
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: image-placeholder]


Signed in Incubus

Possessive Monsters Book 6

By Maggie Mayhem

Copyright © 2024 Maggie Mayhem

Cover by Atlantis Book Design

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or used in whole or in part

This is a work of fiction.


Contents



Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Epilogue
Also By Author
About Maggie



Chapter 1
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Penny


My heart lurched in my chest as I leaped away from the red plume of smoke suddenly forming in my living room. Panic set in as the form coalesced. I ran for the kitchen.

“Fuck!” I swore, stubbing my toe on an unopened moving box.

Ignoring the pain, I hopped on one foot over to the table. I hadn’t started unpacking yet, but I was pretty sure I had some salt packets left over from my recent take-out order.

“Come on, where the hell are you?” I rifled through the paper bag and found the little white packets at the very bottom.

When I’d cast the spell to find Mr. Right, I hadn’t expected the results to be so immediate. I certainly wasn’t ready for a swirling vortex to open up in my living room on the spot, which was why I hadn’t thought to draw a salt circle to contain my would-be suitor. You know, in case I didn’t agree with the spell’s definition of the perfect man.

Packets in hand, I ran back to the swirling, smoky mass and started sprinkling tiny pinches of salt in a circle around it. Damn. There was no way there was enough to form a circle. I was only a quarter of the way around when the form fully solidified.

“Hello, Gorgeous,” said a low rumbly voice.

I looked up from the sad-looking curved line of salt and found myself face to face with—

Oh. A naked and extremely chiseled set of glutes.

Talk about buns of steel.

I tore my eyes away and scrambled back. In front of me was a very naked, very well-formed man.

No. Not man. Demon.

He stood before me, a towering mountain of muscle and horns. His eyes glowed with a preternatural light, and his skin was a dusky tan with a hint of red. Like his perfectly formed behind, the rest of him was a paragon of perfection, right down to the strong jawline and the majestic horns. My pulse pounded in my ears as I struggled to find my words.

What the hell did one say to an accidentally conjured, ridiculously hot demon?

He looked down at the salt ring I’d been trying to complete and smirked. His wide smile showed a set of perfectly straight, brilliantly white teeth that were just a little too sharp to be human.

“That wouldn’t have worked anyway.” He easily stepped over the line. “Prax Incubus, at your service.” He bowed dramatically.

When he stood again, a pair of leather pants that hadn’t been there moments ago now covered him from the hips down, although he remained topless.

I backed up around my couch. Incubus. Not just any demon, but one that consumed sexual energy. They could sometimes be a lot of fun, but definitely not perfect man material.

Yup, I’d totally fucked up.

As I watched him move across the room, I was captivated by his raw masculinity. I’d heard of sex-on-a-stick, but this guy was sex-and-confidence-on-a-stick, which was even better. The way he grinned at me made me weak in the knees. He navigated the labyrinth of moving boxes like a pro, exuding a charm that threatened to place me under a spell of his own.

“Now, why would a cute little witch like you need to cast a spell requesting my”—he waggled his eyebrows almost cartoonishly—“services? You could’ve just asked.” He momentarily puffed into smoke and then reformed around me, his chest against my back and arms around my waist. “I’d be more than willing to oblige.”

“Uh…Prax…I think there’s been a mistake.”

I tried to escape his strong embrace but couldn’t. I was trapped. So I turned around to face him instead and ended up pressed tight to his brawny chest. He smelled like a camping trip, complete with bonfire, trees, and toasted marshmallows.

His presence enveloped me like he was touching me everywhere all at once through my clothes. A thousand invisible fingers were lighting little fires all over my body and a really big one between my legs. This must be the incubus magic I’d read about: the ability to inspire lust.

No kidding. Prax was sexy as fuck. Desire was growing and intensifying in me every moment until I was so overwhelmed with need that I felt as if I couldn’t even breathe. I had to do something before I made another mistake and dug myself an even bigger hole. This whole spell nonsense had been a horrible idea. I threw up some magic of my own to counteract his.

The feeling of uncontrollable lust abated just long enough for me to think. I wasn’t a particularly powerful witch. At best, I was just this side of mediocre, and I didn’t know how long the respite would last. Luckily, Prax didn’t keep pushing the issue.

It was too embarrassing to tell him that I’d drunkenly cast a spell I’d found online to find the perfect man after my fiancé no-showed at the altar yesterday. I’d had to explain to all our guests, most of whom had made the trip to Darlington especially for the event, that the wedding was off. Everything was already paid for, so I’d called the MC and told him just to make it a party and ensure everyone had fun. Then I’d hightailed it out of there to avoid being bombarded with questions I couldn't answer.

I still wasn’t ready to face everyone, especially my family. My cousin Deanna, who was only a bridesmaid because my parents forced me to have her, would only rub salt in the wound. And my parents would probably find a way to blame me for the whole fiasco, as usual.

So I left out the part about being a ditched witch and just told him about the spell, showing him the page on the Let’s Talk About Hex forum where I’d found it, which was still up on my screen. The spell was the most popular and well-reviewed one of its kind, with an impressive average four-point-five star rating. That was unheard of in a forum where some users wrote reviews like, “Amazing! This potion literally saved my life! Three-point-six-seven stars.”

A pair of old-fashioned spectacles popped into existence, perched on Prax’s nose. I was pretty sure incubi didn’t have myopia since they could shape their corneas perfectly, and even if they didn’t, they didn’t need eyes to see, but it was kind of cute.

“This is a love spell. A forever until you are wedded and bedded spell,” Prax said, frowning. “That’s not what I signed up for.”

“Technically, you didn’t sign anything.”

“True.” He glanced around the room at the moving boxes and empty wine bottles. “But you look like you need some company. I’ll stick around.” He grabbed the closest bottle of wine, which still had a little left at the bottom, and drained it.

“No, it’s okay. You can go. I didn’t expect the spell to toss an incubus into my living room.” I was super lucky that he was a friendly demon. It could’ve been a lot worse, and I didn’t want to continue testing the proverbial horseshoe wedged up my butt.

Prax shrugged. “No, I’m staying. I’m not your forever man, but I’m bored right now, and you’ve piqued my interest. Besides, I already answered the summons, so I’m stuck. We might as well get to the bedded part. It’s the twenty-first century. People bed before they wed now, don’t they?”

“Uhh…yes…for the most part. But that’s not what I’m looking for. You’re not what I’m looking for. I don’t want a temporary liaison with an incubus.”

“Maybe not, but I’m what you need.” Strong arms pulled me down to sit in his lap. “I get the sense someone’s broken your heart. Guess what? I’ve comforted heartbroken women over multiple centuries, but not yet in this one. You can break me in.”

That had me giggling. “Break you in? Like a new pair of shoes? Do you use that line often?”

He grinned playfully. “Did it work?”

“Not at all!” Well, maybe a little.

It was nice in the circle of his arms. I was starved for touch, and it felt good to be held. So instead of fighting it, I decided to sink into his arms.

I was a lot more relaxed now than when he’d first appeared. He hadn’t done anything to hurt me yet, and he’d already had plenty of opportunity. That still didn’t mean he was totally safe, but I didn’t exactly have a way to make him leave either.

I’d set up rudimentary wards around my new home, but he was already through them, and I didn’t know any demon banishment spells off the top of my head. It wasn’t something I’d ever needed to memorize.

So, yeah. Better to play along and see where things went.

“Hey, I know—why don’t you show me a picture of the asshole who broke your heart, and I’ll make myself look like him, and then you can punch me. Would that make you feel better?”

Was this guy serious? I laughed. “I’m not going to punch you. That’s a dumb idea. I’ll admit I might be tempted for, like, a fraction of a second, but you’re not him. You’re you.”

“Okay then. I know something else that would cheer you up.” Prax reached for my laptop, pulled up a music streaming site, and chose a playlist. Tinny music from my laptop speakers filled the room. “Dance with me, little witch.”


Chapter 2
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Prax


I extended my hand to the sexy little witch, trying to ignore the horrible quality of the music coming from her device.

I really should've read the fine print before accepting the magical summons because she was right: this was a call for the perfect man. A happily-ever-after man. Not a good-times incubus.

I’d jumped right in answering the summons, thinking it was a booty call. It was the first I’d answered this century, not because I hadn’t received any, but because I’d been held prisoner by an evil wizard. Now I was finally free, and I was ready to party.

I’d taken one look at the witch and answered the summons without even checking it over closely. What a perfect woman she would’ve been to break me out of my funk! Even heartbroken and drunk, she was cute. Enticing.

She wore a comfy-looking pajama set with sharks on it and the words Bite This emblazoned across her chest at the front and her perfect ass at the back. Her midnight black hair cascaded down her back in a messy way that had me wondering how I could mess it up even more. The remnants of old eyeliner were smeared under her eyes, giving her a just-fucked look.

She was a far cry from a dolled-up siren, but I’d seen enough of those the morning after to recognize natural beauty when I saw it. I appreciated the effort it took to produce rouged cheeks, lined eyes, painted lips, and artfully arranged hair, but I also knew that art and artifice disappeared when the rooster crowed.

Don’t get me wrong, I loved me a painted lady. But outward sex appeal didn’t always equate to delicious inner sexual energy, and as an incubus, I cared much more about the latter. This little human was as delectable as they came, ripe and ready for the picking.

Since I was already here, I might as well enjoy myself and forget about the spell and what it entailed. Besides, the cute little witch emanated such sadness that I couldn’t have left her even if the spell had permitted it.

I recognized the smell of tears—anywhere, anytime. The centuries had changed nothing. Men were still jackasses, leaving women for me to cheer up. I’d always been a sucker for a broken heart. Some accused me of taking advantage of the weak, but I saw it differently, as showing them that they were still wanted and worthy. And indeed, many of my human conquests went on to live notable lives.

After a moment, she took my hand.

“You still haven’t told me your name,” I said as we started to dance around her living room, trying to avoid the myriad obstacles in our way.

She must’ve just moved in because almost everything was still in boxes, and while the coffee table was technically next to the couch, neither piece of furniture was in the right place in the room unless diagonally was how she’d intended it to go. If so, that would be quite avant-garde. Somehow, I doubted it.

“I’m Penny. Short for Penelope. But no one calls me that except for my parents, and I hate it.” She pressed her lips in a firm line as if she’d said too much.

“I think Penelope is a very pretty name. But I’ll call you Penny if you prefer.”

Penny tripped over a box and gasped as she lost her footing. That wouldn’t do. I caught her, then willed myself to be extra light so that I lifted off the ground, carrying her up with me.

She squeaked and clung to me as her foot felt around for a floor that wasn’t there.

“Don’t worry, I won’t drop you.” I held her a little tighter and bent my head to brush the shell of her ear with my lips. “Unless it’s into bed. And even then, only if you beg me to.”

She shuddered, and her arms pebbled into gooseflesh. I chased away the tiny bumps with my palms and inhaled the lust that filled the air between us. She wasn’t immune to my charms; this much was obvious.

“Maybe I am due for some fun,” she said. “But I’m not begging…yet.”

She was a lot more relaxed now and let me lead her around the room. Her body molded to mine, fitting there perfectly, so supple and tempting, as we swayed to the music. By the end of the song, she was smiling. The look suited her. I resolved to make her smile more.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice sincere. “I didn’t realize how much I needed that…but I did.” She was lightly flushed, the pink in her cheeks glowing with radiance. Her eyes sparkled, and her arms were still wrapped around my neck when her tongue darted out to moisten her lips a moment before she quickly tugged me down and kissed me. It was only a light touch, the barest feathery peck, but that didn’t stop the jolt of awareness shooting through me.

She must’ve felt it too, because she inhaled sharply and froze for the briefest of moments before pulling away. A low growl escaped my lips, and I caught her mouth again in a deep, claiming kiss as I pulled her tight against my body.

There was only her momentary gasp of surprise before need and pleasure flooded us. She moaned softly into my mouth, the sound almost a purr. I tangled my tongue with hers, sliding and stroking. She tasted mildly of the wine she had imbibed, mixed with her own addictive flavor: exotic vanilla, straight from a tropical orchid, mixed with the freshest alpine strawberries.

Then, as if freeing herself from a spell, she stiffened. I didn’t stop her when she pulled away and took a step back, a flustered look on her face. I had that effect on women…and sometimes men, too. It was part of my incubus magic.

Her shoulders drooped. “We really shouldn’t. This”—she waved vaguely to the spot where I’d appeared earlier— “was a mistake.”

“You weren’t looking for the man of your dreams? I am pretty dreamy.”

“Yes…I mean…no.” She blew out a frustrated breath. “I didn’t know you’d show up right away. I just thought I’d meet someone soon. And besides, I fucked up the spell, and it sent you. No offense, but I really don’t think you’re the one.”

“None taken. I don’t think so either. I’m here to be merry, not to marry.”

That was when I noticed the tingling. It was there for only a split second before it was gone. But it was enough to alert me.

I looked down at my wrist and saw the delicate silver strand that had settled there like gossamer. It led straight to my little witch, who had stepped away from me and was disappearing into the kitchen. Unlike the heavy magical chains that had bound me to the old wizard and his family before, this one didn’t have any unwieldy magic preventing me from puffing into smoke or shape-shifting. It also didn’t feel ominous.

Penny returned with a little handheld vacuum and went to clean up the salt on the floor.

“No broomstick?”

“Honestly, this is easier.”

“The salt wouldn’t have been able to contain me anyway. Just like your wards couldn’t keep me out.”

“Yeah—what’s up with that? I know I’m not a particularly powerful witch, but the wards should have at least delayed you while you fought your way in. But my wards are still intact, which means you never did that.”

“I didn’t have to. By using the summons, you invited me in. It’s part of the magic of the spell. I can’t very well wine and dine you unless I’m here, right? The spell trumps any magical wards and other protection you have in place.”

“Ohhh. That makes sense. In that case, I’m glad the fuck-up brought you and not a meaner demon. Thanks, Prax, for the dance.” Her eyes flitted back and forth uncertainly. “Say… Did you want some more wine? Or maybe we can order in food?” She rubbed the back of her neck. “I don’t have much else to offer you. I haven’t even found the coffee yet. I found the coffee maker, though that’s not much good on its own.”

Aww. My little witch was trying to ask me to stay!

I was about to ask her if she wanted to go out on a proper date when I heard the summons jangling in my head. This one sounded a lot less fun than the one that had brought me here, but it was work, so I had no choice; I had to accept it. I sighed inwardly. The date would have to wait for another time.

“I’d love to spend more time with you, and I will, but right now, my boss is calling.” Then, realizing how lame that might sound, I added, “This isn’t a cop-out, I promise. I’ll be back.” I wasn’t sure the dainty chain of magic around my wrist would let me abandon her anyway. For her part, she didn't appear to have noticed it yet.

“I’m holding you to that. But how do you know your boss is calling you? I thought demons couldn’t bring physical items along with them when they phase in and out of existence.”

“We can’t. Unless the item has been spelled specifically for that purpose.” I formed a cell phone in my hand. “This is made out of my soul stuff, and it looks like a cell phone, but that’s it. It can’t receive calls.”

“So, how do you know your boss is calling you?”

“Because I’m getting a summons from his wizard.”

Desmon, the dragon of Darlington, and my boss usually only called Seth in to summon me if the job was time sensitive.

She frowned. “You’re not bound to him, are you? That’s been outlawed.”

“No, I’m not. This is just a summons.” I searched her face, but Penny looked truly unaware of the new thread of magic that connected us. I decided it was best to tell her. “I am, however, bound to a witch.”

“You are?” I think the idea of me being bound to another witch disappointed her. Why did I like that?

“Yes.” I looked fixedly at her. “It happened just now when I answered a summons to be the perfect man.” I winked at her.

She looked shocked, then squinted at the air around me. I knew she was trying to see the magical bindings that would connect us if I was truly bound to her. My little witch might have magic, but she didn’t have the sight. I enhanced the magic around us for her benefit.

She gasped when she saw the thin silver strands on my wrists leading straight to her. They weren’t, in fact, just around my wrist now; they curled up my arm, too. Her eyes widened, and the color drained from her face.

“I didn’t mean to… I mean, I never…”

She was extra adorable when flustered.

“I won’t tell if you don’t.” I winked. “It can be our little secret.”

She glared at me. “That makes it sound worse! No, I’ll remove them. I just need to look up how.” She went to a random cardboard box, picked up the box cutter on top of it, and opened it. “I have to find my spell books. They’re around here somewhere.”

I didn’t want her to remove the bindings. Not yet. She was cute, and I wanted to spend more time with her even if I wasn’t the proper target of the spell. But what if I was? If the spell thought I was the perfect man for her, did that mean she was the perfect woman for me?

The idea was intriguing. I’d had more bed partners than I could count; it was part of my nature. But I didn’t remember many of them. What would it be like to find someone who actually cared about me, and wanted to stick around after?

“That will have to wait, my sexy, law-breaking witch.” I pulled her up and landed a kiss on her lips. “I’ll be back.”


Chapter 3
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Penny


Shit. I fucked up. Big time.

Not only did I accidentally summon an incubus, I’d also bound him to me. Super illegal! If the EA found out, they’d take away my magic, or worse, lock me up until I was an old crone.

Once upon a time, the Secret Enforcement Agency oversaw everything magical on Earth. After the fall of The Wall, which had hidden the supernatural world from ordinary people, the agency dropped the S since magic and monsters weren’t so secret anymore. But its primary objective remained the same.

Binding imps, demons, ifrits, and the like through magical means had been outlawed for about a century and a half. According to my research, that meant it had been abolished at the same time as slavery in the United States, and the secret magical war had been fought concurrently with the one found in every American history book.

Unfortunately, since some immortal creatures had been enslaved for generations—handed down from father to son—the new law had been nearly impossible to enforce. It didn’t help that The Wall had hidden many bound entities in plain sight.

The Wall had hidden magic from would-be magic users as well as from the outside world. Take my family, for example: to the best of my knowledge, neither of my parents knew about the existence of magic before the fall of The Wall, nor had any of my aunts, uncles, or cousins. Because I didn’t have the gift of sight, I was oblivious to even my own talents for years.

And yet magic was hereditary, so I couldn’t be the only witch in the family. Regardless, if I didn’t unbind Prax soon…which I hadn’t meant to do at all…I’d also be my family’s only incarcerated witch. Imagine the fit my parents would pitch then!

I plopped down in front of the coffee table, glad that the screen was still on the page in the witches’ forum where I’d found the spell. I filtered the reviews, looking for negative comments. No one mentioned anything about demons or incubi or any form of accidental magical bindings. Not shocking; if they had, I probably wouldn’t have used the spell.

But maybe this had happened to other witches, and they’d been too afraid to mention it. I wouldn’t dare to post in the forum “Help! I accidentally summoned a demon and bound him to me!” myself. It would probably just have the EA knocking on my door all the sooner, considering not every witch was a nice one. Some were perfectly content to throw you under a bus to get ahead themselves.

That wasn’t to say there weren’t amazing, supportive witches out there. Two of them were my best friends.

My phone rang. What the hell? I thought I’d put that thing on silent. I picked up the phone from its face-down position on the coffee table to see Griselda’s number flashing on the screen.

Speak of the devil. Of course she’d call just as I was thinking of her. Sometimes, I wondered if she could read minds even from a distance. Griselda, or Gigi as her friends called her, owned a coffee shop in town and was one of the few people I knew here in Darlington. She, Lily, and I had shared a dorm room in college and had stayed in touch ever since.

I hadn’t looked at my phone since yesterday, and there were dozens of missed calls and messages left unread. Crap. I picked up the call.

“Penny!” She blew out a sigh of relief. “Finally! I was getting really worried.”

“I’m fine, Gigi. I just got flooded with like a billion calls after what happened, and I had to put my phone on silent before I went crazy.”

“I don’t blame you. Thanks for picking up. How are you doing?”

I knew she was asking about the whole wedding thing, but my brain was still stuck on the sexy incubus that had just left. Hell, I could still smell him. Trees, campfires, and marshmallows. Yummy.

“If you mean Travis, I’m oddly…okay? Is that weird? I mean, I think part of me is relieved this happened when it did. Isn’t it better to know how unreliable he is now rather than after we’re married and have kids?”

I was sure everyone was expecting me to be completely devastated, and sure, that had been the case yesterday, but the more I thought about it, the more it felt like it had happened for a reason. Did I really love Travis himself? Or just the idea of him? Sometimes, it had felt like we were just getting married because that was the next step, and everyone expected it. Maybe that was why I’d cast the love-finder spell in the first place.

“You haven’t signed the marriage certificate yet,” Gigi said. “That’s a win. Plus, didn’t you say you were worried about how he’d react to your online witchcraft business?”

Once we were married, we’d have to do taxes together, and he’d find out I had a side hustle selling spell tutorials online. Travis knew I had magic, but I’d let him believe I just had minimal garden variety talent. Party trick stuff, like what my family thought I had. Ugh. If it had been up to me, my family wouldn’t have found out about my magic at all.

“I guess I thought we’d figure it out when the time came.”

“Girlfriend! You were about to marry this man, and he doesn’t know about a huge thing that makes you you? Why didn’t you tell him?”

“I didn’t want him asking me to do things for him. This one time, he told me his friend had hired a magical cleaning service and that he thought it was ridiculous for them to charge the same or more as non-magical maids. I asked him why, and he said…and I quote…‘because magic is free.’”

Griselda made a barfing sound on the other end of the line, which made me giggle.

“Right? I knew explaining to him that magic was not, in fact, free wouldn’t work. When he asked if I could cast cleaning spells so we could save on future maid services, I told him no. I did offer to temporarily change the color of his belt so it ‘didn’t clash with his shoes.’ He wasn’t amused.”

“Wow. I think your magic knew all along he wasn’t the one.”

“Maybe. But about my magic…” Whoo hoo, here was a perfectly smooth segue into my incubus issue. “I might have accidentally sum—” Nope. I chickened out. “There’s been some…um…new developments, and I need to talk to you. In person.”

“Okay. Since you don’t have a new husband after all, let’s make tomorrow a girls’ night. We’ll go out on the town—you, me, and Lily. You can come over, and we’ll chitchat while we pre-drink, just like the old days.”

Oh boy, pre-drinking? “Wow, I haven’t gone out-out for ages. Charity events don’t count in my books, and those are the only ones my family sends me to. I think the last time I went out for fun was with you two! When we went to Vegas. Remember? And that was before The Wall fell.”

“I remember. We were celebrating your last days of freedom before you moved back to Boston with your family.”

At the time, I’d thought they were exaggerating about my “last days of freedom”.
After all, I was an adult now, not a teenager; surely my family wouldn’t treat me the same way. I’d been wrong.

“So now that you’re not marrying Mr. Free Maid Service, does that mean you’re moving back to Boston? Please say no!”

“Honestly, I was kind of looking forward to starting a new life here in Darlington. I mean, it will suck to bump into Travis every so often, and he works here, but you and Lily are here too, so it balances out. It’ll probably start problems with my parents, though.”

“Honey, you’re an adult. You’ve been an adult for over a decade. It’s time you made your own decisions.”

“I know, I know. It’s stupid, but they still have this stranglehold on my life. The house I just moved into? They bought that: it was supposed to be a wedding gift for me and Travis. We were supposed to go the day after the wedding to get all the paperwork signed to transfer it into our names. So technically, it’s still theirs. The job I currently have? My dad’s friend owns the company. I’m pretty sure they only got me the job so they could keep tabs on me. And remember that time in college they put a hold on all my credit cards and tried to pay the school to kick me out of the dorms because my cousin Deanna told them I was part of a gang?”

“Oh my god, do I ever. Deanna is even worse than your parents. She thought we were a gang because Lily was going through her leather pants phase, and I dressed all in black and wore thick eyeliner. I’m so sorry, Penny. I love you, but your whole family is batshit crazy.”

“Amen to that. Sometimes, I think my parents care more about appearing perfect for Dad’s job as a senator than they do about me. I’m sure if I decide to stay here, they will do everything they can to force me to go back to Boston. I'll be homeless, jobless, and my bank account will be frozen in about a week. But I’m not saying no to staying. I’m very tempted. I’m in a better position now, and I think I can swing it. I’ll have to crunch some numbers and make sure.”

“Well, whatever you choose, you know we’ll have your back.”

“Thanks, Gigi.”

The beep of another call coming in interrupted us. I sighed. “Shit, it’s my parents. I should take this. If I don’t,they’re liable to show up at my door. I think they’re still in town.”

“’Kay. Be strong. Love you.”

“Love you too, bitch. See you tomorrow.”

We made air kisses through the phone like always. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, summoned all the strength I had, and picked up the next call.


Chapter 4
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Prax


I quickly read through the file on the senator I was supposed to pick up and drive to the airport. This wasn’t a job for Desmon, but for Red Rock Protective Services. Whenever Desmon didn’t have work for me, he either sent me off to help the Red Rock brothers or to play guard at the museum with Mateo. I’d worn a lot of different hats in the last few months.

According to the dossier, Senator Davis and his wife were here for their daughter’s wedding, but the wedding had fallen through at the last minute when the groom-to-be didn’t show up. Poor woman. I guess that just went to show that being rich didn’t solve all your problems—just a lot of them.

Another demon had been booked to take the job, but his mate had fallen ill, and he couldn’t make it, so they’d called on me. Or rather, they’d called on Desmon to call on me. The job was easy enough: pick them up from their hotel and drive them to their daughter’s place for a quick visit before hurrying them to the airport so they didn’t miss their flight.

Unfortunately, they were late for their pickup by almost half an hour, and they’d had so much luggage with them it was ridiculous. They had only been in town for a few days for the wedding! It had taken me forever to load up the luxury armored SUV since it was explicitly stated in the instructions that I was not to use my superhuman strength unless I absolutely had to.

While the senator and his wife, like everyone else, knew monsters and supernaturals existed, Boston wasn’t quite as open-minded as Darlington. There, monsters still tended to hide what they were. That was why Redrock chose a demonic type for this job. We could take on human form very well when we wanted to.

First stop: their daughter’s house. I wasn’t surprised at the beautiful home in one of the newly built gated neighborhoods. It had a perfectly manicured lawn and a BMW parked in the roundabout driveway. I got out of the SUV and checked for danger. I doubted anyone was lurking in the spiral-trimmed bushes, but I made a show of it anyway.

I followed behind as they made their way to the main entrance. A few moments later, the double doors opened.

“You again!”

Penny stood glaring at me from the other side of the door, her hands on her hips and a shocked look on her face.

“That’s no way to greet us!” her mother huffed as she and her husband bustled inside. Wow. They hadn’t even noticed that Penny had been looking at me, not them.

Penny was the poor woman who had been stood up at her own wedding? Who in their right mind would give up someone like her? No wonder she’d cast the love-finder spell. She deserved much better.

Since I’d popped directly into her living room guided by the summons, I hadn’t even recognized her home at all from the outside.

Her parents walked into the house, frowning at the moving boxes scattered around the living room, and made their way to the couch. The coffee table was still askew.

“I can’t believe you let this happen. Everyone’s laughing at us now.” Her mother’s angry words caught me by surprise.

“At you?” Penny eyed her mother up and down. “I was the one who got stood up.”

“Don’t you know how bad this looks on our family? On your father? It’s all anyone is talking about.”

On them? Her daughter got stood up, and she’s worried about how bad it looks on her father? She just won the Worst Mother of the Year Award from me.

Penny inhaled and exhaled slowly, and I could see her trying to reel in her emotions. “It wasn’t my idea to make the wedding such a big deal. I just wanted something small and intimate. You’re the one who invited all your friends. Well, surprise, now they all know I got dumped at the altar.”

Her mom threw her a withering look of disgust. “Why is it always about you, Penelope? You’ve always been so selfish. Why can’t you be more like your cousin?”

Penny threw up her hands. “Whatever. Sure. It’s my bad, okay? What do you want me to say?”

Her mother gasped. “Penelope! Where are your manners? We are your parents!” She turned to her husband. “Say something, Douglas! Your daughter is out of control.”

The senator sighed. “You’re lucky it’s not an election year, young lady. Hopefully, everyone will forget about this nonsense by then. But if you want to keep this house, you’d better fix this problem you created.”

“Not sure how you want me to do that. He’s the one who left, remember?”

“You must have done something wrong. Maybe you sassed back to him, like you are to me now. Men hate that.” He gestured to the disaster area of a room around them. “And what is all this mess? Did Travis see this? You should’ve cleaned it up before he came by.”

