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Chapter 1: The Morning After

I woke up sandwiched between two succubi, and my first coherent thought was that I needed to pee.

My second thought was that I couldn’t move.

Lyra was curled against my left side, her golden hair splayed across my chest, her small wings folded tight against her back. Her tail had wrapped around my thigh sometime during the night and showed no signs of letting go. On my right, Cherry had somehow managed to drape her entire body across mine, those massive breasts pressed against my ribs, her pink hair tickling my chin, her tail intertwined with Lyra’s somewhere around my knees.

And at the foot of the bed, Kevin the golden retriever had claimed the remaining space, his chin resting on my ankle, snoring softly.

I was effectively pinned by approximately four hundred pounds of sleeping creatures.

This was my life now.

Outside the window, the L train rumbled past on its elevated track, the familiar sound that marked the rhythm of Chicago mornings. Sunlight filtered through the curtains we’d forgotten to close all the way, painting golden stripes across the tangled sheets.

The events of last night came back to me in fragments. The union. Both seals glowing at once. The patterns connecting, forming something larger, something I’d dreamed about for weeks. The System’s cryptic confirmation that the patterns matched but its analysis was inconclusive.

And the warning. Capture team: EN ROUTE. Estimated arrival: less than twenty-four hours.

That had been last night. Which meant they could be here any time today.

I needed to get up. Needed to prepare. Needed to do something other than lie here being slowly suffocated by supernatural cleavage.

“Lyra,” I whispered. “Lyra, wake up.”

She made a soft sound and burrowed deeper against my side. Her tail tightened around my thigh.

“Cherry.”

No response. Just the continued press of those impossible breasts against my ribs and a small, contented sigh.

I tried to extricate myself carefully, shifting my weight, sliding one leg toward the edge of the bed. Kevin lifted his head and gave me a betrayed look, as if I were personally attacking him by attempting to move.

“Sorry, buddy. Nature calls.”

He put his chin back down with a huff.

It took nearly five minutes of careful maneuvering to escape the bed without waking either succubus. By the time I made it to the bathroom, my bladder was staging a full-scale revolt.

When I emerged, feeling slightly more human, I caught my reflection in the hall mirror and paused.

I looked tired.

Not the normal tired of a long week or a late night. This was different. Deeper. There were shadows under my eyes that hadn’t been there a month ago. My cheeks looked slightly hollow. My skin had a grayish tinge that I didn’t like.

Feeding two succubi was taking its toll.

I’d noticed it over the past few weeks, but it had been gradual enough to dismiss. A little extra fatigue. Needing more sleep. The occasional dizzy spell that I blamed on skipping breakfast.

But looking at myself now, in the unforgiving light of morning, it was harder to ignore.

I was being drained.

Not dangerously. Not yet. But the trend was clear.

A notification flickered at the edge of my vision.

[System — Anchor Status: Jake Morrison] Energy Expenditure: Elevated Bonded Exiles: 2 Status: Sustainable (monitor recommended)

Sustainable. That was the key word. I could keep this up—for now. But if something changed, if the demands increased…

I pushed the thought aside and headed for the kitchen. Coffee first. Existential dread second.

I’d barely gotten the pot started when the smoke alarm went off.

The shrieking was immediate and deafening. I spun toward the stove to find Cherry standing there in nothing but one of my old t-shirts—which barely covered her ass and did nothing to contain her chest—holding a smoking pan over a burner that was definitely set too high.

“GOOD MORNING, JAKE!” she shouted over the alarm, beaming at me. “I’M MAKING BREAKFAST!”

“Cherry, the pan—”

“I WANTED TO SURPRISE YOU!”

“The pan is on fire!”

She looked down. “Oh! That’s not supposed to happen, is it?”

I grabbed the pan from her hand, tossed it into the sink, and turned on the water. A billow of steam joined the smoke already filling the kitchen. Kevin, who had apparently followed me out of the bedroom, began howling in response to the alarm—a mournful sound that competed impressively with the electronic shrieking.

From the other side of the wall, Mrs. Peterson started banging.

“WHAT IS GOING ON OVER THERE?”

“Everything’s fine, Mrs. Peterson!” I called back, climbing onto a chair to reach the smoke alarm. “Just a small cooking incident!”

“IT’S SEVEN IN THE MORNING!”

“I’m aware!” I yanked the battery out of the alarm, and blessed silence descended. Well, relative silence. Kevin was still howling. Cherry was still smiling. And Mrs. Peterson was muttering something through the wall that I couldn’t quite make out but probably wasn’t complimentary.

“I wanted to make eggs,” Cherry said, her tail drooping slightly. “Lyra showed me yesterday. You crack the shell and the inside comes out.”

“Did Lyra show you what temperature to use?”

“There are different temperatures?”

I sighed and scrubbed a hand over my face. “Coffee first. Then I’ll show you.”

“Oh! I can make coffee!” She brightened immediately, bouncing toward the coffee maker. Every step made her massive breasts jiggle beneath the thin t-shirt. The hem rode up, giving me a flash of her round ass. She was apparently not wearing underwear.

Of course she wasn’t.

“Cherry, the coffee is already—”

She poked at the machine enthusiastically. Something clicked. The pot I’d just started began making a sound it definitely shouldn’t make.

“I think I broke it.”

“You broke my coffee maker.”

“The buttons are very confusing!”

I stared at the machine, which was now gurgling ominously, and wondered if it was possible to be too tired for this. The answer was yes. The answer was definitely yes.

“Jake?” Lyra appeared in the doorway, wrapped in my bathrobe, her golden hair mussed from sleep. She looked between me, Cherry, and the smoking kitchen with an expression of weary resignation. “What happened?”

“Cherry happened.”

“I was making BREAKFAST!”

“And coffee?”

“And coffee.”

Lyra’s tail swished. “Cherry, we discussed this. Cooking requires supervision.”

“But I wanted to do something nice! Jake looked so tired last night, and this morning he looks even more tired, and I thought maybe if I made food he would feel better, but the pan got angry and the coffee machine is making weird noises and—” She stopped abruptly, her lower lip wobbling. “I’m sorry. I ruined everything.”

And just like that, my irritation evaporated.

“Hey.” I crossed to her, putting a hand on her shoulder. “You didn’t ruin anything. The pan is fine. The coffee maker is… probably fine. And the thought was sweet.”

“Really?”

“Really. But next time, maybe wake me up first?”

She threw her arms around me, pressing her entire body against mine. Those massive breasts squashed against my chest, warm and soft through the thin fabric of my shirt. Her tail wrapped around my leg.

“You’re the best bond anchor ever.”

“I’m the only bond anchor you have.”

“Still counts!”

Lyra watched us with a complicated expression. Through our bond, I felt her concern—not jealousy, not anymore, but genuine worry.

“Jake,” she said quietly, once Cherry had released me and bounced off to examine the coffee maker’s damage, “you look exhausted.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not. I can feel it through the bond. Your energy is… strained.”

I didn’t have a good response to that. Because she was right.

“We need to talk about feeding schedules,” she continued, her voice dropping even lower. “Two of us, one of you—it’s not sustainable long-term.”

“The System says it’s sustainable.”

“The System says ‘monitor recommended.’ That’s not the same thing.” Her tail found my hand, wrapping around my wrist. “I’ve been thinking. What if we reduced the frequency? Maintenance feedings only, unless there’s an emergency?”

“Will that be enough for you?”

“It’ll have to be.” Her blue eyes were serious. “I’d rather be a little hungry than watch you waste away.”

The words hit harder than I expected. Because she was right. I’d been ignoring the signs, telling myself it was fine, but it wasn’t fine. It was manageable—for now. But how long would “now” last?

“Okay,” I said. “We’ll be more careful. Maintenance only unless absolutely necessary.”

She nodded, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. “Thank you. And Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“I love you. I don’t say it enough, but I do. Whatever happens with the Wardens, whatever comes next—I love you.”

I pulled her close, breathing in the honeysuckle-vanilla scent of her hair. “I love you too.”

“THE COFFEE MACHINE IS MAKING SMOKE NOW!” Cherry announced from the kitchen.

We broke apart. The coffee maker was indeed smoking, black tendrils rising from somewhere it definitely shouldn’t be smoking from.

“I’ll order pizza,” I said.

“It’s seven in the morning.”

“Lou Malnati’s opens at eleven. We can wait.”

“You can’t have pizza for breakfast.”

“Watch me.”

In the end, we had cereal. The coffee maker was declared a casualty of Cherry’s enthusiasm, and I added “buy new coffee maker” to my mental list of things to do—right after “survive Warden attack” and “figure out what the seals mean.”

We ate at the small kitchen table, Kevin positioned strategically beneath it to catch any dropped crumbs. Cherry had put on actual clothes at Lyra’s insistence—a pair of my sweatpants and a tank top that strained heroically against her chest. She was pouting about it.

“Clothing is the worst human invention.”

“I still say landmines are worse,” I reminded her.

“I still don’t know what those are.”

“And I’m going to keep it that way.”

The L train rumbled past again, shaking the windows slightly. Cherry watched it go with interest.

“Those metal snakes fascinate me.”

“Trains,” I corrected. “They’re trains.”

“Snakes that eat people and carry them places.”

“…That’s actually a disturbing but accurate description.”

Lyra picked at her cereal, her expression distant. Through the bond, I could feel her worry—a constant low hum beneath the surface.

“They’re still out there,” she said quietly. “The Wardens. I can feel them at the edges of my awareness. Hostile. Waiting.”

“You said they’re methodical. They won’t attack until they’re sure they can win.”

“But they will attack. Eventually.” Her tail curled around her own leg—that anxious gesture I’d come to recognize. “We bought time last night by evading the scout, but the capture team is different. They’re not here to observe. They’re here to take us.”

“Then we don’t let them.”

“Jake—”

“I mean it.” I reached across the table to take her hand. “I don’t know how yet. But we’re not giving up. We’re not surrendering. And we’re definitely not letting some interdimensional cops drag you off to prison.”

Cherry’s tail swished hopefully. “You have a plan?”

“Not yet. But I’m working on it.”

I wasn’t working on it. I had no idea what to do. But I wasn’t going to tell them that. They were scared enough already.

“We’re almost out of coffee,” I said, changing the subject. “And milk. I should make a run to Mr. Okonkwo’s.”

“The small man with the interesting accent likes me!” Cherry perked up immediately. “Can I come? He always looks at me like I’m a puzzle he can’t solve, but I can tell he likes me.”

“That’s because you tried to pay him with daemon pearls last time.”

“They’re valid currency!”

“Not on Earth they’re not.”

“Earth has very confusing financial systems.”

She wasn’t wrong about that either.

“Maybe later,” I hedged. “For now, let’s stay inside. With the Wardens watching, the less we’re seen outside, the better.”

Her tail drooped, but she nodded. “Okay. But you’ll let me come next time?”

“Next time.”

If there was a next time.

After breakfast, Lyra pulled me aside while Cherry was occupied with trying to figure out the TV remote. Some things never changed.

“I need to feed,” she said quietly, her cheeks flushing. “Not a full feeding—just maintenance. To keep my energy stable.”

“I thought we agreed to reduce frequency.”

“We did. But I’m already running low from supporting my abilities last night. The emotional projection during the union took more out of me than I expected.” She looked down, embarrassed. “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t necessary.”

I thought about the shadows under my eyes. The grayish tinge to my skin. The System’s warning about monitoring my energy levels.

Then I thought about Lyra—about her weakening if she didn’t feed, about what that might mean if the Wardens attacked and she couldn’t defend herself.

“Okay,” I said. “Maintenance feeding. Quick and efficient.”

Her eyes brightened with relief and something else—that warm gratitude that always made my chest tight. “Thank you. And Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“I know the seals might… alert them. When they activate. But we can try to be subtle. Keep the energy exchange minimal.”

Right. The seals. Every time we were intimate, the seals glowed. And if the Wardens had equipment to detect that—

“Is it worth the risk?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” Her tail found my hand again. “But I know that if I’m too weak to function when they come, the risk of not feeding is worse than the risk of the seal activating.”

She had a point.

“Bedroom,” I said. “Quickly.”

Cherry didn’t notice us slip away. She was too busy arguing with the TV about why the people inside weren’t responding to her questions.

The bedroom still smelled like last night—like sex and candle wax and the mingled scents of both succubi. The sheets were tangled, the candles reduced to puddles of wax. Morning light filled the room with soft gold.

Lyra closed the door behind us and immediately pressed herself against me, her small wings folding against her back, her tail wrapping around my thigh.

“I’ll be quick,” she promised. “Just enough to stabilize.”

“Take what you need.”

She kissed me.

Unlike the heated kisses of the previous night, this started controlled—purposeful. Her lips were soft against mine, moving gently, coaxing. I felt the pull almost immediately, a pleasant warmth flowing from my chest toward her, energy transferring through the contact.

Her hands slid under my shirt, palms flat against my stomach, then moving upward to my chest. The touch intensified the transfer—I could feel my energy flowing into her more quickly now, could feel her absorbing it with small sounds of relief.

“That’s it,” she murmured against my lips. “Just a little more.”

I deepened the kiss, one hand tangling in her golden hair, the other sliding down to cup her ass through the thin fabric of the bathrobe. The robe had fallen open slightly, and I found bare skin—warm and smooth. She pressed closer, her perky breasts flattening against my chest through the thin fabric, her stiff nipples pressing into me. Her hips rolled forward, grinding against the bulge growing in my pants.

“Maintenance,” she breathed against my mouth, but her tongue told a different story, sliding against mine. “Just maintenance.”

Her hand dropped to my cock, palming me through my pants, stroking. The feeding intensified with the contact—more energy flowing, more need building. I could smell her arousal now, mixing with honeysuckle and vanilla.

“Lyra—”

“Just a little more.” Her fingers found my zipper. “I need—”

The feeding continued. Pleasant drain, warm transfer, her sighs of satisfaction mixing with my groans as she freed my cock and wrapped her fingers around it.

Through the bond, I felt her hunger receding, replaced by contentment and something warmer. Her energy stabilized, her powers strengthening. The exchange was working—maybe too well.

But I also felt something else.

My own fatigue deepening. The shadows under my eyes probably darkening. The cost of being an anchor, paid in increments I couldn’t afford.

“Lyra,” I said against her lips, catching her wrist. “That’s enough.”

She pulled back reluctantly, her blue eyes glazed with satisfaction and unfulfilled want, her cheeks flushed. Her hand was still wrapped around my hard cock. “I could take more—”

“That’s enough.”

She blinked, coming back to herself. When she focused on my face, concern replaced the contentment.

“Jake, you look—”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. You look worse than before.”

“I’m fine enough.” I kissed her forehead. “You got what you needed?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then it was worth it.”

She didn’t look convinced. Her tail unwound from my thigh slowly, almost reluctantly.

“We need to find a solution,” she said quietly. “A real solution. This can’t continue.”

“I know.”

“There are stories. In the demon realm. About humans who bond with multiple succubi and survive. But they’re rare, and I don’t know how—”

“We’ll figure it out.” I cupped her face in my hands. “We always do.”

Her eyes searched mine, looking for doubt, for fear. I tried to show her confidence I didn’t entirely feel.

“I love you,” she whispered.

“I love you too. Now let’s go rescue the TV from Cherry before she tries to feed it daemon pearls.”

She laughed—a small, genuine sound that made everything feel slightly less dire. Her hand found mine as we left the bedroom.

The living room was chaos.

Cherry had apparently given up on the TV and was now attempting to teach Kevin to “shake” by demonstrating the gesture herself. Kevin, for his part, was watching her with the patient confusion of a dog who had absolutely no idea what was happening but was happy to be included.

“Like this!” Cherry shook her own hand vigorously. “You put your paw up and shake!”

Kevin wagged his tail.

“No, shake! SHAKE!”

More tail wagging.

“He’s very bad at this game.”

“That’s because dogs don’t have hands,” I pointed out.

Cherry considered this. “That seems like a design flaw.”

“Take it up with evolution.”

“Who’s Evolution? Can I meet them?”

Before I could explain that evolution wasn’t a person, Kevin suddenly stopped wagging. His ears perked up. His head turned toward the windows facing the fire escape.

And he started whining.

Not a playful whine. Not an “I want attention” whine. This was different. Low and anxious, his whole body tense.

“Kevin?” Cherry knelt beside him. “What’s wrong, buddy?”

He didn’t look at her. His eyes were fixed on the window, and the whine intensified, rising and falling like a warning siren.

Lyra’s tail went rigid. “I feel it too. Something’s wrong.”

“Wrong how?”

“Hostile intent. Getting closer.” Her eyes started to shimmer with that faint glow. “Not Wardens—at least, I don’t think so. Something else.”

I moved to the window, careful to stay to the side where I couldn’t be seen from outside. The fire escape was empty. The alley beyond looked normal—dumpsters, shadows, nothing unusual.

But Kevin kept whining. And Lyra kept feeling something. And the hairs on the back of my neck were standing up in a way they hadn’t since the Warden scout had appeared in my building’s lobby.

“Jake?” Cherry’s voice had lost its usual brightness. “What’s happening?”

I didn’t have an answer.

The L train rumbled past, shaking the windows, breaking the moment. When the sound faded, Kevin’s whining had stopped. He was still staring at the window, but his body had relaxed slightly.

Whatever he’d sensed, it had passed. Or moved. Or was waiting.

“Everyone stay inside today,” I said. “And away from the windows.”

“But Jake—”

“I mean it. Whatever’s out there, we don’t know what it is yet. Until we do, we stay hidden.”

They didn’t argue. Even Cherry, who usually had an objection for everything, just nodded quietly.

I looked back at the window. The fire escape was still empty. The alley was still quiet.

But I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched.

That something was coming.

Something different from the Wardens.

I thought about the seal patterns connecting last night. About my dreams. About all the questions I still couldn’t answer.

Whatever was happening, it was bigger than I’d realized.

And it was getting closer.


Chapter 2: Crash Landing (Redux)

The window exploded inward at exactly 8:47 PM.

I know the time because I was checking my phone when it happened, wondering if the pizza delivery was going to be late. Lou Malnati’s had said forty-five minutes. It had been an hour.

One second I was looking at the tracking app. The next, glass was flying everywhere, Kevin was barking his head off, and something was tumbling through the shattered remains of my living room window.

Not something. Someone.

She hit the floor hard, rolling twice before slamming into the coffee table with enough force to knock it sideways. For a frozen moment, all I could see was a tangle of limbs and dark hair and—

Wings.

Torn wings, one of them hanging at an angle that made my stomach turn.

Another succubus.

“JAKE!” Lyra’s voice was sharp with alarm. She was already moving, crossing the room toward the fallen figure. Cherry had grabbed Kevin, holding the frantic dog back from investigating.

“Stay back,” I said, putting out an arm to stop Lyra. “We don’t know—”

The figure moved. Scrambled backward, away from us, until her back hit the wall beneath the broken window. Glass crunched under her. Blood dripped from cuts on her arms, her face, her torso.

And she was snarling.

“STAY BACK!”

The voice was hoarse, raw with fear and pain. Her eyes were wild—violet, I realized, deep purple that seemed to absorb the light—and her hands were raised, shadows flickering around her fingers like she was trying to summon something that wouldn’t come.

“We’re not going to hurt you,” Lyra said, her voice soft, her empath abilities clearly working overtime. “You’re safe here.”

“Safe?” The woman laughed, and it was an ugly sound. “Nowhere is safe. They’re right behind me. They’re—” She tried to push herself up and immediately collapsed, her face going gray. “Fuck.”

I got my first real look at her.

She was different from Lyra and Cherry. Darker, in every sense. Her hair was jet black with purple undertones, cut short and asymmetrical, longer on one side. Her skin was pale—porcelain pale—with beauty marks scattered across her cheeks and collarbone. Her horns were sharp obsidian, swept back aggressively, nothing cute about them.

And her body…

Even injured, even bleeding, even crumpled against my wall, I couldn’t help but notice. She was thick in a way neither of my other succubi were—smaller breasts, maybe B-cups, but her hips and ass more than made up for it. Curves that strained against the dark, torn clothing she wore. Thighs that looked like they could crush someone.

She was wearing what looked like combat gear—or what was left of it. Dark leather, shredded in places, burned in others. Her wings were a mess, one of them clearly broken, dark shadows trailing from them like smoke.

And she was looking at me like I was the enemy.

“Human,” she spat. “You’re the anchor.”

“I’m Jake.”

“I don’t care what your name is.” She tried to summon the shadows again, but they flickered and died around her fingers. “I need to go. They’re tracking me. If I stay here—”

“You’re in no condition to go anywhere,” Lyra said firmly. “Your wings are torn. You’re bleeding. And whatever you’re trying to do with those shadows isn’t working.”

The woman—succubus—whatever she was—glared at Lyra with undisguised hostility. “I don’t need your help.”

“You crashed through our window.”

“That was tactical.”

“You’re leaving a blood trail.”

She looked down at herself. Saw the blood dripping from multiple wounds. Saw the way her hands were shaking.

“Fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “Minor setback.”

Cherry, who had been uncharacteristically quiet, suddenly spoke up. “Ooh, another one! Hi! I’m Cherry! Do you like pizza? We have Lou Malnati’s on the way—well, it’s late, but it should be here soon!”

The new succubus stared at her. “What the fuck is a Lou Malnati’s?”

“It’s the best deep dish in Chicago! Very cheesy! Jake says it’s ‘the only acceptable pizza,’ which I think is extreme, but—”

“I don’t care about pizza.”

“Everyone cares about pizza. You just don’t know it yet.” Cherry beamed at her. “What’s your name?”

For a long moment, the dark-haired succubus didn’t answer. She looked between the three of us—Lyra with her patient concern, Cherry with her relentless friendliness, and me with whatever expression I was wearing—and something flickered across her face.

Confusion, maybe. Like she’d expected something different.

“Raven,” she finally said. “My name is Raven.”

“That’s a pretty name!” Cherry released Kevin, who immediately bounded toward Raven, tail wagging.

“Why is there a beast in your dwelling?”

Kevin reached her before she could finish. His tongue found her face, licking enthusiastically at her cheek, her chin, her nose. She jerked back, but there was nowhere to go—she was already against the wall.

“Get off—stop that—the beast is broken—”

But Kevin persisted, tail wagging so hard his whole body wiggled. And despite her protests, despite her snarls, Raven didn’t actually push him away. Her hand came up like she was going to shove him, but instead it landed on his head, fingers sinking into his golden fur.

Her tail, which I hadn’t noticed until now—long, elegant, darker than Lyra’s or Cherry’s—twitched. Not a hostile twitch. Something else.

“He likes you,” Cherry observed happily.

“The beast has poor judgment.”

“His name is Kevin.”

“That’s a stupid name for a beast.”

“I think it suits him!”

Raven looked at Kevin, who was now attempting to climb into her lap. Her expression was complicated—annoyance and something softer underneath, something she was trying very hard to hide.

“This is ridiculous,” she muttered. But she still didn’t push Kevin away.

I took the opportunity to crouch down to her level, staying at a safe distance.

“Raven. You said they were tracking you. Who?”

Her violet eyes snapped to mine, all softness vanishing. “Who do you think? The Wardens. A full capture team—three of them. I barely escaped.”

“Three?”

“A Handler and two Hunters.” Her voice was bitter. “They’ve been chasing me for weeks. Ever since I manifested on this side.”

“You came through a portal too?”

“Didn’t have much choice.” She winced as she shifted, glass crunching beneath her. “One minute I was in the demon realm, the next I was falling through light, and then I was here. In your world. With no powers, no allies, and interdimensional police on my ass.”

The same story. The same experience. Pulled through dimensions by something they couldn’t explain, landing on Earth, hunted by Wardens.

And somehow, all of them connected to me.

“The seals,” Lyra said quietly. “Raven, do you have a seal?”

Raven’s expression shuttered. “That’s none of your business.”

“We all have them. Jake has seen them. They glow when—”

“I know what they do.” Her voice was sharp enough to cut. “And I’m not discussing it with strangers.”

“We’re not strangers,” Cherry said. “We’re succubi. Like you. We’re all stuck here together.”

“I’m not stuck here. I’m passing through.”

“To where?”

Raven opened her mouth. Closed it. Looked away.

“Exactly,” Lyra said gently. “There’s nowhere to go. The Wardens are hunting all of us. Whatever brought us here, whatever the seals mean—we’re in this together.”

“I don’t do ‘together.’” Raven tried to stand and immediately crumpled, her legs giving out beneath her. I caught her before she hit the floor, my hands finding her waist, her arms.

She was cold.

Not just cool—cold. Like touching ice. Succubi were supposed to be warmer than humans. Even Lyra and Cherry ran hot. But Raven felt like she’d been left in a freezer.

“You’re freezing,” I said.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. You’re hypothermic, you’re bleeding, and you just collapsed.”

“Temporary weakness.” She pushed at my chest, but there was no strength behind it. “Let go of me.”

“If I let go, you’ll fall.”

“I won’t—”

I let go. She fell.

Well, she started to fall. I caught her again before she hit the ground.

“Point made?” I asked.

She glared at me with enough venom to poison a small village. But she didn’t try to push me away again.

“Fine,” she gritted out. “Fine. I’ll stay. For tonight. But tomorrow, I’m gone.”

“You can barely stand.”

“I’ll be better tomorrow.”

“Will you?”

She didn’t answer. Which was answer enough.

A notification flickered in my vision.

[System — Third Exile Detected] Designation: Raven Class: Shadow Status: CRITICAL Bond Anchor: Jake Morrison (PROVISIONAL — not accepted)

[WARNING: Anchor capacity approaching limits]

[System — Exile Status: RAVEN] Adaptation Level: 0% Powers Sealed: 95% Bond Strength: 0 / 1000 (Stranger)

UNLOCKED ABILITIES Shadow Blend (compromised — injury) Silent Movement (active)

LOCKED ABILITIES Shadow Step [Requires: Adaptation 15% OR crisis trigger] Shadow Tendrils [Requires: Bond 300+] Darkness Cloak [Requires: Adaptation 50%]

Another succubus. Another bond. Another mouth to feed, another person to protect.

Another drain on energy I didn’t have.

I pushed the thought aside. She needed help now. The logistics could wait.

“Lyra, can you sense how bad her injuries are?”

Lyra closed her eyes, her empath abilities extending. When she opened them, her expression was troubled.

“Multiple cuts, none of them deep. The wing is the worst of it—it’s badly torn, might need time to heal even with proper care. But the real problem is…” She hesitated.

“What?”

“She’s starving. Jake, she’s been running for weeks without feeding. I can feel it. The emptiness inside her, the hunger—it’s eating her alive.”

I looked at Raven, really looked. The grayish tinge to her skin. The way her horns had lost their shine, looking dull and matte instead of glossy obsidian. The weakness that went beyond physical injury.

Starvation.

“When did you last feed?” I asked her.

“None of your business.”

“Raven—”

“I said it’s none of your business.” Her voice cracked on the last word. “I don’t need feeding. I don’t need help. I don’t need any of you.”

But her eyes told a different story. Behind the hostility, behind the walls she’d built, I could see it. The desperation. The fear. The bone-deep exhaustion of someone who had been running for too long.

“Okay,” I said. “You don’t need our help. But you’re going to get it anyway.”

Her tail lashed—or tried to. It barely moved, hanging limp behind her like a broken flag.

“Why?” The word came out barely above a whisper. “Why would you help me? You don’t know me. I could be dangerous.”

“You’re too weak to be dangerous right now.”

“I could be lying about being weak.”

“Are you?”

She didn’t answer.

“Look,” I said, “I don’t know what happened to you in the demon realm. I don’t know who hurt you or why you’re so convinced everyone’s an enemy. But you’re here now. You’re injured. You’re starving. And the Wardens are hunting all of us, not just you.”

“The Wardens—” Her head snapped toward the broken window, her eyes going wide. “They’re—I led them right to you—”

I followed her gaze.

Through the shattered window, in the alley across the street, I could see them.

Three figures. Not two, not one—three. Standing in the shadows between the dumpsters, their proportions wrong, their bodies absorbing the streetlight like holes in reality.

The Handler was in front. Taller than the others, more humanoid but only barely. It seemed to be looking directly at us.

The two Hunters flanked it. Massive, misshapen, built for pursuit. Their limbs were too long, their joints bending wrong. Even from this distance, I could feel the cold emanating from them.

A capture team.

Right outside my building.

“Oh no,” Cherry breathed. “Oh no oh no oh no—”

Kevin started growling, low and continuous, his eyes fixed on the window.

Lyra grabbed my arm. “Jake, they saw us. They know where we are now.”

“They knew before,” I said, forcing my voice to stay calm. “The scout reported. They’ve been watching.”

“But now they have confirmation. Three succubi in one location. And with Raven injured—”

“They won’t attack tonight.” The words came out more confident than I felt. “Look at them. They’re observing. Gathering information. They didn’t follow her through the window—they let her come to us.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know how hunters think. They want a clean capture. Three targets in one location means they need to be sure. They need to watch, learn our patterns, find our weaknesses.”

“That’s… actually terrifying.”

“I know. But it also means we have time.”

“How much time?”

I looked at the Wardens. The Handler tilted its head, that featureless face somehow conveying amusement. Or anticipation. Or something worse.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But more than we had ten minutes ago.”

The pizza arrived twenty minutes later.

The delivery guy was confused by the broken window, the blood on the floor, and the three beautiful women clustered around a golden retriever who was aggressively licking a goth girl’s face.

“Uh… rough night?”

“You have no idea.” I tipped him extra for not asking questions.

Raven refused to eat at first.

“I don’t need human food.”

“It’s pizza. Everyone needs pizza.”

“I don’t—”

Cherry shoved a slice in front of her face. “It’s Lou Malnati’s. Deep dish. Very cheesy. Try it.”

“I said I don’t—”

“Trrrrry itttttt.”

Raven looked at the pizza. Looked at Cherry. Looked at the pizza again.

Her tail twitched.

Very slowly, very reluctantly, she took a bite.

Her eyes went wide.

“That’s…” She chewed slowly, her expression shifting through surprise, confusion, and something dangerously close to pleasure. “That’s acceptable.”

“ACCEPTABLE!” Cherry bounced happily. “She likes it!”

“I didn’t say I liked it.”

“You’re taking another bite.”

Raven looked down at her hand, which had indeed brought the slice back to her mouth without her apparent permission.

“…Temporary weakness,” she muttered.

She ate four slices.

We’d moved away from the window, keeping out of direct line of sight from the alley. The Wardens were still there—I could feel them, a cold pressure at the edge of my awareness that hadn’t been there before. But they weren’t approaching. Not yet.

Raven sat in the corner of the living room, her back to two walls, Kevin curled at her feet despite her protests. She looked marginally better after the pizza—less gray, slightly more alert—but still profoundly unwell.

“Tell us about the Wardens,” I said. “How did they find you?”

“How do you think?” She didn’t look at me. “The seals. Every time they activate, they broadcast. Like a beacon in the dark.” Her mouth twisted. “I learned that the hard way.”

“You fed?”

“Once. The first week. I was desperate, and there was this human—” She stopped. “It doesn’t matter. The point is, the seal activated, and they found me within hours. I’ve been running ever since.”

“That was weeks ago. You haven’t fed since?”

“I learned my lesson.”

Lyra leaned forward. “Raven, you can’t survive without feeding. It’s not a matter of preference—it’s biology. You’ll weaken, and weaken, and eventually—”

“Eventually I die. I know.” Raven’s voice was flat. “Better than the alternative.”

“What alternative?”

“Being caught. Being dragged back to the Inter-Realm Prison. Being—” She cut herself off, her hands clenching into fists. “You don’t know what they do there. What they do to succubi especially. I’m not going back. I’d rather starve.”

The room was silent.

Kevin whined softly and pressed his nose against Raven’s hand. Without seeming to realize she was doing it, she started petting him.

“You won’t starve here,” I said. “And you won’t be caught. Not if we work together.”

“I told you, I don’t do ‘together.’”

“Why not?”

“Because everyone leaves.” The words came out raw, unguarded, and she immediately looked like she regretted them. “Because everyone always leaves, or lies, or—” She stopped. “Forget it.”

“Raven—”

“I said forget it.” She stood abruptly—swayed—and caught herself against the wall. “I need to rest. Is there somewhere I can—”

“The bedroom,” Cherry offered. “It’s very soft!”

“I don’t need soft.”

“Everyone needs soft.”

“I’ll take the couch.” Raven limped toward it before anyone could argue. Kevin followed, jumping up beside her the moment she sat down.

“The beast is persistent.”

“His name is Kevin.”

