as I tried to keep my knees bent to keep my steps as quiet as possible. There was probably no need since whatever surface I was on was smooth and my steps made no real sound as I kept walking, but it felt like the right time for an abundance of caution. It was especially difficult since I wasn't able to see anything under me, and I was worried about a potential drop off, along with maybe waking something up that I didn't want to wake.

      That’s why I forced myself to continue walking slowly, even when the light in the distance felt like it was going to disappear at any moment in time. I was on the way for what felt like a very long time but couldn’t have been more than a few seconds until I was only feet away from the light, which still twinkled. I looked up, not bothering to shield my eyes since I didn’t think it wasn’t strong enough for that, and I swallowed when I realized that it was a lightbulb.

      It was…not what I was expecting.

      Just a standard dim light bulb, hanging on by a thread as it swayed softly, as if there was a breeze. Except there wasn’t a breeze—the air, the environment, it was all perfectly still. The only moving things were my body and the lightbulb.

      It was confusing enough to be startling, but I didn’t allow myself to do anything. Fighting to remain unseen, I stretched my arm up so I could touch the lightbulb. If I was lucky, whatever it was hanging from was bound to be a clue.

      My fingers were close to the light, feeling the warmth from the bulb, when I heard it. A deep, disconcerting growl that seemed to come from everywhere around me, the sound deep and bassy enough to feel it in my chest. I stood up as the ground shook under me, trying to keep my balance as I heard the growl turn into a deep, guttural screech, loud and piercing enough so that I instinctively put my hands over my ears.

      I looked around, trying to orient myself as I thought about where the sound had come from, my head still swimming. The growling started again, and my head tilted back as I realized that the sound was coming from right above me.

      There was no way I was going to be able to escape this, whatever this was. And then the entire room shifted, I heard sound scraping along the ground next to me as the monster’s appendage moved away, and there was the slithering of something hard away from me. I could see something moving ahead of me, and it took me a few seconds to realize that it was uncoiling. Wind whipped past me as I felt the thresher move away from me.

      I’d been lucky it hadn’t squeezed me to death, all things considered. It didn’t seem to notice me, or if it did, it didn’t seem to care very much about me. Behind the appendage, I could see light flooding from somewhere in the distance, allowing me to get a better idea of my surroundings.

      This wasn’t a cave where only animals and creatures lived, like I predicted. We were underground, and there were probably other monsters around me, but all I remained focused on was the small, completely anachronistic house in front of me. The hanging lightbulb was placed on the eaves of a suburban white house with a perfectly manicured porch.

      I had a second to think about how bizarre it was when I heard a sound coming from inside the house, and a deep jolt of fear shot through my body. I didn’t know what was inside, didn’t want to find out, but there was nowhere to run. This wasn’t Ember’s artificial darkness, this was caused by the thick appendages of the monsters, and the caves we were in.

      When I heard someone get closer to the door, I straightened my back and clenched my fists at my sides, gritting my teeth as I thought about whoever was in charge of the monsters coming toward me and opening the door.

      The lock clicked, and I watched as the door opened.

      I waited, but there was nobody there. There were no receding footsteps. There was nothing.

      Just an open door to a weird house in a cave and absolutely nowhere else to go.
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      I looked at the open door, contemplating whether to go in. There was nowhere else to go, since I definitely couldn’t go back up, and the monsters were probably still surrounding me. I didn’t want to find out. This was my only choice, I thought, as my hands fisted at my sides.

      And I was here to take care of this. I wouldn’t have left even if that had been an option.

      I could stand out there for as long as I wanted, but I wasn’t going to be able to go anywhere. I was effectively trapped inside this cave, and I wasn’t going to enter into a standoff with a random, weird house. There was a small step up into the foyer and I could smell dew and leather along with something sweet and putrid and faint.

      It smelled like the enemy demis back in my world.

      Like an infection.

      It was almost enough to get me to back off, but I had nowhere else to go. I took a second to look around, my eyes getting used to the dim light inside. I could see a standing lamp somewhere in the corner of the room, which looked like an old-timey living room. Someone had pushed a large sofa toward the back of the room, a rocking chair still moving back and forth as if someone had just gotten out of it.

      “Hello?” I asked.

      My words echoed in the small space, and I heard wood creaking. Then I heard something else outside in the distance, rustling and getting closer. My hand went to the hilt of the knife, though I didn’t know what I was going to need it for.

      “I know you’re in here,” I said to no one in particular. “Come out. I just want to talk.”

      It felt like a lie as soon as I said it, and I heard rustling near me. I looked around, trying to find any hints of who might live there, who had opened the door for me. Then I heard this chilling giggle somewhere behind a door which I hadn’t realized was right next to me. I straightened my back as I turned to look at it, and the giggling happened again, and I felt the urge to take a step back as panic settled at the pit of my stomach. Suddenly, I was aware of how much I wanted to leave, but my body felt like it wasn’t listening to me.

      I forced myself to take a step back, even when just lifting my leg felt like it took a considerable, almost inhuman, amount of effort. Behind the door, a lock unlatched, and my breath hitched when the door opened again.

      There was no way I was going to go in there. Absolutely no fucking way.

      Something was behind that door, and it was in my best interest to run the fuck away. I knew that—I could feel it all over my body, my adrenaline pumping, my heart in my throat. Even though I wanted to tell myself to run, there was no way for me to pry my mouth open, and my body didn’t feel like it was listening to me at all.

      With horror, I realized that I was walking toward the door, and my hand was on the handle before I managed to stop myself. I watched—because I definitely wasn’t in control—as I twisted the handle, and then I heard laughter again. It sent a shiver down my spine.

      I breathed through my mouth, steeling myself before my hand turned the knob of its own accord to reveal a small bedroom on the other side. This one was plenty lit, and I saw a familiar shape sitting on the bed. It took me a second to process that this was Maya, dressed in a black nightdress with spaghetti straps, her black hair tumbling down her back, her ears twitching when I set my gaze on them.

      “Evan. You took so long,” she said, her voice soft, enticing. She scooted to one side of the bed as she turned to look at me, her eyes wide as she flung her hair over her shoulder. “I was worried about you.”

      She looked the same as she always did, beautiful, calm. But there was something about her that was strange, though I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Perhaps it was the way she moved. Even when she was angry, Maya managed to look like she glided through the air, her movements fluid and graceful. That time, as she got to her feet, she moved jerkily, almost robotically, as she got to her feet.

      I watched her walk toward me, the dress clinging to her curves, her hard nipples poking through the satin fabric. I intended to meet her halfway, but my feet were glued to the wooden slats under me. Maya approached me, her hand on my chest, her fingers splayed as she tilted her head and met my gaze with her amber eyes, her pupils dilated as she set her gaze on me. Lovingly, slowly, with what felt like tenderness in her eyes.

      The way she was looking at me was enough to make my cock twitch. Since she was smaller than me, I had to tilt my head down so I could look into her eyes as her mouth fell open. I could see her teeth, a soft blush on her pretty face as she swallowed back a moan.

      My gaze slid down the length of her throat, down to the soft curls in her black hair spilling over the hollow of her shoulder. I’d seen her before, of course, but I didn’t think I had ever taken this long simply to drink in her looks.

      There was something else—something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. But it was bizarre, and if I hadn’t been so taken by how beautiful she was, I was certain I would have recoiled. Her beauty was intoxicating, her presence almost too much to deal with, and she pressed her lips against mine for a second. Even though she had kissed me before, plenty of times, this one felt like drinking the sweetest, headiest wine.

      “I’m glad you’re here again,” she said, closing the narrow space between us. A loose strand of hair tickled my face and I smiled as Maya splayed her fingers over me, her hands flat on my chest. My breathing quickened, my heart beating fast.

      “Wait, what do you mean?” I asked. “I told you I was going to come back.”

      She took a step back, her head cocked as she regarded me for a second. “It’s just been so long. I’d almost given up hope.”

      I shook my head, trying to sort through my thoughts, trying to access the confusion I was sure I felt. At least I was sure I felt that intellectually, but all I could think about was how warm and pliant and tempting she was, and how much I wanted her at that moment in time.

      I slung my arm around her waist, pulling her toward me, feeling the curves of her body against my own.

      She tilted her head up to look up at me again, her eyes wide, her lips parted, and her pupils dilated. “I thought you had died.”

      Before I could process what Maya had said, she was pressing her lips against mine. She was soft and warm, as usual, and my heart skipped a beat as I realized how much I had missed her, how glad I was that she was okay, how glad I was that I wasn’t dead.

      Everything that had happened felt like a remote, easily forgotten dream, and this was about to be all over. I was done. I didn’t know how I had done it, but I was sure I had beat the bad guy, and the girls were okay.

      Everyone was okay.

      And I was back in Maya’s arms, exactly the way things were supposed to be.

      I let myself get lost in her touch, my arms still wrapped around her body, which was flush against me. Even through her clothes, I could feel the heat on her skin, and her arousal was evident from the way her skin reacted to my touch.

      I didn’t want to hold back anymore. I slid my hand up her back, sending a shiver down her spine, and then I raked my hand through her hair until my fingers were knotted in her hair.

      “Evan,” she said breathlessly as I pulled her head back and raked my teeth over her pulse. She laughed when I kissed up her neck again, until my lips were on hers, and I was swallowing her moans with my lips. She broke the kiss for a second so she could take a breath, her hand sliding down a monthly arm until she was holding my hand. She interlaced her fingers with mine, her skin soft and warm against my own, and she pulled me towards the bed.

      I followed her. I wanted to follow her. An alarm sounded softly somewhere in my head, but I didn’t want to listen to it. I didn’t care. All I cared about was the way she looked right then, the way the shadows fell on the nightdress hugging her incredible tits, her tiny waist, the hem falling just below her pussy.

      She sat on the bed behind her, uncrossing her legs as she curled a finger around my belt loops and yanked me forward, her breath hitching as she grabbed my zipper. She licked her lips, her head tilted up as she looked up at me, her fingers dormant. I watched her, trying to let myself wait for her, despite how much I wanted to knot my fist in her hair and yank her close to my dick.

      She chewed on her bottom lip, her eyelashes fluttering before she spoke softly. “I've been waiting for you for so long,” she said. “We’ve all been waiting for you for so long.”

      I wanted to ask her what she was talking about. I wanted to ask her what she meant, because it hadn’t even been a full day, and I was sure that she was fine—a little worse for wear, but fine. More than fine, able to live a normal life. As if she was a human, and not a demi.

      But even though I fought to speak those words, to call her out, I didn’t manage to say them. It felt like I needed to apologize because I had kept waiting for her for so long, to the point where it felt like anything other than those words wouldn’t have just been offensive but cutting. “I'm sorry,” I heard myself say. “How long has it been?”

      “So long,” she said. “I was worried you’d forgotten about us.”

      “But you're okay?” I asked her, urgency in my voice, thought it made no fucking sense, no fucking sense at all. She laughed, moving her head back and forth before she shrugged her shoulders. “We have survived. Barely managed to stay alive. You know, it would've been easier if you were here with us.”

      “I was trying to help,” I said, the words catching in my throat as she pulled my pants down, my black boxers the only barrier between us.

      Maya furrowed her brow, a look of concern briefly darkening her pretty features, her long hair framing her face.

      “I know. We all know that,” she said softly, her breath catching in her throat as she scooted over a bit so that I could sit next to her on the bed. My hands fisted at my sides, I let myself sit next to her, the bed shifting under my weight.

      She looked up at me, her eyes wide and watery, her ears twitching. “It’s okay,” she said. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

      I wanted to answer her, but she rested her head on my shoulder, and I wrapped my arm around her waist so I could hold her close. I buried my face in the crown of her head, trying to get a whiff of her scent, but there was nothing. I was desperate for more of her, to feel how real she was against me. I slid my hands up her body until my fingers landed on her pebbled nipples and she sighed contentedly, melting into me while I played with her.

      Maya moaned quietly until she giggled, cocking her head as she scooted back a bit so I could see her face. When she looked up at me, her eyes bright and beautiful, she sighed contentedly, a smile tugging at the corner of her lips.

      I’d practically forgotten all about the weird edges or how surreal this all felt. This was nice. I was letting myself get lost in how nice it was, in how beautiful and soft and tempting she was.

      It felt like everything happened the way it was supposed to. But then I thought about how she was there, incredibly close to me, and I couldn't smell her. The only thing I could smell was the rotting sand outside and when I looked at her profile, I noticed that her features were completely right but shadowy, something unsettling written all over her features.

      It seemed like she noticed that there was something wrong, because she grabbed me by the shoulders, her fingers curling around my body as she brought me closer to her, her face inching closer to mine.

      She closed the space between us, breathing softly on my lips before she crushed her lips to mine with a ferocious kiss. I opened my mouth to deepen the kiss and our tongues warred in my mouth until I was completely breathless. I managed to pull away from her, even though it was extremely difficult when there was nothing more I wanted at that moment than to push her back on the bed, climb on top of her, and fuck her until she screamed.

      My heart hammered in my chest as I raked my teeth along her bottom lip. “You didn't tell me how long it's been,” I said, though it was almost impossible to open my mouth and make myself speak. I practically choked on my own voice, and the words didn't sound right in my ears. They sounded fake, foreign, plastic. It all sounded like a production, something I was listening to instead of engaging in, and the way her face shone in the dim light in the room didn't make it any easier for me because she was stunning and I didn’t want to fight for anything.

      Watching her, talking to her, it was making things even more surreal, which I was having a hard time with. I kept trying to focus on how strange it all felt, but I couldn't quite linger on that thought. It was hard to focus on any of my thoughts.

      I kept going back to her. I kept focusing on her, on how much I wanted her.

      Not on how weird everything was.

      I pulled away from her. “Maya, what’s happening right now?”

      She furrowed her brow, cocking her head. “What do you mean?”

      “Where are we?” I asked, shaking my head, trying not to let her hear the growing panic in my voice. “Why are we here?”

      “You didn't think it was just me waiting for you?” She asked me, completely ignoring my question as her eyelashes fluttered. I moved a few inches back, trying to disentangle myself from her as I watched her cock her head. She was so pretty, especially when she smiled.

      “What?”

      “No,” she said. “It hasn’t just been me. Ali and Faye are also here. And Lucy…”

      She reached out to put her hand on my thigh then inched it so that it was between my legs, splaying her fingers up my thigh, her hands digging into the soft fleshy part of me, her hands brushing against my throbbing cock. I felt like I was going to faint at her touch, blood rushing away from my head as I felt dizzy. “You know exactly how to keep her happy. Don't you, Evan?”

      I didn't answer. Her fingertips brushed against the fabric of my underwear, her fingertips curling around the waistband as she started to undress me, her teeth raking down the back of my neck as she leveled her face against my ear. She breathed hard against my skin, sending a shiver down my spine as she wrapped her fingers around my cock. “She’s so impressive,” she said. “The fact that she managed to take all this at once. And for her first time too.”

      I knotted my fingers in her hair again, tilting her head back so I could make her look into my eyes. “What is she like?”

      My jaw hardened as I watched her.

      “Is it different? When you’re inside of us, is it different?”