I couldn’t stop the low, angry growl that rumbled in my throat. It had all three of them turning to me. But I was representing Redrock Protective Services and doing a favor for Desmon. As much as I wanted to tell the senator off, I held my tongue and managed to turn the growl into the sound of a throat being cleared.

“I have been tasked to bring you here for a short visit and then take you to the airport in time for your flight, Senator Davis. Traffic is bad at this hour. If we don’t leave now, you risk being late.” It wasn’t the whole truth, but I planned to drive extra slowly if I had to.

The senator turned back to his daughter. “Fix this problem, Penelope, or else you’re moving home where we can keep an eye on you.”

Her mother sighed heavily. “Men get cold feet all the time,” she said. “You can convince him to come back and go through with the marriage. We’ll tell everyone it was all just a big misunderstanding.”

The hell they would! The idiot had his chance, and he fucked it up.

Penny was mine now.

“I’m sorry. I’ll try my best,” Penny said meekly.

She’d clearly been dealing with her parents for long enough to know what to say to deescalate their wrath, but there was no way she’d actually marry the man who’d stood her up if I had any say in it.

“Sir, we really must go,” I said, keeping my tone as neutral as possible.

I opened the front door for them, in an effort to get them away from Penny as fast as I could. I hated how much her mood had dropped in just the past few minutes.

With twin sighs that clearly stated just how disappointed in her they were, the two walked out to the armored Redrock SUV.
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I didn’t head straight back to Penny’s place after dropping the SUV off at the Red Rock garage. Instead, I made a pit stop at Seth’s apartment. I had one more thing to take care of before I could return to her.

Seth was the wizard who had contacted me on behalf of Desmon for this job. It wasn’t Seth who answered, however, but his demon lover.

“We’re not interested,” Liam said the second he saw me.

“Wait.” I transformed my foot into a doorstop and shoved it in the door before he could close it on me. “I’m supposed to be here. I have a meeting with Seth. It’s business.”

The possessive demon narrowed his eyes at me. “Fine. But I’m watching you.” Then, as if to better make his point, he grew an extra pair of eyes on the back of his head and kept them on me as he headed back into the apartment.

I followed him in.

Like me, Liam had once been imprisoned by a family of wizards. Except one of the wizards, Seth, had broken the spell and freed him. Now, the two were inseparable. It was a mutual obsession, a love that beat all odds, and something I coveted.

Seth was a rarity amongst wizards in that he dabbled in witchcraft as well. The witchiness had come from his mother’s side. He was the type of witch who replenished their magic through sex, and Liam was more than happy to oblige, even though he wasn’t an incubus but a normal demon. Their arrangement would have been ideal for me as an incubus, and I’d even tried to get in on it, but Liam had shown surprising possessiveness when it came to Seth. He wasn’t about to share his prize.

I wasn’t sure yet how Penny replenished her magic. How amazing would it be if it were also through sex. Just the thought of her on her knees in front of me, begging for my—

“Prax. You’re just in time. I was about to feed Little Bit.”

Little Bit was Seth’s ball python. It was currently wrapped around Seth’s arm, and the wizard was trying to coax it back into its enclosure. On the other side of the room was a tray with a pre-killed meal next to a pair of tongs.

“It’s already dead. Don’t snakes have an instinct to hunt?”

Seth shrugged. “Little Bit might be a little bit spoiled. I’ve never fed her live meals, so she doesn’t know anything else. Besides, rodents fight back. I dunno. I think it’s inhumane.”

I gawked at the wizard. How could anything as natural as hunting to eat be inhumane? But then again, his reply was something I was coming to expect in this century. People were much more knowledgeable now but somehow also infinitely out of touch with nature.

“Since you’re here, Prax,” Seth said, “I’m guessing that means you’re considering accepting my offer to get into that cave of yours.”

Desmon had offered to help me set up an appointment with an appraiser to see how much the things I’d hidden away before being bound to the wizard were worth these days. The problem was that while I could get to the riches on my own, I couldn’t remove them from their tomb and get them back here.

Seth had offered to help me bring my collection out via a portal, but I hadn’t trusted the wizard at first. I’d kept the location of my collection a secret from those who’d held me prisoner for centuries, and I wasn’t about to give that information away now that I was free.

But I had gotten to know the wizard over the last few months and was willing to trust him with the location of the smaller of the two caves at least. After that, we’d see.

Way back when, it was easy to form whatever I needed, including coins and paper money, with my soul stuff. Small pieces of me could survive on their own for a short while before they puffed into smoke to rejoin my body. Usually, by then, the “coins” were in someone else’s purse, and the fools were none the wiser when they disappeared.

But that was impossible now with payment methods like credit cards and cell phones. I could make my hand look like any device, but it wouldn’t have reception. Same with credit cards. It would look exactly like one but wouldn’t transmit the right data to the chip reader. Cheating my way through society was a lot harder these days.

My kind didn’t really need food, shelter, or anything else to survive, but I did enjoy the pleasures of the flesh and wanted to explore everything this new century had to offer. And that meant I needed funds. Hence, my need to access the treasure in the cave.

“Yes. Let’s do it.”

“If you’re not busy now, we can do it right after I’m finished here.”

I hesitated. I really wanted to return to Penny, but this was important too. I’d told her I’d be back, but not when. Perhaps I could return in the morning and make her breakfast in bed?

Yes, that would work.

“Name your price, wizard. Make it a set amount, though. No percentages.”

Seth laughed. “No charge.”

I cocked my head to the side and raised an eyebrow. “What’s the catch?”

He spread his hands. “No catch. I’m just doing a friend a favor. You know what those are, right? Friends?”

Did I? I’d had dalliances, lots of them: men, women, and monsters I’d spent time with. And associates: other incubi and succubi I’d hunted with. But now that I thought about it, never friends.

“Besides,” he continued. “I want to know what’s inside a centuries-old incubus’s chamber of delights.”

I assumed a female shape, morphing my form into that of the most voluptuous woman imaginable. “If it’s my chamber of delights you want,” I said in a sultry voice, “let me show you.”

I puffed into smoke and laughter as Liam threw a jealous fist at the spot where my face had been. It was much too easy to get that demon to react. But he didn’t need to worry. My eyes weren’t on his wizard right now, not when there was a delectable witch waiting for me at her home.


Chapter 5
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Penny


I woke up to the smell of eggs and bacon. Which was weird because I hadn’t done groceries since I moved in, and last I checked, the fridge was empty.

Maybe I’d left a window open, and it was wafting in from the neighbors? I glanced over at the window. Closed.

I inhaled again. The smell was coming from downstairs. Someone was cooking breakfast in my kitchen.

I got up, threw on my shark robe (the one with the fabric teeth around the hood's opening), and tiptoed downstairs.

Oh my!

Prax was standing in my kitchen in his natural form: red, dusky skin, black horns and barbed tail, wearing nothing but a white apron with a ruffled hem a la French maid. This meant the firm glutes I’d admired yesterday were on full display, and I wasn’t sure what was tastier, the eggs he was sliding onto a plate or his butt.

He’d dropped the human disguise he’d been wearing—which I’d totally seen through—when he showed up at the door with my parents. I couldn’t believe the sexy incubus had witnessed that embarrassing conversation. Ugh. And why had he been driving my parents to the airport in the first place?

He grinned at me as I gawked at him. “What?”

“You’re in a frilly apron,” I blurted out.

“So? You’re in a shark.”

“It’s…comfy,” I said defensively.

“And you’re adorable.”

He sent a smoky demon limb out over the kitchen island to pat my head. “Did you expect me in something more like this?” His ruffled apron morphed right before my eyes into a tool belt, the kind that screamed, “I’m a manly man, and I like to fix things.” There was even a hammer hanging off the loop at his hip.

It suited him very well, and I wished I had something in need of fixing. If only a broken heart, both from my asshole ex and from my uncaring parents, could be fixed with a hammer. I’d let him hammer me all night long.

Heh-heh. I tittered silently at my own thoughts.

The handyman get-up faded back to the white ruffled apron. “I figure this one is more appropriate since I’m cooking.”

There was nothing “appropriate” about Prax dressed in nothing but a French maid apron. Not even a French maid outfit! Just the apron! But I had to admit he wore it with excessive confidence. It was impossible for a body like that to be anything but manly.

I wasn’t going to pretend I wasn’t eyeing him like a piece of meat. Then again, he didn’t seem to mind.

“Besides,” he said, “this one shows off more of my ass-ets.” He did a little spin, flexing all the major muscles and some minor ones too.

“The two aprons are the same size, Prax.”

“How about now?” The garment shrank so that it more resembled a white frilly fig leaf than an apron.

Despite the ludicrously tiny micro apron, masculine sexuality still oozed from Prax. There was that incubus magic working again; I wanted to jump his bones and dry hump him like some sex-starved hussy right now. My mouth went dry at the expanse of rippled abs and happy trail on display.

He took a step toward me, sex and sin incarnate. “Coffee, tea, or me?”

The corny line pulled me out from under his spell. I tore my gaze away from the red-hot, inhuman Adonis commandeering my kitchen.

“Very cute. What are you doing here?” I demanded.

“Making you breakfast. I was hoping it would be breakfast in bed, but you’re already up. I’ll start earlier tomorrow.”

He escorted me over to the table, and it almost felt like his hand phased right through my robe to caress my skin when it went to the small of my back. He placed a plate of bacon and eggs in front of me, the bacon extra crispy and the eggs over easy, just the way I liked them. There was even a side of toast with butter and fresh squeezed orange juice served in my wine glasses, which were the only cups I’d unpacked.

“I mean, what are you still doing here? You clearly came to snoop for my dad yesterday and blamed it on the spell.” I recalled the feeling of betrayal that had washed over me when I saw him behind my parents and let it fill me with rage. Good. I needed that rage to fight his incubus sex magic. “Was that little thing about me accidentally binding you fake too?” I spat. “I didn’t know Dad had demons in his employ, but okay. Fine. Your job is done here, Prax. If that’s even your real name. You’re not going to get anything else from me. Now leave.” I pointed to the front door.

He frowned. “I’m not snooping for the senator.”

“Okay, then explain how you got a call from your ‘employer’ after popping into my home—and by the way, it totally makes sense how you got past my wards now; the home technically belongs to him, so easy peasy—and then showed up as my parents’ bodyguard?”

“I told you: I answered the summons from your spell. I’m not employed by your parents. They were clients of Redrock Protective Services, and I was called in to be an emergency replacement.”

I’d heard of the gargoyle-owned security company. “You work for Redrock?”

“Sometimes, when they need someone. And yesterday, they did.”

I wasn’t sure what to believe.

“If it makes you feel any better, I took the long way to the airport and went extra slow, so they had to rush like crazy to make their flight. Serves them right for being such asses to you. I can’t believe they were berating you for making them look bad. Aren’t fathers supposed to be there for their little girls when things go wrong?”

I scoffed, even though his words made me feel a little better. “I was never his little girl. I was…I don’t know, a prop. I’ve been coached on what to say and what not to say when the cameras are rolling ever since I could speak.”

“Well, I’m not working for them.”

“Okay.”

I wasn’t going to argue, especially when the guy had just made me breakfast. He still wasn’t going to get any information from me, though. And I definitely wouldn’t be sleeping with him now.

Bummer. I was looking forward to a little fun to get my mind off my troubles. Oh well. Maybe I’d find someone else tonight when I went out with Griselda and Lily.

For the first time, I was glad I’d acquiesced to my dad’s demands that the wedding be on a Thursday so that he could get back to Boston by Saturday to cut the ribbon on some new shopping plaza or something.

I broke the yolk and dipped the extra crispy bacon into it as Prax sat down across from me with his own plate. Some people thought that demons didn’t eat, and although technically they didn’t need to, they did. They loved food. They loved anything physically pleasurable. Like crispy bacon dipped in runny egg yolk.

Mmm. Soo good.

“How did you get all this into my house?” I asked. “I thought you couldn’t phase with material items. These look and taste very real…unless you can make your soul stuff taste like bacon and eggs.” I made a face. “Okay, that’s a fucked-up thought.”

He chuckled, the sexy sound tickling my belly.

Argh! Why did he have to do everything sexily?

“That’s not how I want to be in you.” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

That had me rolling my eyes. So corny! Just my luck to get the incubus class clown.

“But to answer your question, I drove over and dropped by the convenience store this morning. Only phased through to unlock the door and let myself in. Did you know grocery stores don’t open till 10 AM? Crazy. Back in my day, the markets opened at dawn.”

“Back in your day? How old are you?”

He waved the question away. “That’s of no consequence.” He gestured to the moving boxes. “I can help you unpack after breakfast if you like.”

“There’s no point,” I said gloomily. “I won’t be staying here. You heard them. This was supposed to be a wedding gift. Mom might try to bribe my ex to come back and marry me so it looks good on the family. But I won’t do it. I’m not a pushover.”

“Good! You can’t marry him anyway. I’m supposed to be your perfect man, remember?” His grin was contagious.

“I’ll be sure to tell him that. But yeah, when I refuse to smooth things over, they’re going to sell the place. Or rent it out.”

“Then where are you going to go?”

“No idea.” I wasn’t going to move back under their roof; I knew that much. When Griselda asked me yesterday if I was staying, I hadn’t been sure. But after their little visit, I’d made up my mind. “Well, Prax, thank you for breakfast, but since I can’t be one hundred and ten percent sure you’re not just here to keep tabs on me, I’m sorry, but any chance of you getting laid just went down to zero. I’m only telling you so you don’t waste your time. You can leave now.”

Ugh! That really hurt to say. I was really looking forward to some physical stress relief. But with my new resolve to make it on my own, I had a few things I needed to take care of.

“I can’t leave.”

“Sure you can. You left yesterday; you can leave now.”

“No. I’m not going to leave you after some ass left you on your wedding day and ended up being photographed in Vegas with a bunch of women, completely hammered.”

“Thanks for telling me. I was avoiding the tabloids and gossip sites for a reason.”

“Sorry. I thought you already knew. So what’s the plan for today?”

“Nothing. I was going to”— my eyes landed on the spell book I dug out yesterday— “stay home and read a book.” That should be suitably boring and scare him off.

“Nice. I’ll join you.”

“What?” No! I needed him to leave so I could check the sales from my online shop! My parents didn’t know I had a side hustle selling magic tutorials online. Peddling magic wasn’t a respectable job in their world.

Dad had wanted me to work for him after I graduated, maybe even get into politics myself one day. But I had no interest in that at all. I’d insisted on getting a different job. Enter his friend’s investment company.

I’d been working at the Boston office but was supposed to start at the new Darlington branch this Monday and work for a week before heading off on my honeymoon. Meanwhile, Travis had been transferred to Darlington three months ago for work and had been living in a condo downtown.

I’d always known my job could be pulled out from under me at any time so they could make me do what they wanted. Like the house and everything else in my life. Well, except for the car. The BMW was the only thing actually in my name, but I didn’t trust them not to bug it.

It wasn’t the first time my parents had threatened to make me move home so they could control me. It had happened in college too. Some idiot had been walking around with a camera, asking students on campus about political issues. I declined to comment since Dad was a senator. But some idiot right after me had run her mouth.

I stepped away before she started talking, but not fast enough. The editing made it look like we were together. They put the footage on the internet. The video didn’t go viral or anything, but somehow, my parents caught wind of it.

And I’d gotten punished for it. That was right after the whole your-friends-are-a-gang-and-we’re-putting-a-hold-on-your-cards incident, too.

I’d opened a separate bank account and got a secret stream of revenue going. Technically, I’d been secretly selling spell tutorials and magically enhanced goodies longer than I’d been working at my official job. And I did not plan on outing myself to Prax now.

Did I really think the sexy incubus was working with my parents? Probably not. But I couldn’t be too careful.

“I changed my mind. I’m going over to my friend’s place,” I announced.

Griselda and I were only supposed to meet to go out later, but she’d understand if I showed up at The Witch’s Brew early. It was the only way I could think of to get some privacy. My wards might not keep the incubus out, but hers would.

“Okay, let’s go.”

“You’re not invited.” I wiped up the last of the yolk with my buttered toast, then downed the rest of the orange juice. I turned to him. “Can you please show me the magic bonds again?”

He shrugged, and the air around him shimmered before the silvery gossamer appeared on his body. I reached across the table to touch the thin threads around his wrist.

They were most definitely connected to my body, and the magic felt like mine. I wasn’t as strong as Griselda or Lily, but I could recognize my own magic.

Just the minor act of touching him was enough to send shivers up my spine and wake up my libido. This was dangerous if I wanted to get any work done today. I released his arm hastily.

With his food done, Prax put his plate in the dishwasher and then grabbed the pot from the coffee maker. “I found this, but no coffee.”

“My friend owns a coffee shop. I’ll grab something there.”

“Ah, perfect. You still haven’t answered my question, though: coffee? Tea? Or me?”


Chapter 6
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Prax


She did not choose the me. I had to admit that the line was very silly, but it made her smile, so it was worth it.

All eyes were on me as we walked into The Witch’s Brew. It was probably my magnetic presence, though I knew I looked dashing in my cowboy outfit, complete with a lasso. Something about the hat perched at the perfect angle always made women cream themselves. Or maybe it was the boots with the spurs. I couldn’t believe I’d missed out on the Wild West! I would’ve had so much fun.

A lady double-fisting a couple of foamy concoctions openly gaped at me, and a pair of college girls tittered.

Sorry, ladies, I’m taken. For now.

My sexy cowgirl walked slightly ahead of me, making a beeline straight for the coffee shop’s counter. She’d changed into a pair of dark skinny jeans that hugged her hips, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She wasn’t voluptuous like the women I usually gravitated to for a romp in the hay, but she moved in her body like she owned it, and that was sexier than anything.

“Penny! I thought we were meeting later,” the redhead behind the counter called out.

This must be Griselda. There was a sign on the wall explaining how she’d failed at witchcraft but brewed a mean cuppa joe. A large photo in a gold filigree frame showed what the shop had looked like a decade ago. It once had a sign for tarot readings out front and no mention of coffee anywhere.

Now, it was a modern café, the kind where you paid at the counter and sat down to watch all the people go by. It was filled with knickknacks and eccentric decor that told me this witch, regardless of her expertise, was the type that recharged her magic with items and artifacts.

She looked over Penny’s head and fixed me with a look. “Who’s your friend?”

“He’s not my friend. In fact, that’s why I’m here. I need some privacy. Can I hang out in your apartment for a while?”

“Hey now, Penny. Honey. Baby. You don’t really want to get rid of me, do you?”

The two women ignored me.

“What’s wrong with the wards at your place?”

“Don’t work on him. It’s a long story. That’s why I wanted to talk in person.”

“Okay, gimme a sec.” Griselda turned to the college kid who was helping her behind the counter. “I’ll be right back, Nick.”

She came around the counter, glaring daggers at me as she hooked elbows with Penny.

“Thanks for breakfast, Prax.” The little minx blew a kiss at me and winked.

The two disappeared down the back hallway. When I tried to follow them through the door leading to the apartment above, I hit an invisible wall. The sound of her giggling on the other side as the door closed filled my ears.

I sidled back to the counter and eyed the pastries. They looked good, and I ordered several to savor with my triple-shot ’smores latte. Then I took my goodies to one of the tables to wait for my little witch to come back.

About ten minutes later, as I was biting into the second pastry—a decadent chocolate and hazelnut filled affair—Griselda plopped into the chair opposite me. She mumbled a few words and waved her hands, and by the time I realized she was casting a spell, it was already too late. Invisible but strong cords wrapped around me, holding me in place.

She mumbled a few more words and made a throwing motion. I recognized the second spell. It was a blanket of silence meant to give us privacy. We’d be able to hear each other, but others could not.

“Who do you work for, Prax?” Griselda didn’t even bother with pleasantries.

I was about to tell her that it was none of her business, but when I opened my mouth, the words that tumbled out were, “Desmon, the dragon of Darlington.”

“And what do you do for him?”

I narrowed my eyes. That little tidbit on the sign about her failing at witchcraft was a big fat lie. The first spell hadn’t just immobilized me; it was also compelling me to speak the truth. Powerful stuff.

Unable to fight the magic, I blurted out, “Odd jobs.” I slammed my mouth shut, but my lips refused to stay closed. “But my contract is coming to an end.”

“Do you work for Penny’s dad?”

That one, I was happy not to fight. “No.”

“Why are you following Penny around?”

“I answered her summons, thinking it was just a booty call. I decided to stick around because I like her. Now, I’m bound to her.” The last few words surprised even me, even though I’d already seen the magic threads. Saying them out loud made it more real.

That seemed to appease the witch; she made a gesture, freeing me from her spells.

“The fuck, woman!” I sputtered. “You could have just asked like a normal person.”

“I’m not normal. And Penny’s my friend. She’s been through a lot lately. She might be too nice to force the truth out of you, but I’m not. But congrats, you passed.”

“What’s my prize? And don’t say a kiss. All my kisses belong to Penny for now.”

The witch raised her brows. “Cute.”

I frowned. This was the second time today that a woman had called me cute. I was not “cute.” I was “magnificent”. Oh well. This witch wasn’t the one I wanted to impress, so I let it go.

She reached out to touch one of the strands of Penny’s magic wrapped around my wrist.

I jerked my arm away. “What are you doing?”

“I want to see if there’s a way to remove them.”

“Don’t you dare!” I didn’t need any more of her witchy magic working on me.

She raised her brows again. I must be surprising her a lot today.

“I figured that as a demon recently freed from bondage, which I can tell you are, you wouldn’t want them. Why aren’t you trying to get them off?”

I was unsure myself. Why was I okay with these? For one, they were thin and light, nothing like the thick chains of magic that had once bound me to Nastafar, the last wizard to control me. But that wasn’t it. No matter how delicate, if these wispy silver threads belonged to anyone else, I’d want them off of me immediately.

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “But I don’t want you touching them.”

The witch just hummed thoughtfully. “Well, I should let you know that Penny’s going to be up there for a while, so I suggest you do something else for the rest of the day. She’ll need to go home and change before we go out tonight. You can bother her again then.”

Griselda returned to her spot behind the counter. Which was for the best anyway, because my phone was buzzing from my pocket. It was Desmon.

We’d taken my car, or rather, the car Desmon had loaned me while I was under contract, even though the coffee shop was within walking distance of her home, so I had my cell phone on me. As much as I enjoyed blinking in and out of existence, the inability to bring necessities along was annoying.

I’d never needed to bring anything around with me in the past. This was a modern problem for a modern incubus. One I hadn’t found a solution to yet.

I shoved the rest of the last pastry into my mouth and stepped outside to take the call.


Chapter 7
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“The appraiser is here to see about your collection,” Desmon said when I picked up. 
“I’d also like to speak with you about a few pieces I want to purchase.”

That was very good news indeed. I’d been a tad worried the dragon and his wizard would just claim my treasure for themselves, which was why I’d only shown Seth one of the caves.

“I’ll pop right over.”

I was in my room on Desmon’s estate a fraction of a second later. I made my way down to the drawing room, which was where he received guests who were not close friends. It was also where Seth, Liam, and I had left my collection.

The appraisal took all morning and part of the afternoon. I went from owning nothing to being a well-off incubus in a matter of hours! The problem was that I couldn’t pay for things with Spanish doubloons or some long-dead princess’s necklace, even though I had obtained them completely legitimately.

It turned out that even things that hadn’t been worth all that much but that I’d kept simply because I liked them as reminders of past sexual conquests were valuable due to their age and near-pristine condition. My pretties were a collector’s dream!

I sold Desmon all the swords and weapons in my collection. All of them had the same story: they’d been wielded against me by fools who didn’t know better. I also parted with a few pieces of jewelry but kept most of those since they represented better memories.

“There’s an auction for antiques and collectibles next weekend if you’re interested in liquidating any more of your stuff,” Desmon’s auburn-haired mate Carly said after the appraiser had left. “The Curio Collectors’ Dinner & Auction gets bigger every year and draws private collectors and museum curators from around the country. They’d be all over this.

“The auction itself is open to anyone who wants to attend, but the dinner is invite only. It’d be a great place to meet potential clients if you ever wanted to sell any part of your collection on your own. I can get you a ticket, if you’re interested? Get you hooked up with the auction house?”

I could continue living on the fringe of society like my kind had for millennia. I’d get by perfectly fine since I didn’t need food or water to survive and could shelter anywhere. In the past, I’d claimed a giant knot hole in a massive oak as my place of rest. But there was one thing I couldn’t survive without: entertainment.

Boredom could drive an incubus insane, which was why I’d elected to sleep through much of my imprisonment even though I didn’t require sleep. Ennui and monotony had driven me to play with fire once, chatting up a powerful wizard’s daughter on a bet just to see if I could get an invite into his abode. That had been a costly mistake. The wizard had ended up entrapping me.

So now, the plan was always to have enough funds to keep myself entertained.

“Yes, please get me in contact with the auction house. There are a few pieces I’m not that fond of that can go. In the meantime, I’ll need to borrow Seth again to return anything I’m keeping back to my caves.” Until I had a place to call my own, the caves were still the safest spot for my stash.

As if on cue, the wizard sauntered into the drawing room with an older witch, his mother, behind him. Elana lived here with Desmon and Carly, rediscovering her magic and working wonders in the kitchen after a lifetime of servitude to her wizard husband. She was a kindred spirit, and I quite liked her.

She’d taught me a lot about living in the modern world, and she was a great teacher, mostly because she’d had to learn much of it herself recently. Unlike me, however, her freedom wasn’t completely assured. She still couldn’t safely spend time outside the dragon’s estate by herself unless she had strong magic to protect her from her ex-husband and his wizard friends.

Seth must’ve accompanied her on an outing to the farmer’s market today, as evidenced by her rustic raffia market bag brimming with fresh fruits and vegetables. I gave her a friendly nod.

Seth glanced around the room curiously. “Did I miss the appraiser? I was hoping to see his eyes bug out of his head at your mini hoard. Are you sure you’re not a dragon in disguise?”

Desmon grunted. “Hmph. Not nearly enough to be a dragon’s hoard. You would have been a failure as a dragon. No offense.”

“None taken.”

“I guess since you’re Mr. Moneybags now, that means you won’t be interested in a job with the EA?” Seth said.

Carly and Elana drifted away, chatting softly, and Desmon went into another room to initiate the transfer of funds to my account, leaving Seth and I free to talk.

“The EA?” It was so strange to think they worked with demons now.

“Yeah. They’re hiring. But it’s hard to find reliable people. You’d come with a recommendation from both me and Desmon.” He looked around at all my stuff. “Except you really don’t need a job if you liquidate part of this and invest the proceeds well. That's what I did with Liam’s mini-stash.”

“But you still work for the EA occasionally, even though you don’t have to.”

“It’s not about the money for me. It’s about helping out.”

“I see. I might be interested, but I’m not exactly the type to work law enforcement.”

The EA was basically the police force for magical folk. I was surprised they even took my likes into the ranks these days. I remembered a time when the Secret Enforcement Agency had been in cahoots with the Wizards’ Elder Council, and they were both in bed with the church. Those snooty bastards would never have worked with demons in a million years. The world had sure changed a lot.

“Can I back out if I decide not to take the job?” I wanted to keep all my options open.

“Oh, sure. They’ll need to interview you and do a background check, which will come up as nothing because you didn’t exist in the system until a few months ago. They’re a lot stricter about hiring ever since they had a system overhaul and booted a bunch of bad apples. You can cancel anytime before you sign your contract. I’m just putting you forward as a suggestion because I know they’re looking. And you’ve proven yourself not to be a psycho.”

“Wow. Is the bar that low? Well, I guess they did take you.”

The wizard rolled his eyes. “I’m their guy on the inside for anything regarding the WEC.”

I took a step back. “Guy on the inside? I didn’t know you were WEC.” The thought that I’d let a WEC wizard know the location of my treasures made me sick in my nonexistent stomach. The Wizards’ Elder Council was a group of wizards who fancied themselves elites of the world and set out to rule it by any means necessary, in the past by controlling kings and emperors and now by controlling governments and corporations. The goal was never to rule outright but to control the puppets.

“Not anymore. I left with what you’d call a bang. Come on, look at me.” He gestured to his punk-rock-meets-eighteenth-century-poet attire. “And with Liam? They’d all have had fucking conniption fits.”

“I see not everything in the world has changed.”

“Nope. And the EA is most definitely not in their pockets anymore. If anything, they have a bone to pick with the WEC for secretly controlling them for so long. No one likes finding out they’d been duped.”

“All right. Put in a word for me with the EA.”

I still didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life now that I was free. But I did know what I wanted to do right now, and that was to check up on my little witch.


Chapter 8
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Penny


My online store, The Basic Witch, was doing just fine, thank you very much.