“I know what his name is.”

But she didn’t push him away. She let him curl up against her side, his warmth bleeding into her cold body. Her hand found his fur again, fingers moving in slow, absent strokes.

“I don’t trust you,” she said, not looking at any of us. “I don’t trust anyone. I’m not going to suddenly change because you gave me pizza and let me sit on your furniture.”

“I know,” I said.

“But…” She hesitated. “I’ll stay. For tonight. Maybe longer. Not because I need your help—”

“Of course not.”

“—but because the Wardens are outside and I’m too weak to run right now.”

“Makes sense.”

“And maybe…” Another hesitation. “Maybe it’s better. Being hunted together than being hunted alone.”

It wasn’t trust. It wasn’t friendship. It wasn’t anything close to acceptance.

But it was a start.

“Get some rest,” I told her. “We’ll figure out the rest in the morning.”

She nodded once, sharply, and closed her eyes.

Within minutes, she was asleep—or unconscious, it was hard to tell the difference. Kevin stayed curled against her, his head on her stomach, watching over her with the devoted attention of a dog who had decided someone needed protecting.

I moved to where Lyra and Cherry were standing by the kitchen doorway.

“Three succubi,” Cherry said quietly, her usual brightness dimmed. “Three of us now.”

“Three seals,” Lyra added. “And three Wardens outside.”

“Convenient symmetry.”

“I don’t like it. This feels coordinated. Like something bigger is happening.”

I looked at Raven, sleeping on my couch, Kevin guarding her, her tail lying limp behind her.

Then I looked out the kitchen window, at the alley where the Wardens waited.

“Something bigger is happening,” I agreed. “The question is what.”

No one had an answer.

Outside, the Wardens watched. Inside, a third succubus slept, too weak to run, too stubborn to trust.

And me—I was caught in the middle, an anchor for creatures I didn’t fully understand, hunted by forces I couldn’t fight.

The System had warned me. Anchor capacity approaching limits.

Three succubi.

I didn’t know if I could survive three succubi.


Chapter 3: Hostile Cohabitation

Living with one succubus had been an adjustment.

Living with two had been a full-contact sport.

Living with three was apparently going to be a war zone.

Raven had been in the apartment for exactly eighteen hours, and in that time, she had:

	Refused to let anyone touch her wounds
	Refused to eat anything except cold pizza
	Refused to sleep anywhere except the darkest corner of the living room
	Hissed—actually hissed—at Cherry when she tried to give her a hug
	Glared at me every time I walked past, like I was personally responsible for all her problems


To be fair, I might have been responsible for some of them. The whole “portal anchor” thing was still fuzzy.

Currently, she was sitting in said dark corner, her back against two walls, Kevin lying at her feet despite her repeated protests. Her wings had stopped bleeding, but they still looked wrong—one of them hanging at an angle that made me wince every time I saw it. She’d wrapped herself in a blanket at some point, though she’d probably deny accepting it if asked. Her horns, which should have been sharp obsidian catching the light, had gone dull and matte—another sign of how badly she needed to feed.

Lyra approached her with a plate of eggs. She’d actually managed to cook them without setting anything on fire, which represented significant progress.

“You need to eat something besides pizza.”

“I don’t need anything.”

“Your body is breaking down. You haven’t fed in weeks. Human food won’t fix that, but it’ll help slow the deterioration.”

Raven looked at the eggs like they’d personally offended her. “What is this?”

“Eggs. From chickens.”

“You eat bird babies?”

“They’re not… they’re unfertilized. There’s no baby.”

“You eat bird not-babies. That’s somehow worse.”

But she took the plate. Poked at the eggs with suspicion. Took a tiny bite.

Her expression didn’t change, but she kept eating.

Lyra retreated to where I was standing by the kitchen doorway. “She’s impossible.”

“She’s scared.”

“She’s hostile.”

“Scared people often are.”

Lyra’s tail swished with frustration. “I can feel her emotions, Jake. Fear, yes. But also anger. So much anger. And underneath that, this… this desperate loneliness that she’s buried so deep she might not even know it’s there.”

“What does that tell you?”

“That someone hurt her. Badly.” Lyra’s blue eyes were sad. “She’s not like this because she wants to be. She’s like this because she learned it was the only way to survive.”

Across the room, Cherry was attempting to approach Raven with what appeared to be a bowl of ice cream.

“I found this in the cold box! Jake says it’s called ice cream and it’s very good!”

“I don’t want ice cream.”

“It’s chocolate! Chocolate is the best human invention!”

“I thought you said clothing was the worst human invention.”

“It is! But chocolate is the best! The spectrum of human inventions is very wide.”

She held the bowl out with both hands, her tail wagging hopefully.

Raven looked at the ice cream. Looked at Cherry. Looked back at the ice cream.

“Fine.” She snatched it like she was doing Cherry a favor. “But only because you won’t leave me alone otherwise.”

“Yay!”

She took one bite.

Her eyes went wide.

She took another bite. Then another. Then several more in rapid succession, the spoon moving faster and faster.

“This is…” She stopped, seeming to realize she was showing enthusiasm. Her expression smoothed back into neutrality. “Acceptable.”

“Acceptable! That’s what you said about the pizza!”

“I say it about lots of things.”

“You’re eating it really fast for something that’s just acceptable.”

“I have a high metabolism.”

The bowl was empty in under two minutes. Raven set it aside and pretended she hadn’t just demolished chocolate ice cream like it had personally saved her life.

“You like it,” Cherry said with satisfaction.

“I tolerate it.”

“Your tail was wagging.”

Raven’s tail, which had indeed been making small happy movements, immediately went rigid. “My tail was not wagging.”

“It totally was!”

“Succubus tails don’t wag.”

“Mine does!”

“That’s because you’re defective.”

Cherry gasped. “I’m not defective! I’m unique!”

“Same thing.”

But there was something in Raven’s voice that wasn’t quite as hostile as before. The ghost of something that might, under better circumstances, have been humor.

Progress. Tiny, barely perceptible progress.

Kevin, apparently sensing the improved mood, decided to press his advantage. He stood, stretched, and then very deliberately climbed onto Raven’s lap.

“The beast is invading my space.”

“He likes you.”

“He has poor judgment.”

“He’s very warm.”

Raven looked down at Kevin, who had curled into a ball on her thighs and was already closing his eyes. Her hand hovered over his fur, uncertain.

Then, very slowly, her fingers sank into the golden fluff and began to stroke.

“This doesn’t mean anything,” she said.

“Of course not,” I agreed.

“I’m just preventing the beast from making noise.”

“Clearly.”

“He’d whine if I pushed him off.”

“Absolutely.”

Her tail, traitor that it was, had started making those small movements again. When she noticed me looking, she glared.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Why are you staring at me?”

“I’m not.”

“You’re definitely staring.”

Cherry, who had apparently been conducting her own observations, chose this moment to offer input.

“He’s probably looking at your butt. It’s really nice.”

Raven choked.

“Your—your what?”

“Your butt! It’s very substantial. Very round. The kind of butt that humans draw in their picture boxes. Jake’s been sneaking looks at it all morning.”

I absolutely had not been sneaking looks at it.

I had been sneaking looks at all of her. There was a difference.

“That’s—” Raven’s face was doing something complicated. Not quite a blush—her skin was too pale and cold for that—but definitely something. “That’s completely inappropriate.”

“Why? It’s a compliment!”

“It’s not a compliment! It’s—my body is—that’s not—” She was actually flustered now, her usual hostile composure cracking. “SHUT UP.”

“But it’s so nice! Lyra’s is cute and mine is bouncy but yours is all thick and—”

“I SAID SHUT UP.”

Cherry blinked, looking genuinely confused. “Did I say something wrong?”

Raven’s tail was lashing now, but not in the angry way. More in the deeply uncomfortable way. She pulled the blanket tighter around herself, as if she could hide her entire body from view.

“Just… stop talking about my… about that. It’s not… it’s too much.”

Too much. Interesting.

I stored that information away for later. Raven wasn’t just hostile—she was self-conscious. About the very thing that made her distinctive. Her thick ass and wide hips weren’t a point of pride for her. They were a source of embarrassment.

That was useful to know. Not in a manipulative way. Just… useful. It meant the wall she’d built wasn’t as solid as she pretended.

“Cherry,” I said, “why don’t you put on a cooking show? I think there’s one about competitive baking on right now.”

The distraction worked immediately. Cherry bounced toward the TV with enthusiasm, all thoughts of Raven’s rear apparently forgotten.

Raven shot me a look—not grateful, exactly, but something adjacent to it.

“You didn’t have to do that.”

“I know.”

“I can handle her.”

“Yeah.”

“So why did you?”

Because you looked like you were about to crawl out of your skin. Because I could see the vulnerability underneath the hostility. Because everyone deserves a moment to breathe.

“Because the cooking show is actually pretty good,” I said instead.

She studied me for a long moment. Looking for the catch, maybe. The trick.

“You’re strange,” she finally said. “For a human.”

“I’ve heard that before.”

“From the blonde one?”

“From most people, actually.”

Her tail had stopped lashing. Kevin was still asleep in her lap, and her hand was still moving through his fur, even though she probably wasn’t aware of it.

“The beast is very warm,” she said quietly.

“Yeah. He’s good at that.”

A pause. Then: “Kevin.”

“What?”

“His name. You called him Kevin.” She wasn’t looking at me. “I know his name.”

It was such a small thing. Acknowledging the dog’s name. But it felt like a crack in the ice, a tiny fissure that might widen over time.

“He likes you,” I said.

“He shouldn’t.”

“Dogs are usually good judges of character.”

“Then he’s broken.”

But she kept petting him.

The cooking show was a competition where people had to bake elaborate cakes under time pressure. Cherry was riveted.

“Why are they yelling? The sugar will get upset!”

“I don’t think sugar has feelings, Cherry.”

“Everything has feelings!”

Raven, from her corner, was very deliberately not watching. Her eyes were fixed on the wall opposite the TV, her expression bored.

But I noticed her head turn slightly when one contestant’s fondant started to crack.

“It’s going to fall,” she muttered, so quietly I almost missed it.

On screen, the fondant fell.

“Ha.” A single syllable of satisfaction.

“You’re watching,” Cherry said delightedly.

“I’m not watching. I’m… observing the room. For threats.”

“The TV isn’t a threat.”

“Everything is a threat.”

“The cake isn’t a threat.”

“Especially the cake.”

But her eyes stayed on the screen. When another contestant’s soufflé collapsed, her tail did a tiny, involuntary swish of vindication.

“Told you,” she whispered. “The heat was too high. Amateur.”

A commercial break interrupted the show. Some insurance company ad featuring a father teaching his daughter to ride a bike, complete with swelling music and soft focus.

Raven’s tail went still.

I glanced over. Her jaw was tight. Her eyes were… wet?

“Are you crying?” Cherry asked.

“No.” The word came out thick. “My eyes are… leaking. It’s a succubus thing.”

“That’s not a succubus thing.”

“Shut up.”

But she didn’t change the channel. She watched the whole commercial, her hand pressed against her mouth, until the cooking show resumed.

Lyra caught my eye from across the room. Her lips twitched.

The ice queen was secretly invested in competitive baking shows.

I added that to my growing mental file on Raven.

Around midday, the tension shifted.

Lyra had been by the window, checking on the Wardens. She’d developed a routine—every hour, a careful peek through the curtain to confirm they were still there.

“They’ve moved,” she said, her voice tight.

I crossed to join her, staying to the side where I couldn’t be seen. “Where?”

“Closer. They were in the alley across the street. Now they’re…” She pointed.

The three Wardens had relocated to the fire escape of the building directly opposite ours. Higher ground. Better vantage point. Clear line of sight to our windows.

“They’re getting bolder,” I said.

“They’re tightening the noose.”

From her corner, Raven’s voice was bitter. “I told you. I led them right to you. They were tracking me.”

“They were already watching,” Lyra said. “We had a scout on us before you arrived.”

“But now they have three targets. That’s worth more resources, more attention.” Raven’s tail lashed weakly. “You should kick me out. Make it clear I’m not with you. Maybe they’ll follow me and leave you alone.”

“We’re not kicking you out,” I said.

“Why not? It’s the logical move.”

“Because you’d die. You can barely stand. If you went out there—”

“That’s my choice to make.”

“And my answer is still no.”

She stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “You don’t even know me. I’ve been nothing but hostile since I arrived. Why would you risk your life—risk their lives—for someone who’s been nothing but unpleasant?”

“Because you need help.”

“I don’t need—”

“Yeah, you’ve said that. Multiple times. But here’s the thing, Raven.” I turned to face her fully. “Everyone needs help sometimes. Even people who don’t want to admit it. And I’m not going to let you die just because you’re too stubborn to accept it.”

Her mouth opened. Closed. Her tail curled around her own leg—that anxious gesture I’d seen in Lyra before.

“You’re an idiot,” she finally said.

“Probably.”

“A complete moron.”

“That too.”

“I could be dangerous. I could be lying about everything.”

“Are you?”

She didn’t answer.

“That’s what I thought.” I turned back to the window. “Now let’s focus on the actual problem. The Wardens.”

The afternoon passed slowly.

Cherry attempted to make lunch. The results were… edible, technically, though Lyra quietly disposed of her portion when Cherry wasn’t looking. Raven ate everything on her plate, which either meant she was starving or she genuinely couldn’t taste how bad it was.

“It’s better than nothing,” she said when she caught me watching. “I’ve eaten worse.”

“When?”

She didn’t answer that either.

Kevin had become Raven’s permanent shadow. Every time she moved—to get water, to use the bathroom, to stretch her injured wings—he followed. When she sat back down, he was immediately in her space, pressing against her, offering warmth she clearly needed.

“The beast is obsessive,” she complained.

“He’s worried about you.”

“He’s a dog. Dogs don’t worry.”

“Kevin does.”

She looked down at him. He looked up at her with those big golden eyes, tail wagging hopefully.

Something flickered across her face. Gone before I could identify it.

“Fine,” she muttered, and scratched behind his ears.

As the sun began to set, I found myself in the kitchen with Lyra, preparing dinner that wouldn’t give anyone food poisoning.

“She’s starting to crack,” Lyra said quietly, keeping her voice low enough that Raven couldn’t hear. “The ice cream. The cooking show. Kevin. She’s not as closed off as she pretends.”

“I noticed.”

“It’s promising. For the bond, I mean. If she can’t bond with you, she can’t feed. And if she can’t feed…”

“She dies. I know.”

“Jake.” Lyra’s hand found mine. “She’s not going to trust easily. Whatever happened to her, it was bad. I can feel the scars. But I think… I think if you’re patient with her, she might eventually—”

“Trust me?”

“Let you in. Trust is probably too strong a word for where she is now. But she might let you in. Just a little. Enough to feed. Enough to survive.”

I thought about Raven in her corner, pretending not to watch TV, secretly eating ice cream, petting the dog she claimed to hate.

“I can be patient.”

“I know you can.” Lyra squeezed my hand. “That’s why this might work.”

After dinner—pasta, simple, hard to ruin—I found Raven at the window.

Not the window we were using to watch the Wardens. The other one, facing the city instead of the alley. She was staring out at the Chicago skyline, the lights beginning to twinkle as darkness fell, the L train rumbling past in the distance.

“It’s strange,” she said without turning around. She must have heard me approach. “Your world. So many lights. So much… noise.”

“Is it different from the demon realm?”

“Everything is different from the demon realm.” She was quiet for a moment. “We don’t have cities like this. We have courts, territories, domains. But nothing like this. So many beings, crammed together, living on top of each other. And they don’t even know.”

“Know what?”

“That they’re being watched. That there are other realms, other creatures. That everything they think they understand about reality is…” She made a vague gesture. “Incomplete.”

“Would knowing help them?”

“No. Probably not. But sometimes I wonder what it would be like. To live without knowing. To think this is all there is.”

I moved to stand beside her, careful to leave space between us. “Is that what you want? To not know?”

“I don’t know what I want.” The words came out tired, without their usual hostile edge. “I used to want things. Before. But then everything fell apart, and wanting things started to seem… pointless.”

“What happened? Before?”

She didn’t answer for a long moment. I thought she might not respond at all.

Then: “I trusted someone. In the demon realm. A friend, or what I thought was a friend. We were close. I told her things I’d never told anyone. Secrets. Vulnerabilities. And she…” Raven’s tail curled tight around her own leg. “She sold me to the Banishers.”

“The Banishers?”

“The faction that exiled me. That gave me this seal.” Her hand moved unconsciously toward her inner thigh, where I knew her seal must be hidden. “She told them about me. Where to find me. What I was. In exchange for… I don’t even know. Status, maybe. Safety. She threw me away like I was nothing.”

The bitterness in her voice was almost physical. A wound that hadn’t healed, might never heal.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “That’s… that’s awful.”

“It was necessary. For her.” Raven’s laugh was hollow. “That’s what she said, when I confronted her. ‘It’s nothing personal, Raven. It’s just survival.’ As if that made it better. As if survival justifies anything.”

I didn’t know what to say. What could I say? I couldn’t fix this. Couldn’t undo what had been done to her. Couldn’t erase the betrayal that had shaped her into this suspicious, hostile, desperately lonely creature.

But I could stand here. I could listen. I could not walk away.

“I won’t betray you,” I said.

She turned to look at me. Her violet eyes were guarded, searching.

“You don’t know that. You don’t know what you’ll do if it comes down to you or me.”

“I know enough.”

“No one knows enough. Not until they’re tested.” She turned back to the window. “But… I believe you believe it. That’s more than most.”

We stood in silence for a while, watching the city lights flicker, the L train pass, the world move on without knowing what lurked in its shadows.

“They won’t wait forever,” Raven said eventually. “The Wardens. They’re learning our patterns. Looking for weaknesses.”

“I know.”

“When they come, it won’t be subtle. It won’t be negotiable. They’ll hit hard and fast, and if we’re not ready—”

“Then we’ll get ready.”

She looked at me again. Something flickered in her expression—not trust, not yet, but something adjacent. The beginning of curiosity, maybe. The first tentative wondering if this strange human might actually be different.

“You’re either very brave or very stupid,” she said.

“Can’t it be both?”

Her lips twitched. Not a smile. But close.

“Maybe,” she allowed.

Her tail, I noticed, had stopped curling around her leg defensively. It was hanging loose now, relaxed in a way I hadn’t seen since she arrived.

A tiny shift. A crack in the ice.

I’d take it.

“Get some rest,” I told her. “Tomorrow we start planning.”

She nodded once and turned away from the window. Kevin, who had been waiting patiently nearby, immediately trotted to her side.

“The beast needs to use the outdoor elimination area,” she said.

“He needs to go outside?”

“That’s what I said.”

“You said ‘outdoor elimination area.’”

“Because that’s what it is.”

I couldn’t argue with that logic.

I took Kevin down while Raven watched from the window. The Wardens watched too—I could feel their eyes on me as the dog did his business, feel the cold pressure of their attention.

But they didn’t approach. Not yet.

Tomorrow, I thought. Tomorrow we figure out how to survive this.

For tonight, a hostile succubus was petting a dog named Kevin and secretly enjoying cooking shows.


Chapter 4: Feeding Crisis

The old feeding schedule was officially dead.

It had been a good system while it lasted. Lyra on Mondays and Thursdays. Cherry on Tuesdays and Fridays. Weekends flexible. Enough to keep both succubi healthy without draining me dry.

But that was when there were two of them.

Now there were three.

And Raven wasn’t eating.

“She’s deteriorating,” Lyra said quietly. We were in the kitchen, speaking low enough that the others couldn’t hear. “I can feel it through my empathy. The hunger is eating her alive, Jake. If she doesn’t feed soon—”

“How soon?”

“Days. Maybe a week at most.” Lyra’s tail curled anxiously around her own leg. “Her body is already shutting down. The coldness, the weakness, the way her horns have lost their shine—those are late-stage starvation symptoms.”

I looked through the doorway at Raven, who was sitting in her corner with Kevin. Even from here, I could see what Lyra meant. Her skin had taken on a grayish tinge. Her movements were slower, more labored. Her tail hung limp behind her, barely twitching. As I watched, she reached back and tried to lift it manually, holding it up by the base like she could force it to behave normally. It drooped the moment she let go, and she looked away quickly, pretending she hadn’t tried.

“She won’t let me feed her,” I said. “She barely lets me near her.”

“I know. But that’s not the only problem.”

“What else?”

Lyra hesitated. “Cherry. She needs to feed too. She’s been patient—very patient, by her standards—but her energy is dropping. I can feel her hunger even when she’s trying to hide it. And if both of them need full feedings…”

She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t have to.

Two full feedings plus whatever Raven might eventually need, all while I was already running on empty.

The math didn’t work.

“We need to renegotiate,” I said. “Figure out a new schedule that accounts for three.”

“Jake…” Lyra’s hand found mine. “There’s another option. I could skip my feeding. Let Cherry have the priority. My bond is stronger—I can survive longer without—”

“No.”

“But if it helps—”

“I said no.” I turned to face her fully. “I’m not letting any of you go hungry. Not Cherry, not Raven, and definitely not you. We’re going to figure this out together.”

Her blue eyes searched mine. Whatever she was looking for, she seemed to find it.

“Okay,” she said softly. “Then what do we do?”

I thought about it. Really thought. The System had said my exposure was elevated but sustainable. That meant I had some margin—not much, but some.

“We prioritize efficiency,” I said. “Full feeding for you today—bank the energy while we have the chance. Maintenance only for Cherry. And Raven…” I sighed. “Raven we’ll figure out when she’s ready.”

“That might not be soon enough.”

“It’ll have to be.”

Lyra nodded, but her expression remained troubled. She leaned into me, her forehead pressing against my chest.

“I’m scared, Jake. For Raven. For all of us. The Wardens are outside, you’re getting weaker, and I don’t know how to fix any of it.”

“We’ll figure it out.” I wrapped my arms around her, holding her close. “We always do.”

“That’s what you said last time.”

“And was I wrong?”

“No. But this is different. This is—”

“Harder. I know. But not impossible.” I pulled back to look at her face. “Ready?”

Her cheeks flushed slightly. Even after everything we’d been through, she still got shy about this.

“Yes. But Jake—before we start—the seals.”

Right. The seals.

Every time we were intimate, the seals glowed. And if the Wardens had ways to track that activation…

“We might be giving away our position,” I said.

“Might be. Or might not. We don’t know for certain how their tracking works.” Lyra’s tail swished uncertainly. “But I wanted you to know the risk. Before we… before.”

I thought about it. The Wardens were already outside. They already knew where we were. Would one more seal activation make things worse?

Probably not. They were watching, waiting, gathering information. One more data point wouldn’t change their timeline.

And if Lyra didn’t feed, she’d be too weak to defend herself when they finally did attack.

“We can’t stop living because they’re watching,” I said. “The risk of not feeding is worse than the risk of them detecting it.”

Lyra nodded, some tension leaving her shoulders. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

“Come here.”

We moved to the bedroom, closing the door behind us. The curtains were already drawn—Lyra had developed the habit of keeping them shut, even during the day.

The room felt smaller than usual. More intimate. The weight of everything bearing down on us—the Wardens outside, Raven starving in the living room, my own energy straining at its limits.

But right now, in this moment, all that existed was Lyra.

She turned to face me, her golden hair catching the dim light, her blue eyes bright with anticipation and something deeper. Love, maybe. Or need. With succubi, the lines were blurred.

“I know you’re tired,” she said softly. “I know this is hard on you. But I want you to know—this isn’t just about feeding. It’s never just about feeding.”

“I know.”

“I love you, Jake. Whatever happens with the Wardens, whatever comes next—I love you.”

“I love you too.”

She moved toward me, closing the distance between us. Her hands found my chest, sliding up to my shoulders. Her body pressed against mine—warm, soft, familiar.

“Thank you,” she whispered against my lips. “For protecting us. For not giving up.”

“Never.”

And then she kissed me.

The kiss started tender—soft lips meeting mine, gentle pressure, the sweet taste of her that I’d come to crave. But it built quickly, her tongue finding mine, her fingers tangling in my hair, pulling me closer.

Through our bond, I felt her hunger. Not just sexual—though that was there too, a warm pulse of desire—but the deeper need. The succubus need for energy, for sustenance. She’d been holding back, rationing herself, and now that restraint was crumbling.

She needed this. Needed me.

I pulled back just far enough to look at her face. Her cheeks were flushed, her breathing already quickened. Those bright blue eyes had darkened with arousal, the pupils dilating.

“Take what you need,” I told her.

“What if I need too much?”

“Then take it anyway.”

Something shifted in her expression. The last of her hesitation vanished, replaced by something hungrier. More primal.

She pushed me toward the bed.

I let her. Fell back onto the mattress, watching as she stripped off her clothes. The borrowed t-shirt came over her head and her perky breasts bounced free, pink nipples already stiff in the cool air. Her skin flushed that gorgeous rose color that spread from her cheeks down her throat. Her small wings spread slightly, catching the dim light. Her tail swished behind her, the heart-shaped tip curling with anticipation.

My cock was already straining against my pants. Just the sight of her naked body did that to me now—Pavlovian response to golden hair and soft curves.

“God, you’re beautiful,” I said.

The blush deepened, spreading down to her chest, coloring the swell of her breasts. That tell I’d come to love—the physical map of her arousal painted across her skin.

“You always say that.”

“I always mean it.”

She climbed onto the bed, straddling my hips, her naked body pressing down against my clothed one. The heat of her was immediate—succubus heat, warmer than human, radiating through the fabric. Her pussy was already slick against my jeans, leaving a wet spot.

“Too many clothes,” she murmured, her fingers finding the hem of my shirt. “Off. Now.”

We stripped me together, urgency making us clumsy. Shirts tossed aside. Pants shoved down. When my cock sprang free, hard and aching, she made a small sound of appreciation that went straight to my balls.

She settled back down, and her soaking wet slit pressed against my shaft. Not taking me inside—just sliding along the length, coating me with her arousal. The heat of her pussy against my bare cock was maddening.

“Lyra—”

“Patience.” Her hips rolled, grinding her clit against my shaft, dragging her slick folds along my length. “I want to feel you. All of you.”

She leaned down to kiss me, her tongue finding mine, her hips never stopping that maddening rhythm. Her juices dripped down my shaft, pooling at the base, making everything slippery and hot. I could smell her now—honeysuckle and vanilla, sweetening as her arousal built.

My hands found her hips, pulling her tighter against me. Her breasts flattened against my chest, hard nipples dragging across my skin with each roll. Her wings fluttered.

“I love you inside me,” she breathed between kisses. “Love the way you fill me. The way you stretch me. The way you reach places no one else ever has.”

“Then let me.”

She smiled—that sweet, slightly shy smile that had captured me from the beginning. Then she reached between us, wrapped her fingers around my cock, and guided the head to her entrance.

She sank down slowly.

My head breached her first—that initial tight resistance, then the give as her body opened for me. Inch by inch, her pussy stretched around my shaft, gripping me like a hot, wet fist. Her eyes never left mine. I watched her expression shift—lips parting, breath catching, that beautiful flush spreading.

“Oh god,” she gasped when I was halfway in. “So thick—”

She pushed down harder, taking the rest in one motion, her ass settling against my thighs with my cock buried to the hilt. The heat of her was incredible. The grip of her walls, fluttering around me, adjusting.

“Always so full,” she whispered. “So perfect.”

She began to move.

Slow at first. Rolling her hips in those lazy circles she loved, grinding her swollen clit against my pelvis with each rotation. I could feel every motion—her inner walls sliding along my shaft, the wet friction, the way she clenched when she hit a good angle. Her hands pressed against my chest for leverage, her fingers spread. Her small wings fluttered with the rhythm.

Through the bond, the transfer started. Warm energy flowing from me into her through every point where our bodies connected—my cock buried inside her, my hands on her hips, our skin pressed together. Pleasant at first—a tingling sensation spreading from where we were joined. Then stronger. More urgent. The pull increasing as her hunger fed.

She moaned, her head falling back, golden hair cascading down her spine. “Jake… you feel so good… I can taste your energy… so sweet…”

I gripped her hips tighter, my fingers digging into her soft flesh hard enough to leave marks. “Take it. Take everything you need.”

Something unlocked in her. The restraint she’d been maintaining crumbled. Her rhythm increased—lazy rolls becoming actual bounces, her ass lifting until just my tip remained inside, then slamming back down to take me balls-deep. Her pussy gripped me like she never wanted to let go, the wet sounds of our fucking filling the quiet room—slick and obscene and perfect.

“Harder,” she gasped. “I need—I need more—”

I gave her what she wanted.

I planted my feet on the bed and started thrusting up to meet her, driving my cock deep with each stroke. The slap of skin against skin echoed off the walls—her ass bouncing against my thighs, my balls hitting her with every impact. Her breasts bounced wildly with the force, nipples hard and flushed and begging to be touched.

I reached up and took them in my hands—palms cupping the soft weight, fingers finding her stiff nipples. I squeezed, rolled them, pinched just hard enough to make her gasp.

She cried out, her back arching, her pussy clenching around me so tight I saw stars.

“Yes! Just like that—don’t stop—”

“Never.” I thrust harder, deeper, my fingers still working her nipples. “This pussy is mine. Say it.”

“Yours—” She was panting now, golden hair wild, wings spread wide. “Yours, Jake. All of it. Only yours.”

The bond was singing, energy flowing both ways—mine into her, hers into me, pleasure building between us in waves. I could feel what she felt through the connection—the thick stretch of my cock splitting her open, the pressure building in her core, her clit throbbing with each brush against my pelvis.

“Going to come,” she warned, her voice breaking. “Jake, I’m—so close—”

“Then come. Let go. Come all over my cock.”

I increased my pace, pounding up into her with everything I had. One hand left her breast to find her clit—swollen and slippery with her juices. I rubbed in tight circles while I thrust, giving her everything.

“Oh god—oh FUCK—JAKE—”

She shattered.

Her pussy clamped down on me like a vice, walls rippling, milking my cock with rhythmic spasms. Her whole body shook. And with the climax came the flood—that gush of liquid heat that she’d discovered with me. It sprayed against my stomach and thighs, hot and clear, drenching us both. The sheets were soaked instantly, her squirt running down my balls, pooling beneath us.

“That’s it,” I groaned, not slowing down, fucking her through the orgasm. “Let it all out. Give me everything. Soak me.”

“JAKE—”

She came again before the first one finished, the second wave hitting even harder. Her scream was ragged, broken. More liquid gushed from her—I could feel it pulsing out of her with each clench of her pussy, spraying across my abdomen. Her wings spread so wide they nearly touched the walls. Her tail wrapped around my leg so tight it almost hurt, the heart-shaped tip pressing into my thigh.

And on her lower back, light.

Golden light, blazing bright, the intricate pattern of her seal activating with her climax. I grabbed her hip and spun us—flipping her onto her back without pulling out, driving deep from this new angle. Now I could see the seal clearly—swirling lines, ancient symbols, pulsing with each spasm of her body. Glowing brighter with each thrust.

Beautiful. Terrifying. Inevitable.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped, even as the aftershocks rolled through her. Her legs wrapped around my waist, heels digging into my ass, pulling me deeper. “I want you to come. I want to feel you fill me—please—”

I was close. The sight of her seal blazing, the feeling of her energy merging with mine, the tight grip of her soaked pussy clenching with each thrust—it was too much. Too good.

“Going to fill this pretty pussy,” I growled, driving into her harder. “Going to pump you full—”

“Yes. Do it. Come inside me, Jake. I need your cum. I need it so bad—”

I let go.

The orgasm ripped through me, starting at the base of my spine and exploding outward. My cock pulsed, swelling inside her, erupting deep—rope after rope of thick cum flooding her pussy. I buried myself to the hilt and held there, grinding against her clit while I emptied everything I had into her.

She moaned at the sensation, her walls milking every drop, drawing me deeper with rhythmic contractions. “Yes—I can feel it—so much—so warm—”

The seal on her back blazed brighter—gold turning almost white—as the energy transfer peaked. She was taking everything I gave her, feeding on my essence, her body glowing with supernatural satisfaction.

When the pulses finally slowed, I collapsed on top of her, spent. My cock was still buried inside, still twitching with aftershocks. I could feel my cum leaking out around my shaft, mixing with her juices, dripping down onto the already-ruined sheets.

We lay there for a while, tangled together, her legs still wrapped around me, her tail still coiled around my thigh. The wet heat of our combined fluids spread beneath us. Her pussy kept clenching in little afterspasms, milking the last of my cum from my softening cock.

“Holy shit,” she finally whispered.

“Yeah.”