      I didn't really know how to answer her, so I swallowed a breathy moan as she leaned down and breathed hard against the head of my cock. I heard something from behind me, and I looked over my shoulder to see Lucy standing there, wearing a half-open button up shirt that showed off the skin on her stomach, the swell of her impressive tits. Under the long button up, she wore a tiny pair of baseball shorts that might as well have been underwear.

      She was beautiful, and I focused on her for a second until Maya’s tongue flickered over my cock, making me focus on her instead.

      Maya chuckled. “It's not just her. Ali is here too. You love Ali, right? You love making her come? You love the way she tastes?”

      I swallowed, nodding as I looked into her twinkling eyes.

      “Don't worry. We'll get a chance to do everything you like,” Lucy said from somewhere behind me. The bed shifted under her as she climbed on top of it, getting to her knees and putting her hands on my shoulders. “Right, Evan?”

      It took an overwhelming, almost unbearable, amount of effort, but I managed to pull away from her and stand up. I breathed out as I looked, everything looking oddly like it was underwater, and then I turned to look at Maya again.

      And that was when I realized that she was melting.
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      My breath caught in my throat as I watched the pretty black-haired girl who’d just been talking to me fall into a skin-colored puddle at my feet. I was jolted from where I stood as I told myself that it was time to run, but I looked around, and I couldn’t find a way out.

      Because there was no way out.

      There was no door.

      I wasn’t in a house anymore, and everything around me was melting.

      Along with the melting walls, the ground was shaking, an earthquake that was making it hard for me to stay upright, and I immediately felt like I was going to throw up. The knot at the pit of my stomach tightened, my mouth dry, and I could hear something from far away, slow, guttural. It was terrifying, especially as it got louder, and closer, and I had a hard time deciding where I was going to go.

      I turned around, willing my legs to run, but it was as if I were glued in place. The growl turned into a high-pitched scream and I instinctively went to cover my ears as I tried to look around, trying to find Lucy, Ali, Faye. Anybody.

      Not Maya, since she had ceased to exist. She wasn’t just dead. She wasn’t there.

      There was nobody there.

      And I was starting to think they’d never been there at all.

      There was nothing around me; the small ranch house I had walked into after the door had opened had turned into dust, which surrounded me in a weird, zigzagging circle, and I forced myself to look around to see if I could find a way out. It took me a second to process that I could see again, and although the light wasn’t bright, it was no longer pitch black.

      I wished there was more time to take in my surroundings, but I knew I couldn’t stay there for too long. My gaze darted along the bumpy stone walls, large tree roots growing through.

      And piles of bones. So many fucking bones.

      Something—someone—had gotten very unlucky.

      The light came from a large opening somewhere in the distance and I was certain, from the angle, that it was up a slope. It seemed like sunlight, thankfully, and unlike everything else surrounding me, I really didn’t think that it was going to melt away. Even with the light, my situation remained extremely precarious. These monsters… they could be anywhere.

      Clearly, they could mess with my mind too.

      Staying there and thinking about it was certainly not doing anything for me, so I just took off, running as fast as I could as I tried to get nearer and nearer to the sound, which was becoming subdued and more sporadic.

      I was sharply aware that I was supposed to find the source. That I had gone down there specifically to confront whatever the fuck this was.

      Now that I wasn't entranced by the girls—or these facsimiles of them--I could think about my purpose again.

      It was to find Somnus, to get him to stop all this. Maybe I would talk to him, maybe I would kill him. It didn’t matter as long as I could fix this. Make it so that everything was fine again.

      But I didn't know which way I was going, really, and even though I focused on the path up ahead so I could try to find something to climb onto, I couldn’t help but look back at where the house had been. It had felt so real. So convincing. It all had…

      Before I could untangle what that meant for me, I felt my body bounce as I bumped into a large, pulsating tentacle. I should’ve really seen it coming, since the smell was rotten and acrid and startling enough to make my eyes water and to make me feel like I was going to throw up.

      Something—someone—had made it so that I hadn’t been able to see that this was in the way.

      My blood ran cold as I realized that I definitely hadn’t managed to sneak up on anyone down here. Whoever this person Ember was talking about was, they were very obviously prepared.

      There was no way I was going to be able to find him when he could clearly mess with my mind. What was it that Ember had said? He wasn't a person; he was a god?

      I licked my lips, my mouth dry as I continued to step away from the tentacle, walking backwards so I could keep my eyes on it. Maybe I should've been more prepared. If I had time, or if I wasn’t so preoccupied with the girls, I would have come up with a better plan, but it all seemed like it needed to happen so quickly, and I just wanted to do it. I didn’t have time to think about it.

      I needed to find Somnus.

      The sound startled me again, and I tried to look up past the tentacle to see how I would be able to climb up into the light. The thing was in the way, and it was tall. Even with plenty of momentum, I wasn’t going to be able to clear it. There had to be another way, any way to get the fuck out of there.

      As I looked around, I realized with mounting horror that I was surrounded by these creatures’ tendrils. But it wasn’t just that–it was them. I could see their mantles, the way they stood on the ground unnaturally, with their oval-shaped bodies stuck upright so that their tentacles would dig into the stone ceiling above them. They left a gap, little streams of what looked like sunlight lighting the cave, giving me more of an idea of just how fucked I was.

      There were so, so many of them. I thought about counting them, but that only made things worse and far scarier.

      If they hadn’t been so big, I would’ve perhaps compared them to bats, since they hung upside down just like them. The tendrils were thick and muscled and full of tiny little black eyes which didn’t seem like they blinked but still looked like they were watching me.

      If I wasn't terrified for my life, I might've noticed how impressive and surreal it was, like being stuck in some sort of gorgeous, abstract painting, but the thought was fleeting, and I realized that these monsters could have struck me at any time, and that would have been it.

      My heart hammered in my chest, and I knew that there was a good chance that this was how I was going to die. But not yet, I told myself.

      I needed to fix this first.

      I saw a sliver of light somewhere, a path as I looked over my shoulder, and I took a deep breath as I sprinted away from this fucking tiny, dangerous cave, trying to find a way out. Something rumbled on top of me. I didn’t look back or up, I didn’t stop, I knew I needed to get the fuck out of there.

      My foot hadn’t landed in front of me when I was lifted off the ground. I was swept up in something before I managed to even get a few feet away from the hive. My feet hung beneath me, flopping in the air, and I couldn’t hold onto anything.

      I looked around as the thing lifted me up in the air, trying to wriggle out of its grip, but its grip around me tightened and I struggled to breathe. I couldn't see anything, and my abdomen was being squeezed by a large tendril that I couldn't quite shake off, even though I was fighting hard against it, thrashing and kicking in place. Not that it made an ounce of difference.

      Trying to twist out of it felt like it was a lost cause.

      Steeling myself by taking a deep breath, attempting not to panic, I swallowed some air. Stars flickered at the corner of my eyes as I barely managed to hold onto my consciousness, the thing squeezing me tighter and tighter. I could see blurs of the tentacle, beady black eyes blurring right in front of my face. I was  being jerked around very quickly, fighting the urge to vomit, and the tentacle waved me back and forth.

      Its grip around me slackened as I unsheathed my claws from my knuckles and even focusing enough to remember them was a struggle. I swung my arm back, my elbow at an angle so I could aim for its eyes.

      Even though I almost caught it, I still didn’t manage to strike it in the eye, digging into its flesh instead. I knew that it was its flesh because it was hard to pull my hand out of it. But I managed to do it, just about, since its grip around me wasn’t quite as tight as before.

      I drove my claws into its eyes again and again, until it had weakened enough to practically drop me. I moved my arm back to strike it one last time, but as its blood dripped down its skin, it didn’t seem to want to fight anymore.

      Before I could account for the fall, the tendrils were slack around me, and  there was only a split second to think about my surprise, since as soon as I wasn’t being held up, I was falling to the ground again, my heart in my throat.

      I braced myself for impact, but as it frequently was with this new body, the fall wasn’t as bad as I anticipated. I found myself on my knees, my back upright, my hand on the sandy ground, barely a scratch on me.

      Nine lives and all that, I guessed.

      Keeping my breathing steady, I got to an upright position as I looked at the tentacle flop down in front of me, dead weight that would have crushed me if I didn’t dodge out of the way. Its flesh sizzled as it died, the flesh collapsing like jelly.

      “Shame,” an unfamiliar man’s voice said from behind me. “That one was my favorite.”
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      I turned around so I could focus on where the voice was coming from. It took me a second to process the man I was seeing in front of me—if he was a man, because there was something weird about him, and he didn’t seem like a human at all.

      He looked like one. Mostly. He was tall, leaning against the cave wall, his skin the same shades as Ember’s. In fact, the longer I looked at him, the more I thought that they looked like they might be related.

      He stopped leaning against the wall, straightening his back as he cracked his neck. I watched him as he raked his hand through his hair while he approached me, walking slowly. Leisurely so. As if we were there for an easy, social chat.

      “For what it's worth, I am impressed,” he said softly. My gaze darted down toward his clothes, which looked more like a costume, shiny and silky and glimmering even in the darkness of the cave. “At this point, most people would be dead. It’s always fun watching you guys work.”

      I stared at him, my eyes narrowing as I shook my head. “Watching who work?”

      “You,” he said quietly. “Your family. You are Evan Wakefield, right?”

      My mouth went dry when he said my name. I licked my lips and nodded, my jaw hardening. “So what if I am?”

      “I’ve heard of you,” he said. “Before. I didn’t expect you to get here so quickly.”

      “Quickly?” I echoed with disbelief, then shook my head. There was a lot to untangle in what he was telling me, and that probably wasn’t the right place to start. I waved my hand in front of my face to get him to stop talking. He chuckled, but his expression sobered when our eyes met. “How do you know about me?”

      Somnus laughed, his arms crossed over his chest in the same way that Ember’s did. There was no humor in his voice when he set his gaze on me, his black eyes glinting with something I couldn’t quite discern. It looked like anger. Maybe contempt. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good. “I know everything that happens here. I know about you, I know exactly what you're trying to do, and I plan to stop you. I don’t know why I had to give you that spiel since it’s pretty obvious to both of us. You’re purposefully being obtuse.”

      “I’m really not,” I said. “This has been a lot to wrap my head around.”

      I didn’t know why I was giving him an explanation. He didn’t want one. I didn’t want to talk to him. But the longer I kept talking to him, the longer I kept myself alive. And that was a good enough motivation to overshare, even though I normally worked on the principle that I should only share as much information as people needed to know.

      He wasn’t people. He was a god.

      “That’s new,” he said, wrinkling his nose.

      “What?”

      “Self-awareness,” he said. “Not the Wakefield way.”

      “Hey, go fuck yourself.” Oh, shit. I probably shouldn’t have said that. Thankfully, he only seemed amused.

      He waved me off. “Anyway, Evan, you can't stop me,” he said. “You can try. It might be fun. It’s not going to work.”

      “Fun?”

      “For me. You’ll definitely die,” he said. “I’m being polite.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to control my temper. I needed to try to talk to him, because I didn’t know if I could take him. I didn’t want to find out at everyone else’s expense, either.

      “Look, man, I don’t care what you do,” I said. “All I want is for you to leave my world alone. Call your monsters off. The seal can remain open. Everyone can be happy.”

      He picked up his head, his eyes narrow. “Do you really think I can just close it off?”

      “I mean…”

      “I didn’t open the seal,” he said. “If I could have done that, your world would have been mine a long time ago.”

      “Even if you can’t close it, can you at least call them off? They’re yours.”

      “My monsters?” He laughed again, this time a little more vigorously. He seemed pretty amused. “They're not my monsters. The fact that you think that they are means you have no idea what was going on. But I mean, that tracks, right? You are your father's son after all.”

      The way he was talking about my father made my blood boil, especially when I heard the condescension in his voice. I wanted to tell him to keep my dad’s name out of his mouth, but that didn’t seem like it was going to be particularly productive. “What does he have to do with this?”

      Somnus’ eyes narrowed as he set his gaze on me, his jaw hardening when he spoke. “Everything. He has everything to do with this,” he said. I thought he was going to say something else, but he didn’t.

      I raised my eyebrows, waiting for him to continue, but he just stared at me. It didn't seem like he wanted to explain.

      He broke the silence between us by waving his hand in front of his face. “Let's just say that the Wakefields have been a pain in my ass for as long as I can remember. If it wasn't for your family, I would've been able to cross over to Earth ages ago. I’m certain things would be easier for me, so I have a bone to pick with all of you.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know anything about this, and it has nothing to do with me,” I said. “My dad never told me about you. I only learned that you existed about two minutes ago. I don’t understand what I have to do with any of this.”

      Somnus shrugged. “Yes, I guess your father wouldn't have known about me. Your grandfather would have, probably from his father, but it's been a long time. I don’t expect you to be up to date with all your family history. Your great grandfather was the demi who led all others out of here when I had a plan and it was going so well. I hadn’t accounted for a mass exodus, and when the seal closed, it wasn’t as if I could just go after him. He made it so that there was no way for me to chase after everyone. So I fed on scraps, and I pushed my fingers through the seal where I could.”

      “Sounds like he did the right thing.”

      He laughed. “I suppose,” he replied. “If the right thing was making me angry, then he most definitely did. I was just attempting to do what I could to survive. I’m sure you can relate.”

      “You were just trying to do what you could?” I asked, breathing heavily through my nose as my nails made half-moon marks on my fists. He was obviously pushing my buttons, and I had to fight to keep my temper from flaring. “You know, just chilling, trying to eat people’s souls?”

      He smirked, that fucking mocking expression on his face never crumbling. I took a step toward him, but he didn’t back down. He wasn’t going to back down. We both knew that. Still, I couldn’t take him talking shit at me anymore. “I don't eat people's souls.”

      “Okay, then what do you do?” I asked. “Because you didn’t cause a mass exodus by being fun to be around.”

      “That was uncalled for. I didn’t cause anything. I’m just living my life. I extract their dreams and I make them come true,” he said, straightening his back as he looked down at me. He looked like he would strike me at any moment, but I could tell he was toying with me. “It’s not really my fault that people have terrible dreams. That strikes me as entirely their problem.”

      I picked up my head to look at him. He could’ve been in his twenties or in his sixties, I had no way to tell. Except for the gradient in his skin, and the way his coal eyes glimmered, there was nothing about him that was out of the ordinary.

      But he wasn’t just a person. He wasn’t a human. He just looked like one. I had to remember that.

      “For a god, you seem to have a really hard time taking responsibility,” I said.

      A crease appeared between his brows as he thought about this. He didn’t answer for a bit, and when he finally did, his voice was quiet, but the mocking tone was certainly not gone. “Because it’s not, Wakefield,” he said. “It's not my responsibility. None of this is. I didn’t open the seal. Now there’s an opportunity to make things more colorful for me, and I'm looking forward to a bit more variety in my day-to-day routine. Surely you understand that.”

      I tried to swallow down the knot in my throat. This attempt at a negotiation was going absolutely nowhere, but I needed to try one last time. “Just call them off,” I said. “I know you get something out of them. Look, man, I don’t know you. I don’t know what you’re trying to do, but I don't want to be unreasonable, and I’m sure you don’t either. I would like to resolve this whole thing in a civilized manner. Since you have the power to, please call them off. Leave the seal open. We can coexist, right? Open borders or whatever. Then everyone’s happy.”