The charms and bottled potions I’d started with back in college now only made up a tiny fraction of my sales, with merch like “Just a Basic Witch” mugs and t-shirts outselling them. The lion’s share of the income from the shop, though, came from selling tutorials to newbie witches just getting into the practice. They were step-by-step instructional videos for very basic spells with a lot of hand-holding designed for those who had tried spell books but found they learned best with someone there guiding them.

That had been me when I started. If it hadn’t been for Griselda and Lily acting as my own personal witchy tutors and explaining everything to me at the beginning, I would’ve never been able to cast a single spell.

Somehow, to me, words on the page were just that. Words. On a page. I had trouble even with spell books meant for children.

It was so weird. I could read the words aloud and make the right gestures, and there would be a surge of magic signaling that something should have happened…but nothing ever did. But watching someone else do it and copying their words and motions? That worked immediately. It was like a light bulb switched on in my head.

These days I could figure out a spell from a book on my own, but it had taken me years to get there. I referred to myself as a special ed witch. We weren’t any less; we just learned differently.

Anyway, it wasn’t until I put my tutorials out there that I realized there were plenty of other special ed witches, too. This was particularly noticeable after the fall of The Wall. Many women— and some men—realized they had magic but didn’t have mothers or grandmothers (or fathers, for that matter) to learn from.

I knew some members of the Let’s Talk about Hex forum thought my website was silly, and some people who just didn’t get it went so far as to call it a scam. They couldn’t understand how anyone would pay money for a video tutorial when it was “right there for free!” But my tutorials kept on selling. Eventually, those who got into witchcraft through my videos started to defend my site on the forum. That felt good.

To hide my identity in my tutorials, I had an adorable cartoon avatar of myself up in the corner of the screen and filmed only my hands, showing whatever I was working on. The great thing about that was I only needed to wear a cute top and paint my nails to film. No pants or makeup required.

My avatar even had a familiar! Chomps was a cartoon shark who I used to help me explain things better. He also provided occasional comic relief. I’d found lessons were more effective and memorable when they were funny.

So that was all great, except I’d teased a new tutorial soon and had thought I’d make it at my new home once it was all set up. But now? Uh-uh. I couldn’t very well film there now with all the negative energy that place had gathered. Plus, I didn’t want that location immortalized forever in one of my tutorials.

I looked around Griselda’s place. I could do it here, but I’d have to set up all my recording equipment and move her things around so nothing identifying her would make it on screen.

Also, Triscuit, Gigi’s parrot, was currently flinging his toys none too quietly around the large flight cage pushed against the wall. He had a habit of randomly breaking out into song. It was cute, but an African Grey busting out Rob Zombie at the top of his lungs would be hard to edit out.

Not to mention, the home was filled with Griselda’s things, and it all vibrated with energy. It was almost as if the walls themselves had been infused with her essence. The longer I was here, the more I was aware of it. From the hand-crocheted afghans tossed over the couch to the apothecary shelf modified lovingly to hold artifacts and relics, Griselda’s home was very much a piece of her.

Suddenly, I realized that the universe had done me a favor. I would never be able to fully settle in a place partially owned by my parents or shared with Travis, even if my name was on the deed.

I needed a place like this. A place to call my own. A witch’s hearth.

Yay for epiphanies! Still didn’t solve the problem of where to film, though.

The door to Griselda’s apartment opened, and she stepped in. I looked at the clock. Wow! It was late afternoon already.

“Did you get everything done?” She waved her hand, and her makeup vanished from her face.

“Yeah. What I could, anyway.”

“Great! So, about your sexy incubus suitor…”

I’d given her a TLDR rundown of the situation before she’d gone back downstairs earlier. “He’s not mine.”

“The bindings on his arms say otherwise.”

“I told you, it was an accident. I thought the spell was just going to help me meet the guy in question, not have an incubus bound by magic appear in my living room.”

“I offered to see if I could remove the bindings—”

“Oh, good! Because I don’t know how. None of my books had anything on it. You know, considering it’s illegal to have anyone bound in the first place and all.”

“He didn’t want them removed.”

That took me aback. “He didn’t?”

“Nope. Which makes me wonder if maybe they aren’t what we think they are.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m not sure yet. Just got a gut feeling.” She plopped down on the dark red velvet couch next to me. “But there is one thing I’m sure of.”

“Which is?”

“Prax isn’t working for your dad. He does odd jobs for Desmon.”

“As in the Dragon of Darlington?”

“Yup. But apparently, his contract is coming up. It’s safe for you to let him know about your little side gig, is what I’m saying.”

I relaxed. “Great! That’s one thing I can stop worrying about. Oh, and you know how you asked me yesterday if I’m staying here in town? I’ve decided. I am.”

“That’s amazeballs! About time, too. You should’ve come to Darlington with me and Lily after graduation.”

She was right, I should have. But instead, I’d moved back home for another decade, hoping that our little dysfunctional family would become more functional with time.

I’d learned over the years that well-to-do didn’t necessarily mean happy. It only meant we could hide our problems underneath nice things. Problems like Dad cheating with his secretary and then having to pay her a ton of hush money when she threatened to go to the press after Dad refused to leave Mom for her.

Instead of divorcing his cheating ass like she should have, Mom pretended it didn’t happen and focused on our family image instead, making sure we looked so perfect that no one would suspect a thing.

I was done playing that stupid game.

“Well, better late than never. It’s my life, and I’m officially taking charge. Right now.” Saying the words out loud felt good.

“Atta girl! Tonight, we celebrate your newfound freedom.”

“We still on for 9 PM?”

“Yup. You, me, and Lily.”

“Aww, just like old times.” I was already feeling better about my situation. Maybe everything did happen for a reason. “Thanks again for letting me hide out in your space today. I was being overly cautious, I guess.”

“No worries. I’d be, too, if I were you. Your parents don’t have the best track record when it comes to hiring people to snoop on you. Remember they bugged our room after the whole we’re-a-gang thing?”

“I remember. They thought we were smoking weed.”

It hadn’t been weed. We’d been growing magic mushrooms. But even if my dad had shown up, all he’d have found would have been a few bags of “rotting” Uncle Ben’s rice we’d inoculated with spores.

“It was fun discussing our plans to help you run away to a nunnery. Can’t believe they bought it.”

I chortled, remembering it like it was yesterday. Lily had always been good with technology and had recognized the recording devices immediately, so we’d had a bit of fun.

Good times. Our little coven of three.

Gigi and Lily were the reasons I found out about my magical powers to begin with. The two witches had seen the magic in me the moment I walked in.

“Since I’m making it official that I’m striking out on my own, there’s a few things I have to do ASAP.”

Mainly, I needed to get my financial affairs in order. I still had some money left in the joint account. I’d been moving over chunks of cash for years, just a little at a time so they wouldn’t get suspicious. But there was still a fair amount in there. Now that I’d made up my mind, it was time to yank it out.

Travis and I had spoken with a financial advisor before the wedding, and she’d explained that while I couldn’t take my dad’s name off my account, I could request a bank draft for most of the funds and transfer it to another account without his signature. That had been the plan for after the wedding. Travis hadn’t liked my parents’ meddling either.

It was laughable that I spent my workday evaluating financial and investment information for corporate clients, but I had to ask about basic things when it came to my own account, like whether I would be able to take out large amounts from it without alerting my parents. The advisor had said I could then remove my name from it so that I wasn’t on the hook for anything that happened to it later.

It was chilling to realize that my family could have done the same to me at any time and taken all the money I’d saved from my job.

“I am going to get all my financials sorted out before my parents freeze my accounts and send someone to kick me out of the house. Do you know a reliable body shop in town that would be able to check my car for bugs or tracking devices?”

“Not off the top of my head, but I’ll ask around.”

“Thanks.”

“And if you want to move your things into my place for now, feel free to crash in my spare room.”

“You’re the best, Gigi.” I gave my friend a hug, suddenly extremely grateful that of all the places this could’ve happened, it happened in Darlington.

Triscuit squawked, upset that he wasn’t also getting a hug. Gigi went over, opened the cage, and gave him a cuddle and a scritch before letting him out to roam the living room. He usually had free roam of the home during the day, and Gigi had only put him away because of me.

I’d known Triscuit from my college days, but it had been so long that he hadn’t recognized me when I first walked in. He seemed a lot less protective of his space now that I’d spent some time here.

We were walking back down to her café downstairs when we heard the commotion.

“Sir! You can’t go back there! Sir!” yelled Gigi’s employee, loud enough for us to hear from halfway up the staircase.

There was someone trying very hard to open the door at the bottom of the stairs, and judging by the way the handle was jerking violently, whoever it was didn’t realize or care that it was locked.

We exchanged a look and murmured a spell together, creating a physical bubble of defense around the two of us. She was a much stronger witch than me, but I was happy to bolster her magic.

She reached over to physically unlock the door, and we both stepped back. The door banged open violently. A wolf shifter stood outside the door, his eyes glowing gold and his hackles up like he was half feral. He scented the air, and then his eyes landed on me.

“I found you!”

“Do you know this guy, Penny?”

“Nope.”

“Sir, I think you’ve got the wrong person.” We both stepped forward, and our little shielded bubble pushed him back.

“No. I have the right person. You are her. I am your perfect man.”

Oh, shit! What the fuck? First Prax, and now this guy? He was clearly a little off his rocker.

“You are pretty. I will bring you back to my pack. We will have many cubs together.”

“Umm. I’m sorry. You’ve got the wrong woman,” I said.

He sniffed the air loudly. “No. You smell right.”

“I’m afraid someone else already answered the summons.”

He sniffed again, even as we bumped him back some more and took another step into the hallway. “You do not smell like you belong to anyone. He has not claimed you.”

The café area had cleared out, and we were alone, except for Nick.

“I’m already…taken,” I said, hoping he couldn’t smell the lie. I’d take Prax over this weirdo any day. The spell must have gone awry for sure if it was sending me unkempt, half-crazy wolf shifters.

“Then he is not protecting you well. I will claim you now so there will be no confusion who you belong to.” He reached for me but was stopped by our combined shield. His snarl of frustration filled the air.

“You have five seconds to leave my shop before I bring out the wolfsbane,” Griselda warned.

The door to the coffee shop opened with a jangle of a bell, and two police officers stepped in. They assessed the situation quickly and came to a stop behind the snarling shifter.

“What seems to be the problem here?” asked the cop with a ’stache that made him look like he came straight out of an 80s movie.

Next to him was a brunette with her hair up in a ponytail.

Griselda visibly relaxed. “Officer Hayes! Officer Cooley! This guy’s bothering my friend.” Oh good, Griselda knew them.

“She is my rightful mate!” The wolf looked ready to shift and fight the two human cops any second.

“Mate? I don’t even know you!” I protested.

The two cops had heard enough. “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave now.”

“What are you going to do? Arrest me? I’m a shifter. Your measly human handcuffs can’t hold me.” The idiot lunged at the smaller female cop, but the woman was ready for him and danced away; her partner reached for a can of something from his belt and sprayed it in the shifter’s face. Nothing happened.

The shifter cackled. “You think your human crap works on me? Think again. My wolf will eat you for lunch.” Then suddenly, his eyes went wide. “What the fuck? Why can’t I shift?”

Officer Hayes tackled him and slapped a pair of cuffs on him. “Because that ‘crap’ I sprayed on you wasn’t for humans. It’s for shifters like you.” He turned to his partner. “Can you please grab me my usual while I get this moron into our cruiser?” He turned and marched the guy toward the door.

“Thanks, Officer Hayes,” Griselda called out as the door closed behind them.

“Ugh. The full moon must be coming,” said the one who must be Officer Cooley. She turned to me. “Are you okay, miss?”

“I’m fine. Thank you so much.”

“No problem. That’s what we’re here for.”

Griselda cleared her throat. “Penny, this is Officer Cooley, and the one outside is Officer Hayes. They are well-known in Darlington within the magic and monsters community.”

“We liaise with the EA,” said Officer Cooley. “Lucky us, we get to deal with idiots like that guy all day long.”

I blinked in surprise. “Wow. Back in Boston, the cops can’t deal with shifters like that. They have to call in the EA every time.”

“Yeah, that won’t work for very much longer. Not with the way things are going. They’ll have to learn eventually. Most cops here have the basic means to subdue a monster or nullify magic if we have to.”

“Your usual?” Griselda asked.

“Yep.” There was a pause. “Actually, make it a triple shot for me. I need a little extra boost today.”

“Sure thing.”

Her partner walked back in and asked again if I was okay. I confirmed I was.

“Thanks again for your help, officers.” I turned back to Griselda. “See you at nine?”

“Yup! See ya.”


Chapter 9
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“What the fuck, Prax!” Penny shrieked. “You scared the bejeesus out of me.”

She stood in her steamy bathroom with nothing but a towel around her body and her wet hair down around her shoulders.

“You can’t just creep into a woman’s bathroom like that while she’s showering.”

“I wasn’t creeping. I said hi.”

She scowled. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

She squeezed her delectable body right past me and into her bedroom, not even trying to avoid rubbing her ass on me as she went. In fact, I was sure she’d done it on purpose.

Like the rest of her house, her bedroom was only partially set up. The bed was assembled, and there were sheets on it, but most of her other things were still in suitcases. She went to one of them and dug around before pulling out a second towel. She wrapped this one around her wet hair.

“You are getting ready for your girls’ night out.”

“Yep. And you’re not invited.”

“Because I’m not a girl? What about now?” I changed my appearance to resemble a saloon girl, complete with an off-the-shoulder peasant top and a bustier.

Penny frowned. “Cute. But the other look suits you better.”

“The cowboy?”

“No. The French maid.”

I guffawed. That was not the response I’d expected.

“Are you going to be here the whole time while I get ready, Prax?”

“Yes.”

Penny eyed me warily.“You’re not going to go all feral on me like that shifter earlier today, are you?”

I frowned. “Shifter? What shifter?”

“It’s nothing.” She went back to digging in her suitcase.

“Something happened. Tell me.”

“Nothing. Happened.” Then she dropped her towel.

I stood there for a moment, gaping at the expanse of smooth pale flesh on display, before I shook myself. “You’re trying to distract me.”

She sent me a sizzling look, then arched her back, putting her breasts on full display. “Is it working?”

I grinned; for whatever reason, she must be done playing coy with me. Good. I was done waiting. “Almost. You’re a delicious little morsel.” I stepped close and took her wrist in my hand, then backed her up so she was against the wall before wedging my knee between her legs. The hot press of her cunt on my thigh and the flash of lust that instantly filled the void between us made my cock rock-hard, but that wasn’t what I was interested in for once. Not yet, anyway. I wanted information.

“What’s this about a shifter?”

“Let me go.”

“No. Not until you tell me what happened.” I raised my knee so that she was balanced on my thigh on her tippy toes, then lowered it again so that she slid against me, her cunt tracing a line down my leg.

She inhaled sharply.

“I could always try to fuck the information out of you.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Wouldn’t I?” I grabbed her hands and held both wrists against the wall over her head.

“You’re welcome to try.”

I grinned. My sassy little witch had no idea what she’d just agreed to. The heady perfume of her arousal made it hard to remember why I was even doing this. What information was I after, again?

I let her slide the rest of the way off my leg and onto the ground before kicking her legs apart.

Then, I let my smoky phantom limbs out to play. They snaked out from my body, reaching for her. Her eyes went wide, and there was a moment of panic in them. My little witch had clearly never tangoed with a demon before. Well, she was in for a treat. We had unlimited appendages with which to pleasure our bed partners.

Her panic subsided when my many limbs reached her body, touching her everywhere. One curved around a breast forming a sucker to latch onto her nipple; another delved between her legs and teased at the wet seam of her pussy. She gasped and pressed her knees closed.

“Try again, sweetheart.”

Two more limbs formed hands to hold her legs open.

“That’s not fair.”

“I don’t play fair. But I think you already knew that.”

I watched her face as I ran the tip of the appendage up and down the slit of her pussy. She was so wet for me, and I wanted to taste her, but there would be time enough for that later. I pressed the tip of my smoky limb into her, just enough to be a tease but not enough to be satisfying. I formed another sucker over her clit, earning me a needy moan. Then I stopped.

“Tell me,” I urged. I’d forgotten what information I was after. I hoped she remembered. “Tell me what I want to know, and I’ll fuck you good. I’ll make you come so hard you’ll never want anyone else ever again.”

She shuddered. “You better make good on that promise. Okay. Some crazy wolf shifter showed up at The Witch’s Brew and claimed I was his mate. He said he was summoned by the spell, too.”

An angry growl tore from my throat. “Did he hurt you?”

“No. He tried to claim me or whatever, but then two cops showed up and got him out of my hair.”

Claim her? No fucking way. Until I was done with her, Penny was mine. The hand that wasn’t holding her wrists gripped her ass and squeezed.

“You are not his. I answered the summons first. Which means you’re mine. All mine.” I bent my head to cover her mouth, my lips meeting hers in a hungry, demanding kiss.

There was no missing the sparks of magic that immediately flew from her at my touch.

I slid my hand up her side, tracing the curve of her waist and gliding up her back before tangling in her hair. I tilted her head to deepen the kiss as her body grew soft in my arms. Her lips parted, and I thrust my tongue in, groaning at the sweetness of her mouth.

Our tongues dueled in a sensual dance that left us both panting.

“Prax.” The sound of my name on her lips was like a siren’s song.

I growled in response, only long enough to nip at her jawline and run a scorching trail of open-mouthed kisses down her throat. Her hips bucked, silently begging for more.

I gladly complied, thickening the smoky limb in her cunt, and pressed the sucker to her clit again. Then I started to finger fuck her, curving the appendage to hit her g spot perfectly. Her arms tightened around me, and she screamed into my mouth as fresh wetness dribbled down her legs.

Magic swirled around us, heady and delightful. The very air around us crackled and churned as the room filled with otherworldly energy, enveloping us in a warm, comforting embrace and caressing our skin like a lover’s touch. Penny was practically glowing with it.

Wonderful! My little witch did replenish her magic through sex! Though, from the surprised look on her face, it appeared she’d never known it. Was that useless ex-fiancé of hers so bad in bed that she’d never found out? Lame.

No matter. She was mine now, and that meant it was my responsibility to show her everything she’d missed.

Our eyes locked, hers half-lidded with lust and mine full of carnal promise. I wasn’t done with her yet, not with this new, exciting discovery. We were a perfect give and take, a faultless trade of magical and sexual energy, a match truly made in heaven—if that even existed.

I’d only planned to go this far when we’d started, but now I couldn’t hold myself back. I shoved her backward onto the bed and sank to my knees on the floor in front of her.

Her sex glistened with her release, and her slit was still slightly open from my explorations. I longed to taste her, but when I leaned in, her knees suddenly slammed shut teasingly, depriving me of my prize.

I growled and pulled her knees apart with my hands.

“Keep them open, little witch.”

I bent my head and licked her from slit to clit before thrusting my tongue inside. She whimpered and tossed her head against the bed as I lapped up her juices. When I latched onto her clit and suckled, her knees slammed down once more on my ears.

I tsked. “Bad girl. If you can’t hold them apart yourself, I’m going to have to do it for you.”

I pushed her higher on the bed, then sent out two smoky arms that wrapped around her ankles and wrists and morphed into manacles. Since they were my own soul stuff, I made sure to make the insides of them soft and padded so they wouldn’t leave a mark. They pulled her arms and legs toward the four corners of the bed, holding her firmly in place.

She might be struggling against the manacles and chains, but desire radiated off her in waves. I stood before her, admiring my handiwork as I stroked my cock, getting ready for her.


Chapter 10
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Prax stood at the foot of the bed. His clothes had dematerialized entirely, and he had his huge cock in his hand and a devilish grin on his lips.

Wisps of magic swirled around him, magic that I recognized as mine, so strong that even I could see them.

“You look perfect, all laid out for me.”

My eyes flicked to his cock, and he caught me staring.

“Do you like what you see?”

It was a very human-looking cock, and for a moment, I was disappointed until I remembered that he had an infinite number of demon appendages he could use at the same time. But even as I watched, it changed, the head becoming more pronounced and angular. I stifled a gasp, and my eyes grew wide as contoured ridges formed around it, almost like it was armored. Clearly, I’d judged it too early.

I gulped. I’d never seen anything like it. How would that monstrous cock feel inside me? Would I feel every bump and ridge? Could I even get all of him inside me?

His eyes glinted with amusement at my reaction. “Still like what you see? Or is my little witch scared now?”

“Scared?” I huffed, galvanizing my resolve. “Not at all. I’m no coward. I can handle you. Although I do wonder if those novelty dildo companies would like to interview you, maybe take a cast, because that one would fly off the shelves.”

His amused chuckle was the only sound he made before he was caging my body. His tongue lashed across my collarbone as he lined us up. I desperately wanted to touch him, and pulled at the bindings, but my hands were trapped. So I did what I could, licking and nibbling whatever I could reach, which happened to be his horns.

“There is no going back once you accept me, witch,” he warned. “You’re going to get all of me. You’re only done when I say you’re done.”

“Do your best, incubus.”

Despite my playful banter, I wondered if I’d bitten off more than I could chew.

All I got in return was a devilish grin.

Then the manacles holding my ankles lifted off the bed. They held my legs up and wide apart as the thick head of Prax’s cock pressed at my entrance. I was slick and wet, and when he bucked his hips, the rigid length impaled me, penetrating me more deeply than I was ready for.

The intense sensation had me choking on my breath, a scream stuck in my throat.

Prax groaned. “You’re so fucking tight.”

My pussy gripped him hard as he struggled to pull out. Then he was thrusting in again. This time, I felt every dip, bump, and ridge of his enormous cock. Every curve and contour was an assault on my nerve endings as he stretched me to the limit.

I was so full I couldn’t breathe. There was no space left for my lungs, never mind air to inflate them. I blinked away the tears that were squeezing from my eyes. Oh god, he was so big. I wasn’t sure I could handle him, even now, with him holding still inside me, barely moving; it was simply too much. Pleasure and pain mixed together until I couldn’t tell what I was feeling anymore.

He cupped my jaw and brushed the corner of my lips tenderly with his, the affectionate action a sharp contrast to the utter ravishment of my body.“Breathe, little witch. You can’t hold your breath forever.”

I tried, inhaling as best I could with sharp, jagged breaths.

“Good girl. Much better. I can’t have you passing out on me. I want you to feel every inch of me when I do this.”

He rocked his hips, pumping into me with sharp, quick movements. Every motion was filled with delicious friction that had me moaning and panting. Erotic pleasure flooded me, and I tossed my head side to side on the pillow. It was the only part of me I still had control of.

Then his movement changed, and he was pounding into me with long, hard strokes. I screamed, the shrill sound echoing off the walls.

“Fuck, yeah. Feel good, little witch?”

I barely registered his words, especially when he found my nipples and pinched them, adding another spike of pain to the mix. I howled and squirmed under his body. My pussy walls clamped down around him, and he cursed. Light exploded in my vision and turned into a million glittering sparks as my channel spasmed with another orgasm.

The sparks continued to dance around us as electricity zipped through every finger and toe. It was my magic again. How had I never felt this before? Almost immediately, I knew why. I’d never let go, never relaxed enough with my bed partners to show my magic. I’d been holding back.

But I couldn’t hold back with Prax. He demanded all of me and not an ounce less.

He kept hammering into me, all semblance of control gone as he raced to join me in bliss. He came with a roar, his face buried in my neck and his body jerking with his release. We curled up in the magical cocoon we’d created together, letting it infuse and recharge us both.

It was only when my phone’s alarm rang, telling me I needed to be at Gigi’s place in half an hour, that I realized I’d fallen asleep.

“Shit!” I bolted upright.

My incubus was resting as well, but at my sudden movement he was immediately up and ready to defend me from danger. He relaxed when he realized there was none. He watched me as I scrambled to find the sexy little black dress I was going to wear.

“You know you just convinced me to withhold all information from you in the future and to make you work for every piece of it, right?” I said as I dug through my luggage.

He cocked his head thoughtfully. “I wouldn’t mind that one bit. You call it work; I call it play. You’re a whole lot of fun, little witch.”

“You’re not so bad yourself, incubus.”


Chapter 11
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“Where do you think you’re going in that? It barely covers your ass!”

I never thought I’d be berated for dressing too sexily by an incubus. But the last few days had been full of surprises.

“I already told you: I’m going out with my friends.” Initially, this girls’ night was supposed to be a way to help me get over Travis. But Prax was already doing a damn good job of that. Still, I wanted to see my friends, and I was eager to check out the nightlife here in Darlington.

Back in Boston, my overprotective family had watched my every move, and I really hadn’t enjoyed any freedom since I returned home after college. The only parties I went to were charity events and family gatherings, which were both places where everyone tried to one-up each other. Especially the family gatherings. The only person aside from me who didn’t participate in the bullshit was Grandpa Theo—because he was the one everyone was competing to impress.

“You’re not going out in that. Especially not after what happened with the shifter.”

Somehow Prax’s possessive words claiming that I was his in the wake of the coffee shop incident were exciting coming from his mouth, though I’d never admit it.

I couldn’t imagine Travis ever saying such things to me and me actually liking it. Eww. If he had, I’d probably have run.

Maybe it was the spell at work, messing with my head. Was it messing with Prax too? Making him feel and say things he normally wouldn’t? Maybe that was just his schtick: acting possessive over his sexual conquests so they’d think it was more than temporary. Kind of like love bombing. That would be kind of an asshole move, and I didn’t know him enough to make that call. I chose to believe it was the spell.

Once I got my living situation sorted, which was on the agenda for tomorrow, I’d prioritize finding a way to nullify this love-finder spell gone awry. As much as I liked Prax’s company, I knew in my heart that it wasn’t fair to control or even influence someone with my magic. Why else would a newly freed incubus want to tie himself down?

Honestly, it wouldn’t be fair to me either. Even knowing that his affections probably weren’t real, I’d still fall for him. And then he’d snap out of it one day, and leave me with yet another broken heart. No, it was best for everyone if I nullified the spell.

Prax puffed into smoke, then reformed around my hips in the shape of a full skirt going down past my knees.

“Hey, don’t do that. I can’t go out with you all up in my business.”

“I am not all up in your business.” Something snaked between my legs, giving me the world’s most invasive wedgie. It didn’t stop there: the wedgie grew, trying to make its way up my pussy and ass.

I let out an indignant screech. “Argh! I command you to get off me.”

The perverted skirt disappeared, and Prax reappeared again in front of me, his arms crossed and his lips pouting. “You’re supposed to use your power over me to demand I get you off, not get off you. You’re a meanie.”

“Me? A meanie?” I reached over, grabbed his pants—he was back in his pirate outfit— and pulled up as hard as I could. I mentally willed him not to turn to smoke, hoping to give him a taste of his own medicine with a mega wedgie. “There. How do you like that?”

He made a face, his boggled eyes clearly conveying his discomfort, but he choked out “Love it!” in a strangled voice.

I grabbed my clutch to double-check I had everything I needed for a night out on the town: wallet, keys, phone, and a snack. Then, deciding that I should bring a glass of water too, I picked up the glass from my bedside table, ran the tap in the ensuite bathroom until it was cold, and filled it to the top. Then I opened the drawer to my bedside table and put it inside, careful not to spill it when I closed the drawer again.

“Did you just put a glass of water inside that drawer?”

“Yep, in case the drawer goblins get thirsty.”

Prax looked at me like I was crazy, but I just shrugged. In reality, the inside of my clutch was spelled to open up into the drawer.

I strapped on my heels, the only pair of shoes I’d unpacked other than my daily Doc Martens.

“Ooh, sexy.” Prax whistled. “But how are you going to drive in those?”

“I’m drinking tonight. I’m not driving.” I also didn’t trust my vehicle not to give away my location. I really needed to get my car looked at in case my parents had bugged it.

He grinned. “I will drive you.”

I shrugged noncommittally.

“I will go start the car.” Then he puffed outside.

Haha, sucker!

I quickly chanted the words to open a portal directly into Griselda’s living room. Since she was expecting me, she accepted the portal request immediately.

I stepped through, and Lily threw herself at me for a hug as the magical door fizzled out of existence.

“Eeeek! Gigi said you’re planning on staying here in Darlington even though the wedding fell through. I’m so excited! I mean, I’m sorry your fiancé turned out to be an asshat, but it will be just like the good old days. It hasn’t been the same without you.” She held me out at arm’s length. “You look great. Glowing, even! Not what I expected after…you know.”