“That was…”

“Yeah.”

She laughed weakly, pressing a kiss to my chest. “My vocabulary seems to have abandoned me.”

“Mine too.”

Through the bond, I could feel her satiation. The hunger was gone, replaced by warm contentment. Her energy was stable—more than stable. She was full, satisfied, glowing with vitality that had been absent for days.

But I could also feel the cost.

The shadows under my eyes were probably darker now. The grayish tinge to my skin more pronounced. The fatigue settling into my bones like lead.

A notification flickered in my vision.

[System — Status Update] Lyra: Bond +50 → 600 (Devoted) Lyra: Energy — FULL Lyra: Seal activation logged

[WARNING: Anchor energy depleted to STRAINED] [WARNING: Seal activation detected — location may be compromised]

Strained. Not critical, not yet, but definitely worse than before.

“Jake?” Lyra lifted her head, her blue eyes concerned. “You look pale.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not.” Her hand touched my cheek. “I took too much. I shouldn’t have—”

“You took exactly what you needed.” I caught her hand, kissed her palm. “Don’t apologize for surviving.”

“But you—”

“I’ll recover. Sleep, food, time. I’ll be fine.”

She didn’t look convinced. But she also didn’t argue. She curled against me instead, her warmth seeping into my chilled skin, her tail wrapping around my thigh in that possessive gesture I’d come to love.

“I’m worried about you,” she murmured.

“I know.”

“About all of us.”

I pulled her closer in response, my arms tightening around her.

“What are we going to do?”

I stared at the ceiling, feeling the fatigue settle deeper, feeling the bonds humming in the back of my mind—Lyra’s full and content, Cherry’s hungry and waiting, and somewhere beneath that, the faint stirring of something new. Raven. The bond that wasn’t really a bond yet. Just potential. Just possibility.

“We’re going to survive,” I said. “Whatever it takes.”

She pressed closer, and I held her until her breathing evened out with sleep.

Cherry’s maintenance feeding was quicker. Efficient.

I found her in the living room, watching cooking shows with Raven. Or rather, watching cooking shows near Raven, who was pretending not to be invested while muttering commentary about improper baking temperatures.

“Hey,” I said.

Cherry turned, her face brightening immediately. Then dimming when she saw my expression.

“Jake? You look tired.”

“Long day.”

“Is it about the feeding? Lyra said you needed to—” She stopped, her tail drooping. “Oh. I can smell it. The energy transfer. You already…”

“With Lyra. Yeah.” I sat beside her on the couch, keeping my voice low. “But you need maintenance too. Are you okay with—”

“Of course!” Her enthusiasm returned, though more subdued than usual. “But Jake, you look really tired. Are you sure—”

“I’m sure.”

“Because I can wait. I can hold out longer if you need—”

“Cherry.” I took her hand. “I’m fine. Let me take care of you.”

She searched my face, her heart-shaped pupils soft with worry. Then she nodded.

The maintenance feeding was what we’d practiced—kiss-based, minimal contact, just enough energy to keep her stable. Her lips were sweet against mine, soft and eager. I felt the pull, gentler than with Lyra, a trickle instead of a flood.

When she pulled back, her cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “You always take such good care of us.”

“That’s my job.”

“No it’s not. That’s what makes it special.” She kissed my cheek, lingering. “You choose to do it. Even when it costs you.”

A notification flickered.

[System — Status Update] Cherry: Bond +25 → 475 (Intimate) Cherry: Energy — STABLE

I was about to respond when movement caught my eye.

Raven.

She was standing in the hallway, half-hidden in shadow, watching us. Her violet eyes were fixed on me with an expression I couldn’t read. Complicated. Conflicted. Hungry.

When she realized I’d seen her, she flinched. Turned to retreat.

“Raven, wait—”

She was gone before I could finish. I heard the bathroom door close. The click of the lock.

Cherry looked between me and the hallway. “She’s been doing that. Watching you. When she thinks no one notices.”

“Watching?”

“You. Us. The feeding.” Her tail swished thoughtfully. “I think she wants to. But she’s scared.”

Scared. Yeah. That fit.

I stood, swaying slightly. The fatigue was worse now. Two feedings in one day, even one partial, was pushing my limits.

“I need to rest,” I said. “Wake me if anything happens with the Wardens.”

“Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t give up on her. Raven, I mean.” Cherry’s expression was unusually serious. “I know she’s mean and prickly and pretends to hate everything. But I can feel it too—the loneliness underneath. She needs us. She just doesn’t know how to accept it yet.”

I thought about Raven’s expression as she watched us. The hunger. The fear.

“I won’t give up,” I promised.

That night, I woke to find someone in my room.

Raven.

She was standing by the window, silhouetted against the glow of city lights. Her wings were folded tight against her back, her tail hanging limp. She didn’t turn when I stirred, but I could tell she knew I was awake.

“You’re killing yourself for them,” she said quietly. “Why?”

I sat up slowly, my body protesting the movement. “Because they need me.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Probably.”

“I’m serious.” Now she did turn, and I could see her face in the dim light. The conflict there. The confusion. “I’ve been watching you. The feedings, the way you give and give until there’s nothing left. And for what? For creatures you barely know? For succubi who will drain you dry and move on?”

“Is that what you think?”

“It’s what I know. It’s how we work. We take. It’s our nature.”

I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, facing her fully. “Is that what you would do? Take until there was nothing left?”

She flinched. “I—”

“If I offered to feed you right now. Would you drain me? Kill me? Is that what you want?”

“No.” The word came out small. Almost broken. “No, I wouldn’t—I couldn’t—”

“Then maybe you don’t know your nature as well as you think.”

She stared at me. In the dim light, her violet eyes were shining. Not tears—not quite—but something close.

“I don’t understand you,” she whispered.

“That’s okay. You don’t have to.”

“But I want to.” The admission seemed to surprise her as much as me. “I want to understand why you do this. Why you help people who haven’t earned it. Why you risk yourself for strangers.”

“Because it’s the right thing to do.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Maybe not. But it’s the only one I have.”

She crossed her arms, her tail curling around her own leg defensively. But she didn’t leave. She stayed, standing there in my bedroom at two in the morning, struggling with something she couldn’t articulate.

“I haven’t fed in weeks,” she finally said. “I’m dying. Slowly, but definitely. And every time I think about letting you help me, I remember—” She stopped. Swallowed. “I remember what happened last time I trusted someone. And I freeze.”

“What would help you trust me?”

She was quiet for a long moment.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “No one’s ever asked before.”

“Well, I’m asking now.”

Her eyes met mine. Something shifted in them—not trust, not yet, but the beginning of something. A crack in the armor. A possibility.

“Be patient with me,” she said quietly. “I know I’m difficult. I know I push people away. But I’m… I’m trying. In my own fucked-up way, I’m trying.”

“I can be patient.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

She nodded once. Turned toward the door. Paused.

“Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you. For not giving up on me.” Her voice cracked slightly. “Even when I give you every reason to.”

Then she was gone, slipping into the shadows like she’d never been there.


Chapter 5: Testing Trust

Raven had entered what I was privately calling her “testing phase.”

It started small. Snide comments about my apartment. Critiques of human technology. Pointed observations about how stupid it was to trust anyone.

“Your coffee is bitter,” she announced on the fifth morning, after I’d bought a new machine to replace the one Cherry had destroyed.

“You’ve been drinking it every day.”

“Because there’s nothing better.”

“There’s water.”

“Water is boring.”

“There’s the tea Lyra likes.”

“That leaf water is an affront to my taste buds.”

“So you’ll keep drinking the bitter coffee you hate?”

“Apparently.”

She said it with such disdain, such absolute certainty that I was somehow the idiot in this conversation. And yet she drained her mug and immediately poured another cup.

The testing continued throughout the day. Challenges. Provocations. Little jabs designed to get a reaction.

“Your couch is lumpy.”

“You could try the bed.”

“The bed smells like… activities.”

“Fair point.”

“This city is pathetic. All glass and steel. No character.”

“Feel free to find a nicer one.”

“I would if there weren’t interdimensional cops outside.”

“Then I guess you’re stuck with pathetic.”

She glared at me. I shrugged.

Lyra pulled me aside while Cherry was showing Raven how the microwave worked—a tutorial that was going about as well as expected.

“She’s testing you,” Lyra said quietly.

“I noticed.”

“She’s looking for the point where you break. Where you get angry, or defensive, or prove that you’re not different from everyone else who’s hurt her.”

“And if I don’t break?”

“Then maybe she starts believing you’re real.” Lyra’s tail swished thoughtfully. “It’s a defense mechanism. If she can find your flaw first, before she gets attached, it hurts less when you inevitably betray her.”

“I’m not going to betray her.”

“I know that. You know that. She doesn’t.” Lyra glanced toward the kitchen, where Raven was staring at the rotating plate inside the microwave with suspicious intensity. “She wants to believe. I can feel it through my empathy. Underneath all the hostility, there’s this desperate hope that she’s wrong about people. She’s just terrified of being wrong.”

“So what do I do?”

“Be patient. Be consistent. Don’t rise to the bait.” Lyra smiled slightly. “You’re good at that. It’s one of the things I love about you.”

A crash from the kitchen interrupted us.

“THE PLATE IS TRYING TO ESCAPE!” Raven shouted.

“IT’S JUST SPINNING!” Cherry shouted back. “IT’S SUPPOSED TO DO THAT!”

“NOTHING IS SUPPOSED TO DO THAT!”

I sighed and headed toward the chaos.

By afternoon, I’d had enough of being cooped up. The walls were closing in. The Wardens were still outside, watching, but they’d maintained their distance—perched on the fire escape of the building across the street, unmoving, patient.

If they weren’t going to attack, I wasn’t going to spend the rest of my life hiding.

“We’re going for a walk,” I announced.

Three pairs of eyes turned to me. Lyra looked uncertain. Cherry looked delighted. Raven looked like I’d suggested swimming in lava.

“Outside?” Raven demanded. “Where the Wardens are?”

“They’re not going to attack us in broad daylight in public. They’re methodical, remember? They observe first.”

“And what if they decide today is the day they stop observing?”

“Then we deal with it. But I’m going insane in here, Kevin needs real exercise, and I think we could all use some fresh air.” I grabbed Kevin’s leash from the hook by the door. “Lakefront Trail. Thirty minutes. Anyone who wants to come is welcome.”

Cherry was already bouncing toward the door. “Adventure! Outside adventure!”

Lyra followed more slowly, her expression cautious but willing. “I could use some fresh air too.”

Raven didn’t move. She stayed in her corner, arms crossed, tail lashing.

“This is stupid,” she said.

“Probably.”

“We’ll be exposed. Vulnerable.”

“Yep.”

“I’m not going.”

“That’s your choice.”

I opened the door. Kevin bounded through, pulling at the leash, tail wagging with the excitement of a dog who hadn’t been outside properly in days.

“Come on, Cherry. Lyra. Let’s go.”

We made it to the hallway before I heard footsteps behind us.

Raven, following at a distance, her expression murderous.

“I’m only coming because Kevin will be annoying if I don’t,” she announced.

“Of course.”

“And because someone needs to watch for threats while you idiots are distracted.”

“Makes sense.”

“And because—” She stopped, seeming to realize she’d run out of excuses. “Shut up.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

Her tail lashed harder.

The Lakefront Trail was beautiful in the afternoon light.

Lake Michigan stretched out to the horizon, endless blue water that sparkled under the sun. Joggers passed us in both directions. Cyclists whizzed by on the dedicated bike lane. Dogs played in the designated areas, their owners chatting and laughing.

Normal human life. Carrying on without any idea that three succubi were walking among them.

Cherry was in heaven.

“Look at them all! So many humans! All moving in the same direction! Is this a migration?”

“Jogging,” I explained. “Exercise. They run for fun.”

“For FUN?” Her eyes went wide. “Not from predators?”

“No predators here.”

“Then why run?”

“Health. Fitness. Personal satisfaction.”

“Humans are INSANE.”

She waved at a passing jogger, a middle-aged man in expensive running gear. He slowed, looked at her, and his entire face transformed into a goofy grin.

“Hi!” he said enthusiastically. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

“Very beautiful! I like the big water!”

“The lake is great! I run here every day! It’s the best part of my morning!” He was speaking too quickly, too eagerly—the corruption aura at work. “You have really pretty eyes! Like hearts! That’s amazing!”

“Thank you! Your running shoes are very shiny!”

“They’re new! My wife hates them! She says I spend too much on shoes! But they make me feel ALIVE!”

I grabbed Cherry’s arm and pulled her along before the man could share anything else about his marriage.

“Cherry, we talked about this.”

“About what?”

“Extended conversations with strangers.”

“But he was nice!”

“He was nice because of your aura.”

“So? Nice is nice!”

Behind us, Raven was snorting. “She’s going to cause a riot.”

“Probably,” I agreed.

“And you brought her outside anyway.”

“Fresh air is important.”

“You’re an idiot.”

“So you keep saying.”

But I noticed she was looking at the lake with something other than disdain. There was longing there, carefully hidden but present. The endless blue water, the open sky, the freedom of it all.

“It’s like an ocean,” Lyra said softly, falling into step beside me. “But smaller.”

“Lake Michigan. One of the Great Lakes. Freshwater, not salt.”

“The demon realm doesn’t have anything like this.” Her blue eyes were bright with wonder. “Our bodies of water are… different. Dangerous. You can’t just walk beside them and enjoy the view.”

“What happens if you do?”

“Things live in them. Things with teeth.” She shuddered slightly. “This is nice. Peaceful. I understand why humans live here.”

A street musician had set up near a bench—an older man with a saxophone, playing lazy jazz that drifted across the water. Cherry heard it and immediately stopped, her whole body swaying to the rhythm.

“What is THAT?”

“Music. Jazz.”

“It makes me want to move!”

“That’s kind of the point.”

She started dancing.

I use the term loosely. What Cherry did was more like controlled chaos—spinning, jumping, her arms moving in patterns that might have been graceful if they weren’t completely uncoordinated. Her massive breasts bounced with every movement, her tail swished wildly, and her face was lit with pure joy.

Passersby stopped to stare. Some smiled. Some laughed. The saxophone player grinned and started playing faster, feeding off her enthusiasm.

“She moves like a wounded bird,” Raven observed.

“She’s having fun.”

“Fun. Right.” But there was something almost wistful in Raven’s voice.

“You could join her.”

“I don’t dance.”

“Everyone dances.”

“I don’t.”

She looked away, but not before I caught the flicker of something in her expression. Not quite longing. Not quite regret. Something in between.

The walk continued. Kevin was beside himself with happiness, running between us, chasing smells, playing with other dogs when we passed them. Cherry made friends with approximately fifteen strangers, all of whom seemed very confused about why they were suddenly sharing personal details with a pink-haired woman in a crop top.

Raven stayed at the edges, watching, her eyes scanning for threats that never materialized.

And then we passed the ice cream stand.

Cherry noticed it first. “Jake! Cold treats! Can we get cold treats?”

“It’s called ice cream, and yes.” I pulled out my wallet. “What does everyone want?”

“Chocolate!” Cherry bounced. “The best human invention!”

“Vanilla,” Lyra said, smiling slightly.

“Raven?”

She crossed her arms. “I don’t want anything.”

“You sure? They have a lot of flavors.”

“I said I don’t want anything.”

“Okay.”

I ordered three cones—chocolate for Cherry, vanilla for Lyra, and on impulse, mint chocolate chip for myself. When I handed them out, Raven was very pointedly looking in the other direction.

We continued walking, eating our ice cream. Well, Cherry and Lyra ate theirs. I noticed Raven’s eyes tracking my cone with increasing intensity.

“Want a bite?” I offered.

“No.”

“It’s pretty good.”

“I said no.”

“Okay.”

Thirty seconds later, she snatched the cone from my hand.

“I’m just testing it,” she announced. “To see if it’s poisoned.”

“Makes sense.”

She took a bite. Her eyes went wide.

“It’s… cold.”

“That’s why it’s called ice cream.”

“And sweet.”

“Usually.”

“And…” She trailed off, staring at the cone like it had betrayed her. “This is acceptable.”

She finished the entire thing in under two minutes. The cone included. When she was done, there was a small smear of mint green at the corner of her mouth.

“You have a little…” I gestured.

She wiped her face with the back of her hand, looking embarrassed.

“That was purely investigative,” she said.

“Of course.”

“I don’t actually like it.”

“Clearly.”

“Stop smirking.”

“I’m not smirking.”

“Your face is smirking.”

My face was definitely smirking. I couldn’t help it.

We made it back to the apartment without incident. The Wardens were still there, still watching, still waiting. But they hadn’t made a move.

Small victories.

Inside, Kevin collapsed on his bed with the exhausted happiness of a dog who had been properly exercised. Cherry started recounting the walk to herself, reliving every moment. Lyra curled up on the couch with a book.

And Raven sat in her corner, petting Kevin when she thought no one was looking.

I was making dinner—simple pasta, hard to ruin—when Lyra joined me in the kitchen.

“She’s cracking,” she said quietly.

“The ice cream?”

“More than that. I can feel her emotions shifting. The wall is still there, but it’s… thinner. Less solid.” Lyra’s tail swished. “She wants to belong. She’s just terrified of wanting anything.”

“What does she need?”

“Time. Patience. Consistency.” Lyra looked at me with those bright blue eyes. “You’re doing everything right, Jake. Just… don’t give up. Even when she pushes back. Especially when she pushes back.”

“I won’t.”

After dinner, Raven did something unexpected.

She sat on the couch.

Not in her corner, pressed against two walls, as far from everyone as possible. The couch. Next to Kevin, yes, but still. Progress.

Cherry put on another cooking show. Raven pretended to ignore it.

“Why do they have so many bowls?” she muttered after ten minutes. “Who needs that many bowls?”

“Professional kitchens are very equipped,” Cherry said cheerfully.

“It’s excessive.”

“Maybe they really like bowls.”

“No one really likes bowls.”

But she kept watching. When a contestant’s cake fell, she made a small sound of vindication. When another’s succeeded, she nodded grudgingly.

“The buttercream technique was acceptable,” she admitted.

“You know about buttercream?” Cherry asked.

“I know about lots of things.”

“Can you bake?”

“No.” A pause. “Maybe. I’ve never tried.”

“We should try! Together! Jake, can we try baking?”

I thought about Cherry’s track record with the kitchen. “Let’s start with something that doesn’t involve ovens.”

“Booooo.”

Kevin, apparently sensing the improved mood, decided to press his advantage. He climbed off the couch, circled twice, and then launched himself directly into Raven’s lap.

“The beast—”

But she didn’t push him off. She just… froze. Holding perfectly still as Kevin turned in circles, found the optimal position, and settled down with a contented sigh.

“He’s sleeping,” Raven said flatly.

“Looks like it.”

“On me.”

“Seems that way.”

“I can’t move.”

“You could.”

“But he’s sleeping.”

“So you’ll stay still?”

Her tail did something complicated—not quite a wag, not quite a twitch. “I don’t want to disturb the stupid beast. He’s had a long day.”

She stayed in that position for an hour.

I pulled out my phone and snapped a picture before she could stop me.

“Delete that,” she hissed, barely moving her lips so she wouldn’t disturb Kevin.

“Absolutely not. This is leverage.”

“I will END you, human.”

But she still didn’t move Kevin.

When he finally woke up and climbed off, Raven’s legs had gone numb. She stood awkwardly, shaking out the pins and needles, refusing to acknowledge that she’d sat frozen for sixty minutes rather than disturb a sleeping dog.

“I wasn’t being nice,” she said when she caught me smiling. “I was just too tired to move.”

“Right.”

“I was.”

“I believe you.”

“Stop looking at me like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you think you’ve figured something out.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

But I absolutely had figured something out. Underneath the hostility, underneath the walls and the armor and the constant testing—Raven was soft. Not in a weak way. In a gentle way. A kind way.

She just didn’t know how to show it anymore.

That night, a notification flickered in my vision.

[System — Status Check] Anchor Status: STRAINED Energy Reserves: Recovering

[WARNING: Third exile unfed. Degradation accelerating.] [WARNING: Intervention recommended]

Unfed. Degradation accelerating.

Raven was running out of time.

I found her by the window, staring out at the city lights. Her reflection in the glass was pale, washed out. The grayish tinge to her skin was more pronounced than ever. Her horns had lost their shine completely, dull matte where they should have been glossy obsidian.

She was dying.

Slowly, but definitely.

“Can’t sleep?” I asked.

She didn’t turn. “Not tired.”

“Liar.”

“I don’t lie.”

“Everyone lies.”

“Then let’s say I don’t lie about this.”

I moved to stand beside her, keeping a careful distance. The city sprawled below us, endless lights, endless movement. The L train rumbled past somewhere in the distance.

“You’re getting worse,” I said.

“I know.”

“Your tail barely moves anymore.”

“I noticed.”

“Your horns—”

“I KNOW.” The words came out sharp, then softer. “I know, Jake. I see myself every time I pass a reflective surface. I know what’s happening.”

“Then let me help.”

She was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke again, her voice was small.

“I’m scared.”

“Of what?”

“Of trusting you. Of letting you in. Of—” She cut herself off. “Every time I’ve trusted someone, it’s ended badly. Every single time. And I know you’re different, I can feel it, but I can’t—I don’t know how to—”

“What would help?”

She finally turned to look at me. Her violet eyes were haunted.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “No one’s ever asked that before.”

“Then let’s figure it out together.”

“Together.” She said the word like it was foreign. Unfamiliar. “I don’t know how to do ‘together.’”

“Neither did Lyra. Neither did Cherry. But they learned.”

“What if I can’t?”

“Then we’ll figure something else out.”

“You’re infuriatingly optimistic.”

“Someone has to be.”

Her lips twitched. Not quite a smile. Close.

“I need to feed,” she said finally. The words seemed to cost her something. “I’ve been putting it off, telling myself I could survive on human food, on proximity, on—” She shook her head. “But I can’t. I’m dying. And I…” She swallowed hard. “I want it to be you. I don’t know why. I hate that I want it. But I do.”

“Okay.”

“Just like that? Just ‘okay’?”

“What else would I say?”

“I don’t know. Maybe something about consent or boundaries or—”

“We’ll go at your pace. You’re in control. If you want to stop, we stop. No pressure, no expectations, no obligations.”

She stared at me like I’d spoken a language she didn’t recognize.

“You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met,” she said.

“Is that good?”

“I don’t know yet.” A pause. “But maybe.”

Her tail, which had been hanging limp for days, gave a small, tentative twitch.


Chapter 6: Sister Problems

The knock on the door came at the worst possible time.

We were in the middle of a delicate negotiation. Raven had finally agreed to try feeding—not today, not right now, but soon. The acknowledgment alone had taken hours. I was walking on eggshells, terrified that one wrong word would send her scurrying back behind her walls.

And then someone knocked.

Kevin started barking. Cherry jumped up from the couch. Lyra’s tail went rigid.

“Are you expecting anyone?” Raven demanded, already moving toward the shadows.

“No, I—”

“Jake!” A voice from the hallway. Female. Familiar. Enthusiastic. “Jake, are you home? I tried calling but it went to voicemail!”

My blood ran cold.

Mia. My sister. Here. Now.

“Everyone hide,” I hissed.

“Hide where?” Cherry asked.

“Anywhere! The bedroom, the closet, anywhere!”

“But why—”

“MY SISTER IS AT THE DOOR.”

The words seemed to register. Lyra grabbed Cherry and pulled her toward the bedroom. Raven was already melting into the shadows, her one functional wing folding tight against her back.

I took a deep breath, tried to look normal, and opened the door.

“Mia! What a surprise!”

My sister stood in the hallway, beaming at me with the enthusiasm of someone who had no idea she was about to walk into supernatural chaos.

But that wasn’t what made my stomach drop.

It was what she was wearing.

Her skirt was short. Not micro-mini short, but definitely shorter than anything I’d seen her in before. It hit mid-thigh instead of her usual knee-length, showing more leg than I was comfortable seeing on my baby sister. Her top was tighter too—a v-neck that revealed a hint of cleavage where her usual t-shirts showed nothing at all.

She’d done her makeup differently. More of it, I realized. Eyeliner that made her brown eyes look bigger. Lip gloss that made her lips look… no. Not going there. She was my sister.

And she was standing there with confidence I didn’t recognize. Her shoulders back, her posture different, more… aware of herself.

“Surprise!” She threw her arms around me in a hug. “I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d drop by! You never call anymore!”

“I call every week.”

“That’s not enough!” She pulled back to look at me. “Jake, you look terrible. Are your roommates wearing you out?”

She winked.

She WINKED at me.

When did Mia start winking about things like that?

“I’ve just been busy,” I said, stepping aside to let her in while simultaneously trying to block her view of the living room. “Work stuff. You know how it is.”

“Work, sure.” She pushed past me into the apartment, looking around with obvious curiosity. “Where are Lyra and Cherry? I wanted to say hi!”

“They’re… in the bedroom. Getting changed.”

“Both of them?” Another wink.

“Mia!”

“What? I’m just asking!” She plopped down on the couch, completely at home, crossing her legs in a way that made her short skirt ride even higher. “So how’s the roommate situation? Still going well?”

“It’s… complicated.”

“Complicated how?” She leaned forward, her eyes bright with interest. “Cherry mentioned something last time about—”

“Cherry mentioned?”

“Yeah, we text sometimes. She’s really sweet. A little weird about clothes, but sweet.”

They texted. My sister and the chaos succubus texted each other. When had that started?

“Anyway,” Mia continued, apparently oblivious to my minor crisis, “she said something about your energy being different, and I wanted to make sure you were okay. Are you eating enough? Sleeping enough?”

“I’m fine.”

“You always say that.”

“Because I’m always fine.”

Movement in my peripheral vision. Cherry had emerged from the bedroom, with Lyra following close behind. They’d managed to look somewhat presentable—Cherry in one of my oversized hoodies that did nothing to hide her curves but at least covered more than usual, Lyra in borrowed jeans and a t-shirt.

“Mia!” Cherry bounced over, all enthusiasm. “You came to visit!”

“Cherry!” Mia stood up to hug her, and I watched my sister disappear into the pink succubus’s chest. When she emerged, she was grinning. “I missed you!”

“I missed you too! We need to take more selfies. The last ones were so cute!”

They had selfies? Since when did they have selfies?

“We totally should! Oh, I love your hair today. Did you do something different?”

“I just brushed it! You’re so sweet!”

They started talking rapidly, heads close together, giggling at something I couldn’t hear. Lyra caught my eye and gave a helpless shrug.

This was fine. Everything was fine.

Then Mia looked up and her eyes went past me toward the corner of the room.

The corner where Raven was hiding.

Or trying to hide.

The thing about shadows was, they only worked if you stayed in them. And Raven, whether from curiosity or stubbornness, had drifted slightly into the light.

“Jake.” Mia’s voice had gone strange. “You have ANOTHER gorgeous roommate?”

Damn.

Raven stepped fully into view, her arms crossed, her expression murderous. She was wearing dark clothes that covered most of her—I’d lent her some black jeans and a hoodie that hid her wings—but there was no hiding her horns or the general vibe of “definitely not from around here.”

“Mia, this is—”

“Raven,” she said flatly. “I’m new.”

“New roommate?” Mia’s eyes traveled over Raven with open appreciation. Not jealousy, I realized. Just… appreciation. The way you’d look at a piece of art. “Jake, what is happening in your life? First Lyra, then Cherry, now… wow.”

“It’s complicated,” I said for the second time.

“You keep saying that.” Mia was still staring at Raven. “I love your aesthetic. The whole dark, mysterious thing? Very cool.”

Raven blinked, apparently not expecting a compliment. “It’s… not an aesthetic. It’s just how I look.”

“Even better! Natural goth energy is the best.” Mia turned to me. “Jake, how do you keep collecting incredibly hot women as roommates? Is this a skill I can learn?”

“It’s really not—”

“Your roommates are so hot,” she said, and then blinked like the words had surprised even her. “I mean—wow, I just said that out loud.”

Cherry’s aura. It was already working.

“Mia,” I said carefully, “why don’t we sit down? I can make tea or—”

“Tea is boring.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Cherry, I wanted to ask you about that confidence thing you mentioned. In your texts? About how you carry yourself?”

“Oh! The presence thing!” Cherry clapped her hands together. “It’s about knowing your body and being comfortable with it! Most humans hide from their bodies, but bodies are great! Bodies do so many things!”

“That makes so much sense.” Mia nodded eagerly. “I’ve been trying to, like, be more confident lately? And it’s working! This guy at school was totally checking me out yesterday, and instead of looking away, I just…” She did something with her shoulders, a little roll that was so distinctly Cherry I almost choked on nothing.

“You’re doing great!” Cherry beamed. “Your energy is much brighter than last time!”

“Really? You can tell?”

“Cherry can tell a lot of things,” I interrupted, shooting Cherry a look that she completely missed. “She’s very… perceptive.”

“That’s so cool.” Mia adjusted her top, tugging the neckline slightly lower without seeming to realize she was doing it. “I wish I was perceptive. I feel like I miss so much.”

I was watching my sister transform in real-time, and I couldn’t do anything about it.

“Mia, how’s school going?” I asked, desperate to change the subject.

“Fine. Boring. The classes are easy.” She was playing with her hair now, twirling a strand around her finger—exactly the way Cherry did when she was bored. “I’m thinking about going to more parties this semester. Cherry said social events are good for energy or something?”

“I said social events are where humans share energy!” Cherry clarified. “Everyone is happy and close together and the feelings mix!”

“See? That sounds amazing.”

Lyra was trying to subtly counter the aura, I could tell. Her eyes had that slight shimmer that meant her empath abilities were active. But Cherry’s corruption field was passive, constant, and Mia had been exposed to it before. Whatever calming influence Lyra could project was fighting against an established foothold.

Raven, meanwhile, was watching the whole scene with academic interest.

“Your nestmate is being corrupted,” she observed to me, her voice pitched low enough that Mia couldn’t hear.

“I know.”

“You should stop it.”

“How exactly do I do that without explaining succubus corruption auras?”

“That’s a problem, yes.”

“Do you have a solution?”

“No. But I thought you should know that at this rate, she’ll be completely transformed within a year.”

“That’s really not helpful.”

“I’m not trying to be helpful. I’m observing.”

“What country are you from?” Mia had apparently turned her attention to Raven. “Your accent is interesting. Lyra said she’s from a small European country, and Cherry’s from… somewhere else. Are you all exchange students?”

Raven looked at her. Then at me. Then back at her.

“The shadow realm,” she said.

“Oh!” Mia nodded like this made perfect sense. “Is that near Estonia? My friend studied abroad there. Said the architecture is really cool.”

“…Yes. Near Estonia.”

“That’s awesome! I want to travel more. Cherry said I should embrace new experiences.” Mia’s phone buzzed, and she pulled it out to check. Her face lit up. “Oh! That’s Kyle! He’s asking if I’m still on for drinks later!”

“Who’s Kyle?” I asked, a bad feeling settling in my stomach.

“Just this guy.” She was already texting back, her fingers flying. “I met him at a party last weekend. Cherry said I should ‘put myself out there.’”

“Cherry said that?”

“Yeah! She’s full of good advice!” Mia finished texting and looked up with a bright smile. “He’s so cute. And really into me. It’s kind of crazy—a few months ago, I would have been too nervous to even talk to him, but now…”

She trailed off, shrugging. The motion made her top shift, revealing slightly more cleavage than before.

“Now you’re going to drinks with him,” I finished flatly.

“Uh-huh! He’s picking me up at seven.” She glanced at her phone. “Which means I should probably go soon. I want to freshen up first.”

“Freshen up how?”

“I don’t know. Maybe change into something cuter. Cherry says confidence is about presentation.” She stood up, smoothing her skirt—which did nothing except remind me how short it was. “Jake, you look really pale. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“You always say that.”

“Because I’m always fine.”

Kevin, sensing my distress or perhaps just wanting attention, chose this moment to bound over to Mia. She immediately crouched down to pet him, her face softening into the expression I actually recognized—my little sister, the one who loved animals and baked cookies on holidays and definitely didn’t wink about her brother’s sex life.

“Hey, buddy!” She scratched behind his ears. “You’re such a good boy! Yes you are!”

Kevin’s tail went crazy. He licked her face, and she laughed—a bright, happy sound that was still mostly the Mia I knew.

Mostly.

“I should come by more often,” she said, standing up. “I miss this guy. And I miss you, even if you never call.”

“I call every week.”

“Not enough!” She hugged me, quick and tight. “Take care of yourself, okay? And your roommates. They seem nice.”