      “No,” he said. “Not everyone will be happy, Evan, just because you are.”

      I scoffed. “You seem to have plenty to eat down here,” I said. “You live off people’s dreams, right?”

      “Not exactly; I don’t need them to survive, if that’s what you’re asking. But they are delicious.”

      “Right. Well, from all the threshers around, I can tell that you’re not lacking sustenance. Why would you even want to go into our world? You seem to have plenty here.”

      “Yeah,” he said, backing away from me, leaning against the wall of the cave again. He sighed. He looked tired. “But it’s not a stretch to say that you can get sick of the same old taste again and again, right?”

      I opened my mouth to answer him, but before I could, he snapped his fingers and suddenly the walls rumbled, starting to crumble in around us.

      “I always knew this day was coming,” he said. “Let’s see how long you can stay alive underground.”

      “Wait…”

      “Nah, I don’t think so,” he said, his smirk turning into a large grin. “This is gonna be fun.”
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      I took a deep breath so I could fight my way out of it, but I couldn’t climb out of the rubble quickly enough as it rained upon me.

      That was exactly what was happening, I was getting rained on, until the top of the cave gave in and I would be trapped down here. And if I didn’t find a way out of there quickly, I was going to be buried alive.

      Instinctively, I put my arms over my head. I couldn’t really see, since there was smoke billowing around me, and I immediately knew I wasn’t going to be able to get out of this one. How fast or clever I was didn’t matter at all when the thing I was up against was the world crumbling on top of me. I looked around, looking for a source of light, but there was nothing.

      I told myself not to panic, but it was pointless. There was no way to really assess the situation when it felt like I was going to get crushed by the world at any moment in time. My hands fisted at my sides as I slowed down my breathing so I could control my hammering heartbeat, the adrenaline and fear so intense I clenched my jaw so hard I could hear my ears ring.

      There were other things, too, somewhere in the distance.

      A monster roaring, an acrid, disgusting smell coming from somewhere in the distance. But all I could think about was the way everything crumbled around me, and how much it was going to hurt when it did.

      I ran, trying to find something to hide under, but the monsters were crawling  away, making the ground unsteady, making it hard for me to be able to run anywhere in particular. The ground trembled under my feet, making me unsteady.

      I kept running, keeping my breath steady, but just thinking about breathing was making things worse. The dust from the cave got into my lungs with every breath I took, my chest and throat burning to the point where I became violently nauseous, a shiver running down my spine as I felt beads of sweat on my forehead.

      Something roared behind me, deep and guttural, and I became acutely aware of just how much shit I was in. Every time I took a step, my feet sunk into the unstable ground, my feet almost falling through the pile of cave rubble as I tried to escape.

      There was no way I was going to be able to keep running, because there were too many obstacles in front of me, and I fought the urge to cover my ears with my hands and curl into myself. That was definitely a death sentence. If I kept walking, if I kept trying to get away, then maybe I had a chance, slim as it was.

      I could see better in the dark than before the shift had happened, but it was too difficult to focus on anything when my eyes were watering due to the dust, which was now filling my nostrils and burning my sinuses, all the way down to my throat.

      Even swallowing was torture, and my heart was beating so hard I was afraid I might pass out. I kept trying to walk, taking huge strides, but not really able to make that much progress. The ground still crumbled around me, on top of me, and there was nothing I could hold onto or climb upon.

      I knew that I was just a sitting target and moving was only going to help me for a little while. There was no way to escape, no way I was going to be able to climb out of this by myself.

      I could hear deep sounds from somewhere in the distance, something primal and pained, and even if I had wanted to find out what it was exactly, there was no way I was going to be able to.  The bumpy stone walls crumbled at my feet, the sound of something breaking and cracking so loud I had to put my hands over my ears. It happened again, and again, and again, until all I could see in front of me was a curtain of smoke, and all I could smell was stagnant water and animal droppings.

      I couldn’t gag. Gagging was only going to make things worse. I needed to keep my wits about myself, and that meant that I needed to make sure that my respiration was steady, even when I felt like gasping for breath.

      Any attempt at staying calm was completely gone.

      The dust curtain was replaced by a wall that felt like it had just been placed in front of me, blocking me in, and I didn’t think there was a way out. I reached out, pressing my hands against the hard, cold stone, trying to push it out of the way, but there was absolutely no give.

      “Somnus! Come back,” I said to no one in particular, and I immediately realized that speaking wasn’t one of my better ideas. I inhaled a lungful of rancid dust, and I put my hand over my mouth and my nostrils as I tried to keep myself upright.

      Something fell from behind me, and though I managed to leap out of the way, the space I was in was getting smaller and smaller. I tried to climb up out of one of the rubble piles, but I slid back down, and then something snapped somewhere in the distance and I looked up to find the source of the sound as I watched the ceiling finally collapse upon itself.

      There was no time to protect myself—a stone wall cracking on top of me would’ve probably been enough to stop me, but when the ceiling caved in and I crouched down, my arms over my head to protect myself from a concussion, I tried to think about something other than my impending and inevitable death.

      I’d been lucky. Incredibly lucky. But I had let all the girls down when they were counting on me, and that was the last thought I had before everything went black.
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      Death felt uncomfortable.

      It was also a lot brighter than I expected it to be. When I opened my eyes, I immediately fought the urge to close them again. But I was still in my body; I could feel an ache in my joints, on the top of my head.

      I really needed to stop getting trapped in subterranean lairs.

      My mouth was dry, and my eyes were watering when I managed to pry them open. This place was entirely unfamiliar. It smelled sweet and citrusy, like morning dew, and I was surrounded by lush trees.

      It took me a few seconds to realize that I wasn’t, in fact, dead. I was face up on a bed of warm earth and soft grass, and Lucy and Ember flanked me, a rag on my forehead. I could tell that it was them from Lucy’s ears and from Ember’s wings, which were unfolded behind her and shielded us from the light somewhat, but not nearly enough.

      My eyes were still so watery that it was hard to focus on anything, especially on them.  I only knew they were there due to my sense of smell, and I could feel their presence. It felt like I was somewhere nice and homey for the first time in a while. Still, I could hardly manage to keep my eyes open as I tried my best to focus on a tree branch above me.

      “What is that?” I asked as I put my forearm over my eyes, blinking repeatedly as I felt water sliding down my face from how watery my eyes were. “That light.”

      Lucy laughed quietly. “It’s sunlight, Evan,” she said. “You haven’t been gone long enough to not know what sunlight is.”

      I felt a smile tugging at the corner of my lips. The slight mockery in her voice was enough to make me realize that I wasn’t dead. And they were there—I was absolutely certain of it. There was nothing weird about this, except for how weak I felt.

      I sat up, but bending was rather painful, and I was being pushed back by the shoulders. Ember was gently lowering me backward, I realized, insistent that I rest. She guided me softly onto the grass, which crunched under the weight of my head.

      “Rest,” Ember said, her voice less amused than Lucy’s. “You really need to get your strength back.”

      I blinked, finally able to focus on her. She looked angry, a streak of dirt on her forehead, her hair loose around her shoulders in cascading waves.

      “I’m okay,” I said, which was definitely a lie. I didn’t want to worry them, and they looked very, very concerned, both of them doing a poor job of hiding it.

      She clenched her teeth, her eyes glimmering in the darkness, her whisper harsh. “Stay. Down,” she hissed at me, her hand on the top of my head. “You’ve been here for hours, and your pulse is still slow.”

      “You can tell my pulse from touching my forehead?”

      “No,” she said, her hands folded as she placed them on her practically bare breasts. What was she wearing? Probably not the best time to ask, I told myself. “I can feel it in my chest.”

      “That’s weird,” I said.

      “That’s where you draw the line?” Lucy asked, laughter in her voice. She sounded so happy. I loved hearing her like this. I just wished I could sit up and look at her so I could see the glimmer in her eyes or the way her nose wrinkled when she smiled. “Not at the multicolored skin or the giant wings?”

      I smiled too, trying to catch my breath. Every time I inhaled, my nose hurt, my eyes burned, the back of my throat bubbled with what felt like acid. Maybe Ember was right. Maybe I needed to just lay back and try to sleep it off, since my head was still swimming. My skin throbbed, my ribs struggling with every breath I took. I didn’t have to look to know that my skin was darkened with bruises and probably inflamed. When the fabric of my shirt touched my skin, I had to hold back a visible wince. I didn’t like it when the girls looked at me like this. Seeing fear written all over their face made me feel sick to my stomach, but they were obviously trying to keep it under control.

      That stung even more somehow.

      I didn’t want them to have to worry this much about me.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose as I sighed. “Don’t worry,” I said. “I haven’t given up.”

      A knot tightened at the pit of my stomach when I realized that the beat of silence was caused by the way they were looking at each other. I peeled my eyelids open, letting the sunlight flood my eyes, but quite aware I needed to simply get through that.

      “I told you both,” I said. “This is my mess and I intend to fix it.”

      Lucy’s expression crumbled. “You almost died, Evan,” she said. “Don’t worry about this now. Don’t worry about the eclipse or the seal… if it weren’t for Ember, you might not be here right now.”

      I closed my eyes as I recalled the last time I was conscious and soon realized that I had absolutely no idea how long I had been out for, or how I had gotten out. I hadn’t woken up under a pile of rubble. I hadn’t managed to get out. Ember had saved me, and it looked like she had paid a price for it.

      Forcing myself to sit up, I clasped her chin and she hissed as my fingers pressed against her skin. “You’re hurt,” I said.

      She shook her head. “I’ll be okay,” she said. “It’s just a few cuts and bruises. I was lucky he wasn’t there. If he had been, I wouldn’t have been able to save you.”

      “How did you know to come looking for me?”

      “You were gone for so long, and Lucy was worried about you,” Ember said, her expression softening. “I told her not to worry, but I was a little concerned too, and after a few hours, I realized I needed to go looking for you.”

      My throat was dry. “You went down there?”

      “We weren’t just going to leave you,” Lucy said softly when Ember didn’t answer. “You wouldn’t do that to us.”

      “I told you two to wait,” I said, surprised at how annoyed I sounded when I spoke.

      “We did wait,” Ember said. “Until we couldn’t. You could stand to show a little more gratitude.”

      “She’s right. You’re being a real asshole, Evan Wakefield,” Lucy said. She sounded angry, but I could hear the affection in her voice, and when her fingers entangled with mine, my heart skipped a beat.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “You’re right. You’re both right. I’m just scared. I don’t want anything to happen to either of you, or to the others, and I…”

      Ember’s jaw hardened. “Don’t worry about that right now,” she said. “Worry about recovering. You need to get your strength back.”

      I shook my head. “How long is that going to take?” I asked her. “If the seal remains open…”

      Ember shook her head. “No,” she said, standing up quickly, taking a step back. “I can’t do this. You deal with him.”

      My gaze darted toward her, a question on my lips, but she had stormed off. I heard Lucy sigh deeply next to me.

      “Don’t worry,” she said softly. “She’ll get over it.”

      I looked at her.

      “Maybe not,” she said. “But hopefully she’ll come back here.”

      “You like her?”

      She rolled her eyes, a smile on her face. “Your timing is terrible.”

      I waited for her.

      “Yes, I like her,” she said, her cheeks pink. “But this isn’t about that. I don’t just want her to come back because I like her. She needs to come back because I think we’re gonna get stuck here if she doesn’t.”
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      I sighed, leaning back into the grass as I closed my eyes. In the distance, I could hear leaves rustling, the soft swaying of grass blowing in the wind, birdsong. It would’ve almost been nice if every breath wasn’t agony. I knew that neither one of them was buying my tough guy act, but I was partly doing it for myself. Allowing myself to whine about this felt like admitting defeat, and I couldn’t be defeated. Everyone was counting on me to help.

      I was the one who had made a mess, and I fully intended to clean it up.

      “I think she’ll come back,” Lucy said softly, her hand moving up my arm, her fingertips sending a jolt of electricity up my veins. I could feel the pull I always felt towards her when she was around, but I was too tired and hurt to do anything about it, regardless of how my body reacted.

      Her fingertips slid up the skin on my forearm and I held back a wince as I realized just how painful it was.

      “You’re really hurt,” she said, removing her hand immediately as if she had burned me. I wanted to tell her that it was okay, but I didn’t think she was going to believe me. “It’s kind of a miracle you can even lie there and have a conversation with us.”

      It couldn’t be that bad. I was already feeling better. I knew better than to contradict her, though. “Can I sit up?”

      Lucy shook her head. “No,” she said. “Your legs might be broken. Ember said that the water in the meadow is healing, but it’s going to take some time. We made you drink some when you were out…”

      “We don’t have time,” I said.

      “Evan, stop,” she said. “You have to stop running around, pretending that you can make things go back to normal, since everything is fucked. I know you’re trying your best, but what are you going to gain by getting yourself killed?”

      “I…”

      “Stay alive,” she said. “That’s all I want from you. That’s all any of us need from you at this point. We don’t need you to save the world…”

      “Yes, you do,” I replied, anger in my voice. I tempered it before I spoke again. “If I don’t, what’s going to happen to you? To all of you?”

      Lucy scoffed, breathing deeply before she spoke. She was obviously trying her best to control her temper and I felt a little bad that I’d made her angry. “It doesn’t matter. You’ll be dead. You won’t know either way, will you?”

      I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry. She was kneeling up, her face tilted as she looked down at me, her brown eyes glimmering with tears.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “You’re alive.”

      I nodded, closing my eyes again, my forearm now over my eyes again. My body throbbed, and the adrenaline from waking up and seeing them there was waning, so I could feel every cut, scrape and bruise. Even my teeth were in pain. “What happened?” I forced myself to ask, trying, still, to mask my agony.

      Keeping my voice steady was hard, so I was really hoping that Lucy would do most of the talking.

      She sighed before she spoke, her hands folded in front of her, and her voice almost broke. “I don't really know what happened exactly. Ember wouldn’t tell me, even though I asked…”

      I heard her take another breath before she spoke again. I wasn’t looking at her, but I could tell she was trying not to cry.

      “When she dragged you back, you were covered in dirt and bruises and you're barely breathing. She dropped you in the middle of her tiny little house, and you were so hurt. There was blood all over your face. Your hair was clumped with it, and with dirt, and… yeah. For a little while there, she thought you might be there, or on the verge of dying. She told me that she didn’t want you to die buried under a pile of rocks. She wanted me to be able to say good-bye.”

      That’s fucked, I thought as I removed my arm from my face so I could turn to look at her. Moving my neck was surprisingly difficult, but I still wanted to look into her eyes before I spoke. It felt important. “Did you think I was dead too?”

      She paled as she sat down on the dry grass, which crunched under her body. She was wearing a tiny white dress, so when she brought her knees up to her chest to hug them, I got an eyeful of her thick, shapely thighs. “I didn't want to touch you. I didn't want it to be real. I didn’t think I was going to be able to deal with it.”

      “I'm okay,” I said, which felt like a very silly thing to say, and I immediately wished I hadn’t said it at all when I saw the crease in her brow and the fury lighting her eyes.