I knew. She meant the wedding that never was. I also knew why I was “glowing.” My magic had spiked wildly when I was with Prax, and I could still feel it thrumming through me.

Griselda handed me a drink with a lime wedge. “Still a gin and tonic girl?”

“Does it still glow under black light?” I took the drink from her. “Staying here means I’m also finally cutting the cord and facing the fallout from my parents. My hope is that they’ll be so afraid of any bad publicity that they’ll keep everything hush-hush and not go crazy stalker on me.”

“About time!” Lily held up her drink for a toast, and the three of us clinked our glasses together before taking a sip. “You know, I used to be so jealous of people raised with silver spoons in their mouths, but then I met you. You couldn’t pay me to live with your family. No offence.”

“Gee, thanks, Lily,” I said wryly. I could always rely on her to be brutally honest with me. “I love you too. So, where are we going? I wasn’t sure if it was going to be a bar or a club, so I went a little extra sexy.” Then, in a lower voice, I said, “If you want to know the truth, I haven’t been to a club since our trip to Vegas. I say we go to a club.”

“Yeah! Let’s do it,” Lily said.

There was an oversized pirate-themed fleece blanket tossed over Triscuit’s massive cage to give him some privacy, but that didn’t stop him from hearing and replying to one of his favorite phrases with a loud, “Let’s do it!” and an even louder squawk.

“See, even Triscuit agrees,” Lily said, grinning. “Besides, Penny hasn’t experienced club life here like we have. Darlington is special. Even before the fall of the Wall.”

Just then, the doorbell rang, and Triscuit, already hyped up, started mimicking the sound.

“I’m going to have to change that ring sound before he learns it,” Griselda mumbled as she grabbed her phone to bring up the feed from her door. “Your hottie incubus is here, Penny.”

“Ugh! I thought I ditched him. How the hell did he know I was here?”

“Um, sweetie.” Griselda looked pointedly at me. “The bindings lead straight to you.”

Lily’s eyes went wide. “Bindings? Oh my god, you didn’t…” She squinted at me. “Oh my god, you did! It’s such a fine thread that I never would’ve seen it if I didn’t know to look for it. Damn, girl. You’ve been a very bad witch. “

“It wasn’t on purpose!” I explained what happened with the spell.

“You mean the spell that’s been going around on the forum? I’m pretty sure that doesn’t have a binding aspect to it.” Lily knocked back the rest of her drink and got up to make herself another.

“I know. That’s why I say it wasn’t on purpose. I must have fucked up somewhere. You know I’m not as good at this whole witch thing as the two of you.” Then I told her about the shifter from earlier today.

“Hmm, I think you’re right. Something got messed up somewhere.”

The doorbell rang again, and Gigi turned her phone around to show Prax still in his swashbuckling pirate outfit.

“Yummy!” Lily squealed. “If you don’t want him, I’ll totally take him.”

“I didn’t say that!” I snapped. He’s mine! All mine! Whoa—where the hell had that thought come from? “It’s that I told him it was a girls’ night out and he wasn’t invited. I mean, after the whole wedding disaster, I thought I’d have some time to be single. You know, find myself or whatever. When I cast that spell, I didn’t expect it to send me someone right that second, but Prax just poofed into my living room. So weird. Like, an incubus is a strange choice for that spell, don’t you think?”

“Very.” Gigi had produced a hand mirror and was meticulously applying dark red lipstick. “I’ve heard of demons and incubi finding mates, but it’s not common. They earned their reputation for a reason.”

“Well, what are we going to do about this one? We can’t exactly stop him from following us to the club.”

“I say we let him tag along and see what happens. Maybe the bouncer will stop him at the door.”

“Couldn’t he just phase right into the club?” I asked.

“Not into this one,” Gigi said. “You haven’t been to Darlington clubs. They’re special. Although, unless he’s caused shit at this particular establishment before, the bouncers would probably still let him in.”

“Especially if he looks that good. Damn!”

“All right,” I sighed. “I guess he can tag along.”


Chapter 12
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What type of place was this? Back when I’d been a free incubus, there hadn’t been anything like this. There’d been rowdy taverns where folks, both locals and travelers alike, danced and made merry with mead in their blood and music in their ears. And the rich had thrown parties with plenty of good food and expensive wine. This place—Delerium, it was called—was neither of those.

It reminded me of nights eons ago with witches gyrating to the beat of the drums by the bonfire under the full moon. Except there was no bonfire here, and it was not a full moon, and instead of the witches of old and their demons and incubi making magic with their bodies, there were all types here. I’d been to a modern bar in Darlington with some of the creatures who also worked with Desmon, but this wasn’t the same. Here, humans and monsters danced under the flashing lights.

Music had come a long way since way back when, and I was glad to hear that some of the ancient tribal drum beats had made it back into vogue. There were so many musical styles now, and it was one of the things about this century I was eager to explore. That, and the rumbling steel horses. Technically, all the cars I’d been driving belonged to Desmon or the Redrock brothers. A nice car was one of the first purchases I planned on making.

The music being played here, with its primal driving beat and soaring melodic lines, made me want a good sound system too.

The man at the door, whom Penny had called a bouncer, hadn’t even tried to hide the fact that he was a fire demon and allowed his eyes to glow with supernatural flames. In fact, no one hid what they were here. Judging by the surprise on Penny’s face, this shocked her as well.

She wasn’t surprised by the scenes inside the club, however. Only by the fact that monsters didn’t try to hide themselves here. Which told me she’d been to places like this before.

Why would my sweet little witch be in a place like this? What was she hiding behind that proper façade?

Penny and her friends were making their way to a long counter that had to be a bar. The three females had already imbibed before coming here. I’d known the moment Gigi had opened the door. Tipsy Penny was totally adorable, especially when she grabbed onto me to keep her balance.

I scanned the crowd, taking in all the sights. There were monsters of every kind gyrating to the music. Some wore glamour, but most were in their natural forms.

Two women danced together, their bodies undulating sensually to the music. Their focus was completely on each other, and they were oblivious to everyone else around them. Two wolf shifters moved to the beat with a woman between them, their bodies hinting at what would happen later tonight. Sexual energy poured from these couples and throuples, and it beckoned me to bask in it.

Most of the revellers here were either drunk or intoxicated by some other substances, and those who weren’t were well on the way there. I was surrounded by lust, sin, and decadence. It was a little slice of heaven for an incubus. Why had no one shown me this place before? I could have stayed here forever and luxuriated in the very essence that filled the air.

How was a place like this operating so openly and brazenly? In the past, the church would have shut this down the moment they caught wind of it. How different this century was.

As I scanned the crowd, a woman with wild red hair and equally red lips made eye contact with me. She stood by the speakers and wore a short dress that barely covered her ass paired with thigh-high boots. Her form was slim, yet she still had generous hips and breasts. Her eyes lit up with interest, and her lips quirked up in a smile.

I quickly looked away before she could mistake my interest in my surroundings for interest in her. She was beautiful and exactly the type of female I would’ve been delighted to add to my conquests in the past. But tonight I was here with Penny, and the only woman I wanted in my bed later was her.

A cursory glance over at the bar saw that my little witch and her friends had disappeared into the crowd. I searched the room for them but couldn’t see them in the throng of people. I resisted the urge to find her through our bond, not wanting to draw attention to it in such a public place.

Instead, I headed over to the bar, squeezing by the moving bodies. She was still nowhere to be seen.

I decided to grab a drink while I was here. I was glad I’d physically joined them in the vehicle they’d called instead of popping over. It meant I had my wallet with me. I doubted I’d be able to get away with cheating the establishment with “money” made from my soul stuff, not with so many demon patrons here.

I’d already learned that asking for mead usually got me strange looks, so I asked for a beer instead. Amber brew in hand, I scanned the crowd for my little witch and her friends. Eventually, I spotted them at the edge of the dance floor next to a small table, their bodies moving to the beat.

They weren’t alone. Their presence had attracted several males. Humans and monsters alike danced around them, edging closer. One was even speaking with the red-haired friend who owned the coffee shop. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it was clear she was rejecting his advances.

I felt a sudden need to hide Penny away, claiming her so others couldn’t do the same. What an irrational thought. No matter how ludicrous it was, I started toward them, only to be stopped after just a single step.

The woman I had noticed before by the speakers stood in front of me. She batted her eyelashes with practiced ease.

“Hello there, stranger. You look like you’re a lot of fun. I’m Gina. You must be new around here. What’s your name?”

I’d been around long enough to know exactly what she wanted, especially since seduction was my preferred game of choice as well. Sexual appeal oozed from her every pore, and beneath it all, there was an undercurrent of something otherworldly. I recognized her as one of my own kind: a succubus. They were fun, and normally, I’d have loved to dabble with her for a night or two or even three.

For some reason, people thought that incubi only seduced mortal women and succubi only seduced mortal men. That wasn’t true at all. We dallied with each other all the time.

The female did a double take. “Wait. I know you. At least, I think I do. Long ago, a little town at the foot of the Alps.”

There had only been one succubus who’d called that town home. “Gwendolyn?”

“Prax?” Gwen’s eyes lit up. “My old hunting partner! You’re free! That’s amazing! Wait till you meet the owner of Delerium.”

Was it someone I knew?

“We can pull in so much more together.” She made to hook her arm through mine, but I stopped her.

“I am not here to hunt tonight. I’m here with someone.”

She arched a brow.

Before she could ask who it was and if we could tag team them, I added firmly, “And I’m not sharing.”

“I see. Must be a special lady. Or is it a man?”

“Lady.” And I wasn’t going to introduce Gwen to Penny and give myself competition. Gwen could be very persuasive when she wanted to be.

“Well, if you ever change your mind, you know where to find me. I’m here every Saturday. Delerium is the perfect hunting ground.”

“I’ll bet.” But I wasn’t on the hunt right now. I already had my sights on one little witch.

As Gwen returned to her spot by the speaker, I realized she hadn’t told me who owned the club.

But that question flew out of my head when I turned my attention back to Penny. What I saw had my blood boiling. I stomped over, red in my vision, ready to rip the arms off the stupid human who dared touch my witch.


Chapter 13
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Delerium wasn’t like any other club I’d been to before. I mean, the music and the people were similar, and if I closed my eyes and ignored the magic swirling around me, it’d feel like any other club, but the resemblance ended there.

First off, the bouncer had been an honest-to-goodness fire demon! He hadn’t even tried to hide his nature from us or from anyone else, not even the ordinary humans in line. None of the magical folk here did. Humans and monsters alike were welcome to come as they were.

The energy was wild and primal. A part of my soul definitely recognized it, if not from this life, then another. I had a feeling I was dancing to the beat of the drums around a bonfire under the stars.

And through it all, I found my eyes wandering to one person in particular: one very sexy incubus named Prax.

It seemed like I wasn’t the only one who found him irresistible: several women were checking him out, and by the looks of it, they liked what they saw. In particular, he was being chatted up by the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. She had fire-red hair and perfectly painted lips to match. She was generously endowed, almost but not quite out of proportion, with legs for days. The bitch.

The redhead got real close and hooked her arm through his, and a stab of something strange and new hit me in the chest. What the hell! Was I…jealous?

No way! Prax wasn't really mine. He was only here because of the botched spell. He was an incubus, a player by nature; what the hell did I think would happen? That he’d give up his very essence for me? That was just silly.

I was nothing special, especially compared to someone as perfect as the sexy siren he spoke with now. She was drop-dead gorgeous. The kind of woman entire armies died for. Even I found myself wanting to go over and bathe in her presence. In fact, the more I looked at her, the more I craved her attention.

I wanted to unsheath my non-existent claws and swipe at her for talking to Prax while simultaneously pressing my body to her like a cat in heat. What an odd combination of emotions.

I tore my eyes away from them, confused as fuck. There must be magic involved here.

I grabbed my drink from the table next to us. We’d chosen this spot specifically because it was somewhere we could watch our drinks. I downed the rest of it, letting the liquid fire burn away the baffling thoughts.

Too bad I found myself looking in his direction the second I put my drink down. He wasn’t there anymore. I saw red. Did he leave with the wom—? No. She was standing alone by the speaker. I focused on the music instead and let the rhythm move my body.

After a moment, I realized someone was trying to dance with me, and whoever it was was getting handsy. I danced away from the stranger and toward Lily, but that only bought me a few seconds before he was too close again. This time, his fingers were definitely grabbing my ass.

I whipped around and glared at the stranger trying to cop a feel. The asshole looked and felt completely human; I didn’t sense any magic emanating from him. Just because I couldn’t see magic like Griselda didn’t mean I couldn’t feel it.

“Back up, buddy.”

Griselda, who had been dancing there just moments ago before she’d moved away to dance with a big, brawny shifter, sent me an apologetic look. But it wasn’t her fault this guy was grabbing me. She started dancing back toward us, her dance partner following her.

“Aww, come on, gorgeous. I was just giving you the attention you deserve. A goddess like you shouldn’t be dancing alone. And besides, you are the right one.”

The right one? Something about the way he said it reminded me of the shifter from earlier today.

“The wait is over, beautiful,” he shouted over the music. “Your perfect man is here!”

Oh yeah, this was definitely the spell rearing its ugly head again. No one flirted at a club like this. At least, I sure hoped the hell not.

I backed away from him, but he advanced, closing the gap between us. Griselda had heard what he’d said too, and was no longer dancing with her shifter. She and Lily came to stand on either side of me.

“She said back off,” Lily yelled.

He continued toward us, even as we backed away toward the security guard who hadn't yet noticed the exchange. Just like earlier today, we formed a shield. They’d been pretty clear at the door they didn’t tolerate any offensive magic here, but surely, a shield was considered defensive. Right?

I took another step back and bumped into something hard and unmovable. My first thought was, oh shit, this guy has friends, but the arm that snaked around me was warm and welcoming. Prax’s familiar scent of trees, campfire, and roasting marshmallows filled my nostrils.

“She said back off, buddy.”

The barest hint of magic flashed in the man’s eyes. The air around us changed, and the music warped in our vicinity, sounding stretched. I’d been wrong: the man had magic. Maybe he was a wizard? He’d been hiding it well, that’s for sure.

“You have not claimed her,” he announced. “She is mine.”

“She came here with me. And I have claimed her.” Prax held up my left hand, and there, on my ring finger, was the biggest rock I’d ever seen.

I knew it was just his soul stuff, but it sure reflected the lights of the club like it was real.

“Now back off, or we’re gonna have a problem.” Prax seemed to grow bigger and taller. He took a menacing step toward my new admirer.

I put a restraining hand on his arm, hoping to prevent a fight. I did not need to get kicked out of a club tonight.

Lucky for me, the asshole decided that I wasn’t worth the trouble. He turned and left, disappearing into the crowd.

“The spell?” Lily asked.

Prax, Gigi, and I answered her simultaneously. “Yes.”

Prax said something, but the music was too loud for me to hear, and my voice was toast from screaming anyway.

“It's too loud in here. Let’s talk outside.”

We started toward the door when we were suddenly stopped by a man in form-fitting jeans and a smoking jacket that should have looked very out of place at a club. But like Prax with his pirate get-up, the man wore it with such confidence and aplomb that it worked.

“Prax! My old friend. I’m so glad to see you are free and alive. Gina told me you were here.”

“Julian! It’s been centuries. Gina…oh, you mean Gwen. Yes, I saw her earlier.”

I exchanged a look with my friends.

“I’m pretty sure that’s the club owner,” Lily whispered.

I was suddenly thrust in front of the man, with Prax showing me off like a prize. “This is Penny. I’m here with her and her friends, but we were just finding a quieter place to talk.”

“You can use one of the VIP rooms. Come, I’ll take you.”

We followed him up a flight of stairs and through a set of double doors. The room was lavishly furnished with lush leather couches, a low, oval marble table in the middle of them. A selection of finger foods and snacks was set out on the table. A well-stocked bar stood against the wall with a variety of liquors, wines, and champagnes.

The music was quieter in here, and it was indeed a perfect place to talk.

“If you need a server to mix some drinks, or anything else, just press that button right there, and someone will come.” Julian eyed Lily, Gigi, and me appraisingly before handing Prax a card. “I’m sorry I can’t stay, but I’ve got some business I must attend to. Call me, and we’ll catch up. And if you need some privacy, just flip the sign at the door. No one will bother you.” Then the other demon was gone, and we were alone.

“Um, did I just get the feeling that your friend thought we were going to have an orgy or something in here?” I asked.

“That is a distinct possibility,” Prax admitted. “Julian is an old friend of mine from way back. I am not surprised he owns this place. It is an incubus’s dream.”

“No kidding. Lots of sexy women for you to hit on.” Oops. Did that sound as jealous to him as it did to me?

Prax must have known who I was talking about because he was suddenly by my side. “She wanted to go hunting together for old time’s sake. I told her I wasn't interested.”

“Hunting?”

“Yes. For bed partners. Gwen…I suppose she goes by Gina now…is a succubus.”

“Ohhh!” Lily and I said together.

“I told her I wasn’t interested because I’m not on the hunt.” His eyes sparkled. “I already know who I’m going home with tonight.” His gaze sizzled on me.

“That’s really sweet, you two, but can we please get back to your little problem?” Gigi said. “This spell you cast is still sending you random men.”

Oops! For a moment there, I’d totally forgotten we weren’t alone.

“Prax,” I asked, “when you received the summons, was there anything strange about it?”

He shook his head. “Nothing I can think of. But I didn’t exactly look very thoroughly. I thought it was just a booty call, remember?”

“But you stuck around.” Lily grabbed a candy from the tray on the table, unwrapped it, and popped it in her mouth. “And now Penny has bachelors throwing themselves at her,” she mumbled around the confection.

“Did the spell promise you anything if you accepted it?” Gigi asked.

“Nope. Just Penny. Which, for me, is prize enough.”

“Aww, that’s so sweet,” Lily said.

My heart did a silly little skip at his words, but I pretended not to be affected. “So why are all these others throwing themselves at me?”

Prax leaned back on the leather couch, looking smug. “Maybe it's because you haven’t accepted me yet. The spell and its request is still considered to be pending.”

“Yeah!” Lily exclaimed. “That makes sense. You haven’t been ‘claimed’.”

“She has,” Prax said firmly. “She’s mine.”

“You know,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him, “you sound just like one of those other guys. It’s kind of creepy. And you’re an incubus. You’re not even supposed to want forevers.”

He shrugged. “Can’t you be temporarily mine? Aren’t most modern relationships temporary anyway?”

“Touché,” I grumbled.

“But you were just recently freed. Don’t you want your freedom now?” Gigi followed Lily’s lead and grabbed a candy.

“Of course I do. There are many things in this century that I want the freedom to explore: fast cars, good music, new technology, modern cities.”

“I see.” Gigi nodded as if that explained everything.

It didn’t to me. Clearly, this spell was messing with Prax’s brain.

“Then I think it’s clear,” Griselda said. “If you want the spell to stop sending you random weirdos, just accept Prax. Simple. Once the spell is satisfied that it has found you a man, it should stop.”

Lily nodded adamantly beside her. Prax seemed deep in thought.

“If you say so,” I said, not fully convinced. “But first, I have something I want to test. I want to know if the spell is constantly lobbing men in my direction, or if it stops when Prax is around.”

“Oh, good point,” Lily agreed. “Maybe he has to be physically present. We can test that theory right now. It’s the perfect place for it. The two of you go back out on the dance floor together and see if anyone else comes by.”

“We’ll keep close just in case,” Gigi said.

And with that, we headed back out to the dance floor.


Chapter 14
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Penny and I danced the night away, and it was easily the most fun I’d had in centuries. She moved her body against mine like a nymph to a faun’s flute. Gone was any trace of the sadness that I’d sensed when we first met.

No one else bothered her, though I did notice Gwendolyn-Gina grinning at us from time to time. I didn’t mind as long as she kept her sexual appetite to herself. I wasn’t interested in sharing.

As the night wore on, Penny’s behavior changed, and it did so quite suddenly. When she stumbled and clung onto me, she looked up at me, but her eyes didn’t look quite right. I leaned in and took a sniff. Sure enough, she smelled off as well.

I stopped her as she tried to dance again, swaying unsteadily on her feet.

“Penny?”

“Hmm?”

She leaned against me heavily.

“Are you feeling all right?”

“Yeah, of course,” she slurred.

I looked around for her friends who, true to their word, hadn’t strayed far from us. Lily caught my eye, and I carefully moved Penny over to her.

“Something’s wrong,” I said.

She took one look at Penny. “Where’s her drink?” she asked.

“There.” I pointed to the clear, glowing one sitting on the tiny table we’d been dancing next to.

She’d assured me earlier that it was just ordinary gin and tonic and that the glow came from a substance called quinine in the gin, which fluoresced under black lights. I’d seen witches down stranger concoctions, so I assumed she knew what she was doing, but she’d seen my reservations and insisted I take a sip. Sure enough, it was merely gin and tonic. I’d just never seen it under this so-called “black light” before.

Lily took it, sniffed it, then gave it to me. “Does it smell weird to you? My nose isn’t good enough.”

I smelled it and growled. This was not the same drink I’d tried earlier.

“I think someone put something in it.” Lily looked around.

So did I, casting my gaze about trying to figure out which dead man did it. I immediately thought of the man from before, but he was nowhere to be seen.

By now, Griselda had noticed us talking and was making her way over. She knew something was wrong the moment she saw Penny. “Time to go. I’ll take her home.”

She reached as if to take Penny from me, but I held her close to my body. Penny just giggled softly and leaned into me.

“I’ll get her home,” I said.

Griselda narrowed her eyes at me. “I really think it’s best if she came home with me.”

“Yeah,” Lily agreed. “Girls’ night sleepover party. No boys allowed.”

Not this shit again. “I’m not leaving her when she’s like this,” I said decisively. “She’s mine to protect.”

The two exchanged a look.

“We’ll figure it out when we get home. I’m calling us a ride,” Lily said.

I caught the off smell from the drink again as we made our way to the front door. I scanned the crowd but couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. Something big bumped into me, almost knocking Penny out of my arms. I let out an angry snarl just as a bright flash blinded me.

What the hell?

Then the flash was gone, and a woman was apologizing profusely for bumping into me. She was a tiny thing: there was no way it could have been her. I let it go. I needed to get Penny to safety.

The air outside was chilly and damp as we waited for the ride Lily had called. Mist hung low in the air, and despite being outside, it felt as stuffy to me as it had been in the room full of sweaty bodies.

“Who would do such a thing?” I seethed as I held Penny up.

“Plenty of men prey on women at clubs. That’s why we chose that first spot where we were dancing. Did you notice? The table was against a thick beam and only accessible on one side.”

“I should have watched her drink better.” I’d been so focused on her.

“Don’t beat yourself up,” Lily said soothingly. “I’m just glad you noticed something was off.”

“And I’m glad you didn’t just abscond with our friend,” Griselda added.

“I don’t need to do that. I’m welcome in her home. I made her breakfast this morning. If I wanted to take advantage of her...well, actually, I already have, and she loved it.”

“You got a point, demon,” Lily said.

It wasn’t our ride that found us first, but trouble.

The troublemaker from earlier approached us with two of his friends. He might be human, but his friends were not. The pair of them slowly transformed from average humans to their true forms. They shrank and shriveled, becoming angry goblins.

I’d dealt with their kind before. Goblins might be only three-quarters of the height of a human man, but what they lacked in size, they made up for with violence and anger, and they channeled this anger into raw power. They also had a nasty disposition and never fought fair. Luckily, I was an incubus, and demons never fought fair either.

I carefully handed my little witch over to her friends and cracked my neck.

“Stay behind me. They may be small, but they're vicious.”

Gigi rolled her eyes. “Classic little man syndrome. Don’t worry. We’re not defenseless.”

They chanted something, and a bubble formed a shield around the three of them. Good. I didn’t need to worry about them accidentally getting hurt during any fight.

The first gnarled-looking goblin lunged at me, his claws out. I knew better than to scoff at the little man-goblin. Goblins were nasty, filthy creatures, and wounds from their claws had a tendency to fester and rot before the infection eventually took over the entire body. Most people underestimated them, believing they’d won the fight only to die of infection days later because they’d failed to treat their wounds adequately.

Luckily, it wouldn’t affect someone like me.

I made myself incorporeal, and the creature passed right through me, slamming into the wall with the force of his charge. I formed a giant fist with my hands, solidified just the fist part, and punched the creature in the face. Damn. He acted like he hadn’t even felt it.

“Watch out!” Penny called as their friend threw something at me. At least I knew she was still partly aware of what was happening.

Knowing I couldn’t dodge in time, I tried to pop out, but an invisible blanket fell over me. Suddenly, I was rendered fully corporeal. The nearest goblin jumped me, its claws latching onto me moments before it bit my leg with its sharp teeth. I roared and kicked out. It went flying.

I turned to face the other two only to see the man, who had far more magic than he’d let on—definitely a wizard, and he must have been shielding his magic from detection—and his other goblin friend advancing on the three beauties inside their magical shield. I was still unable to use my demon powers, but I didn’t care. That male was after Penny, and I was not losing her to him. Penny was mine.

I might not be able to phase out or form claws and teeth right now, but I still had demonic strength. With the wizard focused on the three ladies, I snuck up behind him. He noticed me too late. Before he could cast another spell, I punched him square on the nose. There was a loud crack.

Oww! My knuckles. Without my demonic powers, I couldn’t make them unnaturally hard. And despite the fact that some people thought demons couldn’t feel pain, we most certainly could when we were in our solid forms. Like right now.

I turned my attention to the goblin just in time to see it lift magically into the air. It kicked its feet and screamed like a toddler who had just been told he couldn’t go into the candy shop as the two witches held it aloft. No, three witches. Penny might not be fully here, but she was helping a little. She giggled as she helped her friends carry the flailing creature over to a dumpster in the nearby alley. They dropped him in and slammed the lid shut.

“Stupid demon,” the wizard hissed, still holding his bleeding nose. “You will never be good enough to be ‘the perfect man.’ You’re her plaything, nothing more. That’s what your kind always has been and always will be. She’ll use you like every witch before her and toss you aside when she’s had her fun.”

Strange, I’d always thought that was a good thing before. So why did his words sting now?

“I’m still a better choice than you. What type of loser has to drug a woman to win her?”

He stepped back, shock evident on his face. “What are you talking about? You’re such a horrible protector that you allowed the witch to be harmed. See? I am clearly the better man.”

“Not if you’re fucking dead,” I said, advancing on him.

His cocky look faded, and the color drained from his face. But I noticed his eyes weren’t focused on me.

“What the hell?” Lily yelled from behind me.

I felt it now, too: something big, something not of this world. I whipped around.

The dumpster they’d thrown the goblin into was glowing and shaking. Strong magic emanated from it. The lid suddenly blew off entirely, and a ground-shaking roar came from within. A giant hand with fingers the size of large sausages gripped the edge as a troll hauled itself up and over the side. The goblin clung to its fur, shaking like a leaf.

Even hunched over, the troll towered over the rest of us. He was obscenely muscular with brown fur mottled with green moss. The fur covered much of his body, forming a mantle over his shoulders and covering his crotch. Sharp teeth protruded from his mouth. He cast his beady eyes around, looking for something. Then, his eyes landed on Penny.

“Mine. Mate.”

I knew to pick my battles, and in my current condition, temporarily stripped of my demonic powers, I was definitely unable to take on a beast like that. The wizard must have realized the same because he turned and fled, taking his friend with him. The second goblin, still hanging on to the troll’s fur, dropped to the ground and skedaddled as well.

“Eyes sharp!” Lily called. “Our ride’s here.”

Sure enough, an SUV pulled up, and the window rolled down. The demon driver grinned, showing a mouth full of sharp teeth.

“Looks like you’re in a spot of trouble, friends. Get in.”

The three females were already opening the back door and starting to pile in. This demon was our ride?

“You know this guy?” I asked suspiciously.

“Nope,” Griselda said. “But he’s our ride; the license plates and photos match.”

“But he’s a demon.” I turned to the driver. “I mean, no offense.”

“None taken…incubus.”

The troll was stomping his way out of the alley toward us, and I decided the demon was currently the lesser of two evils. I got into the front seat, and soon, we were speeding away from the bellowing monster.

“Our friend here is newly freed, sorry,” Griselda explained from the back seat.

“Ah, that explains it.” The driver rummaged in the side console and handed me a card that read Speed Demon Cabs—We’re Infernally on Time.

“Give us a call if you need a job. We’re always hiring.”


Chapter 15
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I woke up with my head hurting so badly I wondered if someone had used it as a punching bag. I wasn’t in my own bed at my new, temporary home. Judging from the rich fabric and vibrant colors everywhere and the hand-woven tapestry of a frog on a toadstool on the wall right next to the bookshelf full of spell books, I was in Griselda’s guest-room-slash-library.