“They are nice.”

“And very pretty.”

“Mia—”

“I’m just saying!” She was winking again. “If I swung that way, I’d be jealous.”

She hugged Cherry goodbye—an embrace that lasted slightly too long and involved entirely too much giggling. She waved at Lyra. She nodded at Raven, who nodded back with an expression of guarded neutrality.

And then she was gone, the door closing behind her, leaving a strange silence in her wake.

“She seems nice,” Cherry said brightly.

“She’s being corrupted,” Raven observed.

“I know,” I said.

“Her clothing is different from last time. Shorter. Tighter.”

“Yeah.”

“Her body language is changing too. More confident. More physically expressive.”

“I KNOW.”

“And she’s clearly interested in this ‘Kyle’ person, which means your sister’s body count is probably about to increase.”

“Can everyone please stop talking about my sister’s body count?”

“I’m just observing.”

“Observe quieter.”

Lyra touched my arm gently. “Jake, I tried to counter the aura, but—”

“I know. It’s not your fault.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Cherry’s corruption is passive. It’s not something anyone can control. Mia’s been exposed to it multiple times now, and the effects are… cumulative.”

“Is there anything we can do?”

“Short of telling her that her brother’s roommates are actually succubi from another dimension? Not really.”

Cherry’s tail was drooping. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to corrupt her. I don’t even know I’m doing it.”

“I know you don’t.” I pulled her into a side hug. “It’s not your fault either. It’s just… how you are.”

“But it’s hurting Mia.”

“It’s changing Mia. That’s not necessarily the same thing.” I wasn’t sure if I believed that, but Cherry looked so miserable. “She seems happy. More confident, like she said. Maybe that’s not entirely bad?”

“You don’t believe that,” Raven said flatly.

“I’m trying to.”

“Your sister is becoming more like Cherry. More confident, more sexual, more physically expressive. Within a year, she’ll be unrecognizable.”

“I said I’m trying to believe it’s not bad.”

“And I said you don’t believe it.”

I glared at her. She glared back. Neither of us looked away.

“What do you want me to do, Raven? Lock Cherry in a box? Tell Mia the truth and watch her freak out? There are no good options here.”

“I know.” Her voice softened slightly. “I’m not criticizing. I’m just… I don’t understand.”

“Understand what?”

“How you keep caring. About all of us. Even when it hurts. Even when there’s nothing you can do.” She crossed her arms. “Most people would give up. Would focus on themselves, protect their own interests. But you…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “You’re confusing.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“It’s an observation.”

“You make a lot of observations.”

“It’s what I do instead of trusting.”

The admission was unexpected. Raw. For just a moment, her walls had slipped, showing something vulnerable underneath.

“You really care about her,” Raven continued, her voice barely audible. “Your sister. Despite everything, despite the changes, you still care.”

“She’s family.”

“Family.” The word came out strange. Loaded. “I had a sister. Once.”

I went still. “You did?”

“In the demon realm. Before everything…” She looked away. “It doesn’t matter. She’s gone now.”

“Gone how?”

“Gone gone. The Banishers don’t just exile individuals. They erase connections. Everyone who knew you, everyone who loved you—they’re made to forget. My sister, my parents, my friends. They don’t remember I exist. To them, I was never real.”

The words hit like a physical blow. I’d thought exile meant being cast out. I hadn’t realized it meant being erased.

“Raven…”

“Don’t.” She held up a hand. “Don’t pity me. I don’t need pity. I just…” She stopped. “I wanted you to understand. Why I don’t do ‘together.’ Why I can’t trust. Everyone I’ve ever cared about has either betrayed me or forgotten me. That’s not something you just get over.”

“I’m not going to forget you.”

“You can’t know that.”

“I can. Because I choose to know it. Because some things aren’t about what might happen—they’re about what you decide.”

She stared at me for a long moment. Her violet eyes searching, questioning.

“You’re either very naive or very brave,” she said finally.

“Maybe both.”

“Maybe.” Her tail twitched—the first real movement I’d seen from it in hours. “I should rest. The walk tired me more than I expected.”

“Of course.”

She turned to go, then paused at the edge of the shadows.

“Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“Your sister is lucky. To have someone who cares about her even when it’s hard.” A beat. “Most people don’t get that.”

Then she was gone, melting into the darkness of the hallway, leaving me standing in the living room with a pink succubus, an empath, and a golden retriever who was very confused about why everyone looked so sad.

“She’s warming up to you,” Cherry observed.

“You think?”

“She mentioned her sister. She never mentions her sister.”

Lyra nodded in agreement. “That was significant, Jake. She’s letting you in. Slowly, but she’s doing it.”

I thought about Raven’s face when she talked about her family. The pain she’d hidden. The loneliness she’d revealed.

Everyone I’ve ever cared about has either betrayed me or forgotten me.

No wonder she was so afraid to trust.

“We need to help her,” I said.

“We will,” Lyra promised.

“Starting tomorrow,” Cherry added. “Tonight, you need rest. And maybe ice cream. Ice cream helps everything.”

She wasn’t wrong about that.

I let her lead me to the kitchen, where she proceeded to make us all bowls of chocolate ice cream—the one kitchen task she’d actually mastered. Kevin got a dog-friendly version that Cherry had specially requested from the pet store.

We ate in silence, but it was a comfortable silence. The kind shared by people who had been through something together.

Outside, the Wardens watched.

Inside, a small family was forming.

And somewhere in the back of my mind, I was already planning.

Raven needed to feed. Mia needed protection. The Wardens needed dealing with.

One problem at a time.

Tomorrow, we’d start fixing things.

Tonight, we had ice cream.


Chapter 7: Information Trade

I found Raven in her usual corner the next morning, but something was different. She was sitting up instead of hunched over. Her eyes were following me as I moved through the apartment. And when I approached with coffee, she didn’t immediately tell me to go away.

Progress.

“I want to propose something,” I said, settling into the chair across from her.

Her tail twitched—a movement I hadn’t seen in days. “What kind of something?”

“An information trade. You tell us what you know about the seals, the Banishers, the demon realm. We answer your questions about us, about Earth, about whatever you want to know.”

“You want my knowledge in exchange for… knowledge?”

“And trust. If we’re going to survive this, we need to understand what we’re dealing with. You’ve been in the demon realm more recently than Lyra or Cherry. You might know things they don’t.”

She was quiet for a long moment, studying me with those violet eyes.

“And if what I know doesn’t help?”

“Then at least we tried. And at least we know each other better.”

Her tail did another twitch. Then, slowly, she nodded.

“Fine. But not here.” She glanced toward the window. “Somewhere they can’t hear.”

The Wardens. Even now, she was thinking about surveillance.

“The bedroom?”

“Acceptable.”

We gathered in my room—all four of us, though Raven looked uncomfortable with the audience. Kevin tried to follow, but Cherry distracted him with a treat and closed the door.

“So,” Lyra said once we were settled. “What do you know about the seals?”

Raven crossed her arms. Her gaze went distant.

“The seals are old. Older than any succubus I’ve ever met, older than most of our recorded history. We call them Binding Marks in the ancient texts—though what exactly they bind, no one seems to know.”

“Binding Marks?” I leaned forward. “Like chains? Restrictions?”

“Or anchors. Or connections. The translation is imprecise.” She shook her head. “The records I found were fragments. Pieces of a larger work that was deliberately destroyed or hidden. But what I gathered was this: the marks appeared on certain succubi spontaneously, without explanation. No ritual created them. No magic summoned them. They just… manifested.”

“On who?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Her laugh was bitter. “No one knows. The patterns seem random—different ages, different classes, different bloodlines. The only common thread is that the Banishers fear them.”

“Fear them?” Cherry’s eyes were wide. “Why would anyone fear marks?”

“Because of what they might mean. The Banishers are a faction within the demon realm—ancient, powerful, obsessive about maintaining order. They believe the marks are symptoms of something dangerous. Something that threatens the stability of our realm.”

“What kind of something?”

“I don’t know. They wouldn’t tell me before they exiled me.” The bitterness was back, thick in her voice. “They just said the marks were ‘destabilizing,’ that those who bore them had to be removed. Cast out. Erased.”

Lyra’s tail had gone rigid. “So everyone with a seal was exiled?”

“Everyone they could find. Some escaped, went into hiding. Others were caught and… dealt with.” Raven’s jaw tightened. “The Banishers don’t believe in half-measures.”

“And the patterns?” I asked. “We saw something during the union. Lyra’s seal and Cherry’s seal—they connected. Formed lines between them, like pieces of a larger design.”

Raven nodded slowly. “I’ve seen references to that too. In the forbidden archives, before I was caught accessing them. The patterns aren’t random. They’re pieces of something—a larger structure, a greater whole. But what the complete design looks like, what it does…” She spread her hands. “Unknown. The records were incomplete.”

“Could you draw what you saw? The pieces you remember?”

“Maybe. But it wouldn’t help. The patterns I saw were different from yours. They were pieces of something, but not the same puzzle.”

“How do you know?”

“Because the shape was wrong.” She pulled her knees up, making herself smaller. “Whatever your seals are part of, it’s different from what I was researching. The style is similar—the same visual language—but the patterns themselves don’t match.”

“Then there are multiple designs?”

“Or one design with many variations. Or something else entirely.” She looked at me, and there was something almost desperate in her expression. “I’m sorry. I know you wanted answers. I wanted them too. But everything I found just led to more questions.”

Classic mystery detour. We’d gotten information, but not resolution. More pieces of a puzzle we still couldn’t see.

“What about Jake?” Lyra asked. “Do the archives say anything about humans with connections to succubi? Anchors?”

“Humans aren’t supposed to be able to anchor succubi. It’s not how our magic works. We can feed on humans, yes, but bonding with them, being pulled toward specific individuals…” Raven shook her head. “It shouldn’t be possible.”

“And yet here we are.”

“And yet here we are.” She looked at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. “You’re an anomaly, Jake. Whatever you are, whatever’s happening to you—it’s outside anything I’ve encountered in the demon realm. The System seems to acknowledge it, but even that’s unprecedented. We don’t have Systems.”

“The System isn’t from the demon realm?”

“No. It appeared when we arrived here. Something about the realm-crossing, maybe. Or something about you.” Her voice dropped. “Another mystery we can’t solve.”

Silence settled over the room. Heavy. Frustrating.

“So we’re back to square one,” I said flatly.

“Not quite. We know more than we did. We know the seals are ancient, that they’re feared, that they connect somehow. We know the Banishers are organized and powerful. We know there’s a larger design, even if we don’t understand it.” Raven’s tail uncurled slightly. “Knowledge is power. Even incomplete knowledge.”

“Welcome to my entire existence,” I muttered, echoing her words from our first conversation.

Her lips twitched. “Now you understand.”

The information session ended with more questions than answers, but that was becoming familiar. At least Raven had shared something. At least she’d participated.

Trust. Building slowly.

After, I found Cherry on the roof.

She’d developed a habit of going up there when she needed space—ironic, given her exhibitionist tendencies, but the roof was private in a way the apartment wasn’t. Elevated. Away from the Wardens’ direct line of sight.

She was sitting on the ledge, her legs dangling over the edge, staring out at the Chicago skyline. The Sears Tower—Willis Tower, whatever—rose in the distance, its dark silhouette against the afternoon sky. Lake Michigan sparkled to the east.

“Hey,” I said, settling beside her.

“Hey.” Her voice was subdued. Not Cherry’s usual brightness.

“You okay?”

“Thinking.” She leaned against my shoulder. “About what Raven said. About the Banishers and the seals and everything being scary.”

“It is scary.”

“I know. But I don’t like being scared. It feels wrong. Like I’m not being myself.”

I wrapped an arm around her. “You’re allowed to be scared, Cherry. Everyone gets scared sometimes.”

“Even you?”

“Especially me. I just hide it better.”

She turned to look at me, those heart-shaped pupils soft with something I couldn’t name. “I need to feed, Jake. I’ve been patient because you’ve been busy with Raven and the Wardens and everything, but I’m getting hungry. Really hungry.”

I could feel it through the bond. The emptiness she’d been suppressing. The need that was becoming harder to ignore.

“Then feed.”

“Here?” Her eyes widened slightly. “But we’re outside. Someone could see.”

“Would that bother you?”

The question was genuine. Cherry’s exhibitionism had always been innocent—a genuine confusion about human shame rather than a deliberate kink. But here, on the roof, with the city spread out below us and the open sky above…

“No,” she admitted. “I think… I think I’d like it. The openness. The freedom.”

“Then let’s give you what you need.”

She kissed me.

Her lips were sweet, tasting like cotton candy, her mouth eager and demanding. Her hands found my chest, pushing me back against the concrete of the roof’s ledge. Her body pressed against mine—those massive breasts flattening between us, soft and heavy and warm through her thin top. Her hips rolled forward instinctively, grinding against the bulge in my pants.

Through the bond, I felt her hunger spike. Not just sexual—though that was there, warm and insistent—but the deeper need. The succubus craving for energy, for connection, for the thing that kept her alive.

“I want you,” she breathed against my lips. “I want you so much it hurts. I’m so empty, Jake. Fill me up.”

“Then take me.”

She pulled back just enough to strip off her top. Those impossible tits bounced free, massive and round—E-cups that defied physics, swaying heavily with their own weight. Her nipples were already hard, pink and puffy, standing out against the slight shimmer of her skin. The setting sun caught her, painting her in gold and rose, making her look like something out of a wet dream.

My mouth went dry. My cock throbbed against my zipper.

“God, you’re beautiful,” I said, my voice rough.

She beamed at me, her usual brightness returning. “You always say that.”

“Because it’s always true. Now get those tits over here.”

She giggled and pressed herself against me, her massive breasts pillowing against my chest while her eager hands worked my clothes. Belt unbuckled. Pants shoved down. When my cock sprang free, hard and leaking at the tip, she wrapped her fingers around it and stroked.

“So hard for me,” she cooed, her grip firm and sure. “So thick. I love how you feel in my hand.”

“You’re going to love how I feel somewhere else.”

We stripped the rest quickly—her skirt, my shirt, the last barriers between us. Soon we were both bare on the rooftop, the Chicago skyline our only witness, the cool wind raising goosebumps on our skin. Her massive tits swayed with every movement, nipples stiffening further in the evening air.

“I want to ride you,” she said, her eyes bright with need. “I want to feel you deep inside me while the whole city is right there. And I want to be so loud that everyone knows what we’re doing.”

“Then do it. Show the city what a good girl you are.”

She straddled me without hesitation, her thick thighs spreading around my hips. I could see her pussy—pink and swollen, glistening wet, her arousal dripping down to coat my shaft before she even took me inside. The strawberry sweetness of her scent filled my nose.

She gripped my cock, positioned the head at her entrance, and sank down.

Thought became impossible.

Her pussy was tight—impossibly tight, considering how soaking wet she was—and hot as fire. She took me to the hilt in one smooth motion, my cock disappearing into that hot, gripping heaven until my balls pressed against her ass. Her head fell back, massive tits thrust toward the sky, and a moan escaped her lips that was way too loud for public consumption.

“Yes!” she cried, her voice carrying across the rooftop. “Oh god, YES! So full!”

I gripped her wide hips as she started to move, bouncing on my cock with the same enthusiasm she brought to everything. Her massive tits flew everywhere—bouncing up toward her chin, then crashing back down, swaying side to side, nipples describing wild circles in the air. The sight was hypnotic. Pornographic. Every bounce made them jiggle for a solid second after she stopped.

Her tail wrapped around my leg, the spaded tip pressing against my thigh. Her wings fluttered with each downstroke.

“So deep,” she gasped, her voice carrying. “You’re so deep inside me—I can feel you in my belly—stretching me—”

“That’s it, baby.” I thrust up to meet her, driving my cock even deeper. “Take what you need. Fuck yourself on my cock.”

“I need ALL of it—” Her pace increased, her ass slapping against my thighs with each bounce, the wet sounds of her pussy gripping my shaft mixing with her moans. Her juices were running down my balls, dripping onto the concrete beneath us.

And then, incredibly, an L train rumbled past on a nearby elevated track.

Cherry looked up, saw the train passing maybe a hundred yards away, and WAVED. Her tits bounced wildly with the gesture.

“Cherry—”

“Hi!” she shouted at the train, still bouncing on my cock, still taking me balls-deep with each stroke. “Beautiful evening!”

“CHERRY!”

“What?” She looked down at me, still moving, still fucking, her pussy clenching around me. “I was being friendly!”

“You’re—we’re—”

“They can’t see details from that distance!” She resumed her enthusiastic riding, her massive breasts swinging. “I think! Maybe! Do humans have good eyesight?”

I wanted to answer, but then she clenched around me—tight, rhythmic squeezes that made my balls tighten—and words became impossible.

The feeding was intense. Energy flowed from me into her in waves, each surge synchronized with her bounces, with each time she slammed down and took me deep. I could feel her hunger receding, replaced by satisfaction, by fullness. Her skin began to glow faintly—that supernatural shimmer intensifying as she absorbed what she needed.

“More,” she demanded, her bounces becoming desperate. “Give me more, Jake. Fill me up. I want all of it—all of you—”

I grabbed those massive tits and pulled her down against my chest, changing the angle, driving even deeper. Her breasts flattened between us, soft and warm and impossibly large. Her mouth found mine, swallowing the sounds I was making as I started fucking up into her with real force.

The pace became frantic. Desperate. Her pussy gripped me like a wet fist, her walls fluttering around my shaft. Her moans became screams—actual screams that I was sure the entire neighborhood could hear, that probably reached the street below, that definitely reached whatever poor souls were on that L train.

“I’m going to come,” she gasped against my lips, her body shaking. “Jake, I’m so close—I’m going to—”

“Come for me. Come all over my cock. Let the whole city hear you.”

“YES—”

She shattered.

Her climax hit like a wave, her pussy spasming around me, clenching and releasing in rhythmic pulses that milked my cock. Her whole body shook. She threw her head back and SCREAMED—a sound of pure, uninhibited pleasure that echoed off the surrounding buildings, that probably sent birds flying from their roosts.

And her seal blazed to life.

The pattern above her breasts—her décolletage—lit up with pink-tinged light, visible even in the fading daylight. The intricate spiral design pulsed with each spasm of her orgasm, matching the rhythm of her pleasure, lighting up her massive tits from above.

The sight pushed me over the edge.

I grabbed her hips and slammed her down, burying myself to the hilt. My cock swelled and erupted, pumping rope after rope of thick cum deep into her pussy. She moaned at the sensation, grinding down, her walls milking every drop from my pulsing shaft.

“Yes,” she breathed, her eyes rolling back. “I can feel it. Your cum inside me. So warm. So much. Filling me up—”

She kept grinding, kept milking, her pussy working my cock as I emptied everything I had into her. The seal continued to glow, pulsing brighter with each spurt, slowly fading only as my orgasm finally ebbed.

Her body relaxed against mine, boneless and satisfied. My cum was already leaking out around my softening cock, dripping down to mix with her juices on my thighs.

A notification flickered in my vision.

[System — Status Update] Cherry: Bond +100 → 575 (Devoted) Cherry: Energy — FULL Cherry: Seal activation logged

[ABILITY UNLOCK: Charm Voice] Description: Words carry subtle supernatural influence Note: Use with caution — effect may be stronger than intended

[WARNING: Seal resonance detected — Warden tracking updated]

Charm Voice. A new ability. One that could be useful—or dangerous.

“Something happened,” Cherry said drowsily. “I feel different. Stronger.”

“You unlocked a new power. Charm Voice.”

“What does that do?”

“Makes your words more… persuasive, I think. The System says to be careful with it.”

“Persuasive how?”

“I don’t know yet. We’ll have to experiment.”

She nodded against my chest, seemingly unbothered by the implications. Then: “Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“Someone’s watching us.”

I tensed, looking toward the rooftop access door. In the shadows of the stairwell, barely visible, a figure stood.

Raven.

She wasn’t hiding. Wasn’t pretending she hadn’t been there. She just… stood. Watching. Her violet eyes fixed on us with an expression that was painfully complicated.

When she saw me looking, she didn’t flinch. Didn’t run.

“Don’t mind me,” she said, her voice flat. “I was keeping watch for Wardens.”

“From the stairwell?”

“It has a good vantage point.”

She was lying. We both knew she was lying. But I didn’t call her on it.

“Thank you for watching out for us,” I said instead.

Something flickered across her face. Surprise, maybe. That I hadn’t pushed, hadn’t challenged her obvious excuse.

“Whatever.” She turned away. “You should get dressed. It’s getting cold.”

She disappeared down the stairs, her footsteps silent despite the concrete.

Cherry looked at me with knowing eyes. “She was watching the whole time.”

“I know.”

“Her tail was moving. Even though she was trying to hide it.”

“I noticed.”

“She wants you, Jake. She’s just too scared to admit it.”

I thought about Raven’s face. The hunger beneath the neutrality. The longing beneath the walls.

“I know,” I said again.

We got dressed and headed back inside. The apartment was quiet—Lyra reading on the couch, Kevin snoring at her feet, Raven nowhere to be seen.

“She went to the bathroom,” Lyra said, answering my unasked question. “She looked… conflicted.”

“She saw us. On the roof.”

Lyra nodded slowly. “I thought as much. I felt her emotions spike about twenty minutes ago. Desire and fear, all tangled together.”

“What do we do?”

“Nothing. Not yet. She needs to come to this on her own.” Lyra’s tail swished thoughtfully. “But Jake… you should know. She wants you. Whatever walls she’s built, whatever defenses she’s maintaining—underneath, she wants you. Desperately. And that terrifies her more than anything else.”

Later that night, I heard them talking.

Lyra and Raven, in the hallway. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop—I was just getting water from the kitchen when their voices carried.

“You want him,” Lyra said. It wasn’t a question.

Raven’s response was sharp. “I don’t—”

“I can feel your emotions. You want him. And you’re terrified of wanting anything.”

A long pause. Then, so quietly I almost missed it:

“How do you stand it? Wanting something so much you can barely breathe? Knowing it could destroy you?”

“You learn to trust,” Lyra said gently. “You learn that wanting things doesn’t have to end in pain. That some people actually mean what they say.”

“I don’t know how to do that.”

“Neither did I. But Jake taught me.” A pause. “He can teach you too. If you let him.”

Silence. Then footsteps, heading in opposite directions.

I retreated to my room before either of them could catch me listening.

But I couldn’t get Raven’s words out of my head.

Wanting something so much you can barely breathe.

She wanted me. She wanted to trust. She just didn’t know how.

Tomorrow, I decided. Tomorrow, I would help her figure it out.

Tonight, I let the exhaustion take me, and I dreamed of patterns and seals and a dark-haired succubus who was slowly, painfully, learning to hope.


Chapter 8: First Crack

She came to me at 2:47 AM.

I know the time because I’d been staring at the ceiling for hours, unable to sleep. The conversation I’d overheard kept replaying in my mind. Wanting something so much you can barely breathe.

The door opened without a knock. A figure slipped through, moving silently despite the darkness. Shadow Class abilities, even compromised, made Raven preternaturally quiet.

“Jake.”

Her voice was barely above a whisper. Strained in a way I hadn’t heard before.

“Raven?” I sat up, reaching for the bedside lamp.

“Don’t.” The word was sharp. “Don’t turn on the light.”

I pulled my hand back. “Okay. What’s wrong?”

She was quiet for a long moment. I could hear her breathing—uneven, almost ragged. Could sense her presence in the darkness, a deeper shadow against the blackness of my room.

“I need to feed.” The words came out rough, like she was forcing them through broken glass. “I’ve been putting it off, telling myself I could survive, but I can’t. I’m dying, Jake. I can feel it.”

“I know.”

“And I…” She stopped. Swallowed. “I want it to be you. I don’t know why. I’ve been fighting it since I got here, telling myself it’s weakness, that I don’t need anyone, but I—” Her voice cracked. “I hate that I want it. I hate that I need anything. But I do. I need you.”

The admission seemed to cost her everything. I could hear it in her voice—the shame, the fear, the desperate vulnerability she was trying so hard to hide.

“Come here,” I said.

She didn’t move. “I’m not—I don’t—”

“We go at your pace. You’re in control. If you want to stop, we stop. No pressure, no expectations.” I kept my voice calm, steady. “But you need help, and I want to help you. So come here.”

A heartbeat of silence. Two. Three.

Then she moved.

The mattress dipped as she sat on the edge of the bed. Even in the darkness, I could feel how cold she was—that unnatural chill of a succubus who had gone too long without feeding. Her body temperature was all wrong.

“You can turn on the lamp,” she said quietly. “I just… needed a moment.”

I reached over and clicked it on.

The soft light revealed her fully. She was wearing one of my shirts—stolen at some point, though I hadn’t noticed—and nothing else. Her legs were bare, her feet bare, her dark hair mussed from whatever not-sleeping she’d been doing.

And she was shaking.

Fine tremors ran through her whole body. Her hands were clenched in her lap. Her tail was wrapped so tightly around her own leg it looked painful.

“Raven—”

“Don’t.” She held up a hand. “Don’t be nice. I can’t handle nice right now. It makes this harder.”

“Okay. What can you handle?”

She looked at me then. Really looked. Those violet eyes searching mine in the lamp’s glow.

“Honesty,” she said finally. “I can handle honesty.”

“Honestly, you look like hell.”

She blinked. Then, unexpectedly, she laughed—a short, surprised sound.

“That’s not what I expected.”

“You said you wanted honesty. You’re cold, you’re shaking, and if you don’t feed soon, you’re going to die. That’s the honest truth.”

“Poetic.”

“I’m not a poet.”

“Clearly.” But there was something lighter in her expression now. The terror had receded slightly.

“So,” I said. “How do you want to do this?”

She studied me for another long moment. Then, with deliberate movements, she stood up and stripped off the shirt.

My breath caught.

I’d known she was built different from Lyra and Cherry. Thicker, curvier, with less emphasis on the chest and more on everything below. But seeing it in the flesh was something else entirely.

Her breasts were smaller—perky B-cups, firm and proportionate. But her hips were wide, her ass was thick, her thighs were generous. Curves that moved when she moved, flesh that looked soft and grabbable and made my hands itch to touch.

And she was covering herself. Arms crossing, then uncrossing, then crossing again. She couldn’t seem to decide where to put her hands.

“Don’t look so smug,” she said, her voice sharp despite the flush creeping up her pale skin.

“I’m not looking smug.”

“You’re looking… something.”

“Appreciative.”

“That’s worse.”

But she didn’t cover herself again. She stood there, exposed, waiting for my judgment with an expression that was half defiance and half terror.

“You’re beautiful,” I said. “Different from Lyra and Cherry, but beautiful in your own way.”

“Different.” She laughed bitterly. “That’s one word for it.”

“What word would you use?”

“I don’t know. Too much, maybe. My hips, my ass—they’re not…” She gestured vaguely. “They’re not what succubi are supposed to look like.”

“Says who?”

“Says everyone I’ve ever met.”

“Then everyone you’ve ever met was wrong.” I sat up fully, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, and reached for her.

She hesitated. Looked at the distance between us like it was a chasm she wasn’t sure she could cross.

Then she moved.

She straddled my lap in one fluid motion, her naked body pressing against my clothed one. The contact was immediate—her cold skin against my warmth, her curves settling against me, her breath hitching as the sensation registered.

“You’re warm,” she whispered.

“You’re freezing.”

“I know.” She shivered, pressing closer instinctively. “I’ve been cold for weeks.”

I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her tight against my chest. Her skin was like ice—nothing like the supernatural heat I’d come to expect from succubi. This was wrong. This was starvation made physical.

“We’ll fix that,” I promised.

“How?”

“Let me warm you up.”

I kissed her.

She went rigid at first—every muscle tensing, her body preparing for something bad. But I kept the kiss gentle, patient. Soft lips against hers, no demand, no urgency. Just contact. Just warmth.

Slowly, impossibly slowly, she started to relax.

Her hands found my shoulders, gripping tight enough to leave marks. Her mouth opened slightly, letting me deepen the kiss. Her body softened against mine, the tension bleeding away degree by degree. I could taste her need—something dark and sweet, like smoke and honey.

“That’s it,” I murmured against her lips. “Just feel.”

“I don’t—I don’t know how to—”

“Yes you do. You’re already doing it.”

Her hips rolled—a tiny movement, almost involuntary. Her bare pussy pressed against my hardening cock through my sweatpants. I could feel the heat of her, the wetness already soaking through the thin fabric. She gasped at the contact, pulling back slightly.

“I felt that.”

“Good.”

“You’re…” She looked down at the obvious bulge straining against my pants. “You’re already…”

“You’re a beautiful naked woman in my lap. Your thick thighs are wrapped around me and your ass is grinding on my cock. What did you expect?”

Her cheeks flushed purple against her pale skin. “I didn’t expect you to actually—I thought maybe you were being nice—”

“I am being nice. That doesn’t mean I’m not hard as a rock for you.” I cupped her face in my hands, making her look at me. “Raven. You’re gorgeous. Your body is incredible. Every curve, every inch. And if anyone ever made you feel otherwise, they were fucking idiots.”

She stared at me like I was speaking a foreign language.

“You’re very strange,” she said finally.

“So I’ve been told.”

“But… maybe I like strange.”

I kissed her again. Harder this time, with more intent. My hands slid down to grip her hips—those wide, perfect hips—and pull her tighter against me. She responded in kind, her fingers tangling in my hair, her body pressing closer, her ass grinding down on my trapped cock.

The feeding began.

I felt it as warmth—energy flowing from me into her through every point of contact. Lips, skin, the press of her curves against mine. She gasped into my mouth as the transfer started, her whole frame shuddering.

“Oh god,” she breathed. “I forgot what this felt like. The hunger—it’s finally—”

“Take what you need.”

“What if I need everything?”

“Then take everything.”

She pushed me backward onto the bed, following me down, her body covering mine. Those thick thighs straddled my hips, her ass settling onto my lap. Her hands found the hem of my shirt and yanked it over my head. Then her mouth was on my chest, my stomach, trailing kisses that left heat in their wake.

The cold in her was receding. I could feel it—each kiss warmer than the last, each touch less icy. The feeding was working.

“You taste…” She shook her head, her lips dragging across my abs. “I can’t describe it. Sweet. Clean. Like nothing I’ve felt before.”

“That’s the anchor thing. Apparently.”

“Apparently.” She looked up at me, and there was something dangerous in her eyes now. Something hungry. “I want more.”

“Then take more.”

She yanked down my sweatpants with more force than necessary. My cock sprang free, hard and leaking, and she made a small sound of appreciation that went straight to my ego.

“You’re surprisingly not terrible at this.”

“Thanks?”

“Shut up.”

She wrapped her cool fingers around my shaft, stroking from base to tip. Her touch was still chilly but warming rapidly against my heat, her grip confident despite her earlier uncertainty. She collected the precum beading at my tip with her thumb, spreading it down my length.

“In the demon realm,” she said, her hand still moving in slow, deliberate strokes, “we don’t ask. We don’t negotiate. We see what we want and we take it.”

“Is that what you want? To take?”

“I don’t know what I want.” Her voice was raw. “I’ve spent so long not wanting anything that I’ve forgotten how.”

“Then let me show you.”

I sat up, catching her off guard, and flipped us. She was on her back now, her dark hair spread across my pillow, her violet eyes wide with surprise. Her body was on full display—those smaller, perky breasts, that narrow waist, and below, those thick hips and thighs that made my mouth water.

“What are you—”

“Teaching.” I kissed her throat, her collarbone, the swell of her breasts. “Showing you what it feels like to be wanted.”

“I don’t need—”

“Everyone needs.”

I took one of her nipples into my mouth, sucking gently, swirling my tongue around the stiffening peak. She arched off the bed with a cry, her back bowing, her hands flying to grip the sheets.

“Oh fuck—”

“Good?”

“Don’t stop—”

I didn’t stop. I worshipped her breasts with my mouth and hands—licking, sucking, pinching her nipples until they were swollen and sensitive. She was more responsive than she’d expected, based on the surprised sounds she kept making, the way her hips kept lifting off the bed.

“I didn’t know—” She was panting now, her hands gripping my hair, pulling me closer. “I didn’t know it could feel like—”

“Like what?”

“Like I matter. Like you actually want me.”

“I do want you.” I looked up at her, meeting those violet eyes. “All of you. Not just what you can give me. Every inch of this gorgeous body.”

Something cracked in her expression. Some wall she’d been maintaining, some defense she’d thought was impenetrable.

“Jake…”

“Shh. Just feel.”