      She scoffed. “Evan, will you just fucking stop? Please. You're not okay. Ember brought you to this meadow due to its healing properties, and like I said, we tried to make you drink some water…but this is all a last resort. You keep almost dying and getting lucky over and over again.”

      “I’ve gotten lucky for sure,” I said. “But I don’t think it was just luck.”

      “Whatever,” she said, squaring her shoulders as she sat up. “Ember is right to be annoyed. If you weren’t so lucky, you would be dead by now.”

      “I would’ve fought my way out.”

      She laughed, no humor in her voice. “You can keep telling yourself that all you want, but you’re not going to be able to convince me. If it wasn’t for her, you would be dead.”

      I swallowed, clenching my jaw as I fought the urge to cry out in pain. I didn’t need her to know that she was right. I didn’t want to worry her more than she already was. I could see the love and concern in her eyes and the fact that I hadn’t been successful didn’t make me feel good. She wasn’t calling me out—she would never, she was just worried about me.

      That made it sting worse somehow. I knew I couldn’t convince her not to be concerned, and the world was still ending. I thought about what I could say to make her feel better, but I was drawing a complete blank.

      “You didn’t have this under control,” she said when I didn’t answer her. “You were gone for so long and Ember kept trying to distract me, but she started to worry about you too. She didn't want to travel with Somnus still around, able to get you whenever he wanted in this world. And she didn’t want to leave me alone. She was worried about me being vulnerable to an attack.”

      “Did you convince her?”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t have to,” she replied. “I think she feels a bit responsible for your well-being, so it made sense that she would go looking for you.”

      “How long had it been?”

      “You were gone for a couple of days, I think,” she said. “We ate several times. It’s hard to keep track of time when it’s pitch-black outside. But Ember is better at it, and she was certain that it had been a long time, and I trust her.”

      “I told you two to stay put.”

      “And you told us you had this, and then she found you buried under a pile of rubble and stone, so I think we’re not going to take your word as gospel,” she replied, obviously angry. I should’ve probably just kept my mouth shut. This wasn’t the fun banter we normally exchanged. I could hear the hurt in her voice, and she was clearly upset and hurt. I wanted to wrap my arms around her and tell her that everything was going to be okay, but I couldn’t do that when I wasn’t even able to sit up.

      I blinked. “So what happened after that?”

      “I guess she got lucky, too. Somnus mustn't have been able to tell that she was going to get you,” she said. “She mentioned that, if she didn’t come back, I should try to go back through the portal. But I would’ve waited for as long as it took to see you again.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “We’ve gotten lucky.”

      Her expression sobered as a crease appeared between her brows, her little white ears twitching when her face changed. “Or maybe you didn't get lucky, and that asshole is just toying with us, and he might pop up at any minute.”

      “I hope that you’re wrong.”

      “Yeah, I hope I'm wrong too, but I haven’t been wrong about many things so far, have I?”

      I reached out for her, and though she didn’t exactly avoid me, she didn’t seem as eager to hold my hand or touch me as she normally did. I was a bit stung, but I understood that she had every right to be angry.

      Still, she inched closer to me, her fingers intertwined in mine, her touch immediately pleasurable. “I’m worried about you,” she said. “You have to let us help you.”

      I tightened my grip around her hand, looking into her eyes as her eyelashes fluttered. “You're angry,” I said.

      “You have to stop trying to get yourself killed,” she said. “I'm too young for a heart attack.”

      I forced myself to sit up, despite how much it hurt. I wanted to be level with her when I spoke to her and I wanted to reassure her that I was okay, but she clearly didn’t believe me even when I set my gaze on her.

      “Lucy,” I said, bringing her fingers up to my mouth, kissing them one by one until she sighed heavily. Her shoulders slumped and her ears twitched, but she didn’t look as angry anymore. “I know you're just looking out for me, but it's not as simple as that. This is my responsibility. Whatever you think of this, people could be dying back in our world. I am glad that I saved you. I'm glad I helped. I really genuinely am, but I'm not willing to risk everybody's life just because…”

      “Because…”

      “Just because I couldn't bear the thought of losing you guys.”

      Her eyes closed, and she nodded. “Yeah, I get it,” she said. “It's okay.”

      “It is?” I asked, realizing I shouldn’t have asked as soon as I did.

      “It is,” she said. “I get it. I feel responsible for this, too. I didn't have to drag you into any of it.”

      I laughed, which made my head hurt. “I mean, in all fairness, Ali got me into this.”

      Lucy’s expression softened. “I never thought I would say this, but I’m worried about them.”

      I nodded. “Me too,” I said. Just saying Ali’s name had made my heart drop. Just thinking about the three of them out there, having to run away from monsters made me sick to my stomach.

      “Listen to Ember, okay?” Lucy said. “She’s the only chance we have of getting out of here.”

      I nodded, pinching the bridge of my nose. “You’re right.”

      “I know,” she replied, her eyes glinting as she smiled. “That happens a lot.”
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      “Did he stop being an idiot?” Ember said from somewhere in the distance.

      “I don’t think he can, but he’s listening now,” Lucy said, flashing me a smile. It was nice to hear the affection in her voice, even when she was giving me shit.

      “Thanks, Ember,” I said. “I know that must’ve been hard for you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “It wasn’t hard for me,” she said. “I’ve done plenty of hard things before. This was just awful. You were hard to carry. I’m not that strong, and you weren’t helping.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      Ember exchanged a look with Lucy, but she didn’t say anything. I weighed my options and realized that I had no other choice. It was only going to piss them off, but there was nothing else I could do. I needed to get better so I could close the seal before the eclipse happened.

      “Thank you for the help,” I said. “I hate to ask for this, but is there any way we can expedite how long we’re here for?”

      “Really?” Lucy said.

      Ember smiled, which I hadn’t expected. “I admire your spunk, but I think you need to be careful,” she said. “You just wanted to talk to Somnus and he already almost killed you. You thought you were going to be able to just talk him into backing off, but he’s incredibly powerful. And you’re trying, but…”

      “But what?” I asked when she trailed off.

      “But you’re just another demi,” she said. “You might be a Wakefield, but you can’t control reality, you can’t read people’s minds, and I don’t think you’re our savior at all.”

      Lucy watched her, and my gaze darted between them as Ember shrugged. “I like you,” she said. “Both of you. But maybe you need to stop pretending you’re something you’re not, and just accept that this is it. The world is ending. Go back to your loved ones and fuck until you die or something.”

      “That’s dark,” I said.

      Lucy’s eyes narrowed. “She’s right,” she said. “You’ve already done so much, Evan, maybe you need to just enjoy this very last bit.”

      “It’s not… it’s not the last bit,” I said, shaking my head. “I refuse to believe that. I’m not just going to give up. Even if I manage to survive, I don’t want to see the rest of you die. I couldn’t deal with it. I need to do something. You understand that, right?”

      Lucy sighed. “I guess,” she said. “But I still wish you would take care of yourself.”

      “I don’t know how much we can heal you any quicker,” she said. “You need to keep drinking the meadow’s water, but I think mostly you just have to wait. There’s another option, but…”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know if it’s going to work,” she said. “And it might hurt.”

      “I’m willing to give it a try,” I replied.

      “You don’t even know what it would be.”

      “But you’re going to tell me and I trust you,” I said softly. She shook her head as she knelt down next to me, her fingers raking into my hair, stroking my scalp softly. I opened my eyes to meet her gaze, her pupils expanding when she set her gaze on me. “So what is it?”

      “It’s a rumor,” she said. “Apparently the water’s healing properties are enhanced if you experience… pleasure. But it’s just a rumor. I think people used to come out here because it's secluded, and when night falls, you can see the sunshine through the trees and it’s pretty. It’s romantic. I don’t think it has anything to do with the water.”

      “But if the water is magic, that means the sex can be too, right?” Lucy piped up.

      My gaze darted towards her, and if I hadn’t been in so much pain, I would’ve immediately pushed my lips against hers. But I was still feeling like I could hardly breathe, even through the rush of blood away from my head at the prospect. If only my ribs weren’t so bruised, I would’ve happily tested that hypothesis right then and there.

      I barely felt well enough to look at her, though, but I forced myself to. She was stunning, and I didn’t want to look at anything else. Our gazes locked and I heard Ember’s breathing quicken. I didn’t want her to feel left out, so my gaze darted toward her, but she shook her head. “It’s okay,” she said. “I like looking at Lucy too.”

      I felt a smile tugging at the corner of my lips. Once Ember had given me permission—and it was hard to just look at Lucy because there was something magnetic about Ember, but I wasn’t going to contradict her–I let my gaze wander back to Lucy, who was sitting on the soles of her feet, smiling on me, her eyes glimmering as she set her gaze on mine. Her tits strained against the fabric of her white dress, and I could see her dark, hard nipples under her clothing.

      I licked my lips, ignoring the pain, letting myself feel only anticipation.

      “We don’t want you to get hurt, so I think we should warm you up first, Evan,” Lucy said, cocking her head, her ears twitching. “Don't you think so?”

      I swallowed. My heart was beating fast, and I could feel the warm and familiar feeling of lust spreading through my body, which definitely was better than pain.

      Plus, I liked seeing Lucy like this. I liked it when she was playfully flirty, because despite all her bravado, she always struck me as pretty shy and reserved. Whatever Ember was doing, it was working. For everyone.

      “What do you have in mind?” I asked Lucy, my gaze boring into hers. Her smile turned into a shy, devilish grin, a cute pink blush spreading over her cheeks. Her lips parted as her gaze darted toward me, but she seemed lost for words.

      I kept watching as she reached out to stroke Ember’s cheek, a smile on her face as her eyes narrowed, her lips parting as her breathing quickened. There was a smile on Ember’s face, and I watched as Lucy’s gaze darted between Ember’s plump lips and her shining eyes.

      Ember’s breath caught in her throat as Lucy closed the space between them. The kiss was soft, almost chaste, at first, and I watched them with interest as Lucy’s hand went to the back of Ember’s head and she threaded her fingers in Ember’s black braid.

      Lucy smiled.

      There was absolutely no way I could do anything but stare, especially when I saw the way that Lucy was looking at Ember, her mouth parted slightly, each one of her breaths a heavy sigh.

      “I think you know exactly what I have in mind, Evan,” Lucy said quietly. She closed the space between the two of them, crushing her lips against Ember’s, who kissed her back hungrily. I watched as their tongues warred out of their mouths, until they were both panting for breath. When Lucy was done, she moved away and gasped.

      Ember turned to look at me, her eyes wide. “Is this helping you yet?”

      I licked my lips, my cock so hard it throbbed. “Not sure. Maybe do it again?”

      Ember’s smirk turned into a grin, her dark eyes glimmering as she put her hand under Lucy’s chin and guided her face toward Ember’s own. Watching them kiss slowly, like that, was enough to send a shiver down my spine, and when Ember bit down on Lucy’s lower lip hard enough to make Lucy moan, I barely managed to stay put.

      I wanted to walk up to them and watch them make out as I ran my hand down their backs, until I felt their backs straighten as they emboldened each other. But it was hard to move. I was still too hurt, so I told myself that I needed to enjoy the show. And they seemed to enjoy putting on a show, especially Ember, who reached back to undo her braid.

      Her hair fell on her shoulders like black, wavy glass, shiny and beautiful, and when she crushed her lips against Lucy’s again I felt like I could burst just from watching them.

      After a second, Lucy bit her lower lip and shook her head, turning her head to look at me. Her gaze met mine, and she smiled at me as a blush spread on her cheeks. “You like to watch, don’t you, Evan?”

      I nodded, my gaze darting between the two of them. “Of course I like to watch. You're beautiful. Both of you.”

      “She is,” Ember said as she slid her hand down the front of Lucy's body, until her fingertips were on Lucy's clavicle, and she was tugging at the neckline of her dress. “She’s so pretty. Don’t you want to see her naked?”

      She wasn’t looking at me, but I knew that from the corner of her eye, she could see how much I wanted this. She obviously knew exactly what to do, because she grabbed Lucy’s spaghetti strap and slid it down her shoulder, until I could see more of Lucy’s cleavage.

      I hadn’t realized that she wasn’t wearing a bra until that moment, and my gaze darted to her perfectly firm and round breasts. Ember trailed her long fingers down the front of Lucy’s chest, until her fingers were tweaking Lucy’s hardened nipples.

      Lucy moaned under her breath, her fingers knotted in Ember’s long jet black hair, and I watched as Ember dipped her head down and kissed Lucy’s long neck until I saw Lucy’s body shuddering and Ember face kissing Lucy’s tits until she took her nipple in her mouth.

      “How does that feel?” I heard myself ask, my voice thick with desire.

      Lucy threw her head back, running her fingertips down the length of Ember’s hair. “Feels so good,” Lucy said. Ember’s hand slid down the front of Lucy’s body, brushing her fingertips against Lucy’s nipples, and I heard Lucy swallow down a strangled moan. Even from where I was lying down, I could see the red on her cheeks.

      She opened her mouth, her breath trembling, and Ember pressed kisses against her chest, then up the length of her body, stopping at her collarbone to bite down softly on her skin. It elicited this lovely, quiet moan from Lucy’s mouth, and a smile spread on Ember’s face as Ember squeezed her tits gently.

      “Can I pull this down?” she asked.

      Lucy’s eyes widened, her eyes glassy with desire, her breath hitching in her throat. Ember didn’t wait for her to answer. She inched her fingers slowly up Lucy’s body, until she curled the ends of her fingers under the spaghetti straps of Lucy’s dress, and she slowly pulled it down. My gaze darted down to her heaving chest, landing on her brown, hard nipples, on the soft curve of her breasts. She was breathing heavily, and when Ember tweaked Lucy’s nipples, Lucy bit down on her lower lip.

      Ember played with Lucy’s tits for a second, before she dipped her head down and kissed all along the front of Lucy’s body, until her face was between Lucy’s tits, and Ember had moved her hand down to the soft curve of Lucy’s stomach.

      Lucy knotted her hand in Ember’s hair and slowly guided her down as she opened her leg. I could see Ember’s profile, obscured by Lucy’s curvy thighs, and I noticed her throwing her head back, her long hair practically touching the floor under her.

      She moved her arms away from Ember, bringing them down behind her so she could hold herself up as Ember kissed down until she was firmly between her legs and she was eating her out enthusiastically, her head moving as Lucy’s fingers curled behind her.

      My erection strained against the fabric of my pants from watching them, and any pain I might have felt before was nothing but a remote memory. Ember stopped what she was doing, moving away from Lucy so she could kneel up and give her a savage, open-mouthed kiss that made both of them quiver once she pulled away from her.

      “Do you want a better view?” Ember said, her voice croaky, and she was crawling to me before I managed to answer. My gaze darted between her eyes and her swinging tits, and I thought she was going to kiss me, but she didn’t. She brought her face close to my own, her mouth inches away from mine, but then she grinned and winked at me. “Are you feeling better?”

      “Yes,” I replied.

      Her smile widened. “Good. I’m glad to hear that.”