I didn’t remember getting here.

In fact, I didn’t remember much of anything after we’d gone back down to the dance floor, except for dancing with Prax. Except I swear I saw some dudes shrink into goblins, and there was this huge guy with a ton of hair. But everything was fuzzy, and I couldn’t recall many details, and those I did remember felt like I’d dreamed them.

I tried to sit up but quickly realized by the way the world was spinning that that might not be the best idea. Instead, I lay still, inhaling the scents of…eggs, bacon, and coffee?...and letting the magic that had seeped into Griselda’s belongings calm me.

"Good morning," said a familiar, masculine voice. "How are you feeling?"

“Prax?” His name came out of my mouth a hoarse whisper.

He held out a cup of water, and I took it gratefully, chugging a good half of it before handing it back.

“Do you remember anything?” he asked.

I shook my head and regretted it immediately. I grabbed my forehead, but the room kept spinning. I groaned.

“Is Sleeping Beauty finally up?” Lily called from outside the door.

I groaned again at the shrill sound of her voice.

“Yes. Does Zelda have anything for her headache?” Prax asked.

“It’s Gigi,” Griselda corrected, walking into the room. “I’ve got an old hangover potion from back when I didn’t know my limits, but I’m not sure it would help. I don’t think this was alcohol.” She leveled a look at me. “I think you were roofied.”

“The wizard guy?” I asked.

“That’s what we thought, too,” Prax said. “But he was just as confused at your state when he tried to take you from us at the front of the club. I don’t think it was him: he didn’t smell like the chemical. There was someone at the club who did, but I wasn’t able to pinpoint who.”

“Wait a minute,” I said, putting out my hand. “Back up a bit. What exactly happened? What is this about in front of the club? Everything is so hazy, and it feels like a dream.”

“What do you remember?” Prax asked.

“What I do remember doesn’t make any sense. There were these little goblin people and a giant ogre thing.”

“Troll, not ogre,” he said. “And a demon cab driver.”

“Speed Demon Cabs! I’ve heard of them. A Darlington special. We don’t have them in Boston.”

“They cost a little more, but they come extra fast,” Gigi said. “A good thing, too. He came just in time.”

They updated me with what had happened as we ate brunch. Prax had cooked again; enough for all my friends this time. He’d even cut up some bananas and oranges for Triscuit, which explained why the parrot was treating him like his new best friend.

“Let’s address the biggest issue here,” I said when we were done eating. “The spell. First, it picked Prax, an incubus. Then it brought me a weird, sketched-out wolf shifter. Then Grabby McGrabberson, a wizard. And now a troll? From another dimension? There’s no way that’s the perfect man for me. We need to stop this thing before it rips open time and space to send me suitors from god-knows-where.”

“I did a bit of searching on the forums when I woke up,” Lily said. “Don’t worry, I said I was asking for a friend, so everyone totally thinks I’m asking for myself. Turns out you’re not the first person who has had issues with that spell. A few months ago, there was a post from someone asking what to do. His story sounds nearly identical to yours.

“The spell sent him a mermaid that couldn’t make legs so she could go on land; he was at the beach and nearly got dragged under the waves. It also sent him a harpy, which wasn’t his style either. Everyone on the forum just brushed it off, telling him he must have messed up somewhere. He was pretty adamant that he did everything correctly, though. And he wasn’t a low-level witch wannabe either.”

“Did he ever post a follow-up?” I asked hopefully.

“No, but I DM’d him. I figure if he’s still around, he must’ve found a solution.”

Prax cleared his throat. “I’m not sure if this is helpful, but I’ve heard of witches and wizards crafting spells with high failure rates so others couldn’t profit off of them for fear things would go wrong. Could this be something like that?”

“That actually makes a lot of sense,” I said.

The muffled sound of my cell ringing came from under a cushion in the adjoining living room.

“Oops. Sorry,” Gigi said. “I forgot. I shoved your wristlet under a cushion because your phone kept ringing, and you weren’t awake yet. I didn’t think you’d want to deal with Travis or your mom first thing in the morning with a hangover.”

“Good call. Thanks.” I went over, orange juice still in hand, to fetch my clutch.

I returned to Triscuit attempting to trade a banana for the last piece of my bacon. “Hey! That’s mine! And you’re not supposed to have bacon, Triscuit.” I snatched the bacon off the plate and ate it.

“Triscuit wanna biscuit!” he screeched.

I gave him the rest of my eggs instead. “You little cannibal!” I said, even though I knew it wasn’t technically cannibalism because he wasn’t a chicken.

It wasn’t Travis or my mom. It was both. Oh, and my boss too. They’d all left messages—texts, not voicemail because I’d left my mailbox full on purpose—which was definitely for the best because I didn’t think I could be civil on the phone right now. I hoped the I-don’t-give-a-rat’s-ass attitude wouldn’t come out as venomously in writing.

I tried to go in the order of least to most stressful, starting with my boss. He’d left a message telling me they’d moved me back to Boston “as per my Dad’s request.” I fumed. It wasn’t my request. Was that even legal? It was very clear to me he’d always think of me as his friend’s kid. There was no future as my own person in that company. I was done.

I wrote a firmly worded message back, telling him that I was staying in Darlington and that since he had decided to transfer me without consulting me first, this was my two weeks’ notice, and oh, I was taking my two weeks’ vacation I didn’t use this year starting today. Then I screenshotted our conversation and sent it to HR to let them know not to expect me back. Ever.

“There. Done. I officially just quit the craptastic job.”

“Good for you. It’s about time,” Lily said.

Next on the list was Travis. I already knew exactly what I wanted to say to him, and no matter what he said to me, my answer would be the same: take a hike. But Travis didn’t want to talk about our relationship. Instead, he was pissed off I was “emasculating” him by finding someone when we hadn’t even officially broken up. Then, because I didn’t reply right away, his second message accused me of cheating on him all along.

What the hell?

He left a bunch more messages, and I kept scrolling until I saw a link to a gossip site and clicked on it. The headline read, Senator Daughter Jilted at the Altar Already with New Lover. I scrolled down, and the image shocked me.

“Oh, man…” I put my phone down on the table for everyone to see.

On the screen was a picture of me at the club. I was hanging off Prax, but the flash was so strong that it blurred out much of his clothing, only showing his face. He looked angry as if trying to protect me from the camera. The only saving grace was that I looked amazing in the photo: rosy-cheeked, bright-eyed, and relaxed. Okay, maybe too relaxed.

“I don’t remember this at all.”

“The flash!” Prax exclaimed. “Someone pushed me hard on the way out of the club, and there was a bright flash. That was when I noticed the chemical smell. I bet whoever did this was also the one who spiked your drink.”

“Did anyone else know where you were?” Lily asked.

“Nope. Just you guys.”

Mystery still unsolved, I wrote a quick message back to Travis, telling him that we were officially broken up the moment he no-showed to our wedding and that I’d been single since Thursday evening. Then, I sent him a link to a different article on the very same site, with a photograph of him in Vegas with his arms around not one but two women that he most likely paid for, taken the day after our non-wedding.

Then, to make sure he got the message loud and clear, I told him I’d already mailed his ring back and never to contact me again.

There wasn’t anything else I could do about the photo now, so I moved to the last and most stressful messages: namely, the ones where my mom reiterated what an embarrassment I was to the family and asked how I could throw away something with Travis for some good-for-nothing playboy I found at a club?

Prax was particularly offended at being referred to as “probably a useless pauper who’s only interested in you for money.”

The last message said that I was “grounded” (gimme a break) and included a link to a plane ticket to Boston, together with a very firm, “You’d better be on that flight or else.” Then they said that a real estate agent was heading over with potential tenants to see about renting out the house.

“Holy shit, they move fast,” Lily said. “I can’t believe they already have someone in there to look at the place. It’s been all of four hours since that article was posted.”

I checked the time at the corner of my screen. “Oh fuck! I gotta go. They’re going to be there in like, ten minutes. I left my clothes on the bathroom floor after my shower—underwear still inside my leggings and everything.”

A quick portal later, I was back in my living room. Shit, shit, shit! They were already outside.

“I’ll go delay them,” Prax said. He’d followed me home. “You go pick up your unmentionables and…maybe get changed.”

Right. I’d totally forgotten that I was still in my clubbing clothes.

He popped out of existence, and I ran up the stairs to make myself presentable. I quickly cleaned up and threw on my favorite shark t-shirt—the hammerhead one with the words It’s Hammer Time across the back—and jeans before peeking through the blinds.

A sweet little old lady was standing in my front yard, chatting to the real estate agent and a very normal-looking couple. It took me a moment or two to realize it was Prax in little old lady form, complete with a floral patterned babushka and a cane. Prax really did enjoy his cosplay.

The couple was hanging off of grandma-Prax’s every word, their eyes round as dinner plates, but the real estate agent looked downright annoyed. I wondered what was prompting such differing reactions.

I headed back downstairs. Since I was here anyway, I might as well start packing everything I’d taken out back into their boxes. I sure hoped I had enough time to find a place to rent before someone moved in. Knowing my parents, they’d take a slightly lower rent to get a tenant right away to force me to come home.

They’d probably already put a limit on my card, too, giving me just enough to make it to Boston.

It wouldn’t work this time, though. I was done playing their games.

The doorbell finally rang, and I went to open it, but the door opened before I got there. Dwayne, the real estate agent, must have a key. That was kind of creepy. What if I was changing?

“Oh. I didn’t know you were home. Your parents said you were heading back to Boston.”

Ugh! I was in my thirties, but everyone still treated me like I was a teenager.

I smiled politely. “My parents are mistaken.”


Chapter 16
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The real estate agent and the couple did not stay long, especially not after I pretended to be the little old lady next door who’d outlived several of the people who had resided in Penny’s home. I told them I was sure the house was haunted because anyone who stepped foot in it went slowly crazy.

The real estate agent denied it, of course, but I made up lurid stories of previous owners telling me they had heard voices and other creepy things. Then, once they were inside the house, I popped in and masqueraded as everyday objects, following them around and making strange whispers and creaking sounds everywhere they went. It was kind of fun, actually.

When they asked Penny if she’d experienced anything weird in the house, she said she was pretty sure there was an incubus watching her shower and sleep. I mean, it wasn’t a lie.

The real estate agent had glared daggers at her. I bet her parents were going to hear about that later.

After they left, I helped her pack up anything she’d already taken out of boxes. We were close to done when I got a call to help out at the museum since one of the afternoon guards had fallen ill. Darlington Museum was special in that most of the artifacts in it were actually owned by Desmon himself. They were part of his extensive hoard and were rotated out seasonally for visitor variety. The museum was always extra busy after things had been switched out because everyone wanted to see the new displays.

You’d think working as an on-call guard at the museum would be one of the more commonplace jobs I’d done for Desmon, but it wasn’t. The last time I’d taken a job at the museum, it was to help track down a missing artifact. That had ended up being a memorable adventure, complete with an evil wizard, powerful magic, centuries-old secrets, and even family betrayal.

“Go,” Penny said. “I’ll be fine on my own. The house is warded, and I won’t open the door for anyone, I promise. You can’t watch me twenty-four-seven.”

I didn’t want to leave, but she was right. I left her my cell number so she could contact me if necessary.

Darlington Museum was filled with both magical artifacts and non-magical but historically significant ones. Instead of usual museum thieves looking to steal goodies to sell to unscrupulous collectors with private collections, we had to worry about other dragons or powerful wizards coveting the dragon’s treasures. Those were the ultimate private collectors.

Desmon could have avoided all this by hiding all of his treasures away instead of letting the public see them, of course, but he thought that sharing them with the world was important because if the world knew they existed, they could have a price put on them. Sure enough, since the fall of The Wall, historians and other collectors had been coming to see his treasures, giving something that once only sat there, unseen by human eyes, a monetary value. As a result, Desmon’s net worth grew as the items gained value.

Since the fall of The Wall, Desmon had requested that his guards work in their natural forms. Not only were thieves less likely to steal if the guard next to their target was a dangerous monster with sharp teeth and claws, it also added to the otherworldly appeal of the museum. Even those not interested in historical artifacts came to ogle the menagerie of fantastic beasts and monsters standing guard.

Currently, I was in manticore form: the body of a lion, the tail of a scorpion, the face of a man, and the wings of a wyvern. I crafted my appearance to look identical to Mateo, the real manticore on the other side of the display. He was head of security here and liked to be on site for new displays.

To my surprise, the “new display” this time was one made up of the very weapons Desmon had just purchased from me. He’d even had the stories I’d told him about the weapons written out on little plaques in front of them.

I had no idea people would pay to see the things I’d collected. It reminded me that I still had to choose which pieces in my collection I wished to auction off and which I wanted to keep.

“I heard all this used to belong to you,” Mateo said when we had a lull in the stuffy scholarly types visiting today.

“It did.”

“Never took you for the collector type.”

I shrugged. “I’m not. It just kind of happened over the centuries.”

“I guess that means you’re set when your contract with Desmon ends.”

“Yeah, but I still asked Seth to put in a word for me at the EA.”

I didn’t miss Mateo’s grimace.

“What?” I asked.

“I worked for the EA briefly. I’m not sure you’d like it. I sure didn’t. But that could just be me.”

“Why did you leave?”

“There were way too many rules, and reports to fill out, especially after The Wall fell and they started working with the human police. Working for Desmon is better for someone like me. As long as his artifacts are safe, he doesn’t quite care how I do it, you know? Like, you remember our little misadventure with the locket?”

I did. Mateo had originally been the one tasked to find the missing locket. The mission had resulted in him finding not just the locket but also his mate, Eva. She had owned the second half of the locket, the half that matched up perfectly with the one that was missing.

“Yeah.”

“So, you know how we let the two ifrits do their thing to get rid of all the evidence? That would never fly with the EA. Well, it would if they deemed it necessary, but we’d be doing paperwork from now until forever.”

I guess something still hadn’t changed from the olden times. Dragons were still above the law. Mountains of gold and other riches usually bought immunity for most things.

But not always. Most dragon hunts started similarly with the dragons overstepping, taking too much from the people around them in either riches or lives, and those living on their land rebelled when they found out their nature.

Even with The Wall, it was hard to explain away a giant dragon raining fire on your village because the villagers didn’t have enough to pay their taxes. Dragons might live a long time but they were still mortal and could be killed.

The Wall was an insidious spell, however, and dragon scales, claws and even skulls slowly morphed over the centuries to resemble those belonging to other creatures. By the age of enlightenment, the old trophies could be explained away easily.

Dragon claw? Nope. Giant Eagle.

Dragon Skull? Nope. Dinosaurs.

Dragon scale? Nope. Anaconda.

And in my case…Incubus? Nope. Sleep paralysis demon.

Sure, sleep paralysis existed, but so did I. But apparently, having sex with sleeping women was a big no-no now, no matter how much their dream selves begged for it. The last time I told someone I couldn’t fuck her because she was technically asleep and couldn’t consent, she turned into a crocodile and tried to eat me. It was only in her dream, of course.

“Anyway, I could use some occasional help here at the museum, so if the EA thing falls through, come see me. It’s perfect if you only want something part-time so you can spend the rest of your time exploring the world these days. Technically, you’ll still be under Desmon’s payroll, just less directly.”

“Thanks.”

That had me thinking of Penny again. She was in the middle of a career change, just like me. Hell, she’d just taken the first step to overhaul her entire life! That was not an easy thing to do. I respected her for that.

Would it really be so bad to claim her as mine like the spell wanted and stay with her? I mean, yes, I was new to the century and wanted to do all kinds of exploring. But couldn’t we do that together? Women and sex, especially the casual kind, stay the same year after year, and after a while, every woman looked and felt the same. Hell, even the men started to blur together after I got bored and decided to see how the other side lived.

I shook my head, surprised at where my thoughts were going. I wasn’t actually thinking about settling down, was I? That was too much. Sure, I didn’t want any of the other males the spell chose for Penny to have her, but was I really willing to give up my eternal bachelorhood for her?

I was an incubus. That wasn’t something we did.

But maybe I could stick around for a little while longer. I wasn’t bored yet, not by a long shot.

“Say, do you know anyone renting out a decent apartment in a good neighborhood?” I was sure Griselda would let her stay there a while, but she’d want a place of her own soon.

“Desmon kicking you out that quickly? I thought he’d let you stay a while even if you weren’t working for him.”

“Not for me. This is for a witch.”

“A special witch?” He raised his eyebrows significantly.

“Kind of.” A witch I’m spelled to. But I couldn’t tell him that.

“I see. You’re trying to get into her pants.”

“I was already in there,” I clarified without saying anything more.

“And you’re sticking around?”

I shrugged, which felt strange in a lion’s body. “I like her. Her parents are trying to rent out her place from under her to force her to move home, and she’s having none of it.”

Mateo narrowed his eyes at me. “Her parents? How old is this witch, anyway?”

I threw a paw up into the air defensively. “It’s not like that. She’s old enough. Her parents are just overbearing jerks. She comes from money, and they hold that money over her.”

“Just checking.”

“I’m an incubus, Mateo, not a creep. Besides, sexual energy is like a fine wine: it takes time to mature. Virgins are no fun. Men who seek them out must be really unsure about their performance. I’m not afraid of comparison.”

Mateo chuckled. “Maybe if you like her enough, you two can move in together. You should have enough to afford a nice place after parting with all this. Seriously, I’m surprised you still took this job now that you’re set.”

I shrugged again. “I said I’d help out. I’m a demon of my word.”

Move in with Penny? Permanently? Hell, yes! That must be the spell controlling my brain. I was an incubus. I didn’t cohabitate unless it was with a coven of witches. So why did the idea titillate me?

Mateo laughed again. “You should see the look on your face right now. Not ready to be tied down, huh?”

“I don’t know. It’s not in my nature. What about you? How is it living with Eva?”

“Amazing. It’s the best thing that has ever happened to me. But then again, I’m not an incubus. My kind settles down. She’s my mate.”

“Demons can have mates, too.”

“Good point. Liam is happy with Seth, and Eamon is happy with Tansy. You’ve met her, right? Seth’s little sister?”

“Only briefly.” She was a strong witch. Much stronger than Penny.

“How urgently do you need to find her a place?”

I shrugged. “I scared away a couple looking to rent where she is now by pretending to be an elderly next-door neighbor. I told them the place was haunted, and everyone who lived in it slowly went insane. Apparently, Penny’s parents listed it at a ridiculously cheap price to try to rent it out quickly and force her to go home, and I told them that was why the price was so low. They left rather quickly. I’m hoping I bought her some time.”

Mateo cackled. “That would do it. Well, I’ll ask around and see what’s out there.”

“Thanks, man.”

Moving in with Penny…

I mean, why not? She needed a place, and so did I. Plus, I’d get to wake up with her in my arms every morning. I pictured her moving in with that haughty wizard from the club, and the thought had steam coming out of my ears.

Nope! Not happening. I was going to throw his claim that Penny would never want me for anything more than some fun back in his face. Penny would move in with me, or no one at all.

I thought of all the cool things I wanted to experience. Technically, I could do all of that with Penny at my side. Actually, that sounded like a whole lot of fun.

Maybe that spell really was onto something.


Chapter 17
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I collapsed onto Griselda’s couch next to Lily. We’d just moved what we could from my place to hers through a three-witch portal, and we were all exhausted.

I’d felt safe at the house as long as Prax had been there, but the second he’d left, an unsettling, sinking feeling set in. Also, the idea that Dwayne had a set of keys didn’t sit well with me. I’d always gotten a sleazy, used car salesman vibe from him. So, I called Gigi and asked if I could stay at her place for a few days.

Even with all the boxes and suitcases lined up by the portal opening, ready to go, and the three of us holding it open, we’d only managed two trips through and back before we had to call it quits. Normally, we only had to keep the portal open just long enough for one or two people to step through.

It was fine. I only needed to bring my most important things, like all my magic-related paraphernalia, my filming equipment for making tutorials, my laptop and tablet, a few changes of clothes, and my enchanted side table. I didn’t want to have to connect another one to my purse.

“This would’ve been easier if your incubus friend had stuck around,” Lily grumbled. “He could have made a bunch of arms and used his superhuman strength to carry everything over in one go.”

The mention of his ability to shape-shift into anything he wanted and grow extra appendages had me thinking of his unique form of interrogation and how he’d made good on his promise to fuck me good if I told him what he wanted to know. But of course, he did. He was an incubus.

My dirty thoughts didn’t go unnoticed.

“Your face is red, Penny,” Griselda said.

“She must be thinking about Prax’s many arms…or maybe his superhuman strength. Or is it both?”

“A little of both, yeah,” I said cryptically.

“You know, of all the weirdos this spell has sent you, Prax is the best option by far,” Griselda said.

“Gigi, the spell sent me a deranged shifter, a wizard with gross goblin friends, and a troll. It’s not hard to be the best option compared to those. Besides, Prax is an incubus. It’s in his nature to roam and be free to sample every flavor of sexual energy out there. And he just got his freedom. It isn’t fair to either of us. I need someone who’ll be happy to stick around and never stray. And he needs to be himself.”

How could I explain to her that I’d seen firsthand what infidelity and betrayal did to a family? I didn’t want to become my mother. Not that I needed to worry about that; I’d never become her because if anyone cheated on me, I’d leave. There were no second chances there with me.

Instead of going down that dark alley, I focused on my own dilemma. “Prax didn’t answer the call to be my perfect man. He didn’t read the spell’s fine print and got stuck. He doesn’t really want to be here.”

“I don’t know… If he wanted to be done with the spell, he could have just tossed you at the wizard or the troll last night and let them claim you. Instead, he fought tooth and nail for you. His actions really aren’t those of someone who doesn’t want to be here.”

“Yeah. It was all sorts of heroic.” Lily looked ready to swoon. “Maybe I should try this spell out, and it’ll send me an incubus of my own.”

“Yeah, or a troll!” I reminded her.

She pouted. “Party pooper.”

My phone notified me of an email from the bank.

“Thank you for reporting your card lost or stolen,” I read out loud. “Your card has now been deactivated. A new card will be mailed to the address listed on your account.”

“I bet they froze the account too,” Lily said. “Like last time.”

“Yeah, well, joke’s on them. I already removed my name from the account.” I’d done it right after depositing the bank draft into my new account.

That had been a suggestion made by the lady at the bank. Just because I couldn’t remove them from the account, it didn’t mean I couldn’t remove myself. I’d just forgotten to change the email address attached to it.

“Eee! They must be fuming!” Lily looked positively giddy. “But I need to get going. I haven’t done groceries, and there’s nothing but sad, forgotten vegetables in my fridge.”

I promised to keep her updated on the situation, and she left. Gigi went downstairs to help her Sunday staff, and I sat down with Triscuit and my laptop to start my search for a new apartment.

I had simple criteria: decent neighborhood, affordable, and available right now. I didn’t plan to stay there long, just until I figured my life out. I found several possibilities and called them to arrange viewings. My first one was for tomorrow morning.

With that out of the way, I went onto my website to check for any new orders. A few had come in, but definitely not enough income to live on. I’d need to film and put out more tutorials soon.

I knew that, realistically, my side gig wouldn’t be enough to keep me going indefinitely, and I needed to find a new full-time job, with or without a reference from my old company. But that would have to wait until after I figured out the spell thing and my housing situation.

Gigi’s apartment door opened, and she poked her head in, her eyes wide, and she looked frazzled. Panicked was a look I rarely saw from her. She was usually the calm and collected one. Panicking was me and Lily’s job.

Sensing her distress, Triscuit, who had stayed out to keep me company today, flew over to her.

“What happened?”

“We need to go. Now. I don’t think I can hold them off for much longer.” She went to the windows and peeked out.

I followed her and did the same.

Shit.

There, outside her coffee shop, was a giant, humanoid…something. His bulging muscles rippled under brownish-green skin. Long, tangled hair hung down untidily from his head. His thick fingers ended in sharp, claw-like, dirt-caked nails. His yellow eyes gleamed with malice, and he held an axe in his hands, the handle wrapped in brown leather. He stomped his enormous feet hard, and the very concrete of the parking lot cracked under his weight.

“Is that the troll from the dumpster behind the club?” I whispered.

“Yup, that’s him.”

The troll hadn’t come alone. Behind him was the shifter from the other day, who had brought a few of his wolf buddies with him. Grabby McGrabberson the Wizard was there, too, with a bunch of goblin friends. There were about a half dozen more groups besides, each one clearly led by some male I didn’t recognize.

“Fuck! I guess Prax claiming me didn’t work.”

“Unless he’s doing it wrong.”

“Oh, trust me, he does it right.”

Gigi rolled her eyes. “No. I mean, he claimed you verbally, and you guys did the deed, but what if the spell wants more?”

“Like what? Getting married?” I balked when I realized that might just be it. “No way. I’m not going to marry an incubus I just met.”

“Maybe you have to claim him?”

“But what if that doesn’t work either? I really need to figure this shit out. I’m in way over my head.” I looked out the window again nervously. “Where are your employees?” I would never forgive myself if they got hurt because of me.

“Nick and Tiff just went home, so they’re safe. And I managed to close up the shop and pull down the shutters. My wards are up, but I’m tired from earlier, and that wizard is working on knocking them down.”

“I can try to help, but I’m low on firepower too.”

“No, save your energy. You might need it if shit hits the fan.”

“You don’t consider this to beshit hitting the fan?” I asked a little more shrilly than I wanted.

I peeked out the curtain again. “I don’t think the rest of them are trying to break into the building. It looks more like they’re about to face off against each other.”

“Ya. They look like they’re about to fight. Maybe it’s some weird ritual where they think they must fight for your attention?”

“That’s so fucked up.”

“You’re going to go down in history as the witch who inspired an interdimensional war, and the battle is going to happen in my parking lot! Maybe some bard will write a saga about you.”

“They’d better not. And I’ll pay for any damages. If I don’t get carried away by that troll at the end of all this.”

“If we could get enough energy together, we could form a portal and get out of here. But I’m too exhausted.”

So was I. Portals were notoriously energy-intensive. They were one of the hardest spells I knew, and I’d exhausted myself earlier today using one to move my stuff.

My phone rang from on top of my suitcase, and I went to pick it up.

“Prax!”

Relief flooded me. He could help! At this point, I was willing to accept him as #theperfectman if it meant everyone else in the parking lot just went away for good, especially the troll. I didn’t mean to be species-ist, but I could swear I could smell him from here.

I explained to Prax what was happening just as the first punch was thrown outside the window: the fight was on.

“Griselda,” Prax said, “do you think you can relax your wards for a moment to let me in?”

“Maybe. Give me a second.”

She went to the couch, grabbed a hand-crocheted afghan that had been tossed over the back, and wrapped it around her body. Then she disappeared into her bedroom and came back with not one but an armful of stuffed animals as well as Triscuit, her parrot, who now sat perched on her head. Finally, she collected a stack of books and crystals and other things scattered around her home, sat in the middle of her couch, and piled everything on top of herself.

This might have looked weird to the average person, but I knew what she was doing. Griselda recharged with magical things and artifacts. These things didn’t look special, but they were brimming with magic, some because she loved them so much that they had been infused with her own magic over the years, and others because they were inherently charged. And Triscuit, of course, was her familiar and helped her channel her energy when needed.

She gave me the thumbs up.

“Okay. Ready, Prax?” I asked.

“Ready.”

I did a countdown to minimize the time her wards would be weak. “Three. Two. One.”

At first, nothing happened. Then, a long second later, Prax popped into the room.

“You’re here!” I squealed. I leaped at him and threw my arms around his neck.


Chapter 18
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Whatever panic I had been feeling just seconds ago disappeared the moment I was in Prax’s arms. As cliché as it sounded, I knew everything would be all right now. I wasn’t sure if it was the love-finder spell’s doing or because I knew he’d do all he could to help me, but I didn’t care right now.

He seemed just as happy to see me, enveloping me in his arms. But when I stepped away and he got a good look at my face, his smile turned to a frown.

“You’ve overexerted yourself,” he growled sharply. “I’ve seen witches do this before. It’s dangerous. Never do it again.”

For a second, I felt a flash of anger that he was telling me what to do, but then I realized his words stemmed from worry and not the desire to control me. Gigi and Lily were right: Prax did care about me.

“I feel fine.” I gave his hand a small squeeze. “Tired, but fine. Gigi’s the one who’s over-extended.” I looked at my friend, who was on the couch surrounded by her possessions and with a bird on her head.