I kissed my way down her stomach, over those magnificent hips she was so self-conscious about—pressing my lips to the curve of them, dragging my tongue along the crease where hip met thigh. She shivered beneath me. I moved lower.

She tensed as I approached her pussy, her thick thighs pressing together instinctively.

“You don’t have to—”

“I want to.”

“But I’m—”

“Perfect. You’re perfect. Now spread these beautiful thighs and let me taste you.”

She made a sound that was half-sob, half-laugh. Her thighs parted.

Her pussy was wet—soaking wet, her arousal glistening on her swollen lips, dripping down toward her ass. Her body had been responding even before her mind caught up. I ran my tongue along her slit, gathering her taste—sweet with an edge of something dark, like nightshade and honey. Addictive.

“Oh fuck.” Her hips bucked against my face. “Jake, that’s—”

“Good?”

“Dangerous. That’s dangerous. If you keep doing that, I’ll—”

“Come? Good. That’s the point.”

I buried my face between her thick thighs and went to work.

I licked her from entrance to clit in one long, slow stroke, feeling her shudder. I circled her clit with my tongue, then sucked it between my lips. I pushed my tongue inside her, fucking her with it, drinking down her juices as they flowed. She was so wet, so responsive—every lick made her gasp, every suck made her moan.

Her hands found my hair, pulling tight. Her hips rolled against my mouth, grinding her pussy against my face as she chased her pleasure. Her thick thighs clamped around my head like she never wanted to let me go.

“I don’t—” She was gasping now, her words broken. “I’ve never—no one’s ever—”

I pulled back just enough to speak, my lips brushing her swollen clit. “No one’s ever gone down on you?”

“Not like this. Not like they wanted to. Not like they were enjoying it.”

The admission made something in my chest ache. All her life, she’d been used. Taken from. Never given to.

I was going to change that.

I focused on her clit—circling it, flicking it, sucking it between my lips. I slid two fingers inside her, curling them to find that rough spot on her front wall. Her thighs clamped tighter. Her back arched. Her moans became screams.

“Jake—I can’t—I’m going to—”

“Let go. Come on my face. I want to feel it.”

She came.

Her whole body shook, her pussy clenching around my fingers, her juices flooding my mouth. I kept going—licking and sucking and fucking her with my fingers—working her through the orgasm, extending it as long as I could. She screamed my name, her thighs shaking, her hips grinding against my face.

Somewhere on her inner thigh, a light flickered. Her seal, trying to activate. But it didn’t glow fully—just a brief flash of purple-tinged light, there and gone. The bond wasn’t strong enough yet.

When she finally stilled, she was trembling. Not from cold this time. From sensation. Her pussy was still twitching around my fingers, aftershocks rippling through her.

I slid my fingers out slowly, bringing them to my mouth, licking them clean while she watched.

“What the fuck,” she whispered. “What the fuck was that.”

“An orgasm.”

“I’ve had orgasms before. That was…” She shook her head, her violet eyes glazed. “That was different.”

“Good different?”

“I don’t know.” She looked at me with something like wonder. “I think so.”

I crawled up beside her, pulling her against my chest. She went willingly—a first. No resistance, no walls. Just a woman who had been thoroughly undone, seeking warmth and comfort. Her body was warm now, the starvation chill finally fading.

My cock was still hard, aching for attention, pressed against her thigh. But this wasn’t about me.

“You didn’t…” She reached for my shaft, wrapping her fingers around me. “Let me—”

“Not tonight.”

She stopped, confused. “What?”

“Tonight was about you. What you needed. We can do more next time, if you want. But tonight, I just wanted you to feel good.”

She stared at me like I’d grown another head.

“No one’s ever said that to me.”

“Then everyone you’ve known was an asshole.”

“Probably.” She was quiet for a moment, her hand still wrapped loosely around my cock, not stroking, just holding. Then, very quietly: “Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me.”

“I know. I’m doing it anyway.”

She started to pull away—to leave, to retreat back to her corner. I caught her hand.

“Stay.”

“What?”

“You can stay. If you want.”

She looked at the door. At me. At the door again.

Then she settled back down, pressing herself against my side with a sigh that seemed to release weeks of tension.

“This doesn’t mean anything,” she said.

“Of course not.”

“I’m just tired.”

“Completely understandable.”

“And you’re warm.”

“Practical.”

Her tail, which had been wrapped around her own leg, uncurled slowly. It stretched across the bed, found my wrist, and wrapped around it. The heart-shaped tip pressed against my pulse point.

She didn’t seem to notice she was doing it.

“Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m still scared.” The admission came out small. “I don’t trust easily. I don’t know how. But I think… I think maybe I want to learn.”

“Then we’ll figure it out together.”

“Together.” The word seemed to terrify and comfort her in equal measure. “Okay. Together.”

She closed her eyes. Her breathing evened out. And within minutes, she was asleep—actually asleep, not just unconscious from exhaustion.

Her body was warmer now. Not fully recovered, but better. The gray had faded from her skin. Her tail was moving in small, contented twitches.

A notification flickered in my vision.

[System — Status Update] Raven: Bond +150 → 150 (Familiar) Raven: Adaptation +5% → 5% Raven: Energy — RECOVERING Partial seal activation detected Bond insufficient for full reveal

Note: Subject responding positively to patience-based approach Recommendation: Continue consistent, non-aggressive bonding

I read the notification, then dismissed it.

She was responding. The walls were cracking. Slowly, painfully, but cracking.

Tomorrow, there would be challenges. The Wardens. The energy crisis. The dozens of problems we hadn’t solved.

But tonight, a hostile succubus was sleeping peacefully in my arms, her tail wrapped around my wrist like she was afraid I’d disappear.


Chapter 9: Warden Movement

The next few days settled into an uneasy rhythm.

Raven stayed. Not because she wanted to, she made that very clear, but because “leaving would be tactically foolish.” Her words, delivered with maximum dismissiveness while her tail curled around her own ankle like a comfort blanket.

“I’m not COMFORTABLE here,” she announced on the second morning. “I’m strategically positioned.”

“In my bed?”

“Your bed has optimal shadow coverage.”

“It has CURTAINS.”

“Exactly.”

She slept there now. Not every night, but enough. Always on the far edge, always with her back to me, always pretending that her tail reaching across the mattress to touch my wrist was some kind of involuntary reflex.

“Your tail is doing the thing again,” I pointed out once.

Her tail immediately snapped back to wrap around her own leg. “It’s a muscular spasm. Very common in succubi.”

“Lyra’s tail doesn’t spasm.”

“Lyra’s tail is defective.”

“I heard that!” Lyra called from the kitchen.

“You were MEANT to hear it!”

I didn’t call Raven on the obvious lies. Progress was progress, even when it came wrapped in denial and defensive snark.

The Wardens remained outside. Three figures in the alley, patient as stones, watching. Kevin tracked their movements through the walls, whining when they shifted positions, growling when they came too close to the building’s entrances.

He’d appointed himself official Warden detector, taking the job with golden retriever seriousness. Every few hours, he’d complete a circuit of the apartment, checking each window, sniffing at each door. Then he’d report back to whoever was nearest with a combination of whines and barks that he clearly expected us to understand.

“Yes, Kevin, I know they’re still there,” I told him after his fourth morning report. “They haven’t moved in two days.”

He barked again, more insistently.

“I don’t know what that means.”

He sat down and stared at me with the intensity of a dog who believed his communication skills were being underestimated.

“They’re learning us,” Lyra said, appearing from the kitchen with coffee. Her tail swished nervously behind her. “The Wardens. They’re mapping our schedules. When we leave. When we’re most vulnerable.”

“You can tell that from Kevin’s barking?”

“No, I can feel their attention through the walls.” She handed me the coffee. “It’s like standing in a spotlight you can’t see. They’re WATCHING, Jake. Constantly. Every time one of us moves, they track it.”

“Then we change our schedules.” I was already tired. More tired than I should have been after eight hours of sleep. The energy drain from three succubi was becoming harder to ignore.

My hands were shakier than they’d been a week ago. Sometimes I got dizzy standing up too fast. The System had started including “MONITOR ANCHOR VITALS” in my notifications, which was probably not a good sign.

“That only delays them.” Raven’s voice came from her corner. She’d claimed the spot by the bookshelf, where shadows gathered deepest. Even in the morning light, that corner stayed dim. “Wardens are patient. They’ve waited centuries for captures. A few weeks of surveillance is nothing.”

“Centuries?” Cherry bounced in from the bedroom, Kevin immediately abandoning his post to greet her. She was wearing one of my shirts and nothing else, the fabric straining across her massive chest in ways that made me question the laws of physics. “Do they live that long?”

“Longer.” Raven’s voice was flat. “They’re not really alive in the way you’d understand. They’re constructs. Servants of the Inter-Realm Authority. They don’t get bored. They don’t get tired. They just… wait.”

“That sounds horrible.” Cherry shuddered, her whole body moving with the gesture. “I can barely wait for pizza delivery.”

“That’s because you have the patience of a caffeinated squirrel.”

“Is that an insult?”

“It’s an observation.”

“It SOUNDS like an insult.”

“Learn to read tone.”

Cherry stuck out her tongue. Raven rolled her eyes. Kevin, sensing the exchange required mediation, began licking both their hands simultaneously.

“Who wants breakfast?” Cherry asked, apparently deciding that food was more important than the squirrel comment. “I found how to make the bread machine work!”

We all exchanged looks.

“Did you really?” Lyra asked carefully.

“Yes! You just put bread in it and push buttons!”

“Cherry, the bread machine is in the closet. It’s been unplugged for months.”

“Then what’s the box on the counter?”

“That’s a toaster.”

“Same thing!”

“They’re not—”

“You put bread in, you push buttons, toast comes out. SAME THING.”

“Toast isn’t bread, Cherry.”

“Toast is IMPROVED bread!”

The smoke alarm went off three minutes later.



“It’s NOT burned,” Cherry insisted, waving a charred piece of what might have once been a bagel. “It’s EXTRA CRISPY.”

“It’s a hockey puck.” Raven took the object and examined it critically. “Actually, a hockey puck might be more edible.”

“You’re being dramatic.”

“I’m being accurate. This could be used as a weapon.”

“Could not!”

Raven threw the bagel at the wall. It made a thunking sound and left a small dent.

“Okay, maybe it could.”

I was already making a mental grocery list. We were out of actual food that didn’t require cooking, and someone needed to stock up before Cherry decided to experiment with the stove again.

“I’m going to Mr. Okonkwo’s,” I announced. “Does anyone need anything?”

“More pizza rolls!” Cherry said immediately.

“We have three bags of pizza rolls.”

“More pizza rolls!”

“I require nothing from human merchants,” Raven said, which was her way of not admitting she’d eaten all of Lyra’s ice cream and needed replacement.

“Ice cream,” Lyra said, clearly aware of the ice cream situation. “Vanilla. And chocolate. And that strawberry kind with the chunks.”

“That’s three kinds of ice cream.”

“We have three succubi. Math.”

I grabbed my wallet and headed for the door. Kevin tried to follow, but Cherry caught his collar.

“Stay, boy. The bad shadows are outside.”

Kevin whined but complied. Even dogs knew better than to argue with Cherry when she used that tone.



Mr. Okonkwo’s corner store was eight blocks away. Close enough to walk, far enough to feel like a real excursion after days of apartment confinement.

The bell chimed as I entered. Mr. Okonkwo looked up from his newspaper, his dark face splitting into a wide grin.

“Jake! My friend! It has been too long!”

“Only four days, Mr. Okonkwo.”

“Four days without your business? Too long!” He folded the paper and leaned on the counter. “How are your… cousins? The pretty ones?”

I’d made the mistake of introducing Lyra as my cousin during her first week. Cherry had become a “different cousin.” The lie was getting increasingly complicated.

“They’re fine. Still visiting.”

“Long visit.” His eyes sparkled with knowing amusement. “Very pretty cousins. Very many cousins. Jake, my friend, how many cousins do you have? I am beginning to think you have the largest family in Chicago.”

“Big family.”

“Mmm.” He didn’t sound convinced. “And now you need food for all these cousins?”

“Ice cream, mostly. And pizza rolls.”

“Pizza rolls again? Jake, my friend, you should eat real food. I have very nice plantains—”

“Three bags of pizza rolls, Mr. Okonkwo.”

He sighed but retrieved them from the freezer section. “The pretty pink one was in here yesterday. Asked if we sold ‘demon pearls.’ Very confusing.”

My heart rate spiked. “What did you tell her?”

“I told her I have pearled barley. She looked very disappointed.” He shrugged. “Strange girl. Nice, but strange. Kept petting the store cat.”

“That sounds like her.”

“The cat did not mind. Followed her around like a puppy.” He began bagging my purchases. “You have interesting cousins, Jake.”

“You have no idea.”

The streets were crowded when I left. Cubs game just letting out, fans streaming through the streets in blue jerseys, talking about the bullpen and the seventh inning. Normal human noise. Normal human chaos.

I almost forgot about the Wardens.

Almost.



The alley behind the store was narrow, stinking of dumpster runoff and stale beer. I was cutting through to avoid the sidewalk crowds when I realized I wasn’t alone.

The figure emerged from the shadows like the darkness had birthed it. Seven feet tall. Limbs too long, joints bending wrong. Skin that absorbed light rather than reflecting it. Even in the afternoon, it seemed to drag darkness around itself like a cloak.

One of the Hunters.

I froze. Grocery bags in hand. Heart hammering.

It didn’t attack.

“You harbor three unauthorized crossers.” The voice came from everywhere and nowhere, like gravel grinding in a pit. “Surrender them. You will not be harmed.”

“No.”

The word came out steady. I was surprised by that. Inside, my pulse was screaming, my brain was calculating escape routes (none good), and my legs were considering running without permission from the rest of me.

But my voice stayed calm. Some part of me that I didn’t recognize was refusing to show fear.

The Hunter tilted its head. The gesture was wrong on something without visible eyes—something without a face at all, really, just smooth darkness where features should be.

“This is not negotiable, anchor.”

“Neither is my answer.”

“You would die for them?”

The question hung in the alley like smoke. I thought about Lyra’s smile when she figured out the coffee maker. Cherry’s delight at discovering pizza. Raven’s tail reaching for me in her sleep.

Three women who had crashed into my life without warning. Three demons—because that’s what they were, technically—who needed me to survive.

“I’d do a lot more than die.”

The Hunter studied me. I couldn’t tell what it was thinking. I wasn’t sure it thought in any way I’d recognize. Did interdimensional enforcement constructs have minds? Opinions? The ability to be convinced?

“Very well.”

It started to turn. I almost relaxed.

“We know where your nestmate dwells,” it said. “The young one. Her dormitory. Consider carefully.”

Mia.

The word hit me like a physical blow. My sister. My annoying, innocent, increasingly-corrupted-by-Cherry’s-aura sister.

They were threatening Mia.

“If you touch her—”

“Consider carefully,” it repeated. And then it was gone, sliding back into shadows that shouldn’t have been deep enough to hold it.

I stood in the alley for a long time. Grocery bags forgotten. Mind racing.

They knew about Mia. They knew where she lived. They were willing to use her against me.

A family member. A weakness. Standard manipulation tactics, probably—but effective. SO effective. Because if they hurt Mia to get to me…

The walk home took forever and no time at all.



“They threatened Mia.”

The words came out flat. Empty. I was too exhausted for emotion.

The apartment went silent. Even Kevin stopped his patrol circuit, ears pricking up at my tone.

Lyra’s face went pale. Cherry stopped mid-bounce, her usual brightness dimming. Even Kevin sensed something wrong, pressing against my legs with a worried whine.

Raven’s reaction surprised me most.

She went rigid. Her tail lashed once, twice, then stilled into something lethal. Her violet eyes blazed with genuine fury—not the defensive anger I’d seen before, but something deeper. Something protective.

“They’re using your family against you.” Her voice was ice. “That’s low even for Wardens.”

“It’s effective,” I said dully.

“It’s COWARDLY.” She was on her feet now, pacing. “They can’t defeat three bonded succubi directly, so they go after a defenseless human? That’s not justice. That’s not enforcement. That’s BULLYING.”

“Since when do you care about Warden ethics?”

“Since they threatened someone who—” She stopped. Looked away. Her tail wrapped tight around her own leg. “Since they started playing dirty.”

Lyra moved closer to me, her hand finding mine. “We need to protect her. Somehow.”

“Can she live with us?” Cherry asked. “I’d like that! We could do makeovers and talk about boys and have slumber parties—”

“That would make it worse.” I cut her off gently. “She’d be closer to your aura.”

“Is that… bad?”

Everyone looked at her. Even Kevin seemed judgmental.

“Cherry,” Lyra said gently, “if Mia lived here full-time, she’d be proposing to strangers within a week.”

“Is that not normal?” Cherry’s head tilted, genuinely confused. “Back home, proposing to strangers was considered efficient. Why waste time on courtship when you could just ask directly?”

“This is not back home.” Raven’s voice was sharp. “And Jake’s nestmate is already transforming. Accelerating that would be irresponsible.”

“I don’t transform people! I just… make them more honest!”

“About their desires. Including the sexual ones. Including with strangers. Including with, apparently, her brother’s friends.”

Cherry opened her mouth. Closed it. Looked at me with dawning horror.

“Oh. Oh no. I’ve been corrupting your sister?”

“You didn’t know,” I said. “It’s not—”

“I’ve been CORRUPTING your SISTER.” She looked genuinely distressed. “I thought she was just becoming more confident! I gave her TIPS, Jake. Seduction tips. I taught her the approach walk!”

“The what?”

“It’s where you walk toward someone you like in a way that makes them—”

“I don’t want to know.”

“—notice your hips and then you establish eye contact and—”

“Cherry. Please. I’m begging you.”

“—ANYWAY the point is I was trying to HELP and instead I was CORRUPTING and now I feel TERRIBLE.” Her tail drooped with guilt. Kevin licked her hand sympathetically.

I rubbed my temples. The headache was getting worse. Everything was getting worse.

“The Wardens are using Mia as leverage,” Raven said, bringing us back to the point. “They won’t actually harm her unless we force their hand. It’s a threat, not a promise.”

“You can’t know that.”

“I know Wardens.” Her voice was bitter with experience. “They’re servants of order. They follow protocols. Killing an uninvolved human would create more complications than it solves—paperwork, inter-realm incidents, the whole bureaucratic nightmare. But threatening one? That’s just efficient manipulation.”

“That’s supposed to make me feel better?”

“It’s supposed to make you think tactically instead of emotionally.” She crossed her arms, but her tail betrayed her by twitching toward me. “They want you scared. They want you to make mistakes. The best thing you can do for your nestmate is not give them what they want.”

I stared at her. Under the hostility, under the defensive armor, she was actually trying to help. Actually cared about what happened to my family.

“That’s… surprisingly rational advice.”

“Don’t sound so shocked. I’m not just a pretty ass.”

“No one said—”

“Cherry did. Multiple times.”

“It’s a really nice ass!” Cherry protested. “I was being complimentary!”

Raven’s cheeks flushed purple. Her tail went rigid. “Can we focus on the ACTUAL PROBLEM?”

Lyra stepped in before the conversation derailed completely. “What do we actually do? We can’t keep hiding. We can’t surrender. We can’t protect Mia directly without making things worse.”

She was right. All of them were right. We were trapped in a situation with no good options.

Unless…

“We stop running.”

The words surprised even me. But once they were out, they felt right.

“We stop hiding. We stop waiting for them to make a move.” I looked at each of them in turn. “If they want a fight, we give them one.”

Silence.

Then Raven smiled.

It was small, barely a curve of her lips, but it was real. The first genuine smile I’d seen from her that wasn’t immediately smothered by defensive hostility.

“Finally,” she said. “Someone with a spine.”



The planning started that night.

We gathered in the living room, takeout from Lou Malnati’s spread across the coffee table. Kevin had stationed himself in the center of the group like a furry mediator, accepting tribute from everyone who happened to have a spare pepperoni.

“Okay.” I pulled out a notepad. “What do we actually have?”

“Lyra’s emotion manipulation,” Raven said immediately. She’d produced paper from somewhere and was already sketching diagrams with impressive speed. “She can sense Warden approach, confuse their targeting, maybe induce panic.”

“My calm aura might affect them too,” Lyra added. “Counter their coordination. And I can project emotions offensively now—remember what I did to the scout?”

“Cherry’s glamour.” Raven continued, her pen moving rapidly. “Illusions for distraction. Her aura might affect even Wardens slightly—they’re not human, but they’re not completely immune to supernatural influence.”

“I also have the voice thing now!” Cherry said brightly. “The Charm Voice. I accidentally used it on Jake during maintenance feeding and he said it felt like being pulled by supernatural force.”

“Please never use that on the pizza delivery guy.”

“I would NEVER.” Beat. “Unless he was really slow.”

“Or on Mr. Okonkwo.”

“He’s very nice! I wouldn’t Charm Voice Mr. Okonkwo!”

“Or on random strangers.”

“I don’t Charm Voice strangers! Mostly! Usually! Look, it’s a new power, there have been INCIDENTS—”

“What incidents?”

“The mailman told me about his divorce for forty-five minutes.”

“That’s… not what Charm Voice does.”

“It’s my AURA that did that. The Charm Voice made him cry about his childhood.”

“Cherry, you broke the mailman.”

“He seemed better afterward! He said it was ‘cathartic!’”

Raven pinched the bridge of her nose. “Can we focus on the tactical assets?”

“Right. And my shadows.” She finished her diagram with a flourish. “Blend for ambush and evasion. Silent movement for reconnaissance. Though my abilities are still compromised from the crossing.”

“What about me?” I asked. “I’m just… human.”

“You’re the anchor.” Lyra’s tail curled around my wrist. “Our powers work through you. Without you, we’re weaker. With you nearby, we’re stronger.”

“Great. So I’m a battery.”

“A very important battery,” Cherry assured me, patting my head.

“Also,” Raven said carefully, “there’s the eye thing.”

“What eye thing?”

“During the confrontation with the previous Warden. Your eyes glowed.” She was watching me intently. “The System flagged it as ‘anomaly patterns.’ Whatever you are, it’s not just human.”

I thought about my dreams. The seal patterns. The sense of something building inside me that I couldn’t name.

“Let’s focus on what we know we can do.”

Raven accepted the deflection with a shrug. “Fine. Combined assault, then. If we coordinate properly, three succubi should be able to handle a capture team. We just need the right terrain.”

“The apartment?”

“Too confined. Not enough shadow for me to work with.”

“The rooftop?”

“Exposed. They could bring aerial support.”

“The streets?”

“Too many civilians. Cherry’s aura would create chaos.”

“That’s usually what it does anyway,” Cherry muttered.

“Helpful chaos,” Lyra said diplomatically.

We batted around ideas for another hour. Raven’s diagrams grew increasingly complex—color-coded zones, fallback positions, engagement protocols. Cherry had started doodling on the corners of the papers.

“Why is there a dog with wings on my tactical assessment?” Raven demanded.

“He looked lonely.”

“It’s a BATTLE PLAN.”

“Battle plans can have art!”

“Kevin doesn’t have wings!”

“He could! Spiritually!”

Kevin, perhaps sensing his contribution was being debated, rolled onto his back and demanded belly rubs. The tactical discussion paused while everyone complied.

“We’re not very good at this,” I admitted.

“We’re terrible at this,” Raven corrected. “But we’re all we have.”

She said it matter-of-factly, without her usual defensive edge. Something had shifted in her over the past few days. Small moments. A comment here, a look there. Her tail reaching for me when she thought I wasn’t watching.

The walls were cracking.

“Then we practice,” Lyra said firmly. “Tomorrow. We test our coordination. Figure out what works.”

“And tonight?” Cherry asked.

“Tonight we rest.” I was already feeling the exhaustion pulling at me. “And we make sure the Wardens know we’re not afraid.”

“We’re a little afraid,” Cherry said.

“We’re extremely afraid,” Raven agreed.

“They don’t need to know that.”

I stood up, crossing to the window. Outside, the Chicago night glittered with lights. The L train rumbled past in the distance. Three dark figures stood in the alley, patient as ever.

I made sure they saw me looking.

Then I closed the blinds.



That night, I dreamed of patterns.

Seals glowing in the dark. Lyra’s mark on her lower back. Cherry’s above her breasts. Raven’s on her inner thigh—I’d only seen it flicker, but I knew its shape instinctively.

The patterns connected. Lines of light linking them into something larger, something ancient, something that felt like PURPOSE.

But there were gaps. Spaces where more seals should be. The design was incomplete.

And somewhere in the darkness, someone was watching me.

Not the Wardens. Something else. Something older. Something that felt almost… welcoming.

A woman’s voice, warm and ancient: “Not yet. But soon.”

I woke up gasping, Kevin’s wet nose pressed against my hand.


Chapter 10: Preparation

The knock on the door came at the worst possible moment.

We were mid-planning session, Raven’s tactical diagrams spread across every flat surface, Cherry practicing her illusions in the corner (she’d managed to create a duplicate of Kevin, though it kept flickering and sometimes had two heads), and Lyra focused on extending her emotional sensing range to detect Wardens from further away.

“I’ll get it,” I said, already knowing it would be Mrs. Peterson complaining about noise.

It wasn’t Mrs. Peterson.

“Surprise!” Mia threw her arms wide, nearly hitting me in the face. “I was in the neighborhood!”

My jaw dropped.

Not at the surprise visit. At her outfit.

My sister was wearing a mini skirt that barely covered mid-thigh. When she moved, it rode up higher. Her crop top showed her midriff, navel on full display, and the push-up bra underneath was visible through the thin fabric. Full makeup contoured her face—highlight, bronzer, the works. Things I was pretty sure she hadn’t known how to do six months ago.

“Mia. What are you wearing?”

“Clothes, dummy.” She pushed past me into the apartment, hips swaying as she walked. The movement was eerily familiar. Too familiar.

Exactly like Cherry’s walk.

“Since when do you dress like…”

“Like what?” She turned, hand on her hip, posture confident. “Cherry helped me pick this out! She says I have great legs.”

I glanced at Cherry, who was beaming with pride. The two-headed illusory Kevin flickered out of existence.

“You have AMAZING legs!” Cherry confirmed. “And I taught her the walk! Watch, Mia, do the walk!”

Mia demonstrated. Her hips swayed side to side, each step deliberate, her whole body moving in a way that drew attention to curves I absolutely did not want to think about on my sister.

It was Cherry’s walk. Exactly.

“See?” Cherry clapped her hands. “Perfect! The boys will go crazy.”

“The boys,” I repeated flatly. “What boys.”

“The guy I’m dating, for one.” Mia pulled out her phone, texting someone. “He’s SO into me. Cherry says confidence is everything, and she’s totally right. He keeps buying me drinks and telling me I’m gorgeous.”

She giggled at whatever response she received. The giggle was too loud, too bubbly.

Too Cherry.

“How long have you been dating this guy?”

“Like two weeks? We met at a bar. I did the approach thing Cherry taught me and he was literally speechless.”

“The approach thing.”

“Yeah, it’s where you walk toward someone in a way that makes them notice your—”

“I don’t want to know.”

“—hips and then you make eye contact and smile but not too much and then—”

“Please stop.”

She stopped, but she was grinning. My innocent little sister, who used to wear jeans and oversized sweaters, was standing in my apartment in a mini skirt teaching me seduction techniques.

Cherry’s corruption aura had done this. Was still doing it. Even now, I could see Mia gravitating toward Cherry, their body language syncing up unconsciously.

Lyra caught my eye. Her expression was carefully neutral, but I could feel concern radiating through our bond.

“Mia,” she said gently, “that outfit is very… bold. Are you sure you’re comfortable?”

“Totally! Cherry says showing skin isn’t something to be embarrassed about. Our bodies are beautiful, right?” She did a little spin. “How do I look?”

“Like you’re going to give me a heart attack.”

“Perfect!” She kissed my cheek and bounced toward the kitchen. “Got anything to drink? I’m meeting Jason later and I need something to calm my nerves.”

“Jason?”

“The guy! Keep up, Jake.”

She rummaged through the refrigerator while I had a minor existential crisis.

Raven appeared at my elbow, silent as always. “The corruption is accelerating,” she murmured. “Another few months and she’ll be indistinguishable from Cherry’s personality type.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“It wasn’t meant to be.”

Kevin bounded over to Mia, demanding attention. She lavished it on him, cooing about what a good boy he was, and for a moment she looked like my actual sister again.

Then she stood up, adjusted her crop top to show slightly more cleavage, and took a selfie with the dog.

“Cherry! Come take a picture with me!”

The two of them posed together. Cherry’s arm around Mia’s waist. Both of them doing the same head tilt, the same smile. If you didn’t know better, you’d think they were sisters.

I wanted to scream.



“So what’s with all the papers?” Mia asked, gesturing at Raven’s tactical diagrams. “Are you guys planning something?”

“Work project,” I lied. “Very boring.”

“It says ‘PRIMARY EXTRACTION’ in big letters.”

“IT project. Very technical. You wouldn’t be interested.”

Mia raised an eyebrow. Her skepticism looked different now—more knowing, more adult. “Uh huh.”

Raven, to my horror, decided to engage. “We’re strategizing resource allocation for a complex multi-stakeholder scenario.”

“That sounds made up.”

“Your brother’s life is made up of made up things.”

“True.” Mia accepted this with a shrug. “He has three gorgeous roommates who are supposedly foreign exchange students from a country that doesn’t exist.”

“Estonia exists,” Lyra protested weakly.

“The Estonia-Greenland border region doesn’t.”

None of us had a response to that.

“Look.” Mia sat down on the couch, crossing her legs in a way that made her skirt ride even higher. “I know something weird is going on. You’re all terrible liars. But you’re also not hurting anyone, and Jake seems happy, so I’m not going to push.”

“You’re… remarkably calm about this.”

“Cherry taught me to accept things I can’t change and focus on what I can influence.” She smiled brightly. “Like my dating life. Which is EXCELLENT now, by the way.”

“Please don’t tell me about your dating life.”

“Jason has a really nice—”

“MIA.”

“I was going to say APARTMENT, god, Jake.” But her grin said she’d known exactly what I was thinking.

This was worse. This was so much worse.

Cherry’s corruption hadn’t just made her bolder. It had made her sharper. More perceptive. More comfortable with innuendo and implication.

My innocent sister was becoming a completely different person.

And the worst part? She seemed happier.



Mia stayed for an hour.

During that time, she and Cherry took approximately forty selfies, discussed “the lipstick strategy” (I didn’t ask), and demonstrated various poses that would “get attention on Instagram.” Cherry apparently had opinions about lighting angles now. When did she learn about lighting angles?

“You have to tilt your chin down but your eyes up,” Cherry was explaining. “It makes your face look more defined and your eyes look bigger.”

“Like this?”

“Perfect! Now do the smolder.”

Mia did something with her expression that made her look like an entirely different person. Confident. Alluring. Nothing like the awkward teenager I remembered.

“Yes! That’s the one! Boys won’t know what hit them.”

They high-fived.

I buried my face in my hands.

Raven settled next to me on the couch, watching the disaster unfold with academic interest. “The speed of corruption is impressive. I’ve seen professional seducers with less natural aptitude.”

“Please don’t compliment my sister’s seduction skills.”

“I’m not complimenting. I’m observing.” Her tail twitched. “She’s receptive to Cherry’s influence in ways most humans aren’t. It’s almost like she was predisposed to this personality type.”

“My sister was not predisposed to becoming a pickup artist.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps this is who she always was underneath, and Cherry’s aura simply removed the inhibitions suppressing it.”

I didn’t have a response to that.

Mia’s phone buzzed. She checked it and squealed.

“Jason’s picking me up in twenty minutes! I have to go!” She hugged Cherry tightly. “Thank you so much for the tips. You’re the best.”

“Anytime! Remember: confidence and eye contact!”

“Confidence and eye contact!” Mia repeated like it was a sacred mantra.

She bounced toward the door, pausing to hug me. Up close, I could smell unfamiliar perfume—something sweet and probably expensive, definitely something Cherry had recommended.

“Gotta go! Date night!” She did a little spin. “How do I look?”

“Like you’re going to give me a heart attack.”

“You already said that.”

“It’s still true.”

She laughed, kissed my cheek, and was gone in a whirl of mini skirt and confidence.

The door clicked shut.

Silence.

“Well,” Lyra said carefully. “That was… something.”

“I could try to counter the corruption next time she visits,” Lyra offered. “My calm aura might help stabilize her.”

“Please. Anything. ANYTHING.”

“The corruption is already quite advanced,” Raven noted. “Reversal may not be possible.”

“Not helping.”

“I’m not trying to help. I’m providing accurate information.”