      I should’ve probably replied something, but before I could, she was straddling me, facing away, and I could feel her long fingers wrapped around my cock. My breath hitched in my throat as I felt her lower her body onto me.

      She did it slowly, teasing the head of my cock as she met my gaze, her mouth half-open and her cheeks red. I put my hands on her waist and helped her move slowly on top of me, until I pushed myself inside of her, and she gasped quietly as she threw her head back and bit down on her lower lip, a delicious throaty sound escaping her lips.

      She outstretched her arm and motioned for Lucy to come near her. Lucy did as she was told, taking her place right in front of Ember, and they made out for a few seconds until Ember was riding me with Lucy’s fingers circling my cock and all I could think about was the way Ember’s body felt on me, the need to explode building inside of me until Ember looked back at me over her shoulder and I couldn’t hold back anymore, my hands digging into her hips so she would stay down and I could finish inside her.

      She gasped, her muscles clenching on top of me as she threw her head back, and I forced my eyes to remain open as Lucy swallowed Ember’s moans with a kiss.

      Ember got off me, gasping for breath when she did, and Lucy flashed me a sweet smile when Ember wasn’t blocking the view anymore.

      “Did that help?” she asked.

      I nodded, too tired to properly respond, and Lucy smiled.

      “It looks like he’s better now,” Ember said. “Maybe the rumors are true after all.”
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      My gaze darted between them and I felt myself practically falling into a quiet, welcome sleep. Ember lay beside me, and so did Lucy, and they were so close to me that all I could feel was their overwhelming scent.

      I thought I’d been asleep for a while when I opened my eyes. My mouth was dry, but I wasn’t in pain anymore. My extremities felt sore, but I wasn’t hurt, and though things felt hazy, I didn’t feel lost.

      I knew exactly what I had to do.

      I stood up, surprised at how soft the ground was under me, certain that, only a few hours ago, it had been stone and grass and nothing else. But this was rock—not exactly rock, tile, asphalt, something else, and it was uncomfortable as soon as I stood upright and looked around so I could see where Ember and Lucy had gone.

      They were nowhere to be found, and the environment had morphed completely, the peaceful meadow water replaced by black, foul-smelling goo, and it sounded like it was sizzling. I instinctively knew it would burn me, and so I tried to back away, but I hit something tall and thick behind me, and I couldn’t keep going back.

      I didn’t have to crane my neck to know that there was a wall around me, and that I could try to flee by running and trying to scale it, but it would be pointless.

      I wasn’t afraid.

      I was aware that the situation wasn’t good, but it didn’t matter much. It felt like it was happening to someone else, and I was little more than a spectator. The ground rumbled under me, and the meadow grew, burning black water sloshing in place. I took a deep, shuddering breath, trying to control my hammering heartbeat, and stepped forward, letting my feet sink into the dark ground below me. I felt resistance, at first, then I was falling into the ground and it was sucking me into cold blackness.

      I looked at my hands, trying to get my claws to pop, but nothing happened. My hands felt the way they had felt before all this. Useful, but limited. And not useful against toxic lava, because that was the only thing I could compare the liquid bubbling and getting closer to me to.

      Inching closer to the wall, I took another deep breath and stood on the tips of my toes. The black goo was so close to my feet that I could practically feel it burning me, and the spectator effect ebbed as I became keenly and terrifyingly aware of how dire my situation is.

      There was nothing I could do. Even trying to pry my mouth open so I could scream made no difference. My lips strained against thread, and my skin burned when I broke through the tension, hearing each strand break with each movement of my face.

      I blinked, but when I tried to open my eyes again, it was a losing battle. There was nothing I could do, no matter how hard I pushed, and my knees crumbled under me. I fell forward, my hands on the burning goo, my skin peeling off my muscles and bones.

      Then I heard something—someone, in the back of my head—telling me, willing me, to wake up.

      I knew that it was important that I listen, that I opened my damn eyes, despite how much my body was fighting against me. I took another deep breath, and clenched my jaw as I thought about opening my eyes, and when I finally managed to pry my eyes open, I wasn’t in the meadow anymore.

      I was in an… office.

      Or at least something that looked like an office set, because on second look, the space itself didn’t seem particularly practical. There were shelves on the white walls, which were completely bare other than that. My gaze slid over the books, which had no title on their spines. The colors dimmed when I tried to focus on the tomes themselves, and I was surprised when they merged into each other. The ground around me felt bumpy and uneven, and when I looked back to see if there was anyone around, my eyes widened when I saw the girls.

      All of them.

      Every single one of them.

      They cowered beneath Ember’s wings, all in a state of terror. Maya and Faye held hands, Ali picked up her knees so she could hug them close to her chest and Lucy held her hands clasped together in front of her chest. They all cowered, and I felt a stab of guilt when I realized I hadn’t noticed that they were there at all.

      Ember extended her hands, beckoning me toward her. “Evan,” she said. “Come here. Hurry.”

      I didn’t miss the fear in her voice, regardless of how much she was trying to make this seem natural. I could tell she was struggling, and I couldn’t blame her, because the nightmarish atmosphere was only getting more oppressive as every second passed.

      Intellectually I knew that I couldn’t just stay there, though I felt like I was frozen in place, unable to do anything but breathe heavily and try my best not to let the fear writhing in my chest overwhelm me.

      “Calm down, Evan,” I heard myself say, but my voice sounded foreign in my mouth and in my ears. I didn’t have time to think about it as I forced myself to move back toward the girls, because at least if they were close I could focus on defending them, I thought.

      Maybe. I wasn’t sure. But at least I wouldn’t be a sitting duck out there.

      Ember extended her hand to me as I slid down and sat next to Ali and Lucy, both of whom slowly crowded me, shivering against my skin. “Evan,” Ali said, her voice shaky. “What’s happening?”

      I opened my mouth to answer her, but there were no answers. I didn’t know what I could tell her, because I had no fucking idea what was going on, and I was vaguely aware that Ali wouldn’t want to hear that.

      “Oh,” Somnus said, his voice booming overhead, as if there were speakers everywhere in the room. His presence sent a shiver down my spine. He clearly relished making us afraid, because he was doing all of this, though I didn’t know exactly what this was. “Don't worry, everyone. I'll explain soon.”

      I swallowed, my throat dry. Ember flashed me a look that read both anger and desperation, and it only served to make the knot in my throat tighten. I was certain I was going to die only a few hours before—had it been hours? It could’ve been days and I wouldn’t have known. Either way, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that this was worse than that, far worse, and it made me feel sick to my stomach. Because every girl who was next to me, they were all in danger. And they were in danger because of me.
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      I stood up, despite how queasy I felt. I had a lot of questions, but I didn’t want to ask them, because I felt like Somnus would overhear me, and that wasn’t what I wanted. He already had too much information, and not being able to keep my own thoughts private only made it harder to protect the girls.

      I allowed myself to feel relief that they were all alive for a second, before I let myself linger on how fucked this all was, on how screwed we were. There was no way that I was going to be able to keep myself alive and protect them all at the same time.

      Somnus laughed. “Relax,” he said. “I’m not going to kill anybody.”

      I stood up straight so I could stand up to him as he got closer to me, my hands fisted at my sides. He was more powerful than me, and I was only too aware of that, but I still couldn’t let him go right to the girls.

      “Don’t do anything stupid, Wakefield,” he said, a smile on his face, his eyes darker than before. I forced myself to stay put, because there was nowhere else to go.

      “How did you find us?”

      “I just had to wait until you fell asleep,” he said, the smile never leaving his face. “I could’ve found you earlier, but it would’ve taken too much effort, and in any case, I didn’t think you would survive.”

      “I did.”

      “I can see that,” he replied. “Kind of a disappointment.”

      Probably because he wanted to kill me.

      “Not exactly,” he replied, even though I was certain I hadn’t spoken, and he was answering a thought. “It was more that I didn’t want to have to do this to you. You see, I respect your family; you’re the only ones who have ever even tried to take me on, and it gets boring when everyone seems to fear you.”

      “What about them?” I asked, barely looking back at them. Our voices were quiet, but I was sure they could hear me anyway, and that worried me. I didn’t want them to do anything reckless.

      I didn’t know why they were there in the first place. How they had gotten there. It only just occurred to me to ask at that moment, but Somnus was right there, and I didn’t think it was smart to ask when I was around him. Not that it seemed to make much of a difference because he tilted his head and smiled, and he almost looked normal except for that dark glint in his eye. He was obviously enjoying this, and with each second that passed, I realized that we were falling deeper into his trap.

      Somnus knew exactly what he was doing, and I was in his territory. We all were.

      Worse than that, I had no idea how the fuck I was supposed to get out.

      His smile widened into a lopsided, knowing grin, and the knot in my stomach tightened.

      “They followed you here,” he said, waving me off. “To answer your question.”

      I swallowed. “I didn’t ask you anything.”

      “I know,” he said. “But you wanted to, and that’s okay.”

      I forced myself not to look back at them. I wanted to tell them that it was okay—even though it clearly wasn’t—because I had this under control, but breaking eye contact with Somnus felt like admitting defeat, and I wasn’t about to do that.

      “It’s the alpha bond,” he said, shrugging his shoulders as if he was explaining the most obvious thing in the world. “You ordered them to stay, and they tried to listen, but as soon as they realized you were in danger of course they made their way here. You want to protect them, but they want to protect you too.”

      He was right. I knew he was right. I wished they’d just stayed put, like I asked them too. And where was Gray? He was supposed to be taking care of them, and he was nowhere to be found.

      “Oh, don’t worry about your friend,” Somnus said. “I have plans for him too.”

      I opened my mouth to explain that Gray was not my friend, then shut it. It didn’t make a difference. And I did want to know what Somnus had in mind, though I expected that it wasn’t anything good. This whole thing made me feel queasy with worry, and despite how confident I was trying to appear, I knew it was pointless.

      He could read my mind.

      He could read all of our minds.

      Somnus tilted his head. “See, my issue here,” he said, as if we were having a work meeting, and I felt a tug at the corner of my lips at the absurdity of this whole thing. “Is that you keep getting in the way. If you would just calm down, I wouldn’t worry about doing this to you, or the girls. But… you insist.”

      “Because you’re going to kill people,” I said, taking a step toward him despite how much I wanted to run. I really wanted to run. I felt adrenaline surging through my body, the nausea building inside of me, and Somnus rolled his eyes before he reached out and put his hand on my shoulder.

      The second he touched me, I felt everything crumbling around me.

      The ground under me crackled and broke like glass, and I felt a pit in my stomach as gravity pulled me down. But I remained upright, steeling myself. As I looked ahead, trying to find Somnus, I found nothing there but white, empty space, and I put my hand over my mouth as the nausea grew.

      I turned around—each step terrifying, considering the void, unending and black, underfoot—and tried to set my gaze on the girls. Most of them were gone, except for Faye.

      She stood up, her knees trembling, her hair sticking to the skin on her face. I could hear her breathing, as jagged as before, and she slowly moved over the void, crawling toward me.

      If this was any other time, I might’ve focused on the way she looked, because watching Faye crawl was usually great, but she was upset, and I could see the fear written all over her face.

      She looked up at me, craning her neck as she did, blonde strands of hair curling around her pretty face. As soon as her gaze met mine, I could feel everything she felt, the way her pulse raced, the pain in my chest and lungs, the vague awareness of how weak her extremities were. She was tenacious, because every step she took was a monumentally difficult task for her, and I could tell she was fighting against something I couldn’t see.

      Something oppressive and deadly.

      She gasped for breath as she reached out to touch me, her fingertips only inches away from mine. I knelt in front of her, trying my best to extend my arm so she could grab onto me, but it wasn’t happening. I couldn’t move at all, and when she looked up at me, her gaze met mine for a second before her eyes went out of focus.

      “Faye,” I said, trying to bring her back to me, but there was nothing there. The pupils in her light eyes expanded until even the whites of her eyes turned black. She tilted her head a little, gracefully, naturally, and then her mouth fell open in what looked like a swallowed pain scream, and I watched as black drool and blood fell on her chin and onto the empty void below us.

      I fought against the barrier around me, nausea building until it swept me off my feet, and I was crawling toward Faye too.

      But her black eyes widened when she saw me and I watched as she fell below, her body slumping in a heap until I couldn’t hear her below anymore, and I didn’t hear her hit the floor.

      I should’ve been happy about that, but it just made me more afraid. Panic surged in my veins, dancing through my body like a thousand electrical jolts, and when I tried to stand up again, I realized that it was pointless. There was no way for me to stand. Whatever was holding me in place had me at its mercy, and my drive to fight was ebbing away, turning into panic, choking me.

      “Where are they?” Maya said from behind me, though it took me a second to process her voice, or the fact that she was speaking at all.

      She was there.

      Behind me.

      And I couldn’t turn to look at her, because something was holding me down. Pushing me into the ground. Making it hard to get a full breath of air.

      I tried to curl my fingers into the surface below me, but there was nothing there, and when I looked down, my heart jumped as I realized that there was nothing under me at all. And I was falling.

      There was nothing to catch me. No walls to hold onto. The fall was slow, the invisible floor under me slanted, and I was scrambling to stay where I had been before, but there was absolutely no way. From behind me, I could hear Maya exclaiming, asking where the rest of the girls were, but there was no way for me to answer her.

      When I finally managed to crane my head back so I could look at her, but she was no longer there. The slope stopped, and I was flat against the rock wall, sand falling on my face.

      I croaked out her name, trying my best to look over my shoulder, each tiny movement sending a surge of bright hot pain through my body. I opened my mouth to speak, but I immediately felt something bright and coppery on my tongue, and the sensation made me feel like gagging.

      From somewhere in the distance, I could hear someone talking. Saying my name.

      Choking on something.

      It took everything in me, but I managed to turn—slowly, as moving hurt more than I could bear, and every movement cut through the air as if it were water. My eyes widened at the things unfolding in front of me, Lucy on the floor, her white dress in tatters, her long brown hair sticking to her face as she openly wept, her ears flat against the dark crown of her head. Ali stood next to her, looking ahead, her mouth half-open, dark circles under her eyes.

      She didn’t cry.

      She looked like she’d been struck by something terrible and like she might not be able to speak ever again. And when Lucy reached out, Ali held her hand, and my mouth dried as I realized what they were mourning together.

      Me.

      Open your eyes, Evan.

      A distant, but oddly familiar voice, beckoned me. But my eyes were open, wide open, and every time I tried to close them so I wouldn’t have to see, my body fought against me with all its might.

      Open your eyes.

      I opened my eyes.
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      I opened my eyes.

      I was still in that small office space, sweat dripping down my face. My heart raced, adrenaline pumping through my body, and I had to take a second to catch my breath. The room was white and disorienting, but at least I wasn’t dying, though it had been so realistic that when I looked down, I was surprised to see solid ground under me.

      That wasn’t the only surprise.

      There were cuts and scrapes on my forearm, where I had held myself up against the wall, and when I looked around to see where the girls were, I noticed that they were all cowering still, their eyes closed, Ember’s wings hovering protectively over them.

      It was hard to see them from where I was, but they were there, and I thought their eyes were closed. It scared me.

      This all scared the shit out of me.