Prax looked over at my friend. “Hey, Triscuit!”

Triscuit bobbed up and down and replied, “Triscuit wanna biscuit!”

That had Prax grinning. He turned to my friend. “You look exhausted too.”

“I’ll be fine,” Gigi insisted. “I just need a shit ton of food, some time with all my things, and quality sleep.”

“But you’re still maintaining the wards,” I said.

“Yes, but the wizard isn’t trying to get in anymore.”

I went to the window, still holding Prax’s hand.

“Ohh. That’s cuz he’s focusing all his energy on not being axed to death.”

Prax peered through the curtains. “It really is pandemonium outside. I thought maybe you were exaggerating.”

“They won’t be fighting forever,” I said. “Eventually, someone’s going to win. And I’m sure the neighbors or a passerby have called the police already. They or the EA are going to show up at some point, and I don’t want to be here when that happens.”

I was dealing with enough shit already. I didn’t need the EA investigating and linking me to the chaos outside.

“It’s going to be all over the news,” Gigi said. “But hey, any publicity is good publicity, right? Maybe more people will come and visit The Witch’s Brew!”

How could she be so positive at a time like this?

“Okay, here’s the plan,” I said. “Prax is going to help me open a portal so I can get out of here. Then we’re going to find a spell that will hide my presence while we figure out how to end this madness.”

Griselda frowned. “How’s he going to help open a portal?”

Prax had caught onto my plan already. “I’m going to help her recharge.”

“Oh. Ohh!” Gigi said, understanding dawning. “Okie dokie. You two have fun. I’ll be here recharging myself.” She giggle-yawned. “But not like that. Oh, before you go, can you grab me the frozen sheet cake from the freezer?”

“Sure thing.”

I handed her the entire foil tray and a spoon.

“Aren’t you going cut it into pieces?” Prax asked.

“Nope,” Griselda said.

She made a hole right in the middle of the cake and dug in.

Prax stared in horror. “She’s… She’s eating it from the middle.”

I laughed. “It’s her cake. She can eat it any way she wants. Come on.” I led him to the spare room.

Unfortunately, with everything going on outside, I was on edge and definitely not in the mood. Prax noticed, and his arms went around me, pulling me to his body. His touch wasn’t filled with his usual high voltage lust and sexual energy, but something calming.

“Relax, little witch. You are safe for now. I won’t let you be harmed.”

He sat on the bed and pulled me into his lap before taking my chin in his hand and tilting my face up to look at his. His eyes glowed with supernatural fire. That would have scared me before, but now it just warmed my soul. I had my own monster to protect me.

His wonderful scent surrounded me, and I closed my eyes, letting the feel of him and his presence block out everything else. He started at the shell of my ear with tiny kisses and nibbles.

The last time he’d touched me, he’d been demanding and full of need. But this time, it was different, like he was savoring and worshiping every part of my body. Slowly, I relaxed, letting his lips and fingers nip and massage me onto a cloud of bliss.

Gentle magic lapped at the edge of my consciousness, slowly growing stronger. It wasn’t powerful and explosive like before when we’d fucked. This was a slow, steady trickle. I didn’t need actual sex to recharge. Just touch, the right type, was enough. And Prax had known.

“My good little witch,” he murmured against my ear. “You are mine to care for. Let me do all the work.”

I nodded as one hand slipped under my top and the other sneaked down and into my waistband.


Chapter 19
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We decided to conserve energy and open a portal back to her home, since several portals had been opened between the two spaces recently. It was like the fabric of space had the right folds in it already, and it gave way more easily, remembering how it was last time.

Portals were energy intensive. It wasn’t just opening it but keeping it open long enough to step through. Many non-magic users often thought that magic defied physics, but that was as far from the truth as it could be. Magic still followed all the rules science did, it was just applied differently.

For example, it took just as much energy to raise the temperature of something one degree with fire as it did with magic. Moving something from point A to point B physically took the same amount of energy as moving it with telekinesis.

Penny only needed enough energy to get herself through.

Just in time, too, because both the police and the EA were arriving, and arrests were already being made outside.

“Take this with you,” Griselda said, shoving a tiny spell book into Penny’s hands. “If you need anything else, message me, and I’ll put it in the drawer of your side table. Do you have your purse?”

“Got it.” Penny held up her carry-on luggage. “It’s in the front zip pocket. Thanks again, Gigi. I owe you.”

“That’s what friends are for. Remember? You, Lily, and me, our coven of three.” Her cell phone played a little chime. “That’s probably the police at the door. You two get out of here. I’ll handle this. Your suitors are going to be very disappointed when I walk out of here and not you.”

And with that, I went through the portal with her.

We were back in her living room, except this time, all the boxes were carefully stacked in one big pile, and all the furniture had been pushed against the wall. The magical wards that had protected this home before were gone, too.

She got straight to work, flipping open the spell book to the page Griselda had dog-eared for her. She looked a little anxious.

“I’ve never cast a spell like this before, Prax. I mean, I’ve cast a very basic version, one that hides my magic. But never one that hides my entire being from magical detection.”

“I believe in you, my little witch.”

“I guess now is not the best time to tell you that I’m a special ed witch?”

“What’s that?” I had never heard the term before.

“I’m not very good at learning spells from books. That’s why I sell tutorials in video format on my website, to help other witches like me who need a little extra hand-holding.”

I took her hand. “There,” I said, deliberately misunderstanding her. “Try anyway. If it fails, we will evade them the old-fashioned way. I will protect you.”

“Thanks, Prax. You’re my hero. I really mean it. I was so out of it that I don’t remember you fighting off Grabby McGrabberson and the troll, but I know you did. And again now: you don’t have to help me, but you are. I really appreciate that.” For the second time today, she threw herself at me. But this time, she peppered my face with wonderful little kisses.

Unbridled joy, unlike anything I’d ever felt, filled my chest to bursting. I enveloped her in my arms, enjoying the way she fit there perfectly, no matter what size or shape I decided to be that day. Her berry and vanilla scent filled my lungs.

I’d never been anyone’s hero before. Always the rake. Being the hero felt good.

But she might have gotten her facts a bit skewed.

“I, ahh, didn’t actually fight the troll,” I admitted. “But I would have if I hadn’t been hit with a spell that fucked with my demon abilities.”

“Hey, you got me to safety. Close enough.”

She sat down on the couch and focused her attention back on the spell book. I wanted to pop off to the museum parking lot where I’d left my vehicle with my wallet and phone, but I didn’t want to leave her alone. Not with everything that had happened.

Penny got up and went to a box labeled Kitchen Crap and dug around until she found a plastic Zip-loc bag of bay leaves and a tin of some other herb I didn’t recognize.

She tucked pieces of the bay leaves into her pockets, then arranged the other herbs in a circle around herself.

“Here!” She tossed the Zip-loc to me. “Put that in my luggage; we might need more later.” She blew out a big breath. “All right, here goes nothing.”


Chapter 20
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Nothing and no one had come after us yet. I could only hope that that meant the spell had worked.

Prax and I made the trip over to the museum on foot, stopping briefly to pick up sandwiches to eat while we walked. I was famished despite having my very own incubus to replenish my magical energy. If this became the norm, I’d need to start keeping cakes in my freezer like Gigi.

I knew some witches preferred using energy bars or meal replacement drinks, or a combination of both, but cake sounded a whole lot tastier to me.

It took the better part of an hour to make it to the museum, with us walking through some pretty busy parts of the city. It was late Sunday afternoon, so the streets weren’t filled with people, but no one bothered us. In fact, the cashier had almost overlooked me when I was trying to pay for the sandwiches.

That must be the spell, right?

The sun was already starting to set when we reached the museum, which closed early on Sundays. Prax loaded my carry-on bag into the back seat of his vehicle, and I got in the passenger side.

“When this is over, I’m going to have to figure out a way to keep my phone and wallet on me,” Prax said, reaching over to the glove box for his things.

“I’ll look into it for you.”

The drive to the inn at the edge of town wasn’t very eventful. It wasn’t the type of place I was used to staying at, but I didn’t want to find out that my first try at a concealment spell had failed while at the Hilton. Also, I wanted to stay under my family’s radar. They’d never think to look for me here.

We checked in, and I opened my laptop to continue searching for possible apartments just in case the ones I planned to look at tomorrow all sucked. Prax made a sound of disapproval at the places I was looking at.

“What?”

“This”—he gestured to the screen—“is not good enough for you.”

I laughed. “Where exactly do you think I should live? I’m on kind of a tight budget here, at least until I can find a new day job.”

“You can live with me.”

I blinked. Was I hearing this right? “Is that really what you want, or is it the spell talking? You just met me, and we haven’t even been on a real date yet.”

He shrugged. “I’m living on Desmon’s estate until my contract ends in two weeks. He said I could stick around longer, but I don’t see why I should. We could pool our resources and move in together.”

“You just met me, and we haven’t even been on a real date yet.” I changed the subject. “I guess that means we’re both going to be between jobs for a while. Unless you have another job lined up.”

But it turned out that Prax was good for money for a while since he’d collected quite a few artifacts over the years. After getting some of them appraised recently, he’d sold a collection of historical weapons, most of which he’d obtained when they’d been used unsuccessfully against him.

“Should I be worried that you had a whole collection of weapons once used for your attempted murder?” I asked. “Do I even want to know what happens to any wielders of these weapons now?”

He shot me an innocent look, a false halo temporarily appearing above his head. “I have no idea why anyone would want to harm me.” He smiled. “Anyway, the Curio Collectors’ Dinner & Auction is next weekend, and I’m auctioning off a few more pieces. They’re not doing me any good sitting in a cave.”

“You hid your collection in a cave?”

“Two caves, actually.”

“How original.”

“Hey, it worked. No one ever found my things. Anyway, I’ve got a plus one for the dinner invite. Come with me?”

“Are you asking me out on a date?”

“Sure am.”

“Is this the spell, or you?”

“Definitely all me.”

My heart did that flip-floppy thing again. “Then yes. I’ll go with you.”

“Great. We’re going on a date. Now, how about getting that apartment together?”

I laughed. Boy, he was persistent. But was it such a bad idea to move in together for now? Until we nullified the spell, he was bound to me anyway.

“Okay, fine, you win. We’ll move in together. Temporarily. And if you change your mind after we get rid of the spell, I won’t force you to stay. You’ll be free to go.”

That might not be very long since the goal was to get this spell gone ASAP, but I would enjoy having my very own incubus for as long as it lasted.

“It’s a deal, little witch!”
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“Get up,” Prax whispered. “There’s someone at the door.”

It was the middle of the night, and I blinked several times before I remembered where I was. Then I heard the rattling at the door.

I was suddenly completely awake and alert. Someone was picking the lock to our room! Without turning on the lights, I fumbled around for my clothes. I’d fallen asleep in Prax’s arms after the galaxy’s best orgasm and was still completely naked.

“Stay here and get dressed. I’ll go investigate.” Prax kissed my forehead, then disappeared.

I quickly threw on my clothes, grabbed my clutch, and tossed my phone and wallet into it.

“Excuse me, sir. Can I help you?” Prax’s voice came from just outside the door. He sounded firm and official.

“Umm, ah, I locked my keycard inside,” said a voice that sounded vaguely familiar.

“You need to report that to the front desk, sir. They’ll issue you another card. I’ll escort you there, if you like.”

“No, that’s quite all right. I can find it myself.”

A few seconds later, Prax was back. He was in a full security guard getup. It was very convincing. And hot. “It’s that real estate agent from before.”

“Dwayne. Damn, I knew he was no good. On the plus side, not the spell, then. Unless it got to him too?”

“I don’t think so.”

“He must be snooping for my family. It wouldn’t be the first time they paid someone to spy on me. But how the hell did he know I was here?”

“The same way whoever took the photo of you at the club knew—” Prax froze, listening.

“Is he back?” I whispered.

He nodded. “Do you know a glamour spell you can use?”

I pressed my lips in a thin line, thinking. “Nope, not off the top of my head.”

“Hmm, let me see.”

I felt something touch my face.

“There. I’ll have to stay close to you to maintain this, but it should work. It’s time we got some answers.”

Next to me, Prax appeared as a woman. A very big, muscled woman in a negligee. I glanced in the mirror and blinked. I was a man. A very short, tiny man. My long hair now appeared short on my head, and the bulk of it was now on my face, like a massive beard that hid my features. He’d done the absolute minimum to hide who I was, but it worked. I looked ludicrous, laughable, and definitely not recognizable.

“We make a cute couple,” Prax whispered, catching my eye in the mirror.

I had to hold back a chuckle. This was ridiculous, and I couldn’t believe it was actually happening, but somehow, Prax had turned this scary moment—a man breaking into my room—into a funny one.

He fiddled with his phone and then handed it to me. “It’s recording straight to the cloud. Stand behind me and film.”

I held my breath and aimed the camera at the door.

The soft rattling at the door stopped, and the handle turned slowly like whoever was turning it was trying to be extra sneaky.

The light was still off, and I was impressed by the detail Prax’s phone was able to capture in the dark. Dwayne tiptoed into the room. He realized too late that we were expecting him. Prax blocked my body with his.

“Get out, you pervert!” Prax said in a sweet feminine voice that most definitely did not match the body. Then he switched on the lights.

Dwayne blinked as his eyes slowly got accustomed to the change in light. He visibly blanched, seeing before him the giant Amazonian ogress of a woman who looked like she could eat him for breakfast. And boy, was she pissed.

Prax stomped toward him, and Dwayne turned tail and fled.

“Lock the door and stay inside.” Prax went off after him.

I did just that and ended the recording. I looked in the mirror. Now that he had left the room, I was myself again.

Outside in the hallway, things grew awfully quiet.
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The cowardly real-estate-agent-turned-spy cowered against the lamp post as if the construction of steel and concrete could save him. “I said I was sorry,” he wailed. “What more do you want from me?”

“Why did you choose this inn? And why my room?” I hadn’t returned to my regular form, and he still believed he’d broken into the wrong room and walked in on the wrong couple.

“It was a mistake, I swear. I was looking for someone else.”

“You were breaking into someone else’s room?”

“Yes. I mean, no! I thought it was my room.”

I growled and advanced on him, and he scrambled away. “Which one is it? Were you picking the lock to your own room? Or were you looking for someone else?”

He looked around frantically for a way out, but we were on a bridge, and the only escape was to go forward or back. There was nowhere to hide.

“I said I was sorry,” he repeated.

That did it. I was tired of wasting my time. I’d rather be with Penny than deal with this idiot. I picked him up by the throat and dangled him in the air. “Answer my questions. Why this inn? Why my room?”

His eyes went wide, and he started to flail wildly.

“Keep doing that, and I’ll drop you off the bridge,” I warned. Then, I walked with him toward the railing of the bridge, his legs still kicking in the air. “You have ten seconds to tell me everything I want to know, or I’m tossing you over the edge.”

“Oh god, oh god, oh god.”

I shook him hard. “You want to tell god why you were here?”

“Co…co…coordinates.”

Finally! Something useful!

“What coordinates? Where did you get them?”

“Th-th-they sent them to me.”

I didn’t need to ask who they were. Instead, I asked, “And where did they get my location?”

“I wasn’t looking for you. I s-s-swear. It was a mistake.” The stench of urine suddenly filled the air, and a wet patch appeared on the seat of his pants, illuminated by the street light.

“Where did they get the coordinates?”

“I don’t know. I swear to god. I really don’t know.”

“Why my room?”

“I bribed the guy at the front desk. He let me see the guest register. I…I was looking for a Penelope. I must’ve read the room number wrong.”

This inn had one of those old-fashioned books where you had to sign in. Penny had done it since she’d insisted on using her card.

I quickly scanned the area for cameras, and seeing none, decided it was time to let the coward know just what he was dealing with.

I let my face change first to that of the little old lady, then to my own. The man stared, and the acrid scent of his fear increased. He knew what I was now.

“What were you supposed to do when you found Penny?” I pulled him back over the edge and tossed him onto the sidewalk.

“Shit! Shit! Shit!” He crab-walked backward down the bridge as I slowly floated toward him.

When he didn’t answer, I stomped hard on his hand, and he howled. “I see you haven’t gone mute. Answer the question, or you’re going to find yourself missing every finger and every toe.”

“I…I was supposed to bring her back.”

“Was it you at the club?”

“What?” He shook his head, confused.

“At Delerium. Was it you who took the photo.”

“N-n-no. What photo?”

I picked him up again and held him by the throat, squeezing until his eyes looked ready to bug out of his head.

“You’d better not be lying to me.” I released him just enough for him to be able to speak.

“I’m not. I swear.” The coward was openly crying now, bawling his eyes out.

“I need you to tell whoever put you up to this that Penny is mine now, and that if they send anyone else, they are going to get a very up close and personal encounter with their worst nightmare.”

He nodded, his head moving up and down so violently that it looked ready to fly right off.

“Good. Now get out of my face, and don’t ever let me see you again.”

He scrambled back to the lot where he had parked his car. I watched until he had driven away, then returned to Penny.

I found her pacing the room.

“Prax!”

I drew her into my arms. “It’s okay. I don’t think he’s going to be back again.”

I didn’t give her the details. I didn’t think she’d appreciate me threatening her parents. But I knew how people like that worked and sometimes it was the only way to send a message.

“What did you do?”

“Don’t worry about it, sweetheart. But,” I continued, changing the subject, “I need to see all your electronics. He mentioned something about coordinates. Which means something is giving away your location.”

“Do we know what we’re looking for?”

“No,” I admitted.

“Okay, I’ll send a quick note to Griselda, then turn everything off and put my phone in my clutch. And I’ll remove the batteries from my laptop and tablet for tonight. We’ll get Lily to have a look tomorrow. She’s a lot better than I am with technology.”

That sounded like a good compromise. We managed to shove both her phone and her tablet through the opening in the zippered clutch so they were back in her nightstand drawer. The only thing we had on us now was her laptop.

“Come on, let’s try to get some more sleep. You look exhausted.”

“I am. But I’m also wired. And worried.”

“Don’t be. I will keep watch, just in case.”

“But then you won’t get any rest.”

“Technically, I don’t need any, remember?” I guided her to the bed and pushed her down onto it. “I know just the way to relax you. I’ll give you a back rub.”

I helped her out of her clothes and tossed them to the foot of the bed. Then, with her lying on her front, I straddled her and smoothed my hands over her shoulders.

She let out a low, soft moan as I worked on her muscles, kneading and rubbing the stress and tension of the day away. Her moan had effects on me that weren’t so relaxing, though.

In this position, my cock jutted out right over the crease of her ass. Unable to resist, I moved my hands down her back to grip the round globes. I slid my cock along the crease, enjoying the way my dark reddish member looked against her pale skin.

I grabbed a pillow and shoved it under her hips so that her ass was up and on full display. I grabbed her cheeks, pulling them apart so that the lips of her cunt fanned out in welcome. They glistened with a slight wetness, and I couldn’t stop myself.

I shuffled back so I could bury my face into her crotch. She inhaled sharply when I licked her everywhere, then formed a thick, slippery tongue to fuck her with.

“Oh god. Yes!” she whined into the mattress.

Soon, she was shoving back against my tongue and begging for more, and I moved to position myself at her entrance. I licked my lips as the sharp, ridged head disappeared inside her.

Fuck! That looked so good.

I decided to make my cock bigger and thicker. I added extra veins, ridges, and ribbing—all for her pleasure, of course. When it looked just this side of too big for her to handle, I made it just a bit bigger again. Only the head was in her, but she felt it.

She looked over her shoulder, biting her lower lip. “What are you—oh god.” She started to crawl forward.

I held her in place. “Be a good girl. Take all of me.”

I started to push into her. She was wet and slippery but very tight, and her body resisted me. She whimpered when I gripped her ass, holding her in place as I rocked my hips.

Little by little, my cock disappeared into her. I loved the way she stretched over every ridge and bump. By the time I was fully seated in her, she was digging her nails into the mattress, her toes were curled, and her whole body was shaking.

“That’s a good girl.”

I pulled out until only my head was in her, then in one fluid motion thrust in again until I was buried to the hilt. She screamed, a shrill sound that echoed around the room.

Yes! That sound would never get old. I wanted, no needed, to make her scream like that every night from now until forever.

I fucked her in earnest, hammering into her, relishing each and every scream as they dissolved into sobs. Her silken walls squeezed and milked me as magic swirled around us, and I drank in her sexual energy. I drank until I was full, but she still had more to give. It was raw and addictive. Forget soma: this was the nectar of the gods.

My cock jerked violently as I slammed into her one last time. I emptied into her, jets of my hot seed bathing her channel. I held myself over her, for a moment wondering what it would be like if I chose to be fertile and Penny and I created life together.

I looked heavenward, surprised at the thought. I had made the decision long ago not to leave any progeny. I’d seen what happened to a woman left to raise a half-demon child alone. I would never do that to someone, especially not Penny.

I rolled to the side and tucked her into my arms. She was soft and pliant and very sleepy. That was my goal all along.

I kissed her head as I sent out a long demon limb to turn off the lights. Then I closed my eyes, held her in my arms, and waited for tomorrow.


Chapter 22
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We sat in Griselda’s coffee shop with the blinds drawn and the door locked. The Witches Brew was closed every Monday to give Gigi a much-deserved day off.

Lily worked from home every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, and she’d brought her laptop so she could look busy while she was here. She was adamant that figuring all this out for me was more important than troubleshooting code.

We had a lot on our plate today, and the first question was to figure out how they had gotten my location.

I retrieved my phone from the spelled bedside table and turned it on. It went through its usual processes, and I entered my passcode. But layered over the expected wallpaper, I got a pop-up asking if I wanted to turn on the GPS for some map app instead. There was a choice to deny or accept, but before I could choose, the Accept button flashed, and the pop-up was gone.

“What the—”

“Gimme!” Lily held her hand out.

I handed her the phone.

She went into my apps list. “Did you catch the name of the…never mind. Found it. MapLocate. This isn’t a map app. Well, it is, but it’s not one you use to get around. It locates your device so you can find it if you lose it.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose.“I don’t remember downloading anything like that.”

“And you don’t remember making an account?”

“Definitely not.”

“Well, that’s your culprit.”

“But how did it get on my phone?”

“Gimme a sec.” She fiddled around with my phone a little more. “According to the downloads history, the app was installed around lunchtime on Thursday.”

That was the day of the Wedding That Wasn’t.

“Deanna!” Gigi and I exclaimed together.

“That little bitch!” Gigi continued. “During hair and makeup! She had your phone, didn’t she?”

“Yes indeedy. She grabbed it out of my hands while I was making a playlist, and it wasn’t locked.”

“I knew she was up to no good.”

Lily had never liked Deanna. Not since my cousin had gone on that voluntourism trip to India and had returned acting as if she’d single-handedly saved the entire country from starvation. Lily had zero patience for savior complex shit like that.

Gigi didn’t like Deanna either, but unlike Lily, she was able to keep her feelings to herself. Lily spoke her mind and rarely did things just because she should. She and Deanna had been this close to throwing hands on Thursday.

The funny thing was, Deanna pretended she was so worldly and well-traveled, and while her resume looked great, anyone with any real-life experience could tell she was talking out of her ass after only a short conversation. She was fake as fuck and only regurgitated the stuff she knew she was supposed to say.

The only people she fooled were others like her, who apparently made up much of the upper echelon of the business world.

I had never understood why she had such a hate-on for me, but she made a point at every family gathering to one-up me, even though I refused to play her game. It totally made sense for her to be behind all this.

One thing did not make sense, though. “I had my phone with me yesterday. I didn’t physically bring my phone with me to Delerium. I used my magic purse—” Even as I said it, I knew when it had happened. “Shit! I took the phone out to use its camera as a mirror to check my lipstick when we were in line at the entrance! That must have been long enough to ping the location.” I sighed. “How do I make it stop?”

“Oh, that’s easy. Just uninstall the app. I can do that right now if you want.”

“Sure. As much as I’d love to send her on a wild goose chase, I don’t have the energy.”

With that out of the way, we focused on the problem of the spell.

I was happy to report that, so far, I hadn’t had any more unwelcome suitors come my way. But I wasn’t sure if that was because they were all still being held by the EA or if the concealment spell had actually worked.

“What happened after I left yesterday?” I asked Gigi as we flipped through her collection of spell books.

“Well, the EA and the police both came to talk to me, since all the crazies outside had said they were there to ‘vie for a witch's hand’, and I was the most obvious witch in the vicinity. But when they saw me, they all said I was the wrong one.”

“Isn’t the lady above the bookstore a witch, too?” Lilly asked.

“Yep. They went to her next. I might have mentioned that, to deflect their investigation. The hottie bear shifter EA agent left his card and said to call him if I needed him for anything.”

“For anything?” I asked, waggling a brow.

“I’m pretty sure that’s how he meant it, too, but I’m not going to risk it. He could just be trying to get into my house to sniff around. Maybe I’ll call him when all this blows over.”

It was already mid-afternoon when our stomachs started to complain, reminding us that we’d had nothing but coffee all day. That was also when Prax pulled into the parking lot.

“Hello, ladies. Missed me?”

Gigi and Lily rolled their eyes, but my heart skipped a beat at the sound of his voice.

“I’ve got some great news. I think I found the perfect temporary apartment. It’s a million times better than the one we saw this morning.”

That one had been a bust. The landlord hadn’t mentioned in the listing the smell of cat pee that permeated every inch of carpeting in the cramped little space. I noticed it the second I stepped in. The lady showing the place kept assuring me the landlord would get it cleaned up, but I couldn’t leave the place fast enough. The place had set off my allergies, too.

“I’d be happy to move in based on what I already saw, but we can go again anytime if you’d like to have a look. It’s above a pub, but Daryl, the owner, told me the soundproofing is excellent. He owns the whole building and lives on one-half of the second floor, and he did the soundproofing himself. And the kicker is we’ll have one of the Redrock brothers living just above us.”

“Redrock? As in Redrock Protective Services Redrock?” I asked.

“Yes and no. The fourth brother, Griff, isn’t part of the business. But I know him and his mate, Emily. I talked to them, and Emily said she hardly hears anything from downstairs. With that love-finder spell still in place, it might be a good idea to have someone like him as a neighbor. Daryl is ex-EA, too, so he’d be another useful guy to have around.”

“That does sound ideal,” Gigi said. “And probably a whole lot safer than my place if something like yesterday happens again. I’ve met the Redrock brothers and their mates. They come here sometimes. No one in their right mind messes with gargoyles.”

“Sounds terrific. Let’s go look. But after I eat. I’m starving.”

“Me too,” Lily said. “But, don’t hate me, our stomachs gotta wait a wee bit longer. I just got a message back from not_a_wizard, the guy on the forum with the mermaid and the harpy.”

We all crowded behind her to read the reply. According to not_a_wizard, there was a way to nullify the spell. Pretty straightforward, too: it was a simple redirection of a forget spell. He’d needed amplification since he’d cast it by himself, but the three of us together should be able to do it on our own.

There was one caveat, however. The second spell made everyone the love-finder spell had sent him forget he existed, including the sweet nymph he’d half fallen for already. The nymph had up and left without a trace, and he’d been looking for her since. All he had to go on was that she’d mentioned her home being at the foothills of a mountain, but which mountain, he had no clue.

“No.” It was Prax who spoke first. “Absolutely no way. There must be another option that doesn’t involve fucking with my memory. I refuse to forget you.”

“That’s just the spell talking,” I said, despite loving how his words made my heart skip a beat.

“No, it’s not. I like you. And I still would, even if there’d been no spell. There must be another way. Also, how does he even know his nymph made it home safely?” Prax was pacing now. “What if she forgot more than just him? What if the spell made her forget where her home was? Or her name?”

Shit. I hadn’t even thought of that. “I can keep the concealment spell on and see if that’s enough to deter the other suitors.”

I also didn’t want Prax to forget about me. I secretly hoped that the spell was right about him and he was the one.

“I agree with Prax,” Gigi said. “I think we should do some more research first before trying anything. I’ll consult my nana and see what she knows.”

“I can have a peek at the Darlington library,” I said. “I’ve been wanting to visit there anyway.”

“And I’ll keep checking the forums.” Lily closed her laptop with an air of finality. “Okay, now we can go for some noms.”


Chapter 23
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Just as I’d expected, Penny loved the apartment above the pub, and we signed a three-month lease on the spot. It was spacious, well-maintained, and close enough to most things that she could walk if she wanted instead of taking the car. Most of all, she loved that it was a blank slate without any negative magic to hinder her work.

I borrowed a museum truck from Mateo, and we moved in the next day.