Kevin, sensing the tension, put his head in my lap. I scratched behind his ears and tried not to think about my sister on a date with someone named Jason.



With Mia gone, we returned to planning.

“So,” Raven said, spreading her diagrams across the coffee table. “Let’s discuss our actual tactical situation.”

She’d color-coded everything. Red for danger zones. Blue for fallback positions. Green for optimal engagement areas. It looked like something out of a military briefing.

Then I noticed the doodles.

“Cherry.”

“Yes?”

“Why did you draw hearts on the fallback positions?”

“They looked bare.”

“And why is there a dog with wings on the primary extraction route?”

“Kevin deserves representation.”

Raven looked at her diagrams. Her eye twitched.

“This is a WAR ROOM,” she said through gritted teeth. “Not a ARTS AND CRAFTS session.”

“Art is important for morale!”

“Your art is a security liability.”

“Kevin with wings is INSPIRATIONAL.”

Lyra smoothly removed the diagrams before things escalated. “Let’s focus on the actual strategy. What do we know about Warden coordination?”

That derailed the argument. Raven launched into an explanation of Warden pack tactics—how Hunters tracked while the Handler directed, how they communicated through some kind of dimensional resonance, how they preferred to overwhelm rather than finesse.

“If we can disrupt their coordination, we gain the advantage.” She was in her element now, hostility forgotten. “Lyra’s emotion projection can confuse the Handler. Without clear direction, the Hunters become reactive rather than proactive.”

“And Cherry’s illusions?”

“Distraction and misdirection. Force them to split attention.” Raven glanced at Cherry. “Can you maintain multiple distinct illusions simultaneously?”

“I can try! The most I’ve done is like… four? But they sometimes merge if I lose focus.”

“Practice. We need at least six for proper coverage.”

“Six Cherrys,” I said. “That sounds terrifying.”

“It’s VERY distracting,” Lyra agreed. “Also loud. Multiple Cherrys talk over each other.”

“That’s just Tuesday for me,” Cherry said happily.

Raven continued outlining positions and movements. Her shadow abilities would provide ambush capability, but she needed specific lighting conditions to operate effectively. Too bright and she couldn’t blend. Too dark and there were no shadows to step through.

“What about me?” I asked again. “What do I actually do during all this?”

“Stay alive.” Raven’s voice was flat. “You’re the anchor. Our powers flow through you. If you go down, we all weaken.”

“So I’m still a battery.”

“A battery who needs to maintain proximity to the combat zone without getting killed.” She considered. “Think of yourself as mobile infrastructure.”

“That’s somehow even less flattering.”

“The Handler will target you,” Lyra added, her tail finding my forearm. “You’re the obvious weak point. Whatever happens, we need to keep you protected.”

“Maybe I should learn to fight.”

“With three weeks of training against entities that have been hunting dimensional criminals for centuries?” Raven raised an eyebrow. “Best case, you’d be slightly more competent. Worst case, you’d overestimate yourself and get killed.”

“So that’s a no.”

“That’s a ‘focus on what you’re actually good at.’” She hesitated. “Which appears to be surviving impossible situations through sheer stubborn refusal to die.”

“I think that was a compliment?”

“Don’t get used to it.”



Night fell. The planning session wound down. Kevin passed out in the middle of the living room floor, twitching as he chased dream squirrels.

“We should maintain energy levels,” Lyra said quietly. “If we’re going to face the Wardens soon, everyone needs to be as strong as possible.”

She was right. The feeding schedule had gotten erratic since Raven arrived, all of us trying to conserve my energy. But if we were going into battle, running on empty was the worst possible approach.

“Maintenance rotation,” I agreed. “Everyone gets enough to function. Nothing excessive.”

Three sets of eyes turned toward me. Three very different expressions.

Lyra: tender concern masked by practical determination.

Cherry: barely contained enthusiasm that she was trying (failing) to moderate.

Raven: calculated interest layered over something hungrier.

“I’ll go first,” Lyra said. “I can monitor your energy levels, make sure we don’t push too far.”

She led me to the bedroom. Behind us, Cherry started practicing illusions with renewed focus, and Raven returned to her diagrams, but I could feel their attention following us.

The door closed.

“Are you sure about this?” Lyra asked, her hands sliding up my chest. “You’ve been so tired lately. We can wait—”

“The Wardens won’t wait.” I pulled her closer, breathing in her honeysuckle scent, feeling her soft curves press against me. “And neither can you. I can feel how hungry you are.”

Her blush spread from her cheeks down her neck, down to the swell of her breasts visible above her low-cut top. Her tail curled around my thigh, the tip pressing against me insistently.

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t.” I kissed her forehead, then her lips. “This is maintenance. Quick. Efficient. Just enough to keep everyone functional.”

“Functional.” She smiled against my lips, her hips pressing forward against mine. “That’s not very romantic.”

“We can do romantic after we survive the Wardens.”

“Deal.”

She kissed me properly then. Soft lips parting, eager tongue finding mine, her body pressing fully against me. Her hands gripped my shirt, pulling me closer. The feeding started immediately—that familiar warmth flowing from me into her through every point of contact.

It wasn’t the full, indulgent sessions we’d shared before. But it wasn’t nothing either. Her hands slid under my shirt to find bare skin. Mine found her hips, her waist, the curve of her ass. Our mouths moved together—hungry, needy—while energy transferred between us.

She moaned softly against my lips as the emptiness inside her filled. Her nipples hardened against my chest. Her pussy dampened, the scent of her arousal mixing with honeysuckle.

When she pulled back, her eyes were brighter. Her skin flushed. Her tail swayed contentedly.

“Better?”

“Better.” She placed her hand over my heart, feeling the slightly elevated beat. “You’re okay. A little drained, but manageable.”

“See? I told you.”

“Don’t get cocky.” But she was smiling, her fingers lingering on my chest. “Send Cherry in. She’s vibrating with anticipation out there.”



Cherry didn’t walk through the door so much as bounce.

“My turn my turn my turn!” She was on me before I could react, arms around my neck, body pressed flush against mine. Those massive breasts flattened between us—soft and warm and heavy, impossible to ignore even through layers of clothing.

“Maintenance,” I reminded her, my hands automatically finding her waist. “Quick and efficient.”

“Quick and efficient,” she repeated dutifully. Then she kissed me, and “quick” went out the window.

Her enthusiasm was overwhelming. Always was. She kissed like she did everything else—without restraint, without holding back, all joy and sensation and need. Her tongue invaded my mouth while her hands roamed everywhere—my chest, my back, my ass, pulling me tighter against her.

“Cherry—”

“Shh. Efficient feeding. Very efficient.”

She was pulling at my clothes, her massive tits pressing into me with each movement. I caught her wrists.

“Maintenance. Remember?”

“This IS maintenance!” She pouted, but her eyes sparkled with mischief. “Kissing maintenance. Very important for team morale.”

“You’re impossible.”

“I’m ENTHUSIASTIC. There’s a difference.”

Despite my protests, she had a point. Kiss-based feeding was the most efficient option—direct energy transfer without the full intensity of sex. I let her continue, monitoring my own energy levels as warmth flowed from me into her hungry body.

She made little sounds of satisfaction against my lips—moans and whimpers that vibrated through us both. Her tail wrapped around my leg, the spaded tip pressing against my inner thigh. Her scent—cotton candy and strawberries—intensified as the feeding progressed, growing sweeter as she absorbed my energy.

Her hips ground against mine, seeking friction. I could feel her heat even through our clothes.

Then her new power kicked in.

“MORE please—” she breathed, and the words carried something extra. Something that pulled at me like a hook in my chest, a supernatural compulsion to give her exactly what she asked for. To tear off her clothes and bend her over the bed and fuck her until she screamed.

Charm Voice.

I felt myself leaning in, hands tightening on her hips, cock hardening against her, body responding to the command before my brain caught up.

Cherry pulled back, eyes wide with horror.

“I didn’t mean to do that!” She clapped her hands over her mouth. “Did that work? That’s terrifying!”

“It worked.” I was breathing hard, fighting the lingering pull, my erection still straining against my pants. “Please never use that on the pizza delivery guy.”

“I would NEVER.” Beat. “Unless he was really slow.”

“Cherry.”

“I’m KIDDING. Mostly. I’ll practice controlling it.” She looked genuinely worried, her massive tits heaving with her rapid breath. “I don’t want to make people do things. That’s not… that’s not who I am.”

“I know.” I pulled her into a hug, feeling those soft curves mold against me. “We’ll figure it out. Together.”

“Together.” She relaxed against me, the Charm Voice forgotten. “Okay. I can do together.”

She was satisfied now, the hollow hunger filled—I could feel the contentment radiating through our bond. But she didn’t leave immediately. Just stayed in my arms, head on my shoulder, her massive tits warm against my chest, tail swaying gently.

“Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m scared. About the Wardens. About everything.” She looked up at me, and there was none of her usual bubbling cheer. “What if we can’t beat them?”

“Then we run.”

“What if running doesn’t work?”

“Then we fight harder.”

“What if—”

“Cherry.” I cupped her face in my hands. “Whatever happens, we face it together. All of us. That’s the only thing I know for certain.”

Her smile returned, smaller but real. “You’re a good anchor, Jake. The best I could have hoped for.”

“I don’t know about best.”

“I do.” She kissed my cheek, then the corner of my mouth. “Send in the grumpy one. She’s pretending not to care but I can hear her tail hitting the wall.”



Raven entered like she was walking into a trap.

Her body language was all tension—shoulders tight, spine rigid, tail wrapped protectively around her own leg. Even after everything we’d shared, she still approached vulnerability like it might bite.

“This is practical,” she announced before I could speak. “Strategic resource allocation. Nothing more.”

“Of course.”

“I don’t NEED this. I’m choosing to participate because it benefits the team.”

“Makes sense.”

“Stop agreeing with me. It’s suspicious.”

I waited.

She stood in the middle of the room, war between need and pride playing across her face. Her tail was twitching despite her attempts to control it. I could see her nipples hardening beneath her thin shirt, could sense the hunger she was trying to deny through our nascent bond.

“Come here,” I said finally.

“Don’t tell me what to—”

“Raven.”

She came.

It was different with her. Always was. No enthusiasm like Cherry, no easy tenderness like Lyra. She approached our contact like a challenge to overcome, something to endure rather than enjoy.

But her body betrayed her every time.

When I pulled her against my chest, she melted. All that tension dissolving into warmth, her arms wrapping around me automatically, her tail curling around my wrist like it had a mind of its own. Her thick hips pressed against mine. Her smaller breasts flattened against my chest.

“I’m only doing this for practical reasons,” she mumbled against my shoulder.

“Obviously.”

“I’m just cold.”

“Maintenance feeding generates warmth.”

“Exactly. Practical.”

I kissed her before she could argue further.

She made a small sound—surprise, hunger, something she’d never admit to wanting. Her mouth opened for me, letting me deepen the kiss, her tongue meeting mine. Her body pressed closer as the feeding began, her hips grinding forward involuntarily, seeking the hardness she could feel against her thigh.

Raven always needed more than she’d acknowledge. The starvation had weakened her, and while our first encounter had helped, she was still running on fumes. The energy flowed from me into her, filling hollows she pretended didn’t exist.

“More,” she whispered against my lips, and it wasn’t a command like Cherry’s. It was a request. Nearly a plea. Her hands gripped my shirt, pulling me closer.

I gave her more. Kissed her deeper. Let my hands roam down to grip her thick ass, squeezing the flesh through her pants. She gasped into my mouth, her hips jerking forward.

When we finally separated, her cheeks were flushed purple. Her eyes were brighter. Her tail had wound around both my arms, possessive despite her denials.

“Adequate,” she managed, but her voice was breathier than she wanted it to be.

“Adequate?”

“Don’t fish for compliments.” But her tail said otherwise, squeezing gently. “I feel… better. Less empty.”

“That’s the point.”

She was quiet for a moment, her body still pressed against mine, clearly reluctant to step away. Then, so soft I almost missed it: “Thank you.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I know. I’m doing it anyway.” She pulled back, but only a little, her hands still resting on my chest. “You’re not terrible, Jake. For a human.”

“High praise from you.”

“Don’t push your luck.”

But she was almost smiling, and her tail didn’t release my arms.



Later, we all gathered in the living room.

The four of us plus Kevin, sprawled across the couch and floor, exhausted but stable. The apartment was quiet except for the L train rumbling past outside.

“We’re as ready as we’re going to be,” Lyra said.

“Which isn’t very ready,” Raven added.

“We’re DEFINITELY ready!” Cherry countered. “I practiced six illusions! Only two of them were accidentally naked!”

“That’s… improvement?”

Kevin lifted his head, ears perking. He looked toward the window and whined.

We all went still.

“They’re moving,” Raven breathed. “Changing positions.”

Through the window, I could see them. The three dark figures in the alley, shifting. Spreading out. Surrounding the building from multiple angles.

“When?” Lyra asked.

Kevin growled low.

Raven’s violet eyes gleamed in the dim light. “Tonight. They’re coming tonight.”

I looked at the women around me. Lyra, loyal and fierce. Cherry, chaotic but determined. Raven, walls finally cracking.

My found family.

“Then let’s show them what happens when they threaten our home.”


Chapter 11: The Hunt

They came through the windows.

Three points of entry, simultaneous. Glass exploding inward, cold air rushing through, and then they were inside—two Hunters flowing through the bedroom and kitchen windows while the Handler came straight through the living room.

Kevin went berserk.

He’d been warning us for hours, whining and growling at walls, tracking movements we couldn’t see. Now he was all bark and fury, positioning himself between us and the Handler like his twenty-pound body could actually stop a interdimensional enforcement entity.

“Kevin, no!” Cherry grabbed his collar, pulling him back. “Bad time for heroics!”

The Handler ignored the dog. Its eyeless face turned toward me.

“Surrender the exiles,” it said, that grinding-gravel voice filling the room. “This is your final warning.”

“Hard pass.”

“Then you will be—”

Cherry’s glamour exploded outward.

The living room filled with copies. Six Cherrys, then ten, then more—all of them moving, talking, doing Cherry things. One was waving enthusiastically at the Hunters. One was adjusting her massive breasts with exaggerated confusion. One was trying to pet an illusory Kevin. One was attempting to hug the Handler.

And several of them were naked.

“Cherry!” Raven shouted from somewhere in the chaos. “Why are half of them NAKED?”

“I PANICKED!”

The Hunters hesitated, swiping at illusions that dissolved on contact. The Handler pushed through the copies, trying to locate the real targets, but Cherry kept generating more. The apartment was wall-to-wall pink-haired chaos.

Lyra’s power hit next.

I felt it like a wave—primal fear mixed with deep confusion, radiating outward from her position. The Handler staggered, its movements becoming uncertain. One of the Hunters actually whimpered.

“What—” the Handler struggled to speak. “Why am I afraid of PIZZA?”

“That’s a deep-dish aversion!” Cherry called helpfully. “Very common in supernatural entities!”

“That’s not a THING!”

“It is NOW!”

Raven grabbed my arm, pulling me toward the fire escape. “Move. Now. While they’re disoriented.”

We ran.

The fire escape was freezing, wind off the lake cutting through my clothes. Below us, the alley. Above us, the roof. Neither seemed like a good option.

“Down,” Raven decided. “More cover in the streets.”

We descended, metal clanging under our feet. Behind us, I could hear the Hunters recovering, crashing through the apartment. Cherry’s illusions were buying us time, but not much.

We hit the ground running.



Chicago at night was a maze of alleys and side streets, neon signs and shadowy doorways. The L train rumbled overhead, a constant backdrop of urban noise.

Cherry’s illusions scattered in all directions. Fake versions of us sprinted down different streets, creating a web of false trails. Some were running. Some were dancing. One was doing what appeared to be aerobics.

“Why is that one exercising?” Lyra panted as we ducked behind a dumpster.

“Variety is important!”

A Hunter burst from the alley we’d just left, head swiveling, trying to track real movement among the illusions. It chose wrong, chasing a fake Raven that was backflipping down Madison Street.

“Since when can I backflip?” the real Raven muttered.

“Artistic license!”

“I can’t believe I’m dying with these idiots,” Raven muttered as she pulled us into the next alley. “And a dog. In a city that smells like hot dogs.”

We kept moving.

The streets were surprisingly busy for this late—bars letting out, late-night commuters, groups of drunk tourists. Cherry’s corruption aura was doing work we didn’t intend, making everyone we passed extremely friendly and distractible.

“Beautiful night!” a random man called out, then looked confused by his own enthusiasm.

“Love your aesthetic!” a woman told Raven, who was covered in shadow and breathing hard.

“Your DOG is so CUTE!” someone shouted at Kevin, who was being carried by Cherry because his legs were too short for this pace.

“He IS!” Cherry agreed. “His name is Kevin and he’s VERY BRAVE!”

“Cherry, FOCUS!”

We cut through a late-night taco stand. The owner, affected by the aura, waved cheerfully and offered free samples.

“NOT NOW, TONY!”

“But they’re fresh!”

A Hunter crashed through the wall behind us.

Kevin squirmed free of Cherry’s grip.

“Kevin, NO—”

But instead of running, the golden retriever marched right up to the Hunter, lifted his leg, and peed directly on its shin.

The Hunter froze, staring down at the small dog urinating on its interdimensional enforcement limb with what might have been disbelief.

Kevin finished, kicked some dirt backward with his hind legs for emphasis, and trotted back to Cherry looking extremely pleased with himself.

“KEVIN!” Cherry scooped him up, half-horrified, half-delighted. “That was SO RUDE!” She paused. “I’m so proud of you.”

The Hunter made a sound like grinding metal. Possibly rage. Possibly confusion about dog behavioral norms.

We ran faster.



Raven guided us through shadows I wouldn’t have known existed. Gaps between buildings that seemed too narrow to fit. Service alleys that twisted and doubled back. She moved through darkness like it was water, pulling us along in her wake.

“There,” she breathed, pointing toward the river. “We lose them in the underpasses.”

We sprinted toward the Chicago River, its dark waters reflecting city lights. The underpasses beneath the bridges were deep in shadow—perfect for Raven’s abilities.

But the Handler was waiting.

It stepped out of nothing, blocking our path, its impossible form silhouetted against the downtown skyline. The Sears Tower—Willis Tower, whatever—loomed behind it like a judgment.

“Enough games.”

We skidded to a halt. Behind us, the two Hunters were closing in. We were trapped.

“You cannot protect them forever, anchor.” The Handler’s voice dripped with something like contempt. “Your energy fails. I can smell your weakness.”

It wasn’t wrong. I was exhausted. The feeding session earlier had helped the succubi, but it had cost me. My legs were shaking. My vision was slightly blurred.

I stepped forward anyway.

“Then come take them.”

The Handler tilted its head. “You would fight? You can barely stand.”

“I’ve been tired before.”

“This is beyond tired. This is dying slowly.”

“Then I’ll die fast instead.” I positioned myself between the Wardens and my succubi. “But you’re not taking them.”

Something flickered in the Handler’s posture. Interest, maybe. Or confusion.

“What ARE you?”

“I don’t know. But I know you’re leaving. NOW.”

The moment stretched. The Hunters behind us had stopped advancing, waiting for the Handler’s command. The succubi were at my back, their powers coiled and ready.

A notification flickered in my vision.

[System — CRISIS DETECTED] [Power surge initiated] [Analyzing anchor anomaly…]

Something was building inside me. The same something I’d felt in dreams. The patterns. The seals. The connection to power I didn’t understand.

[System — ABILITY UNLOCK: Raven] [Shadow Step unlocked — Adaptation spike: 5% to 12%] [Crisis awakening confirmed]

Raven gasped. “I can—there’s something new—”

[System — ABILITY UNLOCK: Cherry] [Mass Illusion unlocked — Adaptation spike: 12% to 18%] [Crisis awakening confirmed]

“Me too!” Cherry’s voice was wonder and terror combined. “It’s like my glamour but BIGGER—”

“Then USE it!”

Cherry’s power exploded.

Not the six or ten illusions she’d managed before. DOZENS. Hundreds. The mass of illusions gave us cover to move—Raven grabbed my arm and yanked me toward a nearby fire escape while Cherry’s duplicates swarmed the Wardens.

“Up! Now!” Raven hissed.

We scrambled up the metal stairs, Lyra hauling Cherry along while she maintained her illusions with unfocused eyes. The clanging of our footsteps was lost in the chaos below. Kevin was tucked under my arm, whimpering but quiet.

By the time we reached the rooftop, the entire area below was filled with copies. Copies of all of us. Copies of Kevin. Copies of things that didn’t exist.

The Wardens were surrounded by chaos.

And then Raven MOVED.

She vanished into shadow and reappeared behind the Handler. No transition, no movement—just gone and then THERE, her eyes wide with shock.

“Holy SHIT,” she breathed. “I can do that now?!”

The Handler spun, but she was already gone. Stepping through shadows like they were doorways. Appearing, vanishing, appearing again. Each time she struck—not with weapons but with pure disruption, breaking the Handler’s concentration.

“Why didn’t anyone TELL me I could do that?!” Raven demanded, popping out of a shadow near my elbow.

“YOU DIDN’T KNOW EITHER!” Lyra shouted.

“THAT’S NOT THE POINT!”

Lyra joined the assault. Her emotion projection hit all three Wardens simultaneously—primal fear layered with confusion and disorientation. One of the Hunters started chasing an illusion Cherry while literally whimpering.

I stood at the center of it all.

Their anchor. Their battery. Whatever I was.

And something inside me RESPONDED.

The Handler broke through the chaos, lunging toward me. The obvious weak point. The human who could barely stand.

I didn’t move.

My eyes GLOWED.

I saw it reflected in the Handler’s not-face—gold light, bright as flame, pouring from where my eyes should be. The Handler froze mid-lunge, repelled by something it couldn’t understand.

“WHAT ARE YOU?” it demanded.

“I don’t know.” My voice didn’t sound like mine. Deeper. Resonant. “But I know you’re leaving. NOW.”

[System — WARNING] [Anchor energy: CRITICAL] [Anomaly patterns detected] [Transformation markers: ACTIVE]

The three succubi struck together.

Cherry’s illusions closed in from all sides. Lyra’s fear projection intensified to near-physical pressure. Raven appeared from shadow directly behind the Handler, her presence disrupting whatever dimensional coordination the Wardens used.

The capture team broke.

The Hunters fled first, unable to function without direction. The Handler lasted longer, fighting the combined assault, but even it couldn’t withstand three awakened succubi and whatever I was becoming.

A dimensional tear opened behind it—an escape route, retreat to wherever Wardens came from.

“This isn’t over,” it said. “But you… you are more than you appear.”

It vanished.

The illusions faded. The fear projection receded. Raven stumbled out of shadow, shaking with the effort of her new ability.

We stood on the rooftop, breathing hard, alive.

Victory.

And then I collapsed.



Consciousness came in fragments.

Kevin licking my face.

Lyra’s voice, worried and far away.

Cherry’s hands on my chest, checking for heartbeat.

Raven’s tail snaked around my forearm, squeezing too tight.

“—pushed too hard—”

“—energy completely depleted—”

“—wake up, idiot, you PROMISED—”

I tried to open my eyes. Failed. Tried again.

The world swam into focus. Three faces hovering over me, all terror and relief.

“Jake!” Cherry threw herself onto my chest. “You’re alive! You’re not dead! I was so WORRIED—”

“Can’t breathe,” I managed.

She pulled back, but only a little.

Lyra was crying. Actual tears streaming down her face. “You scared us. Your energy was completely gone. I thought—”

“Still here.” My voice came out weak, barely a whisper. “Did we win?”

“We won.” Raven’s voice was rough. “They retreated. But you…”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re DYING.” Her tail squeezed tighter. “Your body can’t sustain us anymore. That fight cost you everything you had left.”

I wanted to argue, but I couldn’t find the strength.

“What do we do?” Cherry asked, uncharacteristically quiet. “How do we fix this?”

Silence.

Then Lyra spoke, her voice barely audible: “There might be a way. But we’d need someone who knows the old rituals.”

“Who?”

“I heard stories,” Cherry said slowly. “About a Lore Class succubus. Old. Powerful. She might know how to save him.”

“Who is she?” Raven demanded.

“Her name is Morgana.”



The rooftop was quiet except for the wind off the lake.

They carried me to the fire escape, then down to street level. Everything hurt. Everything was heavy. The world kept fading in and out.

“Stay with us,” Lyra kept saying. “Just stay with us.”

“Not going anywhere.”

“You’d BETTER not.”

Cherry had Kevin tucked under one arm and was supporting my other side. Her usual cheer was gone, replaced by focused determination.

Raven scouted ahead, using her new Shadow Step to check for remaining Wardens. Each time she reappeared, her expression was grim but clear.

“Path’s safe. Move.”

We moved.

The apartment was trashed—windows broken, furniture overturned, Mrs. Peterson’s cookies scattered across the floor. But it was still home. Still ours.

They laid me on the couch. Kevin immediately climbed onto my chest, licking my face like he could heal me through sheer determination.

“We need to find this Morgana,” Raven said. “Quickly. He doesn’t have much time.”

“How do we find her?” Lyra asked.

“I don’t know. The stories just said she exists. Not where.”

“Then we search. We use every connection, every resource we have.”

“What resources? We’re three exiled succubi and a dying human.”

“We’re a family.” Cherry’s voice was fierce. “That’s a resource.”

The argument continued, but I couldn’t focus anymore. The darkness was pulling at me, warm and inviting. Rest. Finally rest.

“Jake.” Raven’s face appeared in my fading vision. “Don’t you dare. You promised. You PROMISED you wouldn’t leave.”

“Not leaving,” I mumbled. “Just… tired…”

“Then be tired. But stay awake. Stay with us.”

Her tail was still wrapped around my wrist. Even now, even when she’d dropped every wall, that connection remained.

I focused on the pressure. The warmth. The proof that they were real, that this was real, that I hadn’t imagined the whole impossible thing.

Three succubi. Mine.

And I was theirs.

Whatever happened next, we’d face it together.



The last thing I heard before unconsciousness took me was Cherry’s voice, uncharacteristically serious:

“I think I peed a little during that fight.”

Raven: “I didn’t need to know that.”

Cherry: “We’re a team! Teams share things!”

Raven: “NOT THAT.”

I smiled, or tried to. Then the darkness came, and everything went away.


Chapter 12: Aftermath

I woke in an unfamiliar room.

The ceiling was popcorn-textured, stained with water damage in one corner. Thin curtains filtered gray light. A TV mounted on the wall showed a muted infomercial for kitchen gadgets.

Motel. We were in a motel.

“He’s awake!” Cherry’s voice came from somewhere to my left.

Suddenly I was surrounded. Three faces, all worried, all watching me like I might shatter.

“How long?” I managed.

“Two days.” Lyra’s voice was hoarse. Dark circles under her eyes suggested she hadn’t slept much. “You wouldn’t wake up. We thought—we were afraid—”

“Still here.”

“Barely.” Raven was at the foot of the bed, arms crossed, tail wrapped so tight around her own leg it must have hurt. “Your energy is nearly depleted. We’ve been doing maintenance feedings just to keep you stable, but it’s not sustainable.”

Two days. I’d lost two whole days.

I tried to sit up. The world tilted violently. Lyra caught me before I could fall.

“Slow down. Your body is still recovering.”

“The apartment—”

“Compromised. Cherry charmed the motel clerk into giving us a room.” Lyra helped me ease back against the pillows. “We’re on the outskirts of the city. Wardens won’t find us easily here.”

Kevin jumped onto the bed, snuffling at my face, tail wagging frantically. I scratched behind his ears, grateful for the simple comfort.

“Good boy.”

He barked agreement and curled up against my side.

The room came into clearer focus. Standard motel setup—two beds, a mini-fridge, a bathroom with a flickering fluorescent light. Our belongings were scattered everywhere, hastily packed escape supplies.

“Tell me what happened. After I passed out.”

They exchanged glances. Then Cherry sat on the edge of the bed, uncharacteristically subdued.

“You collapsed right after the Handler retreated. Lyra tried to stabilize your energy, but there wasn’t anything TO stabilize. You’d given everything.” Her tail drooped. “Raven carried you down from the rooftop. She wouldn’t let anyone else do it.”

I looked at Raven. She was studying the wall with intense focus, refusing to meet my eyes.

“The apartment was destroyed,” Lyra continued. “Windows shattered, furniture everywhere. Mrs. Peterson heard the noise—she was convinced it was a gas explosion. Fire department came. Cherry… handled them.”

“Handled them how?”

“Charm Voice.” Cherry winced. “I told them everything was fine and they should go home and have a nice evening. It worked a little too well. One of them left his helmet.”

“We relocated here before anyone could ask questions,” Raven finished, still not looking at me. “Paid cash. Fake names. Standard evasion.”

“Standard evasion.” I almost laughed. “You’ve done this before.”

“Running from authorities is a universal skill.” Her voice was flat, but her tail betrayed her—twitching toward me before she caught herself and stilled it.

“What about Morgana? The Lore Class succubus Cherry mentioned?”

More exchanged glances. These ones uncomfortable.

“We’ve been trying to find information,” Lyra said carefully. “But Morgana is… elusive. The stories say she exists, but no one seems to know where.”

“She’s a legend,” Raven added. “A myth the Lore Class tells to feel important. Ancient succubus who knows all the forbidden rituals, can transform humans into demons, blah blah. Probably exaggerated.”

“But she might be real,” Cherry insisted. “The stories have to come from somewhere!”

“Stories come from wishful thinking.”

“Not always!”

“Enough.” I held up a hand before the argument could escalate. “We focus on what we can control. I’m alive. The Wardens retreated. We have time to figure out next steps.”

“You’re alive NOW,” Raven said. “That doesn’t mean you’ll stay that way. Your body is failing, Jake. Three succubi is too much for a human anchor.”

“Then we find a solution.”

“There might not BE one.”

“There’s always a solution.” I met her eyes, finally forcing her to look at me. “I didn’t survive a Warden attack just to die in a motel room.”

Something flickered across her face. Something vulnerable and desperate that she quickly suppressed.

“You’re an idiot,” she said.

“So you keep telling me.”

“Because you keep proving it.”

But her tail had finally uncurled from her leg. It was reaching toward me, just slightly. Progress.



Night fell. Lyra and Cherry went to find food—real food, not vending machine offerings—leaving me alone with Raven.

And Kevin, who had fallen asleep in the exact center of the bed, snoring.

Raven hadn’t moved from her position by the window. She was watching the parking lot, ostensibly keeping lookout, but I could feel her attention on me.

“You can sit down,” I said. “I’m not going to explode.”

“You might. I’ve seen you do stupid things.”

“Standing next to the bed isn’t going to help if I explode.”

“It might give me time to run.”

“Raven.”

She didn’t turn around. Her reflection in the window showed an expression I couldn’t read.

“I was wrong about you.”

The words came out flat, emotionless. But I could see her hands clenching at her sides.

“What do you mean?”

“When I arrived. When I crashed through your window, bleeding and broken.” She laughed, bitter. “I thought you were like everyone else. Using us. Taking what you wanted. Just another anchor who’d drain us dry and throw us away.”

“And now?”

“Now I’ve watched you nearly die to protect us.” She turned finally, and her violet eyes were bright with something that might have been tears. “You stood in front of a Handler. UNARMED. You let your energy drain to nothing rather than leave us behind.”

“That’s what you do for family.”

“Family.” The word seemed to hurt her. “I had family once. In the demon realm. Before the Banishers came. Before someone I trusted sold me out.” Her voice cracked. “Family isn’t safe. Family is just another weakness to exploit.”

I thought about Mia. About the Warden’s threat. About how easily they’d identified my vulnerability.

“You’re not wrong.”

“Then why? Why risk everything for us?”

“Because some things are worth the risk.” I held out my hand. “Come here.”

She stared at my hand like it might bite.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said quietly. “I’m not going to use you. I’m not going to throw you away when you’re not useful anymore.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes I do.”

“How?”

“Because hurting you would hurt me. Whatever we are to each other now—bonded, connected, family—when you suffer, I feel it.” I kept my hand extended. “That’s not a weakness. That’s just how it works.”

She stared at me for a long moment. Her tail was twitching, caught between reaching for me and wrapping protectively around herself.

Then she crossed the room in three quick strides and took my hand.

Her skin was warm now. Not the ice-cold of starvation, but proper succubus warmth. The feedings had helped. She was recovering.

“I’m still scared,” she admitted.

“I know.”

“I don’t trust easily.”

“I know that too.”

“But I think…” She swallowed hard. “I think I want to learn. With you.”