      “Ember?” I asked when her gaze met mine. She looked upset, but she was definitely awake, and I wanted her to fill me in on what had happened.

      She shook her head, ever-so-slightly, her gaze darting up as she opened her mouth. “He can hear us,” she said, in a whisper so quiet I had to strain to hear her. “He can hear everything.”

      I swallowed, showing her my arm. She was right. We needed to be careful. “I thought I was dreaming,” I replied, just as quietly, and she nodded. She inched forward slightly, but not enough. She hovered over the girls, her body propelled by her wings.

      “You were, sort of,” she replied. “He can control your dreams. And he can… I don’t know, I guess blur the line between being awake and asleep.”

      “You weren’t there.”

      She looked at me for a second, her expression hardening. “I told you. I don’t dream.”

      I was curious, but it wasn’t the time to ask her about that. “So I was in their dreams?”

      “Something like that,” she replied, shrugging her shoulders. “It’s complicated, and he’s powerful. I’m not sure how it works. This is why I’ve always tried to stay away from him, because I…”

      I waited.

      “I’m afraid,” she said, her voice trembling, and my heart dropped to my stomach.

      None of this would've happened if it weren’t for me. Ember wouldn’t be afraid; the girls wouldn’t be in danger. None of this…

      “Stop,” Ember said, as if she could read my mind. “Stop blaming yourself. This wasn’t your fault. You had your reasons.”

      I tried for a smile, but I wasn’t sure if it was working. It was nice of her to attempt to make me feel better, despite everything. If anyone should be angry at me, it was her. This helped. It didn’t make me feel much better, because we were still in a terrible situation that I had no idea how to get out of, but at least she wasn’t blaming me.

      “This isn’t the only room in the house,” she said quietly, and I met her gaze as her eyes narrowed. “Just be careful. Things might end up getting too hot for you.”

      “What?”

      “Go, Evan.”

      Her gaze darted up to somewhere behind me, and I nodded as I stood up, feeling a little shaky. I wasn’t sure exactly what she meant but I knew I was going to find out soon.

      Do something. I’ll keep them safe, but you have to do something.

      I nodded. “Where is he?”

      She shook her head, shrugging her shoulders when she did, her wings fluttering behind her. Light spilled from somewhere above, barely touching the tips of her wings, bathing the soft curve of her shoulders with illumination while the rest of her body remained in the shadows.

      She looked like something out of a legend. An avenging angel. And she needed my help.

      I stood up. It hurt. Everything hurt.

      My feet slipped from under me. My calves burned with every step I took. I craned my neck back so I could look at them, because I knew that this was what I had to do, but I still didn’t want to leave them behind. Something about the girls being protected by Ember made me feel a little better, but it wasn’t much. I knew I was running out of time. Whatever was happening, I still wasn’t sure, and I needed to figure it out quickly.

      Ember nodded, ever-so-slightly, and it was all I needed to steel my nerves. I didn’t know if I was going to run into Somnus again, and I was worried about running into him again. He could see everything. He knew where I was, and I was worried he could see my thoughts, since he could clearly slide his way into my dreams.

      My steps felt heavy under me, each footstep louder than the last, and I felt like this was only going to wake Somnus up. Not that I knew he was asleep. There was no way for me to know whether he was slumbering or not. I just hoped he was.

      My hands were fists at my sides, and I continued to walk ahead, through what was a long, sterile, white hallway. There were tall white walls surrounding me, the hallway around me getting narrower and narrower until I was sandwiched between two tiny walls, and I had to get on my side so I could squeeze through. I was practically holding my breath when I finally reached an open archway.

      Instinctively, I shielded my eyes from the bright electric light, and I let myself get used to the light in the huge room I was in. At first glance, this looked like a library, rows of shelves and shelves in white and black, dust jackets of books I wasn’t able to read turned away from me.

      There was something about the books that was nauseating. They looked normal, of course, but the closer I got to them, the more I realized that they were in fact private. They felt like journals, except more private than that, something intrinsically linked to a person’s life and memories.

      It took everything in me, but I did it. I reached out and touched the first book in front of me, a large black tome, and I immediately felt something like fear running down my spine. There were other things there. Fragments of a life, a woman’s, love and laughter and desires and then absolutely nothing but blackness. I immediately let go of the book, because gripping it felt like it was burning me.

      There were other books around me.

      Books that called to me.

      I knew better than to hang around, so I moved slowly through the library until I found a white tome at the bottom of a large shelf, and I held my breath as I pulled it out.
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      I didn’t have to open the book.

      I felt it immediately. This wasn’t a stranger, and I wasn’t only getting fragments of their dreams. What I could see was part of me, part of my blood, and I understood immediately that this was family.

      William Wakefield.

      I knew his name, and I knew everything about him too. I knew how afraid he was as his father pulled him away from Eden, toward our world, and then later, as he had grown and tried to keep his true self hidden from the humans in our world.

      I didn’t have to open it to see anything because I could feel it in my veins. The fear when he’d had to hide who he was in front of all humans, then the way he met the women who he’d share his life with. They were always afraid for him, and he was always terrified. He’d needed to make an impossible choice: they could have a life, shortened as it was, in the world I’d been born in. Or they could go back to Eden and try to live out the ends of their natural lives, if they weren’t taken by Somnus, if they didn’t die before then.

      Then he’d tried to go back, to see if he could fix things…but the seal was locked, and there was no way for him to go back. So he’d made a potion, because it wasn’t quite medicine, and it had made demis able to live longer. Not much longer.

      Five, ten years. Enough time for it to be significant.

      But, of course, the women had to be bonded for it to work. And the only demis who could bond women to them were alphas—and they had to be compatible, of course.

      And he had changed everything. He had changed our blood. He had managed to hide a way to open the seal again, so we could go back to Eden, so we could make our way back home. But I had known nothing about it, because the knowledge he’d managed to obtain had been practically lost, and it was a miracle that one of his sons had even managed to retain any of it at all. William was more preoccupied with saving the world than with being a father, and my father’s brother had watched his father carefully, whereas my own had immediately rejected his heritage.

      I could see it—predictions of it all when the boys were still small, William’s guilt because he wasn’t spending enough time with them, the women around him. He seemed happy, and desperate to maintain that happiness, and then he wasn’t there anymore.

      I could fill in the blanks after that, I thought, putting the book back in its place, trying to fight my growing nausea. I traced the spine of the book, looking for an engraving, but there was nothing there. William’s life had been short, and it had been difficult, but he’d tried his best.

      He’d left enough breadcrumbs for someone to be able to fix this. Everyone hoped it’d be Gray.

      But now I had to do it, and I really wasn’t prepared. My father had tried to help me, but my father wasn’t around, and I hadn’t had a chance to revise anything that Maya had found.

      I had to fix this.

      Which I could’ve done, if I had any idea how to go about it, but I didn’t. I was trapped in a world that wasn’t mine, with most of the people I really cared about stuck in a horrible, vulnerable position. I had no skills, no weapons, no information…

      I took a deep breath.

      This was hard. It was so hard.

      I could hardly breathe, and I could feel the weight of this—this, this, whatever this was—tightening at the pit of my stomach, and I could feel how important it was to fix this, but I could think of no way to do it. I could think of no way to help.

      I closed my eyes, pinching the bridge of my nose as I tried to control my breathing. This whole thing felt unnatural. Each one of my movements was a struggle. I tried to think about all of it, from meeting Ali, to how we’d ended up here. I couldn’t make sense of anything. Nothing about it seemed to match up.

      There was no thorough thread, nothing I could immediately point at.

      Except for one thing. One quick, terrifying, powerful thing. Fire.

      It all came back to this–the thing I’d been fighting my whole life, hot and overpowering.

      But there was no way for me to start a fire. The environment was sterile, and there was no flint, but there was kindling. All these books were made of paper, and paper wasn’t firesafe, and I was surrounded by it.

      It was a crapshoot.

      And I needed to be quick, because I knew Ember was right. Somnus was paying attention. He knew everything that was happening. The fact that he wasn’t there at all was probably because he was toying with us, and I didn’t appreciate it, but this wasn’t the time to dwell on it.

      It was the only time I could do this.

      I looked at my hand, my claws sticking out from my knuckles, and unsheathed the claws on my left hand, too. They were long and sharp and it shouldn’t take that long to ignite a spark, if I was going to be able to at all.

      I had no idea if this was going to work. It wasn’t a smart idea. I didn’t know how it would work, but there was something about the fact that Somnus kept all these archives. This wasn’t organizational. He was getting something out of it, memories, information.

      This was his currency, and I was in his bank vault.

      It was a crapshoot. I still had to do it. I grabbed more books, sliding them off the shelves, watching them open under me, my breath caught in my throat.

      I was going to do this. It would be arduous, but I was going to try. It was time for me to burn this whole thing down.
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      It took forever.

      I knew a lot about fires, and this kind of shit still took forever. Even as I learned down after The fire sizzled on top of the pages, which smelled like ink and mold, and I took a step back as I watched the fire spread. I took a step back, watching the fire grow, and I thought about it for a second before I started to back away.

      The dominos would fall in place, and Somnus would find out, but maybe it wouldn’t be too late. Maybe I’d be able to take the girls back, run back to our world, make things go back to normal.

      I backed away, looking up, my gaze darting around, until I finally saw the sliver of something. Someone. Handcuffed to one of those bright white bookshelves, though I wasn’t sure how, and probably completely out.

      Fuck.

      I couldn’t just leave someone to die, especially when I didn’t know if this would work at all. This was simply a hunch, and no one should die because of my hunches. My gaze darting around, I went around the fire, knowing I didn’t have much time to deal with it.

      Everything after that was a blur. My eyes widened as I saw Gray, blood drying on his face, his eyes wide, his skin blackened and bruised.

      “Gray!” I exclaimed, surprised at the urgency in my own voice. It took me a split second to process that I didn’t want this man to die. Not like this, anyway. “Wake up. Please.”

      He tilted his head up. He could obviously hear me, but it was a struggle for him to open his eyes, and I was still too far away from him in order to grab him and shake him, and he barely paid attention to me when I yelled for him to open his eyes again.

      His head tilted down, but he opened his eyes a little more, setting his gaze on me just for long enough to see how glassy and unnatural they looked.

      “Gray,” I said again, kneeling down in front of him, vaguely aware of the fire spreading around us. I needed to make this quick, but it would be a lot easier if he told me what the fuck had happened.

      I’d been right. From across the room, I’d been able to see that he was cuffed to something, and the handcuffs were digging into his wrists. They were holding him in place, but I didn’t think he could’ve moved anyway, because of the beating he’d clearly received.

      Using my claws, I severed the metal handcuffs, so he could at least be free.

      “Get up, we have to get out of here.”

      His eyes opened again, until they rolled to the back of his head, and I groaned as I pulled him up and slung him over my shoulder. This wasn’t at all ideal, but I’d done these enough times to know this was my best choice. Still, when I had done this, I’d always been wearing my gear. I had no gear. I had nothing, but I was going to have to get him out.

      Smoke bellowed around me, and I tried my best to stay low, but it was hard to do that with someone that was about my size slung over my shoulder and absolutely unable to help me as I tried to navigate through tongues of fire, sizzling and spreading through the bookshelves.

      I told myself not to panic when the bookshelves in front of the tiny space that led to the hallway crumbled in front of the entrance, and I could feel the smoke slowly rising. We couldn’t stay there, but it was a dumb risk to try to get the entrance clear again.

      There had to be another way. There had to be.

      Turning around, my gaze darted between the rows and rows of bookshelves, but I could find no way out. Not from where I stood.

      My breath caught in my throat when I saw him. Somnus.

      He stood against one of the untouched bookshelves, looking more peeved than scared. I couldn’t see him that well, but I had time to wonder why he was annoyed, and why he wasn’t running.

      “I didn’t think you had it in you,” he said, softly. In theory, I shouldn’t have been able to hear, because the fire roared around us, and it was so loud I had to resist the urge to cover my ears. But I could hear him perfectly clear, as if he stood right next to me, as if he was whispering in my ear.

      He sounded conversational, but I could hear the anger too. Simmering. Measured.

      I wasn’t sure why, and it scared me.

      “But this isn’t going to work,” he said, standing up straight, his back square. His eyes narrowed as he took a step toward me, and the flames licked at his feet, but they parted in the most unnatural of ways, and my breath hitched as my eyes narrowed. I followed him with my gaze until he was only inches away from me, staring down at me, fury written all over his face.

      “What isn’t going to work?” I asked, baring my teeth at him. I was afraid, but my adrenaline was pumping, and I was more angry than afraid. “Get out of the way.”

      He narrowed his eyes, his only response a scoff.

      “I don’t want to hurt you. I just want you to stop,” I said. “Let me get to the girls, and…”

      Before I could finish speaking, I felt something on my chest, pushing me back, and I had to scramble to stay on my feet. I barely managed it, practically dropping Gray, and my heart jumped. I wasn’t going to be able to fight with Gray slung over my shoulders.

      He was on his knees, wobbling, but he was awake and no longer my concern. In one swift movement, I extended my claws and I slashed at Somnus, who put a hand up. It stopped me, a psychic force making it impossible to get him in the face.

      “The only reason I didn’t kill you to start with was because you were entertaining,” he said. “It gets boring here. The same nightmares all the time, the same thing repeatedly. I got everything I wanted, and then you didn’t just break the seal, but you came here. And I was happy to use you, and all of them, as entertainment. But this… this is more annoying than fun.”

      I set my jaw as I stared at him in defiance, though it was a performance. I wasn’t trying to fight him. I didn’t want to. I wanted to get the fuck out of there, get back to the girls, and tried to go back to my apartment, or wherever was safe.

      If there was anywhere safe.

      Somnus smirked as if he could hear my thoughts, and completely extended his arm. He sent me stumbling back, practically flying back in the air as I tried to regain my balance.

      I was trying to stay calm, but it was almost impossible. Everything in my body was screaming for me to run, but I was glued in place. I had become a sitting duck, and Somnus was clearly going to come for me.

      And I was beyond screwed.
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      Somnus took another step toward me, and I barely had time to look to my right to see that Gray had walked up to me, and he was holding up his arm, which looked like it was broken. I wished he had stayed down, because I didn’t want to have to watch out for him too.

      He was just another thing to worry about. He clapped his hand over my shoulder and I looked at him. He muttered something that sounded like thank you, but this wasn’t the time for gratitude. We needed to get the fuck out.

      “What do you use them for?” I asked Somnus, hoping that he wouldn’t see that it was simply a ploy so I could think this through, so I could figure out a way to get the fuck out of here before the smoke inhalation killed us. My lungs were already burning, and breathing had become increasingly more difficult. It was going to get too hard soon. “The books. The… the shelves and shelves of books. What do you use them for?”

      “They aren’t books,” he said. “They’re dreams. I learn from them. They help me…”

      He trailed off, as if he’d lost his train of thought, and it seemed to upset him. I could see doubt and fear threatening to make his expression crumble, but he fought against it. Since his concentration had broken, I took the opportunity to barrel into him with my shoulder, my claws still extended until they dug into Somnus’ abdomen.