For the next two weeks, we fell into a comfortable rhythm of me leaving to do whatever work Desmon had for me and her staying home to work on her spell tutorials. Now that we were above the Howling Wolf, I felt better about leaving Penny on her own. Daryl considered the building part of his territory, and Griff was protective of his mate. I was confident that Penny would be safe here.

Her concealment spell must still be working because we never had any unwanted visitors. Nor did I ever see the real estate agent again. The video of him “sneaking into a woman’s room” had gone viral, and the last I heard, the asshole had been dropped by several of his clients. Penny’s parents had been awfully quiet, too.

She converted the second bedroom into an office with a filming area set up on one side and a desk on the other for her to edit. She’d given herself six months and a shoestring advertising budget to see if she could grow her side hustle into a full-time business.

Her excitement and energy were infectious, and I had no doubt she would succeed. But ever practical, she kept her eyes open for job openings in her field as well, just in case.

I met with the auction house, got myself set up as a seller, and selected a few items I wasn’t particularly attached to for the first sale.

I also had an interview with the EA. But I asked just as many questions as they did, and in the end, I agreed with Mateo. It just wasn’t something I was interested in doing, especially since they were looking for something full-time. The only thing I was ready to commit to full-time was Penny.

After the auction, I planned on asking her to help me invest the earnings so it would always be making more for us, even when we were off exploring the world. This was another reason I encouraged her to focus on her business; she could take it on the road if she needed to.

I took the stairs up to our new apartment two at a time, even though I could just as easily have floated up to the door. Tonight was the Curio Collectors’ Dinner & Auction, and I had something special for her from my stash. I couldn’t wait to see her in it.

She wasn’t in the living room, where several spell books were scattered on the coffee table. She wasn’t in her office, either.

I nudged open the bedroom door and stepped inside. Penny stood in front of the mirror, already in her dress for the event.

Her smile lit up the room like a ray of sunshine as she twirled in place, letting the skirt swirl around her legs. “What do you think?”

She was a vision of pure elegance, that’s what I thought. Her dress fit her to a tee, highlighting every dip and curve on her beautiful body, drawing my eye to the places I yearned to explore. The scattering of crystal embellishments on the skirt glinted in the late afternoon sun streaming in from the windows. Their reflections danced across our bedroom wall, giving the whole room an ethereal feel.

She’d already done her hair and makeup, too. Two streaks of blue framed her face, contrasting with the rest of her dark hair. It was different but suited her very well. Part of her hair was swept up in an intricate ’do while the rest cascaded down her back, a wavy, shiny waterfall. Her makeup was done impeccably and tastefully, and showed off her delicate bone structure.

But it wasn't the makeup, hair, or even the dress that caught and held my attention prisoner. It was the way she practically glowed. All the stress and heartbreak that had dulled her eyes when I first met her were gone. Happy energy radiated from her instead, and that was infinitely sexier.

“Ravishing,” I murmured. Penny was beautiful even in sweatpants and t-shirts, but I liked her like this too. “I can’t wait to peel it off you later tonight.”

“Oh, is that so?” She backed her ass right up against me and met my gaze in the mirror.

I slid a hand around her waist. “Or I can do it now if you like.”

She wriggled out of my arms. “Don’t you dare!” She waved a hand at her face. “This isn’t magic. I’m not reapplying all this again.”

I sent her my best devilish grin. “Did I ever tell you why I like real makeup better than magic illusion?”

“No. Why?”

I pulled her back into my arms and cupped her breasts in my palms, giving them a squeeze. “Because with real makeup, your mascara smudges around your eyes when we fuck, and your lipstick gets all over my cock. Illusion doesn’t do that.”

She inhaled sharply. “Ooh, you’re bad!” She danced away again, slapping away my hands. “After the auction. Then you can mess up my hair and makeup all you want.”

I laughed. “Deal.”

When I’d first decided to go to the event, my sole reason had been to meet possible buyers for future sales and to get a feel for the players in the market. But now, I just wanted to spend a nice evening out with Penny.

“I’m a little nervous,” she admitted. “Excited, but nervous. It will be my first time at an event like this as myself, and not just as ‘Senator Davis’s daughter’. I can just be me. Wear what I want, say what I want. Is it stupid that a little part of me still worries that my family is going to judge me, even though I’ve already made the decision to be true to myself?”

I reached out to touch the blue strand that framed her face. I was glad she’d decided to keep her highlights for the event. She had been worried it wouldn’t be “proper,” but I loved how they looked on her and told her so.

“Not at all. And anyone who says anything negative about your choices tonight is fucking blind. You're going to be the most beautiful woman there.” They might also get a private meeting with my fist. I didn’t tell her that part.

She grinned. “You always know the right thing to say. Thanks.”

“Honestly, gorgeous, I’m the one who won’t belong tonight.” Collecting art and artifacts was a pastime for either the rich and privileged or for scholarly types. Your average Tom, Dick, and Harry didn’t bid tens of thousands of dollars on centuries-old curiosities.

“No way! Some of the rarities on auction are yours, remember? You’ll fit in perfectly. They’ll just think you’re some eccentric rich dude. Trust me, they’re all a little weird.”

“Was that your way of calling me weird?”

“Yup!” she giggled. “And I wouldn’t have it any other way. But seriously, some of the strangest people I’ve met in my life have been filthy rich. It’s like they’re so rich they don't know how to act like a normal human being. You’re not awkward like that. You’re charming.”

Well, that was a part of my natural talent as an incubus. But the only person I wanted to charm the panties off tonight was already standing right in front of me.

“I have something to finish off your outfit,” I said.

I dug into my pocket and brought out a diamond necklace I’d found the other day in my collection. The pendant was supposed to be reminiscent of a dragon’s tooth but was actually shaped more like a shark’s, and that had reminded me of her fondness for sharks.

She didn’t just have one shark robe. She had two, one gray and the other pink, though I’d never seen a pink shark before. And the other day, she was getting excited for something called “Shark Week,” which she’d explained was when documentary makers all streamed specials on the underwater predator.

“Ooh, it’s so sparkly. And it goes perfectly with the dress, too. Thanks for letting me borrow it.”

“It’s a gift,” I said. “I think it looks a lot better on you than it does on me.”

She turned around and planted a delicate kiss on my cheek, leaving the barest trace of lipstick on my face. “Thank you. You didn’t have to. But thank you.”

“I have ulterior motives,” I admitted.

“Oh yeah?”

“Yes. You’re wearing my necklace, so that means you’re mine.”

“I’m not going home with anyone but you.” She turned back around to face the mirror and leaned in to inspect the necklace more closely.

Then she met my eyes in the mirror. “So, what crazy vintage outfit are you going to wear tonight?”

“I hate to disappoint you, my darling witch, but I was thinking of going modern.”

“So, no swashbuckling pirate?”

“No.”

“No long-dead poet?”

“Nope.”

“Not even a cowboy?”

“Not even that.”

I concentrated, trying to recall all the details of the tailored suit I’d seen earlier as I recreated it on my body. The charcoal gray wool jacket was cut to show off my wide shoulders and trim waist. It had a notched lapel that framed my face. The matching pants were just as perfectly fitted. The shirt underneath was crisp with a structured collar. I went silver with the tie to match the silver-blonde hair I’d given myself.

I’d decided to masquerade as a human today, hiding my red skin and horns and other details that would give away my true nature. Partly, it was because there would be lots of wizards there, and throughout history, wizards had thought of demons and incubi as nothing more than entities they could control. But also, the press would be there, and I’d already been photographed with Penny in this form.

For a final touch, I slicked my hair back and added gold cufflinks to the ensemble. I looked in the mirror. I quite liked it. Except something wasn’t quite right. The plain leather dress shoes just weren’t my style. They disappeared and were replaced by a pair of cowboy boots.

Aha! Much better.

“Damn, you clean up good!” Penny looked me up and down with raw sexual appreciation in her eyes.

She licked her lips as I turned to her.

“Still want to wait until later tonight? Or do you want me to fuck you now?”

“Gah! You know what, screw the makeup.” She grabbed my tie and pulled me down to her face.

“I’d rather screw you.” With a growl, I grabbed her around the waist and lifted her off her feet. Her legs came to wrap around my hips as my mouth crashed to hers.


Chapter 24
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Most of my eye makeup survived our lusty liaison, so we were only fashionably late.

Prax was fucking hot in a suit, and it was a good thing I’d gotten a bit of the needy lust out of my system before leaving for the dinner, or else I’d be climbing him like a tree right now, and that wasn’t at all appropriate at an event like this.

There was some mixing and mingling before dinner, and Prax introduced himself to anyone who approached as a collector of varied historical artifacts. That wouldn’t ordinarily mean much since that was the description of almost everyone here, but many of the auctiongoers had already previewed the items and were excited to meet the new collector who decided to put his very rare and impeccably preserved items on the market.

At first, I was surprised that Prax was able to hold his own in a lot of the conversations, especially when it got into the nitty gritty historical details. But then I realized that he had an advantage since what some of these collectors viewed as ancient history had just, in fact, been Prax’s life.

He had one sizable knowledge gap from the Victorian era to about now, which coincided with the time he was forcefully bound to a wizard. The others just assumed that era wasn’t his specialty.

The event’s dress code had specified that monster forms were welcome, but many had chosen to take on human form or wear glamour spells. I’d gotten so used to seeing people walking around Darlington in their natural forms that it felt a little strange.

The food itself was decent, though as I’d expected, the dishes were more style than substance, which was par for the course at events like this. I was going to be hungry again later, but hey, that was what midnight snacks were for.

I kept discreetly looking around throughout the four-course meal, almost expecting something bad to happen, but nothing did. Technically, I still had the concealment spell running. This probably explained why so many people barely acknowledged or talked to me, even though I was right there with my arm hooked through Prax’s. It was nice just to enjoy myself and not have to make small talk for once.

But my little bubble of invisibility was shattered at the door to the auction house.

“Sorry, but only basic glamour spells are allowed inside,” the doorman said, stopping us. “You’re going to have to remove all other forms of magical enchantments on your persons. Security reasons.”

“Oh, sure,” Prax said as his skin darkened and horns started to sprout from his head.

The doorman sputtered. “No! Not you, sir. Keep the human form, please. It makes guests from out of town more comfortable. I mean your date.” He turned to me. “Miss?”

“But she’s not—” Prax started.

“I think he means the concealment spell,” I murmured. “It’s okay. I understand.”

If I’d been wondering how well the spell worked, it didn’t take long for me to have my answer once I turned the spell off. In a bid to grow the event for the next year, the organizers had sent out as many press invites as they could, and it took all of thirty seconds for someone to ask, “Hey, is that Senator Davis’s daughter?” and another ten for someone else to say, “Yeah. Didn’t she just get left at the altar? Who’s that guy she’s with?”

Prax’s hand tightened in mine.

I was suddenly glad I’d taken the time to reapply my lipstick after dinner. Because right now, my makeup felt like armor, and Prax like my shield. He escorted me through the crowd and into the auction room, which had big signs that clearly stated no cameras or filming were allowed. I was sure they’d gotten a few snaps in before we made it inside, but now I felt relatively safe.

Once inside, we sat down, and I relaxed against his body.

“We don’t actually have to stick around, you know. The auction house takes care of everything regarding the sale, and I’m not planning on bidding on anything myself. I just wanted to check out the competition and see how things work. We can sneak out right now through the back, and no one will be the wiser.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. I can find out what each item sold for tomorrow. Besides, I’m still hungry.”

I giggled. “That really wasn’t a lot of food. Pretty, yes, but not a lot of food. But I thought incubi only ate for fun. I didn’t know you guys got hungry.”

Prax turned his head, putting his lips right by the shell of my ear. “Food isn’t what I’m hungry for,” he whispered.

Something invisible slid under my skirt and snaked up my legs.

Oh!

“Unless you want me to do this right here.” The invisible limb continued up my leg.

I looked around as the guests started assembling. We weren’t going to be missing much.

I gave his hand a squeeze. “Let’s go.”

We waited until most of the guests with media badges and cameras were looking at something exciting, then hurried down the hall toward the front door. One of them, however, noticed us and followed.

By the time we were slipping out the revolving door, I was panting, and my heart was racing, but our camera-happy friend continued to follow as we ran through the parking lot, ducking behind cars and trucks and giggling like teenagers. The risk of possibly getting caught was thrilling, and my face was flushed by the time we managed to duck into an alleyway and finally lost him.

I panted in Prax’s arms as he grinned down at me, his eyes twinkling.

“That was wild,” I giggled. “Do you think he’ll be back?”

“Maybe. We should hide out for a while.” The alley was a clean one, and Prax led me farther in before climbing onto a balcony, hefting himself up easily, and holding out a hand for me.

I looked down at my dress sadly. “I’m going to rip this to shreds.”

In a blink, he was back next to me and tossing me over his shoulder. I held back a yelp as he started to climb again. I squeezed my eyes shut as the ground dropped farther and farther away. Before long, we were tucked away safely in a pretty rooftop garden belonging to the tea shop below. The shop was closed for the day, and we had the place to ourselves.

Prax didn’t put me down; instead, his hand sneaked up my skirt, gripped my underwear, and slid it down my thighs. I wriggled on his shoulder, but his arms tightened around my legs, holding me in place.

“Shh. Be very quiet, little witch. You don’t want our friend with the camera to see this, do you?”

He slid me down his body, and I felt the hard bar of his cock pressing against me. Lust turned my knees to jelly as he whipped me around and bent me over a large flower planter, his hands rough and demanding.

“I know exactly what I want to do while we wait for him to leave.” Then he was flipping my skirt up over my body.

The evening air was cool against my legs and ass, but it was quickly replaced by the feel of his hot hands kneading and claiming my flesh.

I looked over my shoulder. He was still wearing his suit, but a giant red cock, complete with thick ridges, was jutting out the front of his pants. The tip of it was wet with a drop of silky liquid.

He pushed me down onto the fragrant blooms, and I felt fingers snake up my back and around my neck, holding me in place. The tip of his cock teased at my opening, rubbing up and down and spreading my wetness.

“I swear, I thought I saw them come this way,” said a voice from the alley below.

I froze.

A smoky tendril pressed on my mouth, parting my lips and forcing its way inside. It filled my mouth, formed a gag, then wrapped around my head to make a tight seal.

“Shh,” he hushed softly by my ear.

Then something else—not his cock, because that was still pressed to my cunt—teased at the rosebud of my ass. It was wet and slippery like a tentacle as it pressed its way in. It stung, and I stiffened.

“Relax,” he murmured by my ear. “Don’t tense up. Push against me..”

I did, and it slid in. The sting changed to something else, something pleasurable. It moved, twisting, sliding, growing. As it did, I got wetter and wetter until my juices were dripping down my legs. Still, his cock just pressed against my slit, refusing to fill me.

I rocked my body back, silently begging. He notched the ridged head at my opening but still did not press inside. Something slippery slid down my throat instead, making me gag. Tears squeezed out of my eyes.

It was only when I was overwhelmed by all the sensations, unsure what was pleasure and what was pain, that he finally pushed into my pussy. He didn’t do it slowly, to let me get used to his size. He thrust in hard. His cock, slippery and wet with my juices, lanced into me.

I felt each hard ridge as he spread me open. My scream was absorbed by his smoky gag; it kept our secret as he hammered into me.

Surrounded by the scent of crushed flowers and leaves, unable to do anything but feel, the waves of pleasure edged with pain washed over me. Gone was the alley below. Gone was the photographer. Gone was anything else but Prax, and me, and all the places we joined.

We were one, swirling in a vortex of magical and sexual energy that threatened to swallow the entire world.


Chapter 25
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Penny looked up at the underbelly of the sand tiger shark as it swam over our heads and waved. “Bye-bye, Fin Diesel. It was so nice hanging out with you!”

Since she loved sharks so much, I’d decided to take her to Royal Reef Adventure, Darlington’s aquarium. The place was rumored to be owned by a kraken, though I’d never looked into it and couldn’t confirm that one way or another.

Penny had been to the New England Aquarium in Boston, and while that aquarium had a giant Caribbean coral reef exhibit, it didn’t offer private Swimming with Sharks sessions like the one we had just finished. Her childlike joy at being up close and personal with the underwater predators was a delight, and I spent more time watching her than the sharks.

Her hair was still damp as we walked into the gift shop, and she headed straight for the Fin Diesel plushies. She picked up the biggest one, which was just a bit smaller than the shark himself, and hugged it fiercely. Fin was still a juvenile shark, but the plushie was nearly as long as Penny was tall.

“I wanted to hug him in the tank. But I thought chasing one of the sharks around would get me kicked out, so I restrained myself.”

“Want to bring him home as a little spoon?” I asked.

“I thought I was the little spoon.”

“You’re my little spoon. He can be yours.”

Her face lit up. “Yes!”

We walked out of the gift shop with the nearly life-sized Fin Diesel plushy and matching t-shirts with a cartoon of Fin eating sushi.

“Speaking of sushi, how about we grab some now?”

She laughed. “That’s perfect.”

The stench hit me first as we stepped out the double doors of the aquarium and onto the street.

Troll!

“Prax?” Her happy smile faded, and she went white.

She peered around nervously, looking for the source of the smell. The troll showed itself moments later, stomping into view from an alleyway across the street. His eyes landed on Penny immediately.

“Mine!” he roared.

The troll tromped across the street with no regard for traffic. Cars screeched to a halt, and the creature easily shoved a vehicle aside as he made his way toward us.

“Oh no! The concealment spell. I fell asleep last night and forgot to cast it.”

“I can fight it,” I said. I didn’t have a handicap this time.

“No! There are people around. Someone might get injured. And I don’t want to alert the EA. You know a fight in broad daylight is going to end up all over the news.”

She had a point.

Her magical bindings were still around me, and while they weren’t particularly visible unless you really looked, I didn’t want her to get in trouble if the EA found out. Also, they might blame her if they knew she was the one who cast the spell that brought the troll to this dimension to look for her in the first place.

“Then we run.”

I handed her the bag with the souvenir t-shirts, then picked her up and started down the street, moving much faster than she could on her own. She clung to me with one arm and squashed the stuffed Fin Diesel to her side with the other.

“Can you cast the concealment spell once we lose him?”

“I don’t have it memorized. The book is on the coffee table at home. I haven’t returned it to Griselda yet.”

“We can’t lead the troll back to our home.” I looked behind me. The troll was on the other side of the street now, solemnly trudging toward us.

“I have my clutch with me,” Penny said. “It’s in my backpack, front pocket. Leave me somewhere hard for the troll to get to, pop home, and put the spell book in the bedside table, top drawer. Then pop back.”

That would work. The book was small, like a travel guidebook. It would fit through the clutch opening no problem.

“Got it.” I scanned the urban landscape, trying to find somewhere to put her that the troll couldn’t reach.

My first thought was somewhere up high. I started to climb with Penny clinging on to me but then realized that the troll could climb just as well as I could. I could float Penny a few feet off the ground but not all the way up the side of a building.

“New plan,” I said. “We’re going to drive out of here.”

I looped around the building to where I’d parked Penny’s BMW. The garage had found a location tag attached to the underside of the chassis, and they’d sent it to the police. The car was now officially bug-free. Since Penny didn’t particularly enjoy driving, and I loved it, she let me drive whenever we went out.

We quickly got inside, and I silently prayed for good traffic as I turned onto the street, away from our stinky tail.

We had a good headstart until we were stopped by a red light. Unable to move over to the right lane so I could make a turn and keep moving, we were sitting ducks as the troll came closer and closer. He was right behind us when the lights turned green.

“Come on! Come on! Go! Go! Go!” she urged the cars in front of us.

Some of the drivers, noticing the troll behind them, sped out of the way, and I slammed on the gas. Too late. A giant hand landed on the car, holding us in place. The tires spun in place and squealed.

“Take the wheel,” I said. “Just for a few seconds.”

Penny looked unsure but did as I asked. I popped out of the car, formed myself into a giant hammer, and smashed the hand holding us back. The troll roared in pain and released the car. The car lurched forward into the intersection. I popped back into the driver’s seat and took control.

Penny’s hands still gripped the wheel, her knuckles white.

“It’s ok, baby. It’s all good.”

I had to peel her hands off the steering wheel, she was clutching it so tightly. We soon made it out of the city center, where the vehicle’s superior speed gave us an advantage. I continued driving out of the city until I was sure I’d have enough time to pop out, find the book, and pop back here. I pulled over to the shoulder and stopped the car.

“Be right back.”

I popped home, found the spell book, and put it in the top drawer. When I returned to the BMW, Penny was already flipping through the pages. I started the car again and continued driving, making a big loop around the city to give her some more time.

She cast the spell, and we stopped in the parking lot of a big box store and waited to make sure it was fully functional. Success! The troll stomped into view but continued right past us. Penny’s sigh of relief was audible.

“That was close.” She was clearly shaken up, and I noticed she scanned for the troll multiple times on the way home.

The incident disturbed me more than I would like to admit. The last two weeks together had been magical, but this was a dunk in ice-water reality. So long as the messed up love-finder spell was intact, she would be in danger. My refusal to let her nullify it because I didn’t want to forget her was pure selfishness on my part.

It truly wasn’t fair for me to expect her to always keep a concealment spell on. Plus, as we had seen at the auction, not all places would let her do that anyway. I couldn’t risk her being in danger because I didn’t want to let her go.

Once Penny was safe and back home again, I stepped outside to call a certain wizard. Seth answered on the fourth ring.

“I need your expertise, wizard.”

I explained to him our situation and how another witch had nullified the spell by modifying a forget spell to use on the original participants.

“Would that work? Is it safe? And will I forget her?” I asked.

“Technically, yes. That should work. But I thought you liked this girl.”

“I do, a lot. But she just got attacked again. Is there any way for me to keep my memories of her if she decides to go ahead with the forget spell?”

There was a long pause. “I don’t think so. Not with this. It’s ingenious the witch thought to hack a forget spell to work that way, but it has its limits. It would require quite a bit of energy, too: forget spells usually work on small things. It’s kind of like hammering a nail in with a brick. It gets the job done, but it won’t be too precise. It would affect everyone involved.”

I took a deep breath. “And my other memories? Will I forget anything else important?” As if forgetting Penny wasn’t important enough.

“You’ll forget any memories you made with her unless the memory is ingrained in your head from daily repetition. For example, if you lived with her for many years, you wouldn’t forget your home. But you might forget she was your roommate. Or maybe just her face. Or her name. Honestly, with modded spells like this, it’s a crapshoot.”

That wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

“Hmm, now that I think of it,” Seth said, “that might be one way to keep your memories of her. You might not forget her completely if she'd been a part of your life for a long time. But there’s no guarantee. You might forget her anyway.”

That would be worse. What if I stayed for years, then still lost all memory of her?

“Was the fight that broke out in front of that coffee shop over Penny, too?”

I hesitated, not wanting to get her into trouble.

“I won't say anything to the EA. It’s not my case.”

I decided to come clean. “Yes, it was.”

“Thought as much. The EA has been keeping an eye on that troll; he still hasn’t returned to wherever he came from. Neither has anyone else. They’ve all been wandering the city aimlessly, except for the troll. He’s been staying on the outskirts of town. I guess I might be hearing about that traffic disruption soon. I bet they’re all still looking for her.”

Fuck. Danger was always lurking just around the corner. It was becoming clear to me that our solution of keeping her magically concealed wasn’t sustainable over the long term. Just because she was hidden didn’t mean they wouldn’t eventually find her. And if they stumbled on our home by accident—

No. She had to nullify the spell.

I must have sighed aloud because Seth asked, “You like this witch, don’t you?”

There was no point in lying. “Yes. Very much so. I’ve been living with her since I left Desmon’s estate. I don’t want to forget her, but I can’t continue to let her be in danger.”

“You know what? If it is really meant to be, you’ll find each other again. You two can make new memories. And if you don’t, it wasn’t actually meant to be.”

“Then I guess it’s best to have her do it soon before either of us gets too attached.” But in my heart, I knew the truth: I already was attached, and losing her would mean losing the happiest moments of my life. “Thanks, Seth. You’re not too bad for a wizard.”

“I get that a lot. No problem. If you need anything else, just holler.”

I knew what I had to do. No way would Penny nullify the spell if I was still around. She’d gotten attached to me just as I’d gotten attached to her. In order to keep her safe, I’d need to break both our hearts. The only consolation I had was that if I was successful, I wouldn’t remember any of it.

And Penny? She was smart, witty, and beautiful. She would find someone better—her real perfect man—in no time.


Chapter 26
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I woke up alone.

The home was eerily quiet, with no sign of Prax anywhere. I looked outside and immediately saw that his vehicle was not parked in its usual spot downstairs. A sick, sinking feeling settled in my belly.

I went back to the bedroom to grab my phone, and there, under my device, was an envelope with my name on it. The sinking feeling grew until it felt like I’d swallowed a truckful of lead. With trembling hands, I opened the envelope, hoping it wasn’t what I thought it was.

It was.

I couldn’t decide what was more hurtful. Prax ending our time together with a Dear Jane, or him starting the letter by thanking me “for a good time.” Who the hell does that? It made it feel as if what we had shared was nothing more than unimportant fun. Maybe that was all it had been for him: a good time. And now that he’d gotten his jollies, he was off looking for something else.

Why was I so surprised? I’d known what he was from the beginning. I’d also known that he wouldn’t settle down. Prax was an incubus. I couldn’t expect him to deny his very nature.

Tears blurred my vision as I continued reading. He called what we were doing “playing house” and said that while it was “enjoyable,” he wanted his freedom again, please and thank you. Domestic bliss wasn’t “as much fun as he thought it would be.”

He went on to say that he’d gotten confirmation from a reputable wizard that nullifying the spell would leave most of his memories intact. The only ones he’d lose would be those associated with me, and he didn’t mind losing those anymore.

He told me I could keep the necklace or sell it if I wanted—he didn’t care—then ended by saying I knew his number and to call him if I wanted a good time after I nullified the spell. He might not remember me, but he was sure we’d have fun. But it was very clear that wild, sexy times were all he could offer me.

Hot tears hit the page, and I crumpled the paper up and hurled it across the room, suddenly very angry at myself for getting so attached so soon. I was so stupid; very, very stupid!

What had I expected to happen? That I’d be able to keep Prax, an incubus, forever, and he’d end up being my perfect man? I already knew the spell had fucked up, so why had I thought it would be right about him?

At least he left a note instead of just disappearing on me, like Travis.

He wanted his freedom, did he? Fine! He’d get his freedom. It was better this way, anyway. Two weeks of happiness had served its purpose: I’d gotten over Travis really freaking fast. That had been the whole point, hadn’t it?

Hadn’t he said he liked to comfort heartbroken women? Well, he’d done his job admirably. It was my fault for thinking it was anything more.

It was for the best that he did this now before I fell in love with him. Because I wasn’t in love with him. It was way too soon for that. It had been a fling, nothing more. Like, what type of stupid idiot falls in love with someone after only two weeks. Two amazing weeks where we barely left each other’s side.

Who the fuck was I kidding. I was exactly that type of stupid idiot.

Before the negative self-talk could spiral and snowball into something bigger, I forced myself to take a breath and step away for a better look. I refused to believe that the last two weeks had been a mistake. Because they hadn’t been! Look at all the positive changes I’d made!

I had my own place and was making my own decisions now. I had friends who cared about me, and I lived in Darlington, a place where I could practice magic freely. I’d also sent a very clear message to my family that I was my own person. I felt free for the first in a very long time.

And I had done it all with Prax by my side. So there: I decided that no matter what happened, no matter how he thought of it, I would always see the last two weeks as a good thing.

Perhaps the universe had known I needed a little extra help and support and had sent me an incubus instead of an angel. He’d done his job, and he’d done it well. I didn’t need him anymore, so he was gone, his job as my temporary cheerleader over and done with.

Framing it like that made it easier. And I realized that perhaps I’d matured a bit in the last two weeks as well.

I went over and picked up the crumpled letter, straightened it back out, and put it into the envelope. Then I tucked the envelope into the very back of my top dresser drawer. Next, I sent a message to our little group chat, explaining to Gigi and Lily what had happened and asking them when they were free to help me nullify the love-finder spell.

Lily, who was working from home again today, called me back immediately. She was initially pissed off that Prax had left me, but I told her not to be. I explained that I didn’t want anything negative to taint the last two weeks. I wanted to preserve the happy memories of coming to Darlington, getting over an ex, and having an exciting fling with a new man who, along with my friends, had helped me break away from my family and set out on my own. That was the narrative I wanted to keep.

“Okay. I understand,” Lily said after I’d finished my explanation. “That does sound like a very mature way to look at it.”