“Then we’ll figure it out together.”

She sat on the edge of the bed. Kevin made a grumbling noise and shifted, giving her space without actually waking.

“There’s something I want to show you,” she said quietly. “Something I’ve been holding back.”

“What?”

“Trust.” She was looking at her hands, not at me. “The real kind. The kind I haven’t given anyone in years.”

My heart started beating faster. I knew what she meant. What she was offering.

“Raven, you don’t have to—”

“I want to.” She finally met my eyes, and there was no wall there. No defense. Just raw, terrified hope. “Please.”



She kissed me first.

Not the hesitant, testing kisses from before. This was intentional. Deliberate. She pressed her mouth to mine and STAYED there, her hands gripping my shirt, her body leaning into me with her full weight.

I let her lead. She needed the control. Needed to know she could stop whenever she wanted.

But she didn’t want to stop.

Her kisses grew hungrier. More desperate. Her tongue pushed into my mouth, claiming, taking. Her hands found the hem of my shirt and tugged it upward, breaking the kiss only long enough to yank it over my head.

“You’re still weak,” she breathed against my lips. “We should probably—”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’m motivated.” My hands found her hips, pulling her closer until her body was flush against mine. “Feel how motivated I am.”

She felt it. Her breath caught as my hardness pressed against her thigh through my sweatpants.

She laughed. An actual laugh, surprised out of her. “I can’t believe you just said that with a straight face.”

“The night is young.”

She kissed me again, harder this time. Her body was pressed against mine—those thick curves I’d been fantasizing about since she crashed through my window. Her wide hips grinding forward. Her thick ass settling into my hands when I reached down to grab it. The flesh yielded under my fingers, soft and round and perfect.

“I want…” She pulled back, and I could see the vulnerability warring with want. “I want you to see all of me. The parts I’ve been hiding. The parts that make me… different.”

“I’m here.”

She stood up and stripped off her shirt.

Her breasts were smaller than Lyra’s or Cherry’s—firm B-cups that fit her proportions perfectly, nipples already stiff and flushed. But my attention went lower immediately. To her hips. To the curves that defined her silhouette.

She turned around.

My mouth went dry.

Her ass was everything I’d imagined and more. Thick, round, perfectly shaped—two plump cheeks that begged to be grabbed, squeezed, spread. The kind of ass that made me want to bury my face in it. That made my cock throb just looking at it.

And on her inner thigh, barely visible from this angle, a pattern I’d seen in dreams.

Her seal. Hidden. Intimate. Not glowing yet—but there.

“I know I’m… too much,” she said, her voice uncertain. Her hands moved to cover herself, then dropped. “My hips are wide and my ass is—”

“Perfect.”

She went still. “What?”

“Your ass is perfect. Your hips are perfect. Every fucking curve is exactly what it should be.” I sat up despite the lingering weakness and held out my hand. “Now bring that gorgeous body over here.”

She took my hand.

I pulled her into my lap, my hands immediately finding those hips I’d been wanting to touch since her arrival. She gasped at the contact—not from cold, not from fear, but from surprise. My fingers dug into the soft flesh of her hips, then slid back to grip her ass, kneading the thick cheeks.

“No one’s ever…” She swallowed, her hips rolling involuntarily against me. “They always complained. Said I was built wrong for a succubus. Said my ass was too big, my hips too wide.”

“They were blind fucking idiots.” I squeezed her ass harder, pulling her cheeks apart slightly, feeling her shiver. “This ass is a masterpiece.”

“You keep saying things like that.”

“Because it keeps being true.”

I kissed her throat, her collarbone, the swell of her smaller breasts. I sucked her nipples until she was squirming in my lap, making sounds she couldn’t control—little moans and gasps that slipped out despite her best efforts. Her pussy was grinding against my hard cock through my sweatpants, leaving a wet spot.

“I have a… a preference,” she managed, her voice breathy. “Something I like. Something most people think is—”

“Tell me.”

“I like…” She was blushing now, deep purple against her pale skin, spreading down her neck to her chest. “I like it from behind. In my ass. That’s my… that’s where I really want you. Where I feel everything.”

My cock jumped against her. “Is that what you want right now?”

“Yes.” The word came out small but certain. “Please. I’ve been thinking about it. About you. About how you’d feel—”

I flipped her onto her back, and she yelped in surprise.

“Not yet.” I kissed my way down her stomach, over those magnificent hips, toward her thighs. “First I’m going to make you come so hard you forget your own name. Then we’ll get to what you really want.”

“Jake—”

“Let me take care of you.”

She stopped arguing.



I spent time on her. Real time. Kissing her thick thighs, her wide hips, the soft curve of her belly. She squirmed under my attention, not used to being worshipped, not used to someone taking their time with her body.

“You don’t have to—oh fuck.”

I’d found her pussy. She was soaking—wetter than I expected, her arousal glistening on her swollen lips, dripping down toward the exact place she wanted me. I licked along her slit, gathering her taste, and she arched off the bed.

“Jake!”

“God, you taste good.” I licked her again, slower. “Like smoke and honey.”

“Don’t stop—don’t you DARE stop—”

I didn’t stop.

I learned her body with my mouth. What made her gasp—flicking her clit with the tip of my tongue. What made her moan—sucking that swollen bundle between my lips. What made her grab my hair and grind against my face—pushing my tongue deep inside her while my nose pressed against her clit.

She tasted different from Lyra and Cherry—darker, richer, intoxicating. I could have stayed between her thighs for hours.

When she came, she screamed my name.

Her thick thighs clamped around my head. Her pussy spasmed against my tongue, flooding my mouth with her juices. Her whole body shook with the force of her orgasm, her back arching, her hands tearing at the sheets.

“Oh god. Oh fuck. Oh—JAKE—”

I worked her through it, lapping at her gently as the spasms faded, until she was limp and trembling, her chest heaving.

“That was…” She couldn’t seem to finish the sentence.

“Just the beginning.” I kissed my way back up her body, my cock rock-hard and aching. “Still want what you asked for?”

Her eyes were hazy with pleasure, but they sharpened at my question. Hunger replacing the post-orgasm daze.

“Yes. Please. I want—” She turned over, presenting herself. That gorgeous thick ass raised high, her face pressed into the pillow, her back arched. “I want you there. Inside me. Where I really feel it.”

The sight nearly undid me. All those curves, offered up, waiting. Her thick cheeks spread slightly, showing me exactly where she wanted me.

“You’re sure?”

“I’ve never been more sure of anything.” She looked back at me over her shoulder, violet eyes burning. “Make me yours, Jake. All of me. Claim me where no one else ever has.”

I grabbed her hips—those wide, perfect hips—and positioned myself. My cock slid between her thick cheeks, the head pressing against her tight entrance.

“Tell me if you need me to stop.”

“I won’t need you to stop.”

I pressed forward.



She was tight. Incredibly tight. Her body resisted at first, then opened for me as I pushed steadily, my cock sinking into her inch by inch. She gasped, her hands fisting in the sheets, but she pushed back against me, taking more.

“Oh FUCK.” Her voice was raw. “That’s—you’re so thick—”

“Too much?”

“Perfect.” She pushed back harder, taking me deeper. “You’re fucking perfect. Don’t you dare pull out.”

I sank all the way in, my hips pressing against her thick ass, my cock buried completely in her tight heat. The grip was incredible—hotter and tighter than anything, her body clenching around me in rhythmic waves.

I started moving.

She was vocal in a way she hadn’t been before. Every thrust drew a sound from her—moans, gasps, broken curses that made me harder. Her ass pressed back against me, meeting my rhythm, demanding more. The sound of my hips slapping against her thick cheeks filled the room.

“Harder,” she gasped. “I can take it. I WANT to feel it tomorrow. I want to feel you every time I sit down.”

I gave her harder.

My hands gripped her hips tight enough to leave bruises. She wanted marks—she’d said so. Something to prove this was real, that it had happened, that someone had wanted her enough to claim her completely. I pulled her back onto my cock with each thrust, driving deep.

“Yes! Like that! Don’t stop don’t stop don’t—”

I reached forward and grabbed a fistful of her dark hair, pulling her head back. She moaned at the roughness, her back arching deeper.

“This ass is mine,” I growled, thrusting harder. “Say it.”

“Yours—” Her voice broke on a moan. “My ass is yours, Jake. All of me is yours.”

I felt her climax building. The tightening around me, the way her whole body tensed, the desperate sounds she was making. And beneath her, where her thigh pressed against the sheets, something began to glow.

Her seal.

The pattern blazed to life, purple-tinged light illuminating the dim motel room. It was different from Lyra’s swirling curves, different from Cherry’s spiraling design. This was sharp. Angular. Like something carved from shadow—matching her, marking her.

“I see it,” I breathed, still thrusting. “Your seal. Fuck, it’s beautiful.”

“Don’t—don’t stop—so close—”

I didn’t stop.

I fucked her harder, faster, chasing her climax. One hand stayed in her hair, keeping her head pulled back. The other gripped her hip, fingers digging into that soft flesh. She was screaming now, actually screaming, her voice hoarse with pleasure.

Then she shattered.

Her orgasm hit like a wave. Her ass clenched around me impossibly tight, her whole body shaking, her voice breaking on my name. Her seal blazed brighter, pulsing with each spasm of pleasure, painting the room in purple light. She collapsed forward, sobbing, her pussy gushing onto the sheets beneath us.

The sight, the sensation, the raw TRUST of her finally letting go—it pushed me over.

I buried myself to the hilt and came with a groan, my cock pulsing, pumping rope after rope of cum deep into her ass. She moaned at the sensation—the heat of it, the fullness—and pushed back against me, taking everything I had.

“Yes,” she breathed. “I can feel it. Filling me up. So much—”

The energy transfer hit hard—warmth flooding from me into her through every point of contact. My cock kept twitching inside her, emptying completely, while her seal slowly faded from blinding to soft glow to nothing.

We collapsed together, my softening cock slipping out of her, my cum already leaking from her used hole and dripping down onto the sheets.



Afterward, she cried.

Not sad crying. Overwhelmed crying. She pressed her face against my chest and let out tears she’d been holding for years, her body shaking with the force of it.

“I didn’t think anyone would ever—” She couldn’t finish.

“I know.”

“I was so sure I’d always be alone. That no one would want—”

“I know.”

“Mine.” She punched my shoulder weakly, then grabbed my arm, holding on. “You’re mine now. You understand? MINE. No one else’s.”

“Yours,” I agreed. “Just like you’re mine.”

Her tail was wrapped around me so tight it almost hurt. I didn’t ask her to loosen it.

Kevin, who had slept through the entire thing (impressive, given the noise), finally woke up and demanded to be included in the cuddling. Raven let him climb between us, her hand finding his fur automatically.

“I still don’t trust easily,” she mumbled.

“I know.”

“I’m probably going to be difficult.”

“Definitely.”

“And sarcastic.”

“I’m counting on it.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then, so softly I almost missed it: “Thank you. For waiting. For not pushing. For letting me come to you.”

“That’s how it should work.”

“It’s not how it usually works.”

“I’m not usual.”

“No.” She looked up at me, and her violet eyes were soft in a way I’d never seen before. “You’re really not.”

A notification flickered in my vision.

[System — Status Update] Raven: Bond +200 to 350 (Intimate) Raven: Adaptation +3% to 15% Raven: Seal REVEALED — Pattern match confirmed

[System — WARNING] Third seal detected Combined pattern analysis: INCOMPLETE Additional data required

Three seals now. Three patterns. And still incomplete.

“The System says there’s more,” I said. “More seals needed to complete the pattern.”

“Of course there is.” But Raven didn’t sound upset. Just tired. “Nothing’s ever simple.”

“Would you want it simple?”

“I’d want…” She considered. “I’d want this. What we have. The chaos and the danger and the strange family you’ve somehow built.”

“Even with the Wardens?”

“Even with the Wardens.” Her tail squeezed. “At least I’m not bored.”

I laughed, surprising myself. After everything—the fight, the collapse, the fear of dying—I could still laugh.

“Sleep,” she said. “You need to recover.”

“So do you.”

“I’ll recover faster.” But she was already settling against me, her body warm and solid and real. “Goodnight, Jake.”

“Goodnight, Raven.”

The door opened just then—Lyra and Cherry returning with food—but they took one look at us and quietly retreated to the other bed.

I heard Cherry whisper: “I TOLD you they’d figure it out.”

And Lyra’s response: “You did. I owe you ice cream.”


Chapter 13: Corruption Continues

Recovery was slow.

I spent most of the next few days in bed, not because I wanted to, but because standing for more than ten minutes made the room spin. The battle with the Wardens had cost me more than I’d realized. My body was running on fumes.

The succubi took shifts watching me. Lyra monitored my energy levels obsessively, adjusting feeding schedules to give me the bare minimum to function while not draining me further. Cherry handled motel logistics—which mostly meant charming the staff into bringing extra towels and ignoring any suspicious noises from our room. Raven prowled the perimeter, using her newly unlocked Shadow Step to scout for Warden activity.

She’d figured out the new ability quickly. One moment she’d be standing by the window, the next she’d be on the roof, then in the parking lot, then back beside my bed like she’d never left.

“Show-off,” Cherry muttered the third time Raven appeared out of nowhere.

“It’s called tactical superiority.”

“It’s called being SPOOKY.”

Kevin had appointed himself my personal nurse. He refused to leave the bed, growling at anyone who tried to move him. Even Raven got the treatment.

“The beast is being territorial,” she observed.

“He’s being PROTECTIVE,” Cherry corrected. “Because he LOVES Jake.”

“He loves everyone.”

“Especially Jake!”

Kevin barked agreement and settled more firmly on my legs.

We’d been in the motel for four days when my phone rang.



Mia’s face filled the screen, and I nearly dropped the phone.

“Hey, big brother!”

I stared.

My sister was wearing makeup. Real, professional-looking makeup—smoky eyes, contoured cheekbones, red lips that looked like something from a magazine. Her hair was styled exactly like Cherry’s, those bouncy waves I’d seen a hundred times. And her top…

Her top was cut LOW. Really low. Significant cleavage visible, the kind of revealing outfit she’d never worn in her entire life.

“Mia. What are you wearing?”

“Clothes! Duh.” She tilted the phone to show more of her outfit—tight, low-cut, everything Cherry would approve of. “Cherry helped me pick out this top. She says it ‘emphasizes my assets.’”

“Your… assets.”

“My boobs, Jake. Keep up.” She winked at the camera. Winked! When did she learn to wink like that?

In the background of her dorm room, I could see a photo of her and Cherry taped to the wall. They were doing matching poses, matching smiles.

“Jake, you look like death.” She peered at the screen. “Are your roommates wearing you out?” Another wink. “I bet they are.”

“It’s complicated.”

“It’s ALWAYS complicated with you.” She was fiddling with her hair, the same nervous-flirty gesture Cherry used. “Anyway, I need Cherry’s advice. Is she there?”

“She’s—”

Cherry appeared over my shoulder before I could finish. “Mia! You look AMAZING! Is that the lipstick I told you about?”

“Yes! You were so right, guys love it.” Mia’s whole face lit up. “This one guy at the bar said I have incredible lips. He couldn’t stop staring.”

“That’s the color! It draws attention to—”

“Can we PLEASE not discuss my sister’s lips,” I interrupted.

They both looked at me like I was being unreasonable.

“You’re so uptight,” Mia said. “Cherry says repression is bad for your health.”

“Cherry also thinks clothing is optional.”

“I mean, she’s not WRONG…”

“MIA.”

She giggled. The giggle was pure Cherry—too loud, too bubbly, completely different from her old quiet laugh.

“Anyway, I need advice. There’s this guy I’ve been seeing, right? And I want him to like, REALLY notice me. Cherry said something about strategic touching?”

“Strategic touching,” I repeated flatly.

“Yeah, like where you touch his arm when you laugh, or let your fingers brush his hand when you’re reaching for something? She demonstrated at the party last month.”

I looked at Cherry. She had the decency to look slightly embarrassed.

“I was teaching life skills!”

“You were teaching my sister to seduce men!”

“Same thing!”

Mia was still talking, oblivious to my horror. “So anyway, I tried the arm touch thing and he basically melted. Cherry’s advice is SO good. Oh! Can you put her on? Girl talk.”

Before I could object, Cherry had the phone, settling onto the bed next to me while launching into detailed seduction strategy with my sister.

“The key is to escalate gradually. First arm touches, then shoulder touches, then—”

“I don’t need to hear this,” I said to no one in particular.

Lyra appeared at my other side, offering a sympathetic look. “I could try to counter the corruption, but she’s not here in person…”

“Would it help if she visited?”

“Possibly. My calm aura might stabilize her somewhat.” She considered. “Though at this rate of progression, permanent reversal may not be possible.”

On the phone, Mia was enthusiastically describing someone named Tyler and his “really nice hands.” Cherry was offering suggestions about how to get those hands involved in various activities.

“—and then you lean in like you’re going to whisper something, but actually you’re just getting close enough that he can smell your perfume—”

“Is that how YOU do it?”

“Always! Jake loves it when I—” Cherry caught my expression. “When I do… nothing! Nothing at all!”

Mia laughed. “You’re so cute together. All of you. I still don’t understand how that works, but you seem happy.”

“It’s complicated,” I said for the hundredth time.

“Everything with you is complicated.” But she was smiling. “Oh! Before I forget—Cherry, can you teach me that walk thing again? I tried it at the club last weekend but I don’t think I was doing the hip thing right.”

“The hip thing is crucial! You have to lead with your hips, not your shoulders. Like this—”

Cherry stood up, demonstrating the walk. The phone moved with her, showing Mia a masterclass in seductive movement.

“See? The hips go first, then everything else follows. It draws the eye to your curves.”

“I don’t have as many curves as you.”

“Everyone has curves, sweetie! You just have to know how to show them.”

Mia was nodding eagerly, taking notes on her phone. Actually taking notes. On seduction techniques.

I wanted to scream into a pillow.

Raven appeared from shadow, saw what was happening, and immediately looked like she regretted her existence.

“Your nestmate is doomed,” she said quietly. “Impressively doomed.”

“I know.”

“The rate of behavioral change is remarkable. I give it six months before she’s proposing threesomes to strangers.”

“STOP.”

“I’m being realistic.”

“Be realistic somewhere else.”

On the phone, Mia was now asking about “the lip bite thing” and whether it was effective on all guys or just certain types.

“Most guys!” Cherry was explaining. “But you have to do it subtly. Not too obvious. Just catch your lower lip like this—” She demonstrated. “See? Draws attention to your mouth.”

“Let me try—” Mia attempted the lip bite. “Like that?”

“Perfect! Very natural! Very ‘come hither’!”

“‘Come hither,’” I repeated weakly.

Lyra patted my hand sympathetically. “At least she seems happy?”

“She’s learning SEDUCTION TECHNIQUES from a LITERAL SUCCUBUS.”

“A well-meaning succubus.”

“That doesn’t help!”

The conversation continued for another fifteen excruciating minutes. Mia discussed her dating life in detail that made me want to bleach my ears. Cherry offered advice that would have scandalized anyone with normal social boundaries. At one point, they discussed something called “the elevator eyes” that I absolutely refused to hear explained.

“Oh shoot, I gotta go!” Mia finally said. “Date night!”

“With Tyler?”

“Tyler was last week! This is Devon! He has even nicer hands!”

I didn’t want to know what “nicer hands” meant.

“Have fun!” Cherry chirped. “Remember—”

“Confidence and eye contact!”

“And the hip thing!”

“And the hip thing!”

They blew kisses at each other through the phone. Actual kisses. Then Mia was gone, and I was left staring at a blank screen trying to process what had happened to my innocent little sister.

“Well,” Lyra said carefully. “That was… informative.”

“My sister is becoming a pickup artist.”

“A very enthusiastic one,” Raven agreed.

“This is YOUR fault.” I pointed at Cherry. “You did this.”

“I helped her find her confidence!”

“You taught her seduction techniques!”

“Those are the SAME THING for succubi!”

“SHE’S NOT A SUCCUBUS!”

“She could be, with that energy!”

I buried my face in my hands. Kevin, sensing distress, licked my fingers.

“Look,” Cherry said, settling next to me. “I know you’re worried. But Mia’s an adult. She’s allowed to date. She’s allowed to be confident. She’s allowed to dress however she wants.”

“I know that. I just…” I struggled to articulate the feeling. “She used to wear oversized sweaters. She used to blush if someone complimented her. She used to be… different.”

“Different isn’t always worse.”

“It’s not always better either.”

Cherry was quiet for a moment. Then, surprisingly gently: “Is she happy?”

I thought about Mia’s face on the phone. The confidence. The energy. The genuine delight in her own life.

“Yeah. She seems happy.”

“Then maybe that’s what matters.” Cherry leaned against my shoulder. “I know my aura affected her. I didn’t mean for it to happen. But maybe it just… unlocked something that was already there? Something she wanted to be but was too scared?”

“That’s very philosophical for you.”

“I have depths!”

“You really do,” Lyra agreed.

I sat with the idea. Mia, corrupted or unleashed. Changed by supernatural influence or simply becoming who she was meant to be. Maybe there wasn’t a clean answer. Maybe life didn’t work that way.

“I still hate the lip bite thing,” I muttered.

“The lip bite thing is CLASSIC,” Cherry protested. “It’s been effective for millennia!”

“MILLENNIA?”

“Succubus fact!”

I gave up. Some battles weren’t worth fighting.



After the call, we returned to planning.

The motel room had become our temporary war room, Raven’s diagrams (now cherry-doodle-free after she’d enforced strict art policies) covering one wall. Our resources were limited, but our intel was better.

“The Wardens retreated, but they’ll be back,” Raven said. “They don’t give up. They just regroup.”

“How long do we have?”

“Unknown. Days, maybe. A week if we’re lucky.” She frowned at her diagrams. “We can’t keep running. Eventually they’ll catch us.”

“Then we find Morgana.” I was sitting up now, feeling slightly less like death. “If she knows how to transform me, how to make me sustainable as an anchor, that changes everything.”

“IF she exists. IF she knows anything useful. IF she’s willing to help.” Raven ticked off the concerns on her fingers. “Lot of ifs.”

“Do we have better options?”

Silence.

“I might have a lead,” Cherry said hesitantly. “When I was in the demon realm, I heard stories. About where the old Lore Class succubi went when they wanted to hide.”

“Where?”

“Places of power. Confluences. Points where dimensional boundaries are thin.” She was frowning, trying to remember. “There’s supposed to be one in the human world. Somewhere cold. Somewhere old.”

“That narrows it down to about half the planet.”

“I’m TRYING. It’s been decades since I heard the stories!”

“Could you draw what you remember?” Lyra asked. “Sometimes visual triggers help.”

Cherry grabbed one of Raven’s papers (ignoring her protest) and started sketching. Her art was surprisingly good—confident lines suggesting mountains, water, structures.

“There was a building. Old. Made of stone. Near water, but not ocean water. Fresh water that was so cold it could kill you.”

“Like a lake?”

“Bigger than a lake. More like a… a great lake.”

We all froze.

“Lake Superior,” I said. “The oldest and coldest of the Great Lakes. And there’s old stone architecture in northern Minnesota, Wisconsin…”

“Yes! One of those names sounds familiar!” Cherry was excited now. “The story mentioned a name that sounded like… like a split rock? A broken stone?”

“Split Rock Lighthouse. It’s in Minnesota, on the Superior shore.”

Raven pulled up her phone, searching. “There’s definitely a lighthouse there. Old stone structure. Very isolated. And…” She stopped, her expression shifting.

“What?”

“There are stories about that place. Human stories. Unexplained phenomena. Figures in the fog. Sounds with no source.” She looked at me. “Either the humans are making things up, or something supernatural has been there for a very long time.”

“Like a hiding Lore Class succubus?”

“Maybe.”

It was thin. So thin. But it was more than we’d had an hour ago.

“How far is it from Chicago?” I asked.

“About seven hours by car. If we leave in the morning, we could be there by evening.”

Seven hours. One shot at finding someone who might not exist to learn about a transformation that might not work.

But the alternative was dying slowly while the family I’d built watched.

“We leave tomorrow,” I decided. “Everyone get some rest.”

Lyra nodded, already calculating logistics. Raven returned to her diagrams, adding Minnesota to our route planning. Cherry was still sketching, trying to capture more details from her ancient memories.

Kevin, sensing the shift in energy, climbed off my lap and started patrol of the room.

“Minnesota,” I said to no one in particular. “Here we come.”


Chapter 14: Counterattack

The trip to Minnesota had to wait.

Not because we changed our minds, but because the Wardens changed theirs first.

Raven spotted them two blocks from the motel. Three dark shapes watching, waiting. The same capture team we’d barely escaped, recovered and reinforced.

“They tracked us,” she reported, shadow-stepping back into the room with fury in her eyes. “Somehow they found the motel.”

“The seal activation.” Lyra’s face was pale. “When Raven and Jake… when her seal revealed itself, they must have detected the resonance.”

Every intimate moment was a tracking beacon. Every climax a signal flare. No wonder they kept finding us.

“Running won’t work,” I said. “Every time we settle somewhere, we’ll need to feed. Every feeding gives them another ping.”

“So we’re just supposed to starve?” Cherry asked.

“No. We’re supposed to fight.” I stood up, ignoring the lingering weakness in my legs. “We go back. To the apartment. To familiar territory. And we end this.”

Raven studied me for a long moment. “You’re barely recovered.”

“I’m recovered enough.”

“You’re not—”

“This isn’t negotiable.” I met her eyes. “They threatened Mia. They’ve been hunting us for weeks. Sooner or later, they’re going to catch us somewhere we don’t control. I’d rather fight on ground I know.”

“That’s… actually tactical thinking.” She sounded grudgingly impressed. “Still stupid. But tactical.”

“From you, I’ll take it.”

We packed in fifteen minutes. Everything we needed, nothing we didn’t. Kevin seemed to sense the mission, staying close, alert.

Cherry charmed the front desk into forgetting we’d ever been there. Her Charm Voice was getting stronger, more controlled. When she said “forget we were here,” the clerk nodded and genuinely forgot.

“That’s terrifying,” I told her afterward.

“I know! I’m trying to only use it for good things!”

“Is making people forget things a good thing?”

“It’s a GRAY AREA!”

We caught the L train back to the Loop. The car was mostly empty at this hour, late-night commuters scattered across the seats. Cherry created illusory passengers to fill the empty spaces—practice, she claimed.

Raven watched them with a critical eye. “Why is that one dressed as a clown?”

“I got creative!”

“It’s disturbing.”

“Art is supposed to challenge!”

“That’s not art. That’s a nightmare.”

The illusory clown waved cheerfully. Cherry made it do a little dance. Raven put her head in her hands.



The apartment building looked the same from outside. Same brick facade, same fire escape, same windows (now replaced, probably by Mrs. Peterson’s insurance claim). But something felt different. Wrong.

“They’re inside,” Lyra whispered. “I can sense them. All three. Waiting.”

“They knew we’d come back.”

“Or they hoped.” Raven was scanning the rooftops, looking for additional threats. “Either way, we’re walking into a trap.”

“Then we spring it on our terms.”

We’d discussed strategy on the train. Raven would shadow-step through the building, mapping Warden positions. Cherry would fill the halls with illusions the moment we engaged. Lyra would hit them with emotion projection from distance.

And me… I would do what anchors do. Stand in the middle and hope my presence amplified their powers enough to win.

“Kevin stays with Mrs. Peterson,” I said. “Cherry, can you—”

“Already on it!” She was moving toward the neighbor’s door, Cherry’s signature brightness dialed up to eleven. “Mrs. Peterson! Emergency! I need you to watch Kevin for an hour!”

The door opened. Mrs. Peterson, in her nightgown, looked at Cherry with an expression that had become familiar—slightly dazed, utterly agreeable.

“Of course, dear. Such a sweet angel boy.”

Kevin went with her without protest, though he gave me a look that clearly said I’d better come back.

“Fifteen minutes,” I told him. “Then we’ll get you.”

He barked once and disappeared inside.

With our non-combat asset secured, we entered the building.



The stairwell was dark. Shadows pooled in corners, gathering in ways that shouldn’t have been natural.

“They’re manipulating the environment,” Raven observed. “Trying to negate my advantage.”

“Can they do that?”

“Handlers have limited reality-shaping in confined spaces. Nothing major, but enough to make shadows… wrong.” She tested one, reaching out with her power. “I can still step, but the paths are twisted. Takes more effort.”

“Save your energy for when we need it.”

We climbed. Each floor brought us closer to whatever was waiting. I could feel it now—that cold pressure that meant Wardens nearby. A wrongness in the air itself.

Third floor. The hallway stretched ahead, my apartment door at the far end.

“Now,” I said.

Cherry’s glamour exploded.

The corridor filled with copies. Dozens of us, running in different directions, shouting different things. Some were fighting poses. Some were ridiculous—I saw a version of myself doing jumping jacks, another attempting to moonwalk.

“Cherry, FOCUS.”

“This IS focused! I’m creating CHAOS!”

The apartment door burst open.

The Handler emerged first, its impossible form filling the hallway. Behind it, the two Hunters flanked, ready to charge.

“You return.” The Handler’s grinding voice carried something like satisfaction. “Foolish. Expected. But foolish.”

“Maybe we’re just sentimental.”

“Sentiment will not save you.”

“We’ll see.”

Lyra’s power hit.

I felt it wash past me—a wave of pure, primal terror. The kind of fear that lived in ancient memories, in the back of the brain where survival instincts slept. The Hunters faltered. Even the Handler stumbled slightly.

“Cherry’s illusions are all doing different things!” one of the Hunters snarled, slashing at a copy that was enthusiastically waving.

“Some of them are making out with each other!” the other Hunter added, sounding genuinely confused.

“I TOLD you I panic under pressure!” Cherry shouted from somewhere in the chaos.

The Handler pushed through, immune to Lyra’s fear or simply too focused to care. It came for me—the obvious target, the weak point in our formation.

I didn’t run.

My eyes started to glow.

I could feel it this time. Heat building behind my eyeballs, gold light spilling out. The change in my blood—the thing I couldn’t name or understand—was responding to the threat.

The Handler hesitated.

“What ARE you?”

“Working on it.”

Raven shadow-stepped behind the Handler. Appeared, vanished, appeared again—a dark blur of motion that kept disrupting its concentration. Each appearance was closer, more aggressive.

“This is actually kind of fun!” she admitted, appearing near my elbow before vanishing again.

“Focus!”

“I AM focused! I can be focused AND enjoy myself!”

The Hunters recovered enough to coordinate. One charged at Lyra’s position; the other went after the source of Cherry’s illusions. Both wrong targets—Cherry was mobile, Lyra had already moved.

But they were fast. Faster than the night we’d fled. They’d learned from that encounter.

A Hunter caught Cherry’s actual position, slashing with those too-long claws. She shrieked and dove, just barely avoiding disembowelment. Her illusions flickered—she was losing focus.

“Cherry!”

I moved without thinking. Threw myself between her and the Hunter, arms spread, no weapon, nothing but my body as a shield.

The Hunter’s claws came down.

My eyes BLAZED.

Gold light erupted from me—not from my eyes alone, but from everywhere. My skin, my hands, the seal patterns I’d dreamed about for months. For one impossible moment, I was BURNING with something that wasn’t quite fire.

The Hunter flew backward. Actually flew. Hit the wall hard enough to crack plaster.

Everyone froze.

“WHAT ARE YOU?” the Handler demanded again.

“I DON’T KNOW!” I was just as shocked as it was. “BUT STAY AWAY FROM MY FAMILY!”

The power surged. I couldn’t control it—didn’t know how—but it responded to my will anyway. Protecting. Shielding. Burning anything that threatened what I loved.

The three succubi struck together.

Raven appeared behind the Handler and actually HIT it this time—not with physical force, but with shadow itself, tendrils of darkness wrapping around its form. Cherry’s illusions became more solid, more aggressive, dozens of copies mobbing the recovering Hunters. Lyra’s fear projection intensified to near-physical pressure, driving the Wardens back with sheer emotional weight.

And I stood at the center, glowing like a dying star, holding it all together.



The capture team broke.

Not gracefully—they clawed at each other in their panic, dimensional tears opening raggedly as they fled. The Handler was the last to go, staring at me with something that might have been fear.

“This isn’t over,” it said. The same words as before. But this time, I heard uncertainty beneath them.

“It is for now.” My voice still didn’t sound like mine. “Tell your masters. Tell whoever sent you. These succubi are MINE. And I will burn down dimensions to keep them safe.”

The Handler vanished.