      Somnus wasn’t dead. He picked up his head, his eyes narrow, his lips half-open. There was blood on his mouth, but he grabbed my hands and yanked me away from him. I heard what happened before I saw it. Gray was behind him, trying to punch him in the side of the head, but Somnus wasn’t playing around anymore.

      He growled, obviously annoyed, and then he had Gray by the throat. Gray’s eyes widened as Somnus squeezed his throat. He thrashed, trying to free himself from Somnus, and though it had only been a few seconds since Somnus had him in his grip, it felt like hours and hours.

      I swung at Somnus’ back, piercing his back with the tip of my claw, and Somnus threw Gray down on the floor, fire flickering around us. This was impossible. It had lasted too long.

      At that moment, I was certain I was going to die in there. There was no uncertainty. I knew, for sure, that this was how my life ended. I didn’t have time to be sad, or worried. If I died—when I died—I was at least going to make sure that Somnus died with me.

      The girls could figure everything else out. They’d be okay. Nothing would try to get them again.

      Only a few seconds passed as I thought about this, pouncing on the back of Somnus’ body again, piercing through his skin until I could see blood running down his body. He was demi, the kind of demi I hadn’t seen before and knew nothing about, because I’d only found out about all this… how long had it been? Not even a month?

      But I knew that he could feel pain, because I could feel it radiating from him, even though I didn’t think it was going to kill him. The little ways he showed weakness activated my predator instincts, a growl rumbling in my chest as I realized that I could go in for the kill.

      The fire danced around us, enclosing us, and I looked behind him to see Gray standing up slowly. I tried to signal for him to get out, but I didn’t think he could see me. The room was dark, and hot, and it was hard to breathe, never mind move.

      Hand-to-hand combat in this environment was pointless. I needed to get rid of Somnus as quickly as I possibly could, and that involved tossing him into the fire. I took a step toward him and he stepped back, looking around behind him, fear written all over his features. I didn’t know anything about him, but the moment my gaze locked with his I realized that he could die, and that his easy demeanor had just been for my benefit. To scare me. When he was obviously fucking terrified himself.

      I thought that would help, but it only made me hesitate. I knew what I had to do, but I wasn’t looking forward to doing it. After I retracted my claws, I put my hands on him so I could push him back into the fire without letting myself think about it, because I knew that if I reflected on it too long, I might not have been able to follow through.

      But I did it.

      I pushed him, and I watched as he fell, but he reached back and yanked Gray back with him. My eyes widened as I took a step forward, trying to reach out to him, so I could grab him before he fell into the flickering fire, but I didn’t reach him in time.

      From where I was, there was no way I could pull him out, and I could already hear Somnus screaming in pain as the flames consumed his body. Gray tried to free himself of Somnus’ grip.

      Gray shouted something as I pulled him out finally and he fell to his knees right next to me, coughing into the crook of his elbow, his face blackened.

      There was no way we could talk, not with smoke billowing everywhere around us, fire flickering underfoot.

      I leaned down so I could sling his arm around my shoulder, because he wasn’t able to get up by himself.

      Come on, come on, come on.

      He was able to help himself to his feet, but he was obviously struggling to do much else, and it was hard to keep him upright next to me. But he was upright, and Somnus hadn’t managed to kill him. Not quite.

      I flashed him a meaningful look, but he was too out of it to notice it, and I didn’t know how we were going to get out.

      I took a deep breath, stars flickering at the corner of my vision, and I struggled to keep my eyes open as the fire roared around us, enveloping us until I was sure there was absolutely no way we were going to get out.
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      I didn’t think I had managed to beat death another time, but when my eyes fluttered open, I realized that I had woken up in an environment I’d been in before. I could hear the water in the meadow, the wind whistling past me, birds tweeting something in the distance. It was warm, but that came from the sunlight streaming above me, and overall, it seemed like a lovely day.

      I waited for the pain to set in, grimacing as I did. I was sure I’d been burned and hurt, but as I slowly regained consciousness, I realized that I wasn’t, in fact, hurt. Just tired. Really, really tired.

      “Evan!” Maya said, and my gaze darted toward her. She walked quickly toward me, her black hair framing her pretty face as her ears twitched. The others said something to each other, but Maya shushed them, and their voices trailed off. Maya knelt next to me, her fingers on my forehead as her gaze darted toward my eyes. “You’ve been out for ages. We were worried about you.”

      “I’m fine,” I said, and that felt right. I was fine. I wasn’t in pain. Just exhausted. I sat up, expecting nausea, but no. I really was okay. I looked down at my own arms, and other than soot, there was nothing on me. No visible marks, scrapes, bruises, or burns. “How did you do this?”

      “We didn’t do anything,” Maya said. “It was all the meadow. Ember said we should bring you here, she said it would heal you. Lucy told us she’d already done that, and you were so hurt…”

      “It was really bad,” Ali said, dropping next to where Maya was. She grabbed my hand, her blue eyes wide and watery, and she sounded so concerned. I almost felt bad for her. “We didn’t know if you were going to make it.”

      “Yeah,” I replied, my gaze darting between the five of them. They all seemed to be doing worse than I was, with cuts and bruises all over their bodies, but they were fine. They all looked alive, and relatively well, and mostly just worried about me. I shook my head as my gaze found Maya’s again, because her hand was on my shoulder, and I thought she had something to say. “What happened?”

      Ember approached me, her wings unfolded behind her, creating a level of shade I hadn’t expected. “We thought you were dead, but when Somnus’ archive fell, the fire started to go away. There was nowhere else for it to spread. We tried to get you back, but we couldn’t get there, not until the fire ebbed away. It took a while. The place is enclosed, there was nowhere else for it to spread, so…”

      “It fizzled out. But I should’ve died. We both should have. There was no way for us to go.”

      Faye shook her head, her eyes narrowing. “You keep forgetting that you’re not a human,” she said. “You’re a demi. You can heal better than humans can, you can come back from things no human would be able to come back from. And since you’re an alpha…”

      “Since I’m an alpha, what?”

      “I’m not sure, exactly,” Faye said quietly.  “But I think that has something to do with it, yes.”

      A knot tightened at the pit of my stomach. “What about…”

      “Grey? He’s alive,” Ember said. “A little worse for wear, but we threw him in the meadow.”

      “Threw him?” I asked, my gaze landing on Lucy’s face. She smiled at me, her dark eyes glimmering.

      “Well, we knew the water healed, and we wanted to be expedient,” Maya said, standing up. “Then Ember took him back to her place, until you can figure out what to do with him.”

      “So he’s okay.”

      “Yes,” she replied, throwing her long dark hair behind her shoulder. “A little worse for wear, but he’s going to be just fine.”

      I felt instant relief. I really had thought he died.

      And we were family, after all.

      “I’ll keep him over at my place until you decide what you want to do with him,” Ember said.

      I shook my head, finally getting to my feet. I could hear pebbles moving under me, the ground crunching, and the wind whistled past me. It was a warm, sunny day, completely idyllic, not at all like the cold winter days we’d spent together before we crossed into Eden.

      The real world seemed so far away.

      And how long had it been? I thought it was days, but it could have been weeks. It was hard to know. Everything felt like an odd, messy blur, and my concept of time itself felt remote.

      My head was spinning, though I wasn’t hurt. I just needed a moment to get to grips with everything that had happened, because trying to think it through was only giving me a headache.

      “Did we fix it?” I asked after a while. “Did killing Somnus actually fix it?”

      They all exchanged a meaningful look.

      “None of us really know,” Maya said, pacing around. “We’re all here, after all. But Eden seems nicer than before. More hospitable than it was before.”

      “Right,” I said, looking around the meadow. She was right. Everything seemed nicer, with a shine on it I hadn’t quite seen before, and it was almost dazzling. My gaze found Ember, who was staring at me with those wide, expressive eyes. I wasn’t familiar with her skin tone, but I thought she might be blushing. “Thank you for everything.”

      She shrugged her shoulders, twirling her long black braid in her long fingers, a smile on her pretty face. She looked younger than I had ever seen her as she took a step toward me, girlish, even. She was about as tall as I was, but she looked smaller than me then, until she wrapped her arms around my shoulders. She pressed her body flush against mine.

      I could feel how grateful she was as she held me closely. “No,” she said quietly. “Thank you.”
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      When we got back to the seal, I was surprised at how cool the temperature was. The environment around us wasn’t darkened anymore, sunlight streaming through thousands of tiny cracks over the rocks above us. This was another cave, but it was open, and while I could hear creatures chirping around us, there was nothing scary or disorienting about it.

      This was just a cave.

      On my right, Ember’s small dwelling stood by itself, a little stone house with absolutely nothing remarkable about it. The roof was a sloped tiled roof, and the outside walls were dirty enough to notice, but the house was completely unharmed even though there were big, gaping holes in the ground under us. Getting back to the seal from the meadow had been surprisingly difficult, and it had taken us a while, but it hadn’t been eventful.

      We’d mostly stayed quiet, each one of us trying to process what had just happened. Ali walked up to me, her fingers threaded in mine, and she looked up at me and smiled.  My heart jumped in my chest as she lay her head on my shoulder, and I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her close to me.

      Her ear twitched when I breathed against her and a smile spread on her pretty face. “I was really worried about you,” she said. “I thought you were going to die. I…”

      I held her close, burying my head in the crown of her head. She smelled amazing, and I wanted to keep holding her for as long as I could. “I’m okay,” I told her. “I said I would fix everything.”

      “I know,” she replied, tilting her head up to meet my gaze. I let my gaze dart toward the freckles on her nose, and brought her close to me so I could brush my lips against hers. She kissed me back softly, pulling away from me, her eyes wide. “Are you ready for this?”

      I shook my head. I really wasn’t ready to see if there were still monsters in our world, if all the damage I had managed to do hadn’t been reversed. I tried to steady my breath as Ali dropped her hand, her fingers interlaced with mine, and I steeled myself to take a step forward.

      I could hear them walking behind me, taking a step forward, following closely. Ali stayed a little behind, letting go of my hand, and I stepped into my practically destroyed basement.

      Even down there, I could smell ashes and dust. The room was dark, and it felt oppressively small, but there was an electric overhead light which remained on. If I hadn’t been so worried, I might’ve been surprised, but I wasn’t. All I could think about was how I was going to get upstairs.

      Ember touched my shoulder, her fingertips digging into my skin. “Do you need help? I can carry all of you up.”

      I shook my head. “I can probably just climb this, but if you want to help everyone else, that would be great,” I said. “Thank you.”

      She nodded, and I watched as she grabbed each girl and deposited her in the basement above the oubliette. She picked Ali up last, and I watched as her wings splayed over Gray and I and she flew up and out of view.

      I turned to look at Gray, who’d hardly spoken a word since we’d gone to collect him from Ember’s home. He didn’t look like he was seriously hurt, which surprised me, but he did look tired and a little upset. I opened my mouth to address him, but he picked up his head to look into my eyes. He was obviously trying to gather his courage to say something, so I let him have his time.

      He cocked his head, his black eyes narrowing. When he spoke, it was so quiet I had to strain to hear him. “Thank you,” he said.

      “Sure,” I said, then rubbed my temple as I kept trying “What happened?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I told you to take care of them, and you let them follow me into Eden?”

      He smirked, crossing his arms over his chest. “I didn’t let them do anything,” he replied. “I followed them because I wanted to help protect them, even though I told them, repeatedly, that this was a terrible idea. Once Lucy was gone, there was no talking the rest of them out of it. They were worried about both of you, and they kept saying that they weren’t safe up here either, and honestly, they were right. So when they decided to drive back here and find the seal again, I couldn’t exactly talk them out of it. I knew I wouldn’t have been able to, even if I tried.”

      “But you didn’t have to go with them.”

      He nodded. “I know, but I promised you I would protect them, and I keep my promises.”

      I stared at him, surprised to hear his words as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Thank you,” I said. “For trying to keep them safe.”

      He shook his head. “It was pointless, anyway,” he said. “I don’t know how you managed to fight him. My father used to tell me stories about him…”

      “I didn’t do it by myself,” I replied.

      He glared at me as if he was trying to process what I was saying. He dismissed me with his hand, but he didn’t look as upset as he had before. “So you think you did it? You stopped it?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “I hope I did, but I’m afraid of going up there and seeing that all this was for nothing.”

      He took a step toward me, looking up at the hole in the ground. We were far below ground, so I didn’t think he could see anything, since I certainly couldn’t. “It wasn’t your fault,” he said, not looking at me. “You did everything you could to fix it.”

      I nodded. I really had.

      “So what now?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I guess it depends on what’s going on up there. I really hope that killing Somnus actually stopped all this, but there’s no real way to know, right? Not from here, anyway. This is all a mess.”

      “It’s a lot, but things can go back to normal now,” he said. “If you did defeat him. Or maybe even get better. That’s what you wanted, right? To make everything better for demis?”

      “I guess,” I said. “Honestly, I didn’t think this far.”

      He laughed quietly. “Well, if you need help, you know where to find me.”

      I rolled my eyes, but I felt a smile tugging at the corner of my lips. He was right. And I sort of always wanted a cousin, anyway.
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      We were standing right outside the rubble that had once been my house, and the girls surrounded me as I looked at it. Some walls still stood, and I could see a sliver of Ember’s wings behind the shattered window. She hadn’t left the house, for obvious reasons, and I was a bit concerned about her.

      Maya took a step toward me. “Evan?” she said.

      “Yeah?”

      “We can go back to our place if you want,” she said. “I think our apartment might still be intact. You probably want to say good-bye, right?”

      I shook my head. “I do, but I don’t want you to go anywhere,” I replied, turning to look at her. “I need you to stick around. All of you.”

      Her expression softened. “We’ll be waiting for you wherever we are.”

      “Right. So do it here,” I said, slinging an arm around her waist and pulling her close to me. She splayed her fingers over my chest, a smile playing upon her face as I planted a kiss on the tip of her nose. “Seriously. Stay, okay? I need you around.”

      She smiled. “Of course. We’ll do whatever you want.”

      I smiled back at her. There was a lot we needed to talk about, but I didn’t think that we’d be doing much talking the first time we were alone. I draped my arm around her waist and pulled her close to me. She stood on the tips of her toes and kissed me on the lips, wrapping her arms around me until she was gasping for breath.

      When I pulled away from her, she was chewing on her lower lip. “Go, then,” she said. “You don’t want to keep me waiting.”

      She kissed me again as she moved away from me, and I smiled when she squeezed my hand before she let go. I knew she’d be waiting, watching intently, asking questions later.

      For now, I needed to say bye to Ember. She’d been plenty of help, but I didn’t know if I was ever going to see her again. As Maya turned away from me, I took a second to look at my house, to see the remnants of what my parents had left me. I might’ve been upset at any other time, but the last few days had put everything in perspective.

      My past was part of me, but the future was important. People—demis—were always going to rely on me to protect them, and I had to make sure I was in a place to do that. I had been thrown into all this, and I had happily fallen down the rabbit hole, but there were still a lot of things to sort out.

      I had to start with Ember.

      I walked through the opened door. Ember picked up her head and smiled at me, strands of black hair framing her pretty face. “How do things look?”

      “They look okay,” I replied. “I saw a few downed power lines, but I think my house got the brunt of it. Which is lucky, considering the monsters we unleashed.”