“I’m still going to miss him, of course,” I admitted. “But I guess I should have seen it coming. He is an incubus, after all. I don’t know what I thought would happen.”

“It’s not your fault. He sure fooled us. He emulated caring about you very well. I guess that’s what they do, isn’t it? Emulate human behavior?”

“I guess. Listen, once we get this done and dusted, and he forgets about me, if we ever bump into him, we have to be civil about it. Remember, he won’t remember me. So no giving him the stink eye. And absolutely no hexes.”

“Got it on the hexes,” Lily agreed. “I can’t promise about the stink eye. What if he comes on to you again? You said he invited you to call him for a good time. Are you going to do it?”

Easy answer. “No. I’m not sure I can keep it strictly friends with benefits, not after what happened between us. And I’m not a masochist. No, I think it’s best if I don’t see him at all.”

I knew that might be difficult since we both lived in Darlington, and he knew the owner of the building as well as our upstairs neighbors. We might well end up bumping into each other. But if he didn’t remember me, I wouldn’t try to approach him.

There was a beep on the line. I checked the screen quickly.

“It’s Gigi.”

“Let’s do a three-way!” Lily sing-songed.

I chuckled, then took a deep breath and got ready to explain things all over again.
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The three of us nullified the love-finder spell that very evening. Just as not_a_wizard had said, it was a magic-intensive but simple procedure. Just in case it didn’t work, we alerted both Daryl and my gargoyle neighbor Griff upstairs.

When no one came to bother me for three whole days—except for Emily, Griff’s mate, who came downstairs with ice cream and wine when she found out about Prax leaving—we called the operation a success.

In an attempt to keep my mind off Prax, I dove into my work.

Emily introduced me to a local dressmaker named Shelby, who was a total whiz at social media marketing. She gave me some tips, and we helped each other create a few posts. I saw a slight uptick in the sales of my tutorials immediately.

I filmed not just one or two new tutorials but a whole new series, and it all needed to be edited. I didn’t want to do it at home since everything there reminded me of Prax, so I took my laptop over to The Witch’s Brew.

The boost in new business Gigi had been experiencing, thanks to the news coverage of the fight, was just tailing off. She’d been right about not worrying about bad publicity.

Every time the bell on the door jingled, signaling a new customer, I couldn’t help but look up, hoping it was a certain incubus. It never was. He never called, either.

It was here, at Griselda’s bustling little magical haven, that Travis found me on a blustery Wednesday afternoon.

Griselda caught my eye immediately and started coming around the counter, her intent to kick the asshole out plain on her face. I shook my head, curious to see what this idiot wanted.

“You are a very difficult woman to find,” Travis said, fixing his windblown hair in the reflection of a nearby mirror. He moved my bag over without bothering to ask if he could and sat down next to me.

“Maybe you just suck at looking.”

“Oh no. I looked hard. I even hired a wizard to find you when your parents told me you’d moved out and weren’t answering their calls.”

Interesting. The concealment spell must have stopped his wizard from finding me.

I shrugged dismissively. “They had people coming in looking to rent the place, so I assumed that I wasn’t welcome anymore. Why are you here, Travis?” I kept my voice soft and monotone.

“I wanted to apologize in person. I’m sorry for ditching you.”

“Thank you. Apology accepted. Now you can leave.” Accepting his apology didn’t mean we were together again. There was no way that would happen. He must know that…right?

“Oh, come on, Penelope. You can’t let one tiny mistake overshadow two years together.”

Two years, yet it felt like nothing at all. In hindsight, I couldn’t believe how superficial our interactions had been. We were good together on paper, so we did what we were expected to do: we dated, he proposed, and I said yes. The next step was to get married and pop out two-point-five kids.

But Travis never inspired me to grow as a person, even though it had been clear that he hated my parents’ meddling too. It was like we were each other’s accessory to the picture-perfect life. Nothing more. I wondered how long we would’ve lasted before we were miserable like my parents.

“Leaving someone at the altar is not one tiny mistake.”

“But you don’t know the truth yet.”

“Then please enlighten me. I’m all ears.”

“It wasn’t my fault. Deanna started all this.”

I did my best to keep my face neutral. Why did it always come back to her?

“Travis, I saw the photo,” I said. “I’m pretty sure my cousin didn’t drag you from the wedding venue to Vegas and throw a bunch of hookers on your lap.”

“No, I mean, she told me you were infertile, and you were keeping it from me, and said that the big family inheritance would go to her alone since she’s the only one who’ll be having kids.”

What a load of bull. From what I knew, Granddad was still healthy and spry, and his fortune was being split up evenly amongst his children and grandchildren. This way, no one person would get immensely rich from his death—and it prevented anyone from trying to access the fortune sooner by way of an “accident”.

“You left me over some fake inheritance? She totally made that up.”

“Well, she also said she’d always had the biggest crush on me and promised I’d get half if I married her instead.”

I nearly spat my coffee out all over my laptop. When she first found out Travis and I were dating, Deanna made it very clear she thought she could do so much better.

“Holy shit, you really are dumb. Let me guess, Travis, the second you fucked over our relationship, she told you to beat it, right?”

He didn't need to reply. His face said it all. “So, you see. It’s not my fault. Not really.”

“Are you fucking serious? She didn't hold you at gunpoint. It totally is your fault. Plus, you just admitted that you left me for the promise of money—fictional money, I might add. You’ve said your piece, Travis. Now leave.”

Gigi was now standing behind him, her hands on her hips. “Yeah, dumbass. Out.”

For a moment, Travis looked like he was about to kick up a fuss, but he thought better of it when Gigi waved a hand. His eyes went wide, and he looked down in a panic. Invisible hands were lifting him up by his underwear.

“OK,” he squeaked. “I’m leaving. I’m leaving.”

He scrambled out the door, throwing a final “Crazy witch!” over his shoulder as the door closed behind him.

I blew out a long, exasperated breath. “I can’t believe he told me that like it would justify his actions. He really is completely clueless.”

“So…Deanna again, huh?” Gigi sat in the chair Travis had just vacated. “What’s that bitch got against you, anyway?”

“No freaking clue. She’s been needlessly competitive with me most of our lives. One-upmanship is a family tradition on both sides. She just takes it really seriously, I guess.”

“Well, at least now you know why he took off. And good for you for not taking him back. I was worried you’d be weak because you’re missing he-who-shall-not-be-named.”

“Are you kidding? There’s no way I’d get back together with someone who embarrassed me like that unless he did it to save my life or something—like, if he’d consulted a powerful seer, and she’d told him that I’d be in grave danger if we got married, and that’s why he got cold feet. Then maybe I’d give him another chance.”

Gigi looked pensive for a moment; then, a crafty look crossed her face.

“What is it?” I did not trust that look. She was up to something.

“What do you mean? Nothing.”

“Bullshit. I recognize that look, Gigi. You just thought of something.”

“Please. I’m thinking of something all the time.”

Before I could press her further, the bell over the door jangled again, and a group of office workers came in. Gigi went back behind the counter to get them their afternoon caffeine fix.


Chapter 27
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Prax


I leaned back on the leather couch as the music thumped through me. A selection of the hottest women and men danced around us in our VIP lounge. Julian sat on a couch across from me with a woman on each arm. Gina was here too, but she was on the mini dance floor next to the couches, grinding up a storm.

There was expensive whiskey in my glass and neat little lines of white powder on mirrors on the table. I was pleasantly buzzed, and Julian had explained that everyone here knew exactly what we were and would willingly feed our need for carnal energy.

I wasn’t interested.

What was wrong with me? It was an incubus’s paradise here. But something was missing.

I dug out my phone again and stared at the number labeled DO NOT CALL. My finger itched to call it, just to see if it was her.

I didn’t remember who exactly she was, but I knew that she existed. I had the photos to prove it.

I had no recollection of taking the photos, but just the thought of deleting them made my heart ache for some reason. There were three of them: one of her in a beautiful glittering black dress, her hair half-up and half-down, two blue streaks framing her face. We were at some fancy dinner, and she was grinning from ear to ear.

Another was of her sleeping. The soft sheen of the moonlight illuminated her face. I had clearly taken the photo so I’d remember the moment forever.

And the last one was a selfie of the two of us together, her sitting in my lap on a couch I didn’t recognize. There were moving boxes all around us, and I was looking at her like she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

She was. None of the men and women here could hold a candle to her.

There was a chunk of about two weeks of my life missing, and I was surprised to find out that the dinner and auction had already come and gone. I didn’t remember going to them.

I’d been worried at first about my selective amnesia until I found a note I’d written to myself, telling me that this would happen and that I shouldn’t worry about it. The note had also said not to call the number but to pick up immediately if it ever showed up on my Caller ID.

It had been two weeks, and that number still hadn’t called.

When I looked up from my phone, Julian was waving me over. I got up and went to him, hoping he wasn’t trying to offload one of his women on me again.

Delerium was open every Thursday through Saturday, and I’d been here almost every night that its doors were open since I woke up that day in my room at Desmon’s place with a chunk of my memory missing. Julian had already noticed I didn’t show any interest in the men and women here and had asked if something was wrong.

Not knowing quite how to explain that I was pining for a woman I didn’t remember, I just told him none of them was the right one. He’d nodded sagely, like he understood. I vaguely remembered being here with someone before, and I wondered if he’d ever met her.

Luckily, he wasn’t trying to throw one of his conquests at me tonight.

“A couple of your friends are here to see you,” he said.

I eyed him inquiringly. “Who?”

“A certain demon and his wizard.”

“Oh. Seth and Liam.” I went back to my seat.

They had tried to convince me to go out to the Howling Wolf with them tonight, but I’d come here instead. It really seemed like everyone knew what was going on except me, and none of them would tell me anything. I also suspected they were doing this precisely because I’d told them to, and I’d simply forgotten. It was beyond frustrating.

Minutes later, Liam sauntered in, looking ready to party. He caught the eyes of several women in the lounge, but Seth made it abundantly clear that this demon was taken. They were so possessive of each other that it was disgusting. Disgustingly sweet, that is.

“There he is! Prax, my man.” Liam came over and plopped down next to me, draping his arm around my shoulder.

I expected Seth to direct his jealousy at me instantly, but instead, he plopped down on the other side and leaned into my shoulder. What the hell was going on?

“Julian said you aren’t enjoying yourself here, so we’re here to take you to the Howling Wolf instead.”

I gritted my teeth. “I don’t want to go.”

“Oh, trust me, you do.”

The phone in my hand buzzed, and I glanced at it to see a message from Julian, even though he was less than ten feet away.

Julian: Yes, trust me, you do.

Me: Did you call them here?

Julian: Yup.

Me: Why?

Julian: Just go with them. Thank me later.

I sighed. “All right, fine.”

I downed the rest of my drink, then let the other two guide me out of the club.

The walk over to the bar was pretty short, just a few short city blocks. But we were almost immediately accosted by a woman I’d made the mistake of talking to last weekend outside Delirium. There’d been something about the woman that had drawn me to her, but after spending time with her, whatever initial attraction I’d thought I’d felt had disappeared.

“Shit, It’s Dee.”

“Who?”

“Some woman who’s been following me around ever since I made the mistake of taking her out to dinner last week.”

The two males stopped in their tracks.

“You took that woman out to dinner?” Seth asked. “Did anything happen between the two of you?”

“What? You mean did I taste her sexual energy? No. She wasn’t the right one.” That had been the same excuse I’d used for every woman I’d met.

“Good,” Liam said.

I shook my head, not understanding. I knew these two were not interested in me, so why would they care if I spent time with another woman?

“Let’s just keep walking,” Seth said, moving faster.

Great. Because I didn’t want to deal with Dee either.

As we stepped into the Howling Wolf, I got a sense that something very important was about to happen, but I couldn’t quite pinpoint what. They led me to a sizable group of people taking up a large booth and a table pushed up against it at the back of the bar.

I recognized the Redrock brothers and their mates. There were also two women that I swear I had met before but couldn’t quite place. No. Not two. Three. The third was trying to hide behind the other two. But then her friend moved, and I saw her face.

My entire world came to a standstill, and the ground beneath my feet felt like it had dropped away.

It was her. The woman from the photos. The woman who had been haunting my days and nights. She looked at me with panic in her eyes, then tried unsuccessfully to hide her face behind her purse.

The people around us were moving and shuffling around to make room for me to get into the space next to her. But I couldn’t move. It was like I’d lost control of my feet, and all I could do was stand there and stare at the ghost before me.

It was her loudly proclaiming, “You guys set me up!” that jolted me from the spell. There were tears forming in her eyes, and all I wanted to do was throw myself at her and beg her not to cry. I finally had control of my legs again, and I was just starting to make my way to her when a hand landed on my arm, jerking me back.

“Prax! There you are! I’ve been calling you for two blocks, but you never heard me,” said an annoying, syrupy voice.

“Deanna!” said three voices simultaneously from the table.

Dee looked over at Her. “Oh, hi Penny, fancy seeing you here.”

Penny? I knew that name.

“Why the hell is Deanna holding on to you like you guys are a thing?” asked the woman next to Penny with red hair.

“And we’d better like your answer, or else,” said Penny’s other friend. She held a butter knife in her hand and looked like she was ready to gut me with it.

“Stop it.” Penny’s voice was soft. She clearly only wanted her friends to hear, but I heard her loud and clear. “I told you guys: leave it. He wants his freedom. Let him have it.”

My freedom? I didn’t realize I’d ever lost it.

By now, Penny was making her way out of her seat, and she looked angry. She wasn’t looking at me but at Dee. Dee released my arm and took a step back. As Penny brushed past me, we touched. It was the smallest contact, just her hand on my forearm as she pushed me out of the way to get to the other woman, but it was all I needed.

All the memories came crashing back like they’d been held back by a wall much too small to contain them. All it took was the tiniest crack, and the dam broke. The spell. The attacks. The motel. Moving in together. Sleeping with her in my arms. Waking up. Making her breakfast. Writing the letter. Forcing myself to stay away until I forgot everything.

And one realization, the most important one of all, left me speechless.

I loved this woman!


Chapter 28
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Penny


You know how you hear about sweet, kind people who out of nowhere break down and turn into horrible monsters? That was me. Right now. I was fucking losing it.

As I pushed my way over to Deanna, I touched Prax, and a jolt of energy ran through us. I ignored it because there was something else on my mind right now.

“What the fuck is wrong with you, Deanna?!” I yelled.

She took a step back, still pretending to be all innocent.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t you?” I was acutely aware that the bar was suddenly a lot quieter than it had been just moments ago, and I was sure we had an audience. Screw it. I didn’t care anymore. This bitch had fucked with me for the last time.

“Why are you following me around? Why are you trying to mess up my life?”

“I have no clue what you’re talking about. You’re just mad that Praxy-poo here doesn’t want you anymore.”

Deanna tried to hook her arm through his, but Prax shook her off and reached for me instead. I wasn’t ready to deal with him yet. Not while that bitch was still here.

“Don’t you pretend to act all innocent. Travis told me everything. You told him the big family inheritance was going to you because I was freaking barren and convinced him to ditch me so that the two of you could get married instead. Then, after he bailed on the wedding, you dropped him like a ton of bricks.”

“It’s not my fault the guy’s an idiot.”

“That’s your response?” I hissed. Heat rose to my face, and it was everything I could do not to shout. “You never wanted him to begin with; you just wanted to screw me over. And what about the MapLocate app you put on my phone? And following me to Delerium and spiking my drink?”

I didn’t have concrete proof it was her, but after Prax told me it wasn’t Dwayne, I’d come to this conclusion. Her face told me I was right.

She shrugged. “You should’ve watched your glass better.”

“What were you trying to accomplish? Was it just for that photo? Or were you actually hoping that someone would take advantage of me? Because that’s pretty shitty.”

She pressed her lips into a tight line, probably realizing she’d said too much already.

“What do you have against me, Deanna? Every single family gathering, you’re at my throat. Now you’re after Prax? He’s not even your type. I mean, Travis, I can understand, but Prax? You’re not interested in him, you just want to one-up me. Quit messing with my life!”

That broke her silence. “Me mess up your life? You’re the one who messed up mine.”

“What are you even talking about? I try my best to stay out of your life as much as possible.”

“You’re the one they parade around in public while they hide me away. I did everything to be perfect so they’d finally recognize me, but it was never enough. I was never good enough for them.” Her eyes shimmered with tears, and her face was red.

I shook my head, not quite following.

“You still don’t get it, do you? I’m not your cousin, Penny. I’m your sister! Your half-sister that Daddy hid away in plain sight.”

I shook my head. “No. The timeline isn’t right.”

If Deanna was from Dad’s affair, she’d be a lot younger. She was only a few years younger than me. Unless…oh god! Unless the affair had been going on for years by the time we found out about it, or she was from yet another woman.

“Seems pretty right to me,” she said bitterly.

“Does my mom know?”

Deanna rolled her eyes. “Of course not. She’s a dumb bitch like you!”

Movement in my peripheral vision caught my eye. Someone was holding Prax back. He looked ready to strangle Deanna, but magical vines wrapped around him, stopping him.

I understood now where her anger came from, but that still didn’t make her actions forgivable. And there were too many eyes on us. I decided to take the high road.

“Listen, Deanna, I’m sorry you felt unwanted. But fucking with my life won’t change that. Your beef is with Dad, not with me. I’m not the reason why you never got the recognition you wanted. And if you want to know the truth, I never got the recognition you think I got either; I only ever disappointed them. They didn’t even comfort me when Travis left. Instead, they came over to tell me that I’d embarrassed them and told me to fix it.” I couldn’t stop the emotion from cracking my voice. “Anyway. I’m here with my friends, and I would like to enjoy my Saturday night, so please leave before I have you thrown out.”

Deanna could have just left, but instead, she decided to call me a stupid cunt. That was bad enough, but it was her trying to reach for Prax that did it. I concentrated my magic on her, lifting her up off her feet.

Her eyes went wide. “Let me go!”

I ignored her and walked her step by step out of the pub. It had been raining earlier in the day, and I was tempted to dump her in a puddle but decided not to…until she started running her mouth again, that is. That’s when I plopped her ass-first into the muddiest puddle in sight. I hoped that never came out of her Chanel dress.

Sure, it sucked for her that she was never recognized because she was Dad’s illegitimate child, but that didn’t give her the right to be a jerk to me. I wasn’t responsible for my dad’s actions.

Ignoring her insults, I turned and walked back into the pub.

Daryl met me at the door. “That is the most effective way to kick someone out I’ve ever seen. You didn’t even have to touch her. I need to hire you for security.”

I laughed, trying not to let my exhaustion show. The levitation spell had taken a lot more out of me than I’d expected: up till now, I’d never levitated anything heavier than a pencil. “Yeah… That was a long time coming.”

“Well, I suggest you take your incubus upstairs to finish your talk in private unless you want your conversation recorded by every phone in the pub.”

“That was all filmed, wasn’t it?”

“Yup. It’s going to be all over the internet. Sorry.”

I sighed. “Whatever. She’s the one who started it. She wanted my dad’s attention? She’s going to get it.”

Daryl waved to Gigi, and she released the spell restraining Prax as I walked toward the back hallway. I had barely made it through the door to the stairwell when Prax caught up with me. I gasped as he lifted me clean off my feet and held me to his chest.

“Oh god, Penny. I missed you so much. I can’t believe I forgot about you.” He planted kisses all over my face. “But it’s ok now. I remember everything.”

I sent him my frostiest look. “I guess freedom wasn’t as much fun as you thought?”

His brows knit together. “I never meant any of it. I never wanted to leave. Honest. But I needed to convince you to nullify the spell. You weren’t safe—that troll wasn’t going to give up on you, and neither were the others. I realized I was putting you in danger. So I lied to you. I’m so sorry.”

He brought out his phone and showed me the pictures. “I kept these because I was hoping they would help me remember. I kept your number but changed the name, then left a note telling myself not to call it but to pick up the moment you did. I’ve been waiting for your call for weeks.”

Really?

“I didn’t call because I knew I wouldn’t be satisfied with just some fun with you,” I said carefully. “Your note implied that was all you could offer. So I made myself quit you cold turkey.”

“I lied about that, too. I want more than just a good time with you, Penny. I want forever.”

What was I hearing? I wanted to believe him so badly, but a tiny detail was niggling in the back of my mind.

“What about Deanna? You took her out. You were already looking—”

“Yes, I was looking…for you. She looked so similar, and I thought, maybe…? But I knew within minutes that she wasn’t the one. I took her out for dinner, then I dropped her back at her hotel. Nothing happened. But then she kept showing up at Delerium. I’ve been hiding from her in the VIP lounge. She’s nothing to me. You are everything.

“I’ve never been in love before, Penny, so I didn’t recognize the signs. The way the world seems exciting when you are around and dull when you are gone. When you are around, food tastes better, the sun shines brighter, and the birds sing more sweetly. Without you, I lost my appetite for anything I once enjoyed. I need you in my life.”

I was too afraid to believe it. “What if you regret this? What if you get bored?”

“Never! And I don’t need to be single to experience everything this century has to offer; I can do it all with you. Without you, I wasn’t able to enjoy anything. Don’t you see, Penny? You are my freedom.” He held on to me fiercely, like he thought I’d disappear if he didn’t. “I know I hurt you; I promise it will never happen again. Please forgive me, little witch. I love you.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat but couldn’t stop my lip from quivering or the sharp inhale as I fought to hold back the happy tears. “There’s nothing to forgive, Prax. You only did what you thought was right. And I…I love you too.” A tear rolled down my cheek.

He brushed the droplet away, and as he did, the faint, barely-there tendrils of magic connecting the two of us started to glow. I gasped as the magical threads grew, winding around our bodies.

“I think I was wrong about these bindings,” Prax said. “I don’t think they are holding me to you. They’re holding the two of us together.”

“I think you’re right.”

I stared at the beautiful tendrils as they slowly disappeared into us. I wondered if this was the magical mate bond that held so many monsters to their one and only. Maybe the spell I’d cast to bring Prax to me had made it visible somehow.

Prax bent his head and pressed his lips to mine in a tender kiss. The weight of the past two weeks melted away, and I sagged in his arms, letting his presence comfort me. I kissed him back, wanting to memorize that unique campfire-marshmallow scent of him.

Just as every touch between us had done before, the kiss changed and grew, turning more and more desperate and needy until I was rubbing up against him, craving the feel of his hands on my skin. It was only with great self-control that I finally pulled away. There were things we needed to talk about and figure out before we fell into bed again. Because I was sure once we did, we probably wouldn’t leave for at least a day or two.

“From now on, Prax, please talk to me before doing something that stupid,” I said when I finally caught my breath.

He saluted. “Yes, ma’am.”

“So, I guess you’ll be moving back in?”

“No.”

My heart dropped from the cloud it had been floating on.

“You’re moving in with me. This place is great, but my new place is way nicer.”

Oh! That I could do!

“But I signed a three-month lease.”

“You can use this space as your recording studio. You have it all set up already. And we can stay here if we go out and need a place to crash. This is much closer to the clubs and bars. Or, we can bounce between both locations for a while. I honestly don’t care where we live as long as I have you. We’ll figure it out tomorrow. Right now, I need to prove how sorry I am for lying to you.”

“Yeah? How are you going to do that?”

A mischievous twinkle lit up his eyes, and his lips spread into a wicked grin. In an instant, I found myself hauled off my feet again and thrown over his shoulder.

“Prax!” I squealed.

His hand gripped my ass tightly, holding me in place as he took the stairs up to our apartment three at a time.

“You’d better not drop me.”

“Never! You are mine, little witch. For now and forever. And I’m never letting you go.”


Epilogue
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Prax


Penny sat on our living room floor, an open moving box in front of her and a glass of wine in her hand. The scene reminded me so much of how we’d met that I couldn’t help but crack a smile. We’d gone through this whole song and dance of moving house twice before, first when we moved into the apartment above the Howling Wolf, then three months later when she moved into my luxury condo.

But this time was extra special because it was our forever home. Unlike the cookie-cutter McMansion devoid of any personality she’d been moving into when I first met her, this little Victorian oozed charm. According to Penny, it had great energy, too.

Most of the unpacking and arranging was done. The only thing left to set up was the shelf in the living room, a special gift from Gigi and Lily for all Penny’s spell books and magical odds and ends.

Her phone chimed on the coffee table, and she twisted in place to check the notification. “It’s my mom. She says she just checked in at the hotel.”

Her mom was in town for the big housewarming party we were throwing this weekend. It was mainly for our friends, but Penny’s mom was trying very hard to rekindle a relationship, so we thought we’d give her a chance.

After the very public reveal that Penny’s cousin was in fact her half-sister, things had blown up. Luckily, though, Penny hadn’t been the focus of attention this time. We witnessed everything secondhand through their family chat group and social media posts. Even from afar, I’d felt bad for her aunt and uncle, who had raised Deanna like their own child, only to find out that their love had never been enough for her.

We’d gone low-to-no contact for a while, ignoring anything that was posted online or calls from her family, and focused on building a life together instead. Penny worked on growing her business, and I had the rest of my possessions cataloged and appraised.

It was only when Penny heard that her mother was divorcing her dad that we decided to let the woman back into our lives, albeit very carefully. I made it clear that any attempt to disrupt our happiness would not be tolerated.

Perhaps it was a bit of a dick move to introduce myself as “that useless pauper who’s only interested in Penny for her money.” This was after the media had a field day reporting that Senator Davis’s daughter was dating a mysterious but very well-to-do collector of historical artifacts. So, yeah, I was a little petty. I never claimed I wasn’t.

It was for the best that we kept some contact with her family anyway, especially since we were planning to expand our own little family soon. Not quite yet. Technically, we still weren’t married, and even though it was acceptable in today’s society to marry after having kids or even not marrying at all, I was a bit old-fashioned with things like that.

The box tucked away in my pocket was the reason I’d been reminding myself not to become immaterial all day, lest it fall out and give away my surprise. I wanted to get this done before the party tomorrow so that we could announce it to all of our friends but I was waiting for one last piece to fall into place.

The doorbell rang. I told Penny I’d get it, then walked over to the front hall and opened the door for Mateo, who came in bearing the last piece of the puzzle.

“Good luck, Prax,” Mateo said as he handed me the puppy, then dropped off a bag of supplies at the door.

Mateo’s mate Eva volunteered at a cat shelter, but occasionally, they got a puppy or two in. Mateo and Eva had been keeping this one for me for the past week. They didn’t live far, only a few streets down.

“Is that Mateo?” Penny asked, coming out of the living room. She gasped when she saw the puppy in my arms.

“It was. He only came to drop off our new buddy.”

Penny had expressed concern that she wouldn’t be able to handle a human-demon child and had wanted to start with a puppy first. We’d done a lot of research online and had decided to find one from a shelter.

“I know we were going to check out the local shelter once we got properly settled in, but this little guy showed up at Eva’s work, and I thought he was perfect. People tend to surrender pitty-mixes since they have a bad reputation, and they can be hard to adopt out.”

Penny came to take him out of my arms. “He’s gorgeous! And look! There’s a note attached to his collar.” She put him down and went to detach the note.

As she did, I dug the little velvet box out from my pocket.

She unfolded the note and read it aloud. “Will you marry me, Penny?” She blinked as the words sank in.

When she looked up from the note, I was kneeling before her, the box open and the ring on display. I’d tried my best to remember the ring I’d formed on her finger that night at Delerium and had it reproduced. It had a giant diamond in the center, surrounded by a ring of sapphires the same blue as the streaks in her hair. She’d kept those streaks as her signature look. The air caught in my non-existent lungs as I waited for her reply.

What came out weren’t words but a squeal. “Yes, yes, a hundred times, yes!”

I slipped the ring on her finger as she launched herself at me. I kissed her deeply, enjoying her addictive strawberry-vanilla taste. I would never get tired of that as long as I lived.

It was the sound of our new puppy knocking something over as he tried to reach for Fin Deisel, who was currently on the couch, that made us break off the kiss.

“No! Not Fin!” Penny cried as he grabbed hold of a tail fin and tried to make off with it, dragging the plushie, which was much bigger than itself, across the living room.

I grinned as Penny retrieved her stuffed shark, tossed it over to the table where it was safe from the teething puppy, and cuddled the little doggo to her. Happiness swelled in my chest, and I wondered for the millionth time since meeting her how I’d gotten so lucky.

To think it had all started with answering a summons I thought was a booty call. I’d gotten so much more than that. My sexy little witch was everything I’d ever wanted, and I was one incubus who couldn’t wait to sign on that dotted line.

THE END
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