The hallway fell silent.

Then I collapsed.



The floor was cold. Scratchy carpet against my cheek. The smell of burnt something—maybe the walls I’d damaged with whatever power had erupted.

“Jake!” Lyra was there, hands on my chest. “Jake, stay with me!”

“Tired,” I managed.

“You just expended energy you didn’t have. Your body is shutting down.” She was crying. “Why do you keep doing this? Why do you keep giving everything?”

“Can’t help it.”

“That’s not an answer!”

“’S the only one I have.”

Cherry appeared in my fading vision, her usual brightness replaced by terror. “What do we do? Lyra, what do we DO?”

“I don’t know. I don’t—” She was checking my vitals, but her hands were shaking. “He needs more than we can give him. He needs—”

“Morgana.”

Raven’s voice cut through the panic. She was kneeling beside me, her expression harder than I’d ever seen it.

“We find Morgana. Now. Whatever it takes.”

“We don’t even know—”

“Minnesota. Split Rock. Cherry’s lead.” Raven grabbed my hand, squeezing hard enough to hurt. “We get him there. We find her. We save him.”

“What if she’s not there?”

“Then we find another way.” Her voice cracked. “But we don’t give up. We don’t EVER give up. He taught me that.”

My vision was fading. Gray at the edges, darkness creeping in. But I could still feel them. Their presence. Their bonds. The warmth of three succubi who had somehow become everything to me.

“Jake.” Raven’s face was close to mine. “Don’t you dare. Not after everything we survived together.”

“Not… leaving…”

“Then stay awake. Stay with us. Can you do that?”

I tried to nod. Couldn’t tell if I succeeded.

“Mrs. Peterson has Kevin,” I mumbled. “Don’t… forget Kevin…”

“We won’t forget Kevin.” She almost laughed. “You’re dying and you’re worried about the dog.”

“Good dog. Best dog.”

“He really is.” Her tears were falling on my face. “Stay awake. Don’t you dare leave us.”

I felt myself being lifted. Three sets of hands, working together. Carrying me somewhere. Moving.

The last thing I heard before unconsciousness took me was Cherry’s voice:

“I’ll get the car. Lyra, keep him stable. Raven, get Kevin.”

“What about Mrs. Peterson?”

“I’ll Charm Voice her to forget everything!”

“That’s a lot of forgetting!”

“I’M MOTIVATED!”

Then darkness. Complete and absolute.

But somewhere in that darkness, a lighthouse waited on a frozen shore. And amber eyes watched from the shadows.



[System — CRITICAL WARNING] Anchor Status: CRITICAL Energy reserves: 2% Immediate intervention required Transformation markers: ACCELERATING Estimated time to complete failure: 72 hours

[System — Note] Lore Class presence detected in target region Probability of survival without intervention: 12% Probability of survival with Lore Class assistance: 67% Recommendation: Proceed to Minnesota immediately Secondary recommendation: Do not die

The notifications floated in the darkness, unread.

But somewhere, a golden retriever barked urgently, a pink-haired succubus broke every traffic law in Chicago, an empath monitored a failing heartbeat with desperate focus, and a shadow-touched outcast held a promise in her heart like a weapon.

They weren’t giving up.

Neither was I.


Chapter 15: Recovery

I woke to the sound of the L train.

The familiar rumble, the slight vibration in the walls, the distant clatter of wheels on track. Home. We were home.

The apartment looked different. Cleaner than I’d ever seen it, actually—furniture rearranged, windows replaced, the walls repainted in spots where battle damage had been worst. Someone had been busy.

“You’re awake.”

Lyra was beside the bed, dark circles under her eyes, her tail wrapped anxiously around her own leg. She looked exhausted. Like she hadn’t slept in days.

“How long?” My voice came out scratchy, weak.

“Three days.” She took my hand, her skin warm against mine. “We weren’t sure if you’d—” Her voice broke. “We thought we might lose you.”

“Still here.”

“Barely.” She pressed my hand against her cheek. “Your energy was at two percent, Jake. Two percent. Any lower and you wouldn’t have come back.”

The apartment came into clearer focus. Through the bedroom door, I could see Cherry and Raven in the living room. Cherry was on the couch, Kevin sprawled across her lap. Raven was in her usual corner, but her posture was different—less defensive, more watchful.

“How did we get back here?”

“We drove. Cherry… liberated a car.” Lyra’s expression suggested the liberation had involved Charm Voice and possibly mild theft. “We almost went straight to Minnesota, but you were deteriorating too fast. We needed somewhere safe to stabilize you first.”

“The apartment is compromised.”

“The Wardens retreated. After what you did to them, I don’t think they’ll be back soon.” She managed a small smile. “You scared them, Jake. Whatever happened with your eyes, your power—it scared them.”

I remembered flashes. Gold light. Heat without flame. The Handler fleeing.

“I don’t know what that was.”

“Neither do we. But it saved us.” She kissed my forehead. “Rest. I’ll tell the others you’re awake.”



Within five minutes, I had three succubi surrounding my bed and a golden retriever attempting to lick my face off.

“You’re ALIVE!” Cherry threw herself onto my chest. “I was so worried! You kept making these little noises in your sleep and we didn’t know if that was good or bad!”

“It was terrifying,” Raven said flatly. “You sounded like a dying animal.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“It wasn’t meant to be.” But her tail was reaching toward me, betraying the relief she was trying to hide.

Kevin managed to wedge himself between everyone, demanding attention. I scratched his ears automatically.

“Good boy.”

He barked agreement and settled down on my legs, pinning me in place.

“The apartment looks different.”

“Mrs. Peterson helped clean. She’s been bringing cookies every few hours.” Lyra was smiling now, a real smile. “Still charmed. She’s been… very agreeable lately.”

“Cherry?”

“I may have used Charm Voice to help her feel positive about our living situation.” Cherry didn’t look remotely guilty. “She now believes we’re ‘the nicest young people’ she’s ever met. Also that Kevin is ‘a perfect angel who could never do anything wrong.’”

“He ate her slippers last week.”

“She’s forgotten about that.”

I tried to sit up. The world only spun a little, which felt like progress. Lyra helped me arrange pillows behind my back, her tail curling around my hand like she couldn’t bear to break contact.

“What’s the damage?” I asked. “To me, I mean.”

The succubi exchanged glances.

“Your energy reserves are still critically low,” Lyra said carefully. “We’ve been doing minimal feedings—just enough to keep ourselves functional without draining you further. But it’s not sustainable. Your body is failing, Jake. Whatever transformation is happening, it’s accelerating, and your human physiology can’t keep up.”

“Bottom line?”

“Without intervention, you have maybe a week. Two at most.”

A week. That was the number. The countdown.

“And with intervention?”

“We find Morgana.” Raven’s voice was firm. “We go to Minnesota. We ask her how to transform you into something that can survive.”

“You said the transformation might kill me.”

“It might. But staying human WILL kill you.” She crossed her arms, but her expression was vulnerable. “Bad odds versus certain death. The math isn’t complicated.”

“There are stories,” Lyra added. “Humans who become incubi through prolonged succubus contact. It’s rare, but it happens. The transformation makes them compatible—able to generate energy instead of just donate it.”

“Like a battery that becomes a generator.”

“Exactly.”

“And Morgana knows how to do this?”

“Maybe. The stories say she knows the old rituals. Things most succubi have forgotten.” Lyra squeezed my hand. “It’s our best shot.”

I processed the information. Dying slowly versus risking death to transform. Simple math, like Raven said.

“When do we leave?”

“When you’re strong enough to travel.” Lyra was already calculating. “A few more days of rest. Maintenance feedings to stabilize you. Then we go.”

“What if I’m not strong enough in a few days?”

“Then we go anyway.”



The afternoon passed slowly. I drifted in and out of sleep, too tired to do anything but exist. Each time I woke, someone was there. Lyra reading in the chair by the window. Cherry watching cooking shows with the volume low. Raven in her corner, pretending to ignore everyone while her tail reached toward the bed.

Kevin never moved from his position on my legs. Guardian duty.

“He hasn’t left your side,” Cherry told me during one of my waking periods. “Even when I offered treats. He just looked at me like I was crazy and stayed put.”

“Loyal dog.”

“The BEST dog.” She scratched his ears, and he wagged his tail without actually moving. “I think he was scared. When you wouldn’t wake up. He kept whining and licking your face like he could fix you.”

“Wish it were that easy.”

“Me too.” She was uncharacteristically quiet. “Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t want you to die.” Her voice was small. “I know that’s obvious. But I really, really don’t want you to die. You’re the first person who ever made me feel like I belonged somewhere.”

“You belong here.”

“Because of you. Because you saw a chaos agent who couldn’t figure out human clothes and said ‘sure, you can stay.’” She leaned against the bed, her pink hair spilling across the sheets. “What happens if the transformation doesn’t work?”

“Then we try something else.”

“What if there isn’t anything else?”

“There’s always something else.” I reached out, stroking her hair. “I didn’t survive three succubi crashing into my life just to give up now.”

She smiled, small but real. “You’re stubborn.”

“Very.”

“Good.” She pressed a kiss to my hand. “Keep being stubborn. It’s working so far.”



Nightfall brought Lou Malnati’s pizza (Lyra had ordered, insisting I needed “proper Chicago food” for recovery) and a planning session around my bed.

“Split Rock Lighthouse,” Raven said, spreading a map across my legs while Kevin grumbled at the intrusion. “Seven hours by car, assuming minimal stops. The location matches Cherry’s description—old stone structure on Superior’s shore.”

“What do we actually know about Morgana?”

“Very little.” Lyra’s tail swished thoughtfully. “The stories say she’s old. Possibly ancient. A Lore Class succubus who specialized in ritual magic and transformation. She went into hiding centuries ago—no one knows exactly why.”

“Great. We’re betting my life on a ghost story.”

“A ghost story with corroborating details.” Raven pointed at the map. “The lighthouse has documented supernatural activity. Human records mention ‘mysterious figures,’ unexplained phenomena. Something’s there.”

“Something might not be Morgana.”

“Something is all we have.”

I looked at the map. Minnesota. Lake Superior. A lighthouse on a frozen shore. The same images I’d seen in my dreams.

“She’s real,” I said with sudden certainty. “I’ve dreamed about her. About that place.”

Three sets of eyes fixed on me.

“When?”

“Right before I woke up. A woman with amber eyes and massive wings. She said I was ‘almost ready.’ That she’d teach me what I am.”

“You didn’t mention this,” Lyra said.

“I just woke up from a three-day coma. Things are fuzzy.”

“What else did she say?”

I tried to remember. The dream was fading, like dreams do, but certain details remained sharp. Her face. Her voice. The ancient patience in her expression.

“She said I’d become everything you need. And everything I want to be.”

Silence.

“That’s… specific,” Cherry said finally. “For a dream.”

“I don’t think it was just a dream.” The certainty grew as I spoke. “I think she’s real. I think she knows we’re coming. And I think she wants to help.”

“Why would she help us?” Raven’s voice was skeptical, but there was hope underneath.

“I don’t know. But I’m going to find out.”



Later, when the pizza was gone and the planning was done, they climbed into bed with me.

All three of them.

It was a tight fit—my bed was not designed for four adults and a golden retriever—but they made it work. Lyra on my right, her head on my shoulder, her body warm and soft against my side, her tail wrapped possessively around my wrist. Cherry on my left, pressed so close that her massive breasts flattened against my arm, soft and heavy through her thin shirt. Her scent surrounded me—cotton candy and strawberries. Raven at the foot of the bed, curled around my legs, her thick thighs bracketing mine, her tail wrapped around my ankle like she was afraid I’d disappear.

Kevin had grudgingly relocated to Raven’s midsection, where he sprawled with absolute contentment.

“This is impractical,” Raven muttered, but her body pressed closer, seeking warmth. She didn’t move.

“This is necessary,” Lyra countered. “Our combined presence helps stabilize his energy.”

“Is that scientific or emotional reasoning?”

“Yes.”

I should have objected. Pointed out that I needed actual rest, that having three warm bodies pressed against me—soft curves and smooth skin and the intoxicating mix of their scents—wasn’t conducive to sleep.

I didn’t.

Cherry’s hand found mine, interlacing our fingers. Lyra’s lips pressed a soft kiss to my shoulder. Even Raven’s grip on my ankle tightened, her thumb stroking absently against my skin.

The warmth seeped into me—not just physical heat, but something deeper. Energy flowing gently from all three of them into me, a slow trickle that required no effort, just proximity. The bonds we’d built. The connections that had formed through trauma and trust and too many close calls. I could feel them now, three distinct presences woven into my soul.

Lyra: steady, caring, her calm aura spreading outward like a blanket.

Cherry: bright, chaotic, her enthusiasm tempered by genuine love.

Raven: sharp, guarded, but warming from the inside out—finally letting herself be held.

My family.

“I’m going to survive this,” I said into the darkness.

“You’d better,” Raven replied.

“No choice. Who else would put up with you three?”

“Rude.” But she was smiling. I could feel it against my leg.

“We’re going to find Morgana,” Lyra said quietly. “She’s going to help you transform. And then we’re going to be okay.”

“You sound sure.”

“I am sure.” Her tail tightened around my wrist. “Because the alternative isn’t acceptable.”

Silence settled. Breathing evened out. One by one, they drifted toward sleep.

I stayed awake a little longer, savoring the moment. The warmth. The presence of people who loved me enough to risk everything.

Tomorrow would bring uncertainty. The drive to Minnesota. The search for a succubus who might not exist. The transformation that might kill me.

But tonight, I had this. Soft bodies pressed against mine. A dog snoring contentedly. The promise of something better waiting at the end of the road.

The L train rumbled past outside, a familiar lullaby.

I closed my eyes and let sleep take me.

In my dreams, a lighthouse waited on a frozen shore. A single word echoed across the darkness: “Soon.”



[System — Status Update] Anchor Status: RECOVERING (slowly) Energy reserves: 8% Bonded Exiles: 3 All bonds stable

[System — Note] Transformation markers continue accelerating Estimated time to critical threshold: 5 days Recommendation: Seek Lore Class assistance immediately


Chapter 16: New Horizon

Two days later, I was strong enough to walk without support.

Not strong. Not recovered. But functional enough to make it from the bedroom to the kitchen without Lyra hovering at my elbow. Progress.

The apartment had settled into something like normalcy. As normal as life could be with three succubi, one golden retriever, and a countdown timer ticking toward my potential death.

We’d decided to leave for Minnesota in the morning. Everything was packed. Route planned. Kevin’s travel crate ready (he hated it, but car safety was non-negotiable according to Cherry, who had become weirdly responsible about pet transportation).

But tonight wasn’t about tomorrow’s journey.

Tonight was about us.

“We should celebrate,” Cherry announced over dinner. She’d attempted cooking again—with Lyra’s supervision this time, so only half the kitchen was destroyed. “We survived! The Wardens ran away! Jake didn’t die!”

“Low bar for celebration,” Raven observed.

“SURVIVING is a very high bar when people are trying to kill you!”

She had a point.

The Chicago skyline glittered through the window, city lights reflected off the clouds. The L train rumbled past, a familiar rhythm. Kevin was asleep on the couch, paws twitching as he chased dream squirrels.

“What kind of celebration?” Lyra asked.

Cherry’s smile turned knowing. “The kind that makes seals glow.”

Even Raven didn’t argue.



We moved to the bedroom.

The space felt different now. More intimate. After everything we’d been through—the attacks, the escapes, the near-deaths—this room had become more than just where I slept. It was where I’d first connected with Lyra. Where Raven had finally let her walls down. Where we’d built something that felt like forever.

Lyra kissed me first.

Soft lips, gentle pressure, her hands finding my chest. She tasted like honeysuckle, like warmth, like coming home. Her tail curled around my waist, drawing me closer.

“I’ve wanted this,” she whispered against my mouth. “All of us. Together. Since the first union, I’ve thought about it.”

“Why didn’t you say something?”

“I wanted it to be right. Wanted everyone to be ready.” Her eyes found Raven, who was hovering near the door. “Especially her.”

Raven’s posture was tense. Defensive. Even after everything, group situations triggered her old fears—the assumption that she wouldn’t be included, that she was just tolerated.

I held out my hand. “Raven. Come here.”

She didn’t move. Her tail was wrapped tight around her own leg.

“You don’t have to—”

“Come here.” Not a command. An invitation. “I want you here. With us. As part of this.”

Her eyes searched mine. Looking for the lie. The catch.

She found nothing but truth.

Slowly, so slowly, she crossed the room and took my hand.

“I’m still bad at this,” she said quietly.

“You’re perfect at this.” I pulled her close, kissing her forehead. “Just be here. That’s all I want.”

Her tail finally uncurled. Reached toward Lyra. Their tails brushed—a succubus gesture of comfort, of sisterhood.

“Okay,” Raven breathed. “Okay.”

Cherry bounced onto the bed, already stripping off her top. Those massive breasts bounced free, pink nipples hardening in the cool air.

“Group celebrations are the BEST! Everyone gets to participate and no one gets left out and—”

“Cherry.” Lyra’s voice was fond but firm. “Let’s take this slow.”

“Slow is good! I can do slow!” She was vibrating with energy. “Slowly enthusiastic!”

Despite everything—the exhaustion, the fear, the countdown—I laughed.

“This is going to be chaos, isn’t it?”

“Absolutely.” Raven was almost smiling. “But it’s our chaos.”



Lyra took the lead.

She was the anchor for this—the emotional center, the one who understood how to weave individual needs into something shared. Her hands guided mine to Cherry’s breasts first, letting me feel those impossible curves while she kissed my neck, her tongue tracing down to my pulse point.

“Touch her,” Lyra whispered against my ear. “She needs to feel wanted. And I need to watch.”

Cherry arched into my hands, moaning at the contact. Her massive tits overflowed my palms—warm, soft, impossibly heavy. Her skin shimmered with that supernatural glow, that otherworldly quality that marked her as something more than human. Her nipples stiffened against my palms, pink and swollen.

“Yes! That’s—god, your hands are perfect—” She pressed her tits further into my grip. “Squeeze them. Harder.”

I squeezed. She whimpered.

“You’re so responsive.” I kneaded her flesh, watching her reactions—the way her eyes glazed, the way her hips rocked forward seeking friction. “Every touch makes you—”

“Makes me crazy,” she finished. “You make me so fucking crazy, Jake.”

Raven was behind me now. I felt her body press against my back—her smaller breasts firm and warm, her stiff nipples dragging against my skin. Her hands slid around to my chest, her nails scratching lightly.

“Don’t forget about me,” she murmured against my shoulder blade. The words were casual, but I heard the vulnerability underneath—the fear of being left out, of being the third choice.

“Never.” I turned enough to kiss her, pulling her into the circle. “You’re part of this. Equal part. I want all three of you.”

Her breath caught. Her tail wrapped around my thigh, possessive despite her uncertainty, the tip pressing against my ass.

Lyra’s hands found the hem of my shirt, pulling it upward. Cherry helped from the front, her eager fingers tracing the lines of my stomach, my abs, trailing down toward my waistband. Raven’s lips were on my shoulder, biting gently, her breath hot against my skin.

Three sets of hands. Three distinct touches. Three women who had somehow become everything.

“You’re wearing too many clothes,” Lyra observed, her hand finding the bulge in my pants and squeezing.

“So are you.”

She smiled—that sweet, slightly wicked smile I’d come to love—and stripped.

Her body was familiar now but no less beautiful. Perky breasts tipped with stiff pink nipples, slim waist flaring into hips I knew intimately, the golden hair that spilled across her shoulders. Her tail swayed behind her, and between her thighs, her pussy was already glistening—wet and pink and ready.

“Your turn,” Cherry said, tugging at my pants. “Fair’s fair!”

They undressed me together. Cherry handled the pants, her enthusiasm making the process more difficult than necessary—she got the zipper caught, giggled, and yanked harder. Raven took care of my boxers with surprising care, her violet eyes fixed on my hardening cock as it sprang free, already leaking at the tip.

“Adequate,” she said, wrapping her cool fingers around my shaft and stroking once.

Cherry snorted. “You said the same thing about ice cream. And then you ate three pints.”

“I stand by my assessment.” But her grip tightened, and her thumb collected the precum from my tip.

I was surrounded by naked succubi. Lyra in front, all warmth and tenderness, her pussy wet and inviting. Cherry beside her, curves that defied physics, her massive tits swaying as she breathed, her cotton-candy scent filling the air. Raven behind, her thick hips and ass pressing against me, her sharp intake of breath when my cock brushed her thigh.

“How do we—” Cherry started.

“We take turns,” Lyra said. “And we share. And we make sure everyone feels…” She looked at me, her hand finding my cock and guiding it toward her entrance. “What’s the word?”

“Loved,” I said. “We make sure everyone feels loved.”

Even Raven’s breath hitched at that. Her tail squeezed my thigh.



Lyra went first.

She pushed me back onto the bed, climbing over me with practiced grace. I watched her sink down—her wet pussy parting around my cock, stretching to take me, her walls gripping tight as inch after inch disappeared inside her.

“I love feeling you inside me,” she breathed when she was fully seated, my cock buried to the hilt. “Like we were made to fit. Like you belong here.”

She started to move—slow, rolling motions that let her feel every inch, grinding her clit against my pelvis with each forward rock. Her perky breasts bounced gently with each thrust. Her tail wrapped around my leg, keeping us connected.

Cherry appeared beside her, kissing her shoulder, her hands finding Lyra’s breasts and cupping them. “You look so pretty like that. All flushed and happy, riding his cock.”

“I feel—” Lyra’s voice caught as I thrust up into her. “I feel complete.”

I pulled her down for a kiss, my hands gripping her hips, controlling the pace. She moaned into my mouth as I thrust up to meet her, driving my cock deep enough to hit her cervix. Her pussy clenched around me, her juices dripping down my shaft.

“That’s it. Take what you need. Fuck yourself on my cock.”

“I need—I need you—”

Her climax built quickly. I could feel it in the tightening of her walls, the desperate rhythm of her hips, the way her breathing became ragged. And on her lower back, the seal began to glow.

Golden light, warm and soft, the pattern I’d first seen what felt like a lifetime ago. She arched her back as she came, the seal blazing bright, her pussy spasming around my cock in rhythmic waves.

“Yes!” Her voice was raw. “Oh god, YES—I’m coming—”

Her juices gushed around my shaft as she shuddered through her orgasm. I held her through it, watching the seal pulse with each wave of pleasure, feeling her walls milk my cock. So beautiful. So perfect.

When she finally stilled, still twitching, Cherry was already bouncing with eagerness.

“My turn? Is it my turn? I’ve been very patient!”



Cherry didn’t do slow.

She was on me the moment Lyra slid off, her massive tits pressing against my chest as she kissed me frantically. Her taste was sweeter than the others—cotton candy and strawberries, pure Cherry. Her pussy ground against my still-hard cock, slick and hot.

“I want to ride you,” she announced against my lips. “I want everyone to watch while I bounce on your cock. Is that okay?”

“More than okay.”

She straddled me with enthusiasm bordering on violence, her thick thighs spreading wide around my hips. Her pussy was dripping—I could see the wetness gleaming between her legs, feel it coating my shaft as she positioned herself. Then she sank down, taking me in one smooth motion.

“OH.” Her eyes went wide, her massive tits bouncing with the impact. “You’re so DEEP—I can feel you in my stomach—”

She started moving immediately. No buildup, no teasing—pure Cherry chaos. Her body bounced on my cock with abandon, her massive tits flying everywhere—up toward her chin, crashing back down, swaying side to side. The wet slap of her ass against my thighs filled the room, mixing with her increasingly loud moans.

“Yes yes yes!” Each word was punctuated by a bounce, by my cock driving deep into her soaked pussy. “This is SO good, you feel so GOOD—”

I grabbed her hips, trying to moderate the pace. She just laughed and moved faster, her pussy gripping me like a hot, wet fist.

“Let me—just let me—”

“Cherry, you’re going to—”

She knocked over the lamp.

Her wing had extended mid-bounce, hitting the bedside table and sending the lamp crashing to the floor. She didn’t even pause—just kept riding, kept bouncing, kept driving my cock into her tight heat.

“Oops!”

“Cherry—”

“I’ll buy a new one! DON’T STOP—”

Raven, who had been watching from beside the bed with her hand between her own thighs, let out something between a laugh and a groan. “You’re a disaster.”

“A SEXY disaster!”

“That’s not—actually, that’s fair.”

Cherry’s climax hit like a hurricane. She threw her head back and SCREAMED, her massive body shaking, her pussy clenching around me so tight I saw stars. Her juices gushed down my shaft, soaking my thighs. The seal above her breasts blazed pink—the spiral pattern vivid against her shimmering skin, lighting up those massive tits from above.

“I’M COMING! OH GOD I’M—”

Her scream cracked at the end. The neighbors definitely heard that one. Maybe the next building over too.

When she finally collapsed forward, gasping, her enormous tits flattening against my chest, she was still giggling.

“That was AMAZING. Can we do that again? Not RIGHT now, obviously, but—”

“Cherry.” I kissed her forehead. “Perfect.”

“I know.” She beamed, then rolled off me, leaving my cock slick with her juices. “Your turn, Raven!”



Raven didn’t move.

She was still at the edge of the bed, watching with hooded eyes, her fingers wet from touching herself. Her tail was wrapped tight around her own leg. Wanting but afraid to reach for it.

I held out my hand. “Come here.”

“I don’t—” She swallowed. “I’m not good at group things. I never know if I’m supposed to—”

“You’re supposed to be here. With us. Because I want you.” I kept my hand extended. “Please.”

A heartbeat. Two.

Lyra’s tail brushed against Raven’s, the succubus gesture of welcome. Cherry reached out and squeezed her hand.

“You’re our sister,” Cherry said, surprisingly soft. “Not just Jake’s. OURS.”

Something broke in Raven’s expression. The last wall, crumbling.

She took my hand.

I pulled her onto the bed, rolling us until she was beneath me. Her violet eyes were bright with unshed tears, her body trembling slightly—not from cold, but from the overwhelming vulnerability of this moment.

“Tell me what you want,” I said.

“I want—” Her voice cracked. “I want you. All of you. I want to belong.”

“You belong.” I kissed her deeply, pouring every bit of feeling into the contact. “You’ve always belonged.”

I positioned myself at her entrance—not her preferred place, not yet, but the intimacy she needed right now. Her pussy was soaked, her arousal dripping down between her thick thighs. She gasped when I pushed inside, her back arching, her legs wrapping around my waist.

“Jake—”

“I’ve got you.”

I moved slowly at first, letting her adjust, letting her feel the connection. Her pussy was tight and hot, gripping my cock with each stroke. Her whole body responded—her hips lifting to meet my thrusts, her thick thighs tightening around me. Beside us, Lyra stroked her hair. Cherry traced patterns on her thigh, working her way toward Raven’s clit.

“You’re so beautiful,” Lyra whispered. “So strong. You’ve survived so much.”

“And you found us,” Cherry added, her fingers finding Raven’s swollen clit and rubbing in slow circles. “Found Jake. Found home.”

Tears were streaming down Raven’s face now, but she wasn’t sobbing. She was smiling—a broken, overwhelmed smile that said more than words could. Her pussy clenched around me.

“I thought I’d never—” She couldn’t finish.

“I know.” I kissed her tears. “I know.”

I increased the pace, driving deeper. Her moans mixed with the sounds of the others—Lyra’s soft encouragement, Cherry’s enthusiastic commentary (“Her seal’s starting to glow! I can see it!”), the wet slap of my thrusts, the creak of the bed beneath us.

The seal on her inner thigh blazed to life. Purple-tinged light, sharp and angular, matching the patterns I’d seen before. Three seals now, all glowing, all connected.

And then something happened.

Lines of light appeared between them. Actual lines, linking Lyra’s seal to Cherry’s, Cherry’s to Raven’s, Raven’s to Lyra’s. A triangle of golden-pink-purple radiance, forming a pattern larger than any individual design.

“Jake,” Lyra breathed. “Look.”

I looked.

The combined pattern was incomplete. I could see it now—spaces where more seals should be, gaps in the design waiting to be filled. But what was there was beautiful. Ancient. Powerful.

And it was MINE.

“Come for me,” I commanded, my voice carrying something new—something that wasn’t quite human anymore. Something that resonated through the bond, through all three of them. “All of you. Together.”

They did.

Three climaxes hit simultaneously. Lyra arching off the bed where she lay, her seal blazing gold as she touched herself to a shuddering orgasm. Cherry screaming (again), her massive body shaking, her fingers still working Raven’s clit. Raven sobbing my name as her walls clenched around me, her thick thighs trembling, her juices flooding my cock.

The seals BLAZED, brighter than ever, the lines between them pulsing with light that filled the room.

It was too much. The sensation of Raven’s pussy milking my cock, the energy flooding through the bond from all three of them, the sight of three succubi shattering around me in synchronized ecstasy. I came with a groan that started human and ended as something else entirely—my cock pulsing, pumping rope after rope of cum deep inside Raven while the room lit up like midday.

“I can feel it,” Raven gasped beneath me. “Your cum—filling me—so much—”

The energy transfer cascaded through all of us—my essence flowing into Raven, the bond humming between all four of us, the seals pulsing in rhythm with our shared pleasure. I kept thrusting through the aftershocks, kept filling her, until I had nothing left to give.



After, we lay tangled together.

Bodies intertwined, limbs overlapping, tails wrapped around various parts of various people. Kevin had woken during the final moments (probably because Cherry’s scream could wake the dead) and was now wedged between Raven and the wall, apparently unbothered by the post-coital cuddle pile.

“That was…” Lyra couldn’t seem to finish the sentence.

“Intense,” Raven supplied.

“AMAZING,” Cherry corrected.

“Both,” I agreed.

The seals had faded, but I could still feel them. Three distinct presences, woven into my soul, connected by bonds that went deeper than physical.

A notification flickered in my vision.

[System — Status Update] Bond Updates: All bonds +50 Lyra: Bond 650 (Devoted) / Adaptation 25% / Powers Sealed 70% Cherry: Bond 625 (Devoted) / Adaptation 18% / Powers Sealed 80% Raven: Bond 400 (Intimate) / Adaptation 18% / Powers Sealed 85%

[System — Anchor Status] Jake Morrison: RECOVERING Transformation markers: ACTIVE Three-pattern seal configuration detected Analysis: INCOMPLETE — additional data required

[System — Threat Assessment] Warden Activity: Capture team defeated Reinforcements: DELAYED Banisher Activity: First agent dispatched (arrival: IMMINENT)

[System — Note] Combined seal resonance exceeds predicted parameters Anchor anomaly intensifying Classification: Unknown but significant Recommendation: Continue monitoring Secondary recommendation: Proceed to Minnesota

“The System says we should go to Minnesota,” I reported.

“We know,” Lyra murmured against my shoulder. “Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.”

Tonight, we had this. The warmth of bodies pressed against mine. The afterglow of something that felt like more than sex—like connection, like family, like love in its most primal form.

Cherry was already half-asleep, her breathing evening out. Raven was quiet but present, her tail still coiled around my hand. Lyra was watching me with soft eyes.

“Thank you,” she said.

“For what?”

“For not dying. For being stubborn. For making us feel…” She searched for the word. “Whole.”

“Whole,” I repeated. “Yeah. That’s what this is.”

I stared at the ceiling, feeling the weight and warmth of my found family. Three succubi. Three seals. And me—whatever I was becoming.

Tomorrow would bring the journey. Minnesota. Morgana. The transformation that might save me or kill me. But that was tomorrow.

Tonight, the Chicago skyline glittered through the window. The L train rumbled past like a lullaby. Kevin snored contentedly.

And for the first time in weeks, I felt something that might have been hope.



I closed my eyes. In my dreams, the patterns waited.

So did someone new. A woman with amber eyes and massive, elegant wings.

She smiled at me across the darkness.

“Finally,” she said. “You’re ready to learn what you are.”


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Leo Thornvale. If you enjoyed this story, here are a few simple ways you can keep the energy going:

	Leave a rating or review
Even a few words, or just tapping a star rating, makes a big difference. Reviews help other readers discover the book, and ratings are completely anonymous. Both are deeply appreciated.

	Follow on Amazon
By following Leo Thornvale on Amazon, you’ll get notified whenever a new book is published. No emails, no spam, just a quiet alert for the next release.

	Explore more stories
If you’re curious what else might be waiting, more books from Leo Thornvale are just a search away. Kindle Unlimited reader? Every page you read helps support more wild ideas becoming real stories.



Thanks again for spending your time in this world. It means more than you know.

Leo Thornvale
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