      “We unleashed?”

      I shook my head. “Okay, fine,” I said. “I unleashed.”

      A smile spread at the corner of her lips, and for the first time I saw that there was a dimple on one of her cheeks. She took a step toward me, her hands splayed on my chest as she looked into my eyes.

      “I’m glad you did,” she finally said, so quiet I could hardly hear her. “Now I can come and go as I please.”

      “That’s true. What are you going to do?”

      She furrowed her brow. “Honestly, I don’t know,” she said. “I hadn’t thought it through. I didn’t know you were going to be able to do this, but you surprised me.”

      “I didn’t do it without help.”

      “Flattery isn’t going to get you anywhere.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It seems to be working.”

      She knotted her fingers in my hair and inched her face closer to me, her breath tickling my cheek as she closed her mouth and pressed her lips softly against my jawline. This wasn’t sweet, it was hungry, and at any other time, I would’ve followed through. But not then. I had too many things to worry about then.

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but you can’t come out with us yet,” I said. “I mean, once people see the ears, they’re gonna freak the fuck out. But I don’t think they could even begin to process someone like you.”

      “I don’t mind going back to Eden,” she said, taking a step away from me. “I mean, there’s a lot to rebuild, but there’s no one there, so…”

      “The place won’t be abandoned,” I said. “I’ll come visit.”

      “Do you promise?”

      “Yes,” I said, a crooked finger under her chin as I guided her face up so I could look into her dark eyes. As soon as I pressed my lips against her, I heard her wings splay open behind her, and she laughed when I pulled away from her. “Later. I promise. But I have a lot to do now.”

      She furrowed her brow as she looked at me. “I’ll hold you to that,” she said. “If you don’t, I might have to come up here to get you.”

      “Don’t worry,” I replied, my gaze darting back toward the front yard, where I could hear the girls talking over each other. “I’m pretty sure I’m protected.”

      She smiled, and I watched as she took a step away from me, and then slowly slid down the basement with her wings open behind her until she was out of view. I cracked a smile when I couldn’t hear her anymore. I stepped outside and watched them as they slowly fell silent, all of them looking in my direction, none of them saying a fucking thing.

      I held back the urge to smile. This was going to be difficult, but already I could tell that it was going to be fun.
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      It was almost dusk when I woke up. I could see warm rays of winter sunshine coming through the half-open blinds, and other than the sound of windchimes, I couldn’t hear anything. I could smell them, though, so I knew they were close. Still in the apartment, probably, just trying to make an effort not to wake me.

      It was considerate. I smiled to myself as I forced myself to sit up, slinging my feet over the side of the bed, touching the soft carpet under me with my bare feet. The texture was soft under my skin, and I took a second to appreciate the normality of it all. I hadn’t realized how much I liked carpeted rooms until that moment.

      I hadn’t realized how tired I was until we’d gone back to the girls’ apartment and their beds looked welcoming. I didn’t know how long I had been asleep for, but my joints hurt, and my body felt sore as I stood up.

      Someone knocked on the door, but I didn’t have to look up to see that it was Maya. I could smell her, and I knew she was smiling as she closed the door behind herself.

      “Hi,” she said. “I thought I heard you stirring.”

      “You did. I slept the whole day away.”

      She nodded, walking toward me as she narrowed her eyes, her black ears twitching on top of her head. She put her hand on my chest and I let her push me down on the bed, straddling me as she did. “You must be hungry,” she said into my mouth.

      I tried to kiss her, but she avoided me, chewing on her lower lip as she pulled her face away from mine. I could feel how warm she was through the thin fabric of her clothes, and I wrapped my arms around her waist as she pressed her body flush against mine.

      She dipped her head down, her teeth raking along my pulse as she curled her hand over my chest, her fingernails scraping along my bare chest.

      “I’m starving,” I said when she picked her head up, answering me by kissing me on the mouth. She panted as she kissed me open-mouthed and I grew hard under her body, especially as she ground her hips against mine.

      “You can eat later. I have plans for you now.”

      Before I could answer her, she quieted me with another kiss, and then her hands were sliding down my torso until she was pulling at the waistband of my pants. She curled her fingers under my waistband, playing with it for a long, annoying second.

      She nibbled down on my lower lip as she pulled away from me, her forehead pressed against mine, her hips constantly moving. “I was worried about you.”

      “Didn’t think I had it in me to fix it?”

      “No, I knew you could fix it. I just didn’t want you to feel like you needed to give your life up for it.”

      I shook my head. “I got lucky,” I said.

      “We shouldn’t have tried to go for you,” she said, then moaned quietly as she pushed herself against me, her fingers unmoving in a way that had started to border on infuriating. “There was no talking them out of it.”

      “Oh, it was their idea?”

      “Definitely. I just went along with it.”

      “Liar,” I said, grabbing her by the waist, and swinging around so I could throw her down on the bed. She giggled as I hovered over her, pinning her wrists up behind her, kissing her softly on the mouth. I kissed down the front of her body until I got to the collarbone of her shirt.

      “Are you going to take that off me?”

      “I think I’ll rip it off,” I said, biting into the fabric, surprised at how easy it was to slice through her clothes. She laughed, squirming under me, and I focused on kissing her again as I felt the soft skin of her tits under me. I wanted to make the moment last longer, though I could feel the anticipation building, and Maya looked like she was about to beg.

      “What are you going to do now?”

      “Make you wait,” I said.

      “Rude,” she replied, trying to capture my lips with hers, but I moved away just in time. She tried to jump up to get me, trying to nibble on my lower lip, but I didn’t let her. I traced the outline of her face and she leaned into my touch, catching my fingers in her mouth as her breathing got more desperate and jagged. I couldn’t wait anymore.

      She seemed to know exactly what I wanted, because she wrapped her legs around my waist, her skirt hitched up to her waist. She moved her hand down so she could move her underwear aside, and my cock pressed against the junction of her thighs.

      Her eyes narrowed as she met my gaze, her mouth half-open, and the blush in her cheeks deepened as she opened her legs wide for me. I teased her for a second, then she pulled me close to her with her legs as her hips rose to meet me, and I felt my body tense as I pushed myself inside of her.

      She chewed on her lower lip as I took a deep breath, her gaze right on mine as I fucked her, and she moved her hips to meet my every movement. I dipped my head down so I could keep kissing her as I continued to fuck her, and she moaned again, throwing her head back, her fingertips digging into the blanket under her.

      “That feels so good,” she said breathlessly, and I slammed into her, driving deep as she met me stroke for stroke, her muscles clenching around me as I fucked her.

      She knotted her fingers in my hair as she pulled my head down and I let her hold me in place as she kissed me, and we lost ourselves in each other’s bodies until I was fighting my own release.

      Maya stopped moving, her eyes glassy as she set her gaze on mine. “No,” she said. “Inside.”

      “Maya…”

      “I want you to come inside of me,” she demanded greedily, and I looked down at her face as I felt the effect of her words.

      I lost myself in the sensation, unable to answer her as her words pushed me over the edge, melting in her heat as her body shuddered under me, all of her muscles flexing as we finished together, until I was exhausted and she was catching her breath under me.

      I rolled off her after a while, my heart rate slowly returning to normal. Maya extended her hand and intertwined her fingers with mine, rolling over so she was on her side, and I smiled when I saw her half-naked body from the corner of my eye.

      “They were all planning to come in here,” she said. “Do you want me to tell them to hold off?”

      I groaned, tilting my head back as I sank into the bed under me. “Come here,” I said.

      Maya rolled onto her side, her head on my chest. I watched as her ears twitched on her head and we both caught our breath together.

      “You don’t have to tell them anything,” I said. “Just give me ten minutes.”

      She smiled. “Don’t worry,” she said, her hand on my chest, her hair tickling my face. “We have all the time in the world.”
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          Two Years Later

        

      

    

    
      “Your tie is crooked,” Ali said.

      Her long red hair was up in a high ponytail, her ears gloriously visible. We were in the comfort of our own home, so this was how she remained most of the time, but she didn’t have to cover up when we went out anymore and seeing her simply leave without having to go through the trouble of doing that always made me happy.

      Not that she hadn’t gone through a lot of trouble that night, because she looked stunning. She wore a figure-hugging blue-green dress that matched her eyes, the skirt glittering every time she took a step forward.

      “I thought you were going to compliment my Windsor knot.”

      She shook her head, a smile on her face as she straightened my crooked tie. Her blue eyes sparkled when she brushed my shoulders. “It’s a good knot. Did you learn that on the internet?”

      “I did,” I said, my hands wrapped around her tiny waist. “I also learned other stuff. Wanna see?”

      “Don’t you get your fill with all of us here?” she asked, mock annoyance in her voice. I could hear her desire, too, because I knew she wanted me because I could see it in her eye, but also because I could smell it on her. I could feel it in her touch, in the way her eyelashes fluttered and her body fidgeted.

      “I didn’t learn it by myself,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes, a smile on her face. “Stop,” she said. “You have to behave. I spent a lot of time on this hair and this face for you to mess it up.”

      “It’s a shame I’m going to.”

      “Later,” she said, tugging at my hand. “If we don’t go now, we’re going to be late.”

      “We can be late, Ali,” I said. “It’s a party. Getting there early is in poor taste.”

      “Not when the governor invites you. Honestly, I don’t know what you’d do without us,” she looked me up and down as if she was checking that I was up to her standards.

      “I’d go to less fancy parties,” I said.

      “You like the parties.”

      I shook my head. “I like the dresses.”

      She smiled. “Well, in a couple of years, you’ll be the one throwing your own parties,” she said. “It’d be quicker than that if you run…”

      I glared at her.

      “I know, I know,” she said. “I know you can do more like this than you can in office.”

      “Then why do you keep bringing it up?”

      “That’s the first time this year,” she said. “Give me a break. I just like it when you have power. It goes straight to my head.”

      “Your head, huh?” I asked, pulling her close enough to me that her body was flush against mine, and I could smell her raw need. I pulled her leg up so I could press myself against her. She tilted her face up and her lips met mine until she was breathing heavily.

      “We have to go,” she said. “This gown is expensive, and the rest of the girls have the kids. How many nights do we get to ourselves nowadays?”

      I could see the playful defiance in her eyes, but I couldn’t let that one go without pushing back. “You get as much time with me as you want,” I said. “It’s not my fault everyone decided I should be in charge of introducing a new species to the world.”

      “Yes, I know, but I’m selfish,” she said. “And you’re doing such a good job. It’s such a turn on.”

      She’d definitely gotten more confident over time, but ever since I had gotten her pregnant, it felt like she was in heat. Sex was all she could think about, and I was more than happy to indulge her. They all required special attention when it happened, each one a little more than the other, and it could be a lot of pressure sometimes, but mostly it kept me sane.

      Even with the world changing around us, humans and demis slowly getting used to the idea of cohabitation on Earth and in Eden, the women I lived with always did everything they could to keep me grounded. I was very grateful for it, and I would’ve much preferred spending our night alone satiating her every base desire.

      I shook my head when she tried to kiss me again. “I thought you said we had to go.”

      “We do have to go,” she said. “I’m not going to let you ruin another gown.”

      “I resent that. I didn’t do anything,” I replied. “That was your tail. This is on you, for not being able to control yourself.”

      She gasped in mock shock. “How dare you?”

      “Give me a twirl again and we’ll see if you can.”

      “Stop it,” she said, her expression softening. “Are you okay, really? You look a little nervous.”

      I nodded, extending my arm so she could take it. She hooked her fingers around the crook of my arm and we walked to the front door silently together. The hallway was big—the house was big, so big I still didn’t feel like I’d completely adjusted to it—and once we got to the front door, I opened it for her.

      The night air was crisp and cool, the air completely still. From the street, I could see car’s headlights in the distance, and I could hear animals chirping around us.

      “I am,” I said as she waited for me before she went down the stairs of our porch. “Nervous, I mean. Every day, things get crazier, and every day, I feel like I’m going to wake up and it’s not going to be real.”

      “What, the whole you saving the world thing?” she asked, her gaze on mine. “It’s real. It’s all real. You did that.”

      “No, I don’t mean that,” I said, though she was right. That was hard to believe. I had come to terms with it, as much as I could, anyway. It helped that I traveled between worlds pretty extensively, because I needed to keep relationships functioning. And, somehow, miraculously, I’d managed to finish my degree. The professors did give me a lot of accommodations after the world changed, so that was in large part because of them.

      “What do you mean, then?” Ali asked as we walked together to my car.

      “I mean, like, without meeting you, none of this would’ve happened,” I said.  “And every day, it just feels so weird that I met you in that class.”

      “Maybe it was fate,” she said, walking slowly, speaking quietly. This was nice. We normally didn’t get to have conversations without being interrupted by small children, or by one of the other girls. They were always nice interruptions, but it was still a treat to be able to speak to any of them individually without having to sidetrack at all.  “We were all waiting for you.”

      “Because of the prophecy,” I said.

      “Not really,” she said, shrugging her bare shoulders, and I clicked on the keychain as I watched her lean against the car. “We all knew some vague stuff about the prophecy from the social workers, but I don’t think any of us really believed it. Not until you showed up and made us see it was real, anyway. But it’s not hard for me to believe anymore. You’re here. You’re real. I think I just need to get used to it.”

      I smiled at her. “That means I have to get used to it, too, right?”

      “Totally,” she said, opening the passenger door. “And I can help. Now c’mon. The sooner we get there, the sooner you can get me out of this dress. And that’s what you want, right?”

      She was right. That was what I wanted. And as I walked around the car, trying to wrap my mind around what she’d said, a smile still painted on my face like I was some idiot, I knew that she’d do anything she could to keep reminding me that it was all real. That we’d won. That demis were cured and that there were no monsters coming for us.

      And even though I knew things could still get weirder, or more complicated, that was all I needed right then.

      It was all I was ever going to need.

      So when I climbed into the car and Ali was humming along quietly under her breath, her eyes sparking when she saw me, my heart fluttered in my chest as I put the car in gear.

      I drove out of our property, towards a future we wouldn’t have ever had if Ali and the rest of the girls hadn’t helped me save our entire species.

      “They’ll be here tonight, right?” I asked as I glanced at the rearview mirror.

      “Tomorrow morning,” she said. “We can use any part of the house we haven’t yet.”

      I smiled. Tomorrow morning would be wild, like it always was in a house as big as ours, but I’d spend a night alone with Ali that week, and the next week, with one of the others. The system hadn’t been my idea, but it worked.

      Years after she’d first said it, I was finally beginning to think that Maya was right. We had all the time in the world.

      
        
        THE END

      

        

      
        Thank you for reading Class Roar 3! If you enjoyed it, please leave a review.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            There’s more to discover in the Hunterverse

          

        

      

    

    
      Shifter U

      CLASS ROAR

      There’s a beast inside of Evan Wakefield, and he doesn’t care about grades.

      Doc Wilde

      WILD GOLD

      What’s a man to do when a gorgeous redhead walks into his office with an offer to help him find El Dorado? Book the first flight to Peru.

      Join my newsletter to get updates and free stories. I promise I won’t spam you.

      Also, come hang out on Facebook with me.